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Chapter One
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“Where are the wagons?” Willow demanded of the stationmaster.

He shrugged. “Not my department,” he mumbled before scuttling away from her wrath.

Willow was disturbed by the lack of progress at the reopened station. The National Train Authority had said that they’d been working on the place since the winter, but Willow couldn’t see much improvement. The Circuit Company had assured her that everything would be ready for her to start a Breaker Circuit up into uncharted territory, but it looked like nothing had been done.

She was honored to have been chosen as the Boss for the first Breaker in years but hadn’t expected all the setbacks. The Circuit Company was trusting her to take goods, wagons, crew and the team of Heavy Silvers into an area that hadn’t been contacted in all the time since Angus had founded the Survivor’s Alliance. That was a murky period of history when brute force ruled over those less fortunate. But the people at High Meadow had tried to establish something better.

This station had been closed since raiders took it over nearly twenty-five years ago. It wasn’t obvious at what time the squatters had moved on, but they had left a dangerous mess of burned and shot up walls behind them. The NTA had decided it was time to repair and reopen this one. It would once again join the Eastern Linkline and the Reading-Denver Line. Since that would bring in new traffic from three directions, it was decided by the Circuit Company that it would be a good place to make the beginning point for a new circuit. 

The station was renamed in honor of General Dunham who was now retired. Fielding Station, which had been the last station open on the Eastern Linkline, had been the closest to The Depository. And the story of when Dunham’s steadfast soldiers had joined the Survivor’s Alliance was an important turning point in Post-Zero Year history. 

Standing in the overgrown driveway, she could almost feel how it must have been back then. The trains shut down, and the packaged food that people relied on ran out. There were no communities and raiders ran wild around the country. Then Angus gathered a few people, her Uncles Martin and Nick, her father Wisp, and the dream grew. And now here she was on the next step, expanding the territory.

She had come up from High Meadow on the Eastern Linkline and seen the ongoing work in the tunnel. It hadn’t had any maintenance since the stations up the line had been closed. From Fielding to Dunham had been a long slow ride over crooked tracks. The single car train had been stopped outside the station for over an hour waiting for some mysterious signal to approach. Willow had gotten more impatient the longer she’d been trapped in the train. 

The platform was scarred and torn up. The building smelled of raw wood and hot metal. Willow took the stairs, two at a time, eager to see what might await her. Lumber and bricks were stacked up outside. The workmen were making a terrific racket with power tools. But she was most concerned with the lack of facilities for the Circuit Company. Their warehouse was just studs marking out the storage area with tarps over the few supplies that had arrived. The driveway for the wagons was a muddy rut. Trees had been cleared for a Gathering Place, but the stumps remained, and weeds were hip-high in some places. The fencing for the livestock was bright with newly made stakes. Some of the fences were incomplete with just rope lines containing the few animals there.

The Company had made a lot of promises to get her to commit to this endeavor. Taking a crew into the unknown was thrilling and terrifying in equal measure. After two years of being Boss through strange and eventful circuits, they had deemed her the best skilled to take this on. Having been through several crews, she made her selections and put in her requests, but they’d told her not everyone was available. Even though they’d promised she could have anyone. 

They were supposed to leave in two weeks, and she still didn’t have any confirmations yet. That was making her nervous. Willow climbed up to sit on the crossbar of the split rail fence of the horse enclosure. The raw wood was sticky with sap. The horses were on the far side away from the construction racket. She wouldn’t choose any of them without consulting her brother first. Jake had come up with the livestock a few days ago. He would know which of the Heavy Silvers would be best for this exciting new adventure. It wasn’t just the crew that needed to work together. She’d worked a circuit early on where the Silvers refused to pull together. It had made them late for every stop.

Jake joined her at the fence. “How many do we get?”

“Four Silvers for the main wagon. Four more horses—two for the pantry and another two for the engineer’s wagon.”

Jake nodded, squinting into the field. “Give me a little more time to get to know them better.”

Willow punched him lightly on the arm as he climbed through the fence. Her brother had really matured over the past few years. He understood his gift better and used it more carefully. There were a lot more kids with unusual gifts emerging. Wisp had set up a school where they could be trained. She’d stopped by the last time she’d been home and had been very impressed. Her father never ceased to amaze her.

“You Willow?” An older man, lean and grizzled frowned up at her.

“That’s me.”

“I’m Ernst, your engineer.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said putting her hand out.

He took it hesitantly. “Kinda young,” he grumbled.

“This’ll be my ninth circuit,” Willow said as she jumped down from the fence. “I’ve faced raiders, wolvers and tornadoes. How about you?”

Ernst blinked at her in surprise. “Never been on the road.”

“Well, I guess you’ll learn,” she said. “Do you play an instrument?”

“Yeah. They said that was why they picked me. I play trombone.”

“We’ll have to get some practice sessions going. Jake plays trumpet, and I’ve been promised drums this time. They really add a lot to the Arrival song.”

“The what?”

Willow tried not to roll her eyes. “Have you had the orientation?”

“That’s later today.”

“Good.” She hoped that her team wouldn’t be all new people. It was important that they worked well together and getting a new team to that level would be a strain while breaking a new route.

The sound of bagpipes raised her spirits. Connor marched across the lawn grinning around the pipe.

“Connor!” She gave him a hug, squashing his bagpipes which resulted in an odd squeal. “Please say you’re on my crew.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Connor said.

His smile raised her spirits immeasurably. Connor had become a good friend and someone she knew she could count on. Having him on the circuit would make it a lot more fun.

“This is Ernst our engineer,” Willow made the introductions. “Connor is a Judge.”

Ernst frowned at him, too. “A judge of what?”
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Chapter Two
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Jane signed the contract with mixed feelings. She was looking forward to working with Willow again, but this was going to be a very different run. After a year of working in a town, she’d found herself signing back up for a couple of circuits. The run with Willow had been hard, but she’d learned so much. In contrast, dealing with small injuries, colds and bad digestion for a year had made her long for the road. Not only did she encounter more unusual things, it was a lot quieter.

She still had Lisa as an apprentice. Even though she had learned enough to be on her own, she was still learning how to handle her talent. With all the strange abilities popping up, Wisp had insisted that they not be labeled as gifts. He said that caused derision by the assumption that some people were special. And he had put into practice a system where people discovered their own personal talents be they musical, agricultural, industrial or magical. He was trying to normalize the unusual, and she wondered if that would really work.

That afternoon she packed up and took a train to Dunham Station. The platform was a maze of building supplies, toolboxes and cables. She carefully picked her way through, flinching under the general racket of construction. Outside wasn’t much better. There were more supplies and builders everywhere putting together odd bits that she couldn’t figure out.

Willow was arguing with a man at a site that was just foundation and studs. Jane waited for that to finish up. She put her pack out of the way. There weren’t any wagons, so she might be sleeping in the cubbies tonight. But considering all the workers, it might be a bit raucous.

“Jane!”

She turned at the sound of her name to see Connor coming out of the station. She gave him a relieved hug. “Please say you’re on the crew.”

“That’s just what Willow said. And yes, I am.”

“I’m happy to see a familiar face.”

“Me, too,” he said with a grin. “We’ve got Jake, too.”

“And his various pals?” Jane asked with a fond smile.

“Definitely the cats and the dogs, but I’m not sure if he’s gotten any more.”

“How have you been?” she asked. He had still been healing when they’d finished their circuit together, but that was over two years ago now.

“No more injuries, if that’s what you’re asking. Working with William was the best thing I could have done. He’s really made a name for himself as an objective judge. I did two more circuits with him, and there wasn’t a single time when I felt things were going to get out of hand. I have learned so much from him.”

“So, we won’t be seeing him?” Jane asked. Despite being a grumpy loner, William was a good crew member. She had felt safe with him along.

“He got married,” Connor said with a chuckle. “His wife had twins last winter.”

“Goodness. She must be very special,” Jane said.

“According to the gossip, she was a cook’s apprentice on his last circuit. He’s taken a position as a town judge out by Seaview.”

“I did not think I would ever hear of him settling down. Well, I wish him the best.”

Connor nodded. “We write. He’s still got the best legal brain short of Angus. I’ve consulted him about a couple of decisions, after the fact, and he had some great feedback.”

“Maybe he’ll start teaching,” Jane said. She’d gotten the offer, too, but she wasn’t ready to stay put for that long. She wondered if many circuit crew could settle down into teaching. For most of them, the road was in their blood. 

“He’s on the committee to form a separate Judge training school. It’s been in the works for awhile, but I think he’ll get it off the ground. What about you? How have you been?”

“Good,” Jane said. She didn’t have any interesting landmarks to share. Her life just moved along one patient at a time. “Lisa is coming along, too.”

“She’s not still an apprentice?” Connor asked.

“Not really. But she’s still honing her Talent. And something that can be a life-or-death touch needs to be carefully trained.”

“Right.”

Jane noted Connor’s cryptic nod. “Problem?”

“Not really. I’m still unsure about all these...talents.”

“I’ve seen what Lisa can do. You know that without her we would have lost both Sam and Rowan. Sam was gut-shot, and Rowan had a cracked skull with internal bleeding.”

“Yes, but maybe...”

Jane interrupted him with a shake of her head. “There’s no maybe here. Injuries like that on the road are always lethal. If we’d been even a day out of a medical center, they might have had maybe a slim chance, but without? No chance.”

“I knew it was bad at the time,” Connor admitted.

“But the mind smooths the facts out over time,” Jane said. “You look back and only see the high points. Without the Talents things would be very different. It’s something we all need to get used to. There are some very unusual talents showing up.”

“I just hope they’re all for the good,” Connor grumbled.

His comment threw her off. “Why wouldn’t they be?” she demanded.

He hesitated and was saved from responding by a shout from Willow.
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Chapter Three
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Micah jogged down the platform to the livestock car. He knew his mare would be unsettled by the train ride. 

Bear chuckled at him. “Balthazar will keep her company.”

“She doesn’t like confined spaces,” Micah grumbled.

“She or you?” Bear retorted.

Micah tried to scowl at her, but Bear knew him too well. She was an unexpected delight in his life. They hadn’t made any formal commitments, but only worked on circuits together now. And over the winter, they’d shared a house. It had been the best off-season in Micah’s memory. He couldn’t imagine a future without her at his side. 

They retrieved their horses and got them into the freight elevator and down the livestock ramp from the loading dock. That’s when he realized that the corrals hadn’t been finished. That didn’t bode well for the upcoming Breaker.

“You got a Gray Courser like Bear’s!” Jake yelped in greeting.

“Hey Jake,” Micah called. He was glad to see the kid. Now he knew that his new ride was in good hands. “This is Smoke.”

Jake approached slowly making little chirps and hums. He stroked her face. “Hello Smoke.”

“Where are we supposed to put them?” Bear asked.

“There’s a meadow over on the other side,” Jake said. “Hello Balthazar.” He led them around the side of the station.

“Is your sister here?” Micah asked. He looked around at the construction. Seemed like a lot of things had been started, but nothing was even half-finished.

“She’s scolding the supervisor again.”

“Glad I’m not him,” Bear said with a wink.

“They keep shifting priorities,” Jake said sourly. “The corral is only half-done. The goods warehouse was stopped to work on the southbound platform, and then they had to stop that to clear a driveway for the wagons.”

“I don’t see any wagons,” Micah said. That was going to be an issue. He’d wanted to check out the tents and see if there was a way to get one just for him and Bear.

“They were promised yesterday,” Jake said. “Willow’s really mad.”

“Can’t blame her,” Bear said.

“Who else is on the crew?” Micah asked. When he’d agreed to sign on for Willow’s crew, he’d requested some good solid guards. Like the wagons and the construction, they’d been promised. Now he was worried that he’d get some young, inexperienced guards.

“Connor and Jane are here. And I think Lisa’s coming.”

“All good,” Bear said with an approving nod.

“That’s all I know for sure.”

“Well, that’s a good start,” Micah said hopefully. He knew them and trusted them. If there were some good solid veterans on the crew, it would set the proper tone for the circuit.

The front of the station wasn’t any better than the back. Paths had been carved out of the undergrowth, but it was threatening to push back in. “Where are they going to put the wagons?” Micah asked.

Jake pointed to a narrow, muddy strip that was already knee deep in new grass.

“Not a good start,” Micah grumbled.

A familiar shape came out the front door of the station. Hands on hips, he looked around until he saw them. Micah waved at Bernard. At least one of his requests had come through. If he had at least one more from his list, then he’d be able to handle some green kids if he had to.

“Hey Micah, Bear. Is that Jake? You’ve put on some inches,” Bernard greeted them as he shook hands all around.

“Where’s your gear?” Micah asked.

“I stowed it in a cubby. Wasn’t sure if we’d have a wagon yet. There’s rumors that the Company is giving us something really new, but it might not be ready yet.”

“How’d you hear that?” Micah asked wondering why he was always one of the last to know.

“I took a class at the Company.”

“Changing tracks?” Bear asked.

“I thought about it, but there’s a lot more to it than I’m ready for,” Bernard admitted.

“I’m glad to have you on the crew,” Micah said.

Bernard grinned. “This run with you guys? I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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Chapter Four
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While Micah, Bear and Bernard went to check in with Willow, Jake went back to the corral. He had almost finished picking out the team, but there was a strange feeling that he couldn’t shake. He really felt like he needed to take an oddly matched pair of an old horse and a colt. They spent a lot of time together in the field, but he needed to know more about their relationship. He couldn’t find anyone who knew the horses here at Dunham Station and decided to write to the folks at the main ranch.

He’d had to leave his dogs and cats behind until he sorted out the facilities. And now with all the construction and strangers, he was glad he had. Even though he missed them, he knew they wouldn’t have cared for the noise and bustle of it all.

Being the one in charge on this run was going to be hard. He’d done a couple more circuits in between his classes in the winter. At sixteen, he was the youngest Circuit Vet, but no one doubted his abilities. He’d enjoyed working with all the animals and learning new things, but the classes couldn’t teach him how to work with his Talent. He’d visited the school his father had set up, but no one there had the same kind of connection to animals that he did. It was something he was going to keep figuring out for himself.

He introduced Smoke and Balthazar to the herd in the paddock. There was some posturing among the Silvers, but they were accepted. He wandered through the horses patting shoulders and clucking to them. They felt the anticipation of a circuit coming up. There were a couple of horses and two Silvers who had pulled away. They weren’t ready. He wasn’t familiar with any of these horses which surprised him. Between the vet classes and various circuits, he thought he’d met most of them.

“Jake?”

He moved out of a group of horses to see a vaguely familiar face standing at the fence. He waved and the guy beckoned.

“Hey,” he said when Jake got within speaking distance. “I’m Rick Gardener, your apprentice.”

Even though the introduction was cordial, Jake could feel the tension behind it. And with the name, he recognized him. “Lottie and Stan’s son,” Jake said with a sinking heart.

“That’s right. Been awhile since I saw you. You’re taller.”

Rick had been a tough kid to know in school. He had been bigger than most of them, taller and broader. He still topped Jake by half a head and easily outweighed him. And he’d always been overly bossy and cold. He was also a year older than Jake. That combined to be an awkward combination. “Yeah, still growing,” Jake said as he forced a smile.

“Are these ours?” Rick asked leaning on the fence.

“Some.” Jake saw the way Rick looked at the horses and reassessed him. There was a fondness there that Jake had seen in most of the vet students. At least he liked animals. Maybe it was just people he had trouble with. “We get to pick the ones we want.”

“Are those Coursers?” Rick asked excitedly.

“Yup. But they belong to Micah and Bear.”

“Right. But that means they’re going with us, right?”

Jake nodded, glad to see that Rick did have a deep love for the animals. “Are you bringing any animals of your own?”

Rick shrugged. “Wasn’t sure if I could,” he grumbled with eyes on the ground.

“What have you got?”

“Bird.”

“Is it trained?” Jake asked.

“Yes.” 

There was an angry resistance to Rick that Jake wasn’t sure about. It was almost as if he wanted to get into a fight. “Well, if you can control it, then bring it along. What kind of bird?”

“Kestrel.”

“I think we’ll have some chicks with us, so you’ll have to keep him away from them.”

“I’m not an idiot,” Rick snapped. “I’ve been on a circuit.”

Jake’s heart sank again. “Just one?”
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Chapter Five
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Willow checked her list again. They were going to miss the scheduled departure date. They didn’t have any wagons, and more than half her crew hadn’t arrived. She tried hard not to be angry, but it was very frustrating. Once they were on the road, she would be fully in charge of whatever was happening, but right now she was at the mercy of the company.

She was glad to see Micah and Bear. That was a big relief. She knew now that regardless of whom they sent for the remaining guards; the captain was someone she could trust without question. And Bernard was a boon, too. He had been on her list, but she wasn’t sure if he might have changed tracks to apprentice Boss. Now she just needed to find out who her apprentice would be and the cook.

Connor and Micah were inspecting the place for the wagons. She was surprised about Connor. She hadn’t expected a Judge for a Breaker Circuit. She’d read up on the early ones that had spread out from High Meadow. They had already been inside the Survivor’s Alliance and hadn’t needed as much security. Her breaker was going outside. A Judge might end up being a negotiator if they somehow trespassed into dangerous territory.

Both men turned to look at her, and she felt a blush rising. She hadn’t meant to stare. Her relationship with Connor had gotten complicated. They were constantly promising to stay in touch and then whirling away in different directions for school or circuits. She wasn’t sure what might happen over the coming weeks while they were out on the road, but she found herself hoping for something.

She checked on her crew. Jake was over with the horses talking to his apprentice. Willow planned to keep an eye on them. Rick wasn’t on any of her lists because she’d heard he’d barely gotten through one circuit and had caused a lot of discontent. She didn’t want to be dragging dead weight on a difficult run, and she didn’t know if Jake had the patience or maturity to deal with that kind of conflict.

She heard Jane call to someone and looked over to the front of the station. A tall, thin teenage boy was hugging her. When he stepped back, Willow recognized Izzy, the son of Ted and Nixie. He had his father’s dark curly hair, but a much lighter build. She made her way over wondering what part of the crew he would be.

“Hey, Izzy.”

“Willow!” He gave her a crushing bear hug. For such a slender frame, he was extremely strong. “I’m so excited. This is going to be great.”

“Glad to have you,” Willow said putting him at arm’s length. “First circuit?”

“Third. Mom and Dad send their love.” He looked at Jane. “To you both.”

Jane gave his shoulder a squeeze with a fond smile.

“What’s your placement?” Willow asked.

“Cook’s apprentice. I’m so excited.”

“You already said that,” she said with a patient smile. “Any idea who the cook is?”

Before Izzy could answer, the station door clanged open, and Nan came out. Willow threw her arms around her. “I thought you retired.”

Nan squeezed her back. “I thought I did, too. Turns out I’m not much of a businesswoman. The café was more work than fun, and I don’t care for the gossip and games of a small town.”

“I am delighted to have you,” Willow said. She had bonded with Nan on that difficult run. She felt like family. Nothing about her seemed to have changed in the two years since she’d seen her last. Maybe a few more gray hairs in her bun, but that was all.

“How could I miss this?” Nan asked with a sparkle in her eye. “A new route? This is going to be quite an adventure.”

Before Willow could say that she hoped it wasn’t too much of an adventure, a deep rumble warned of something coming up the road.

“The wagons!” Jake yelled.

A big truck came up the road slowly pulling a wagon. There were two more trucks hauling wagons following. They had finally arrived.

“Well, that’s different,” Nan said.

Willow had to agree. These three wagons had a very different design than the usual ones. They were prettier, too. The wooden sides were polished and detailed with a few colored lines and curlicues. The trucks pulled up in front of the station. The Pantry cart didn’t look much different, a little more streamlined with the same detailing. The wagon bristling with tools and gauges she assumed was for the engineering crew. But the biggest wagon with the new design was hers, and she was eager to look it over.

A white-haired man climbed down from the truck. “Boss?” he called out.

“That’s me,” Willow said heading over.

“Where do you want ‘em?”

She pointed to the overgrown lane. “I think that was the plan.”

He frowned. “You’ll never get ‘em back outta there,” he grumbled. “How about we just leave ‘em here?”

She tried to gauge how that might work. “Jake, how much room do we need to hitch up the horses?” After a bit of a discussion with Jake, Ernst and Nan concerning the space needed for the horses and opening the wagons up, they were repositioned.

Micah came over to stand by her as the trucks were unhitched. “I don’t think that road is used much, but we should put some flashers out anyway.”

“Do we have any?” Willow asked.

“I’ll look.” Micah signaled to Bernard and Bear, and they headed to the unfinished warehouse.

To her surprise, the drivers got back in their trucks and left without another word. “I guess we have to figure them out ourselves.”

“Nothing new there,” Nan said with a wink.
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Chapter Six
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Micah was glad to finally have the wagons. When he’d heard that they were getting a new design, he’d wanted to get used to it before they left. Willow had told him that Breaker Wagons were supposed to be more self-contained. They wouldn’t be living in tents because there wouldn’t be any campgrounds waiting for them.

The warehouse did have some flashers, so he put Bernard in charge of that. Bear followed him over as he walked around the wagon noting the levers and doors. Willow was a one step ahead of him.

“I wish they’d given me a schematic,” she grumbled.

The wagon was roughly divided in half like the standard one with one side normally a store and the other for mail. But instead of two panels, this side only had one panel and a row of lockers.

“Still has a store, I think.” He gestured her out of the way as he pulled the most obvious lever. The panel shifted and dropped open into a complicated space.

“Not quite,” Willow said as she stepped into the wagon.

Micah followed. It did have a small store, but it also had an office set up with worktables that flipped down, and folding chairs stored above. The interior space ran down the center of the wagon with automatic lighting overhead. He checked the space and went back out to continue the inspection.

“I guess the other side opens from the back,” Willow said as she investigated the row of lockers in this side.

Micah walked around to the back. There were lockers along the edge that corresponded to the store/office, a flat surface with another lever and a ladder up to the top. He pulled that lever and stood aside as this side opened out.

“Wow,” Willow said.

“Yeah,” Micah agreed. This was a vast improvement over the other wagons. A two-story structure unfolded itself including a portion of the roof. The ladder went to a landing, and a canopy popped out to shelter it all. There was a bunkhouse on the bottom with drop down platforms to sleep eight. Above that was separated into four cubbies that were labeled: Boss, Captain, Doc and Judge.

“No Vet?” Willow asked.

“Over here,” Nan called.

Micah went over to see what they had. Aside from the normal storage, this Pantry wagon was bigger than usual. A pop-out that was similar but smaller had an upper sleeping area divided in half and labeled Vet and Cook and a lower one that could sleep up to four people.

“Nice,” Micah said. He never expected privacy on the road, but this actually gave them all a little more space than usual. And it meant he got to share a bed with Bear. That wasn’t something they could have done in a tent full of people.

“We don’t have to set up tents,” Jake said as he inspected the wagon.

“We never know where we’ll have to stop,” Micah said. “Can’t expect to find a place to set them up.”

“I have my own cubby,” Jake said with a touch of awe.

“Me, too,” Micah said.

“This is going to be great.”

While the crew poked around in the wagon, Micah went down to make sure the engineering crew was happy with their set up. The engineering wagon was set up similarly to the Pantry wagon with a pop out for two above and four below. Looking at the numbers, Micah realized that is was going to be a much bigger crew than normal.

Ernst was testing the drop-down bunks in the upper portion. Micah couldn’t see what was written on the cubbies. “Ernst, who else goes up there?”

He pointed to the label. “Labor Supervisor.”

“Who’s that?”

“Don’t know.”

“What about your crew?” Micah asked pointing to the lower half.

“Haven’t heard anything yet.”

“Did you request them?”

Ernst frowned down at him. “Request who?”

“Your crew.”

“Not mine. I’m just here to inspect the roads and figure out any problems along the way. Don’t need a crew for that.”

Micah looked for Willow. She was up on top of the wagon inspecting the weapons lockers. He climbed up the ladder to join her.

“They’re empty,” he said.

“Everything’s empty,” Willow said with a sigh. “It’s going to take us days to stock everything. Whenever it arrives.”

“Do you know how many crew the engineering wagon gets?”

“Nope.”

A shrill whistle came from the station. Micah knew it was Bear and scrambled to the edge of the wagon to see what the problem was. She was standing on the steps waving and behind her was a crowd with a few more familiar faces. 

“Finally!” Willow snapped.
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Chapter Seven
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Jane was excited by the new configuration. Not only did she get a little privacy, she didn’t have to worry about tent duty. She even had a section behind the store that was set up for her to see patients. That was very new and fairly ingenious. And another chore off their plates. 

Lisa had arrived with the last group of the crew, and they inspected the storage and drop-down shelves together. 

“This is great,” Lisa said giddily.

“I know,” Jane said. “Everything is stored away from the weather. No carting boxes of supplies out to the tent. I hope they’re going to incorporate this into the regular wagons.”

“Takes space from the store,” Lisa said with a glance over her shoulder.

“Not a lot. They still have plenty of space.” She looked at the way the store was set up in this one. The pop-out took the counter out of the main wagon giving the Boss more room. The interior was all shelves and cubbies that might actually have more room than the regular wagon.

Lisa had opened all the storage lockers. “Empty,” she said.

“Yeah. I sent another request up the line but haven’t heard anything yet.” Jane tested the folding chair. It wasn’t too uncomfortable. The space was tight, but efficient. She approved.

“What if our stuff takes longer than the other supplies?” Lisa asked.

“Medical supplies take priority,” Jane said. “I might need them for the crew. You never know what’s going to happen.”

A strange squawk was joined by a trumpet and something higher pitched.

“Ouch,” Lisa said with a laugh.

“It a good thing Willow has them practicing,” Jane said. If she hadn’t heard it a million times, she might not recognize the Arrival song as they crashed through it. The deep thump of a big drum joined in pushing them into rhythm. “That’s a little better.”

“I’ll stick to singing,” Lisa said.

A young man Jane didn’t know came to tell her that a shipment had come in. She joined Willow and Nan at the loading dock to sort it out.

“Food, food,” Willow called out the items as she moved various boxes into dedicated piles. “Looks like our ledgers arrived.”

Jane took hers with a strange tingle of anticipation. She would be meeting people who hadn’t seen strangers before. Maybe some of them hadn’t even seen a doctor before. Her journal would record the population in an area that no one had any information about. It was thrilling and daunting in equal measure.

“Jane, is this yours?” Willow asked.

She inspected the box. “What is it?”

Willow broke open the top. “Looks like...” she held up a packet of waxed paper.

“That’s mine,” Nan said. “Dried bananas.”

One by one the boxes were sorted by department. Bear came to get two small but heavy boxes of ammunition. Ernst stopped by just long enough to get his journal. Jane looked at the three boxes of medical supplies. “This isn’t even half of what I ordered.”

Willow grunted as she shifted another box. “Nope. We’re going to leave late. No two ways about it.”

“I’ll make a start on it,” Jane said. When she got back to the wagon, she sent Lisa for the other two boxes. With all the storage available, she had a hard time deciding what needed to be where. If her exam room was here, should she put bandages or digestive aids in this cubby? Maybe the surgical instruments needed to be here. She felt like a pack rat moving things from one place to another as she tried to envision the workflow.

Lisa arrived with Mason helping her to carry the supplies. Jane gave him a hug. “Glad to see another familiar face,” she said.

“Good to see you too,” Mason said. “If we’re breaking a new route, I couldn’t ask for a better medical team.”

Jane smiled, and she saw Lisa’s blush. There might be something developing there. “Thanks. Same back at you. With you, Micah, Bear and Bernard I’m going to feel pretty safe.”

“Rowan’s coming, too.”

A tingle of unease tiptoed up her spine. “Another familiar face,” she said neutrally.

Mason gave her a tight nod. “I heard he went to that new school for a while.”

“So, he’ll be better at prediction?” Lisa asked.

Mason shrugged.

Jane was still having trouble with all the new talents. Rowan’s clairvoyance had saved Bernard’s life on Willow’s run, but he’d been unpredictable and incoherent a few other times. She shifted some packages in the locker as she thought about what to say.

“I saw them packing up another couple of pallets as I left,” Mason said changing the subject. “I think we should see more supplies by the end of the day.”

“That’ll be good,” Jane said.

“Better go see what Micah needs,” Mason said as he left.

“I’m glad we have Rowan,” Lisa said. “He might be helpful.”

“Yes,” Jane agreed reluctantly. She thought that maybe Lisa was feeling protective of him because he had a talent like she did. “Rowan, Jake, you and Willow. That’s a lot of people with talents in one place.”

“But it’s a good thing,” Lisa insisted. “We can help keep the crew safe.”

Jane forced a smile for her and hoped that their safety didn’t come down to relying on those with arcane talents.
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