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Previously…

Doc had done his best to avoid a civil war in Emerita. He’d even spent six years overseas at the cost of seeing his children grow. The Church of Apoc wasn’t going to allow him to continue bringing light back to the world, no matter what. With the knowledge that his absence was no longer helping, Doc returned to Emerita to see his family.

The years of worry that his children would resent him washed away when they rushed into his arms. Tears of joy and relief were spilled; his kids had also been worried he wouldn’t love them. His wives cried, thrilled to have him home once more. He did his best to spend as much time as he possibly could with his family, trying to catch up on all the missed time.

Life was good, even with the worry of what was going to happen looming over them. Doc and his allies weren’t passive during that lull. They laid their own plans for what might happen. Eventually, the church and government made their move, and the good, happy times came to an end… with fatal consequences.

Ginger Lopert, Harrid’s wife, was the first casualty of war. Her carriage was bombed on the same day the Army of Emerita moved to take Doc’s businesses. Ginger, both Driver brothers, Sequoia, and Ayla were in that carriage, and only Ayla came home alive. If not for the gifts Doc had shared with his family, Ayla wouldn’t have survived. Ginger’s death started an old prophecy into motion, one about a good man going to war. His family had always thought it would be Doc, but it turned out that it might’ve meant Harrid, as it was his love that died, making him want to repay those who had sent the assassins.

The civil war of Emerita would become history for its violence and brevity. With Mother sending her daughters to help, the Emeritan Army was defeated over and over again. When the very earth moves against someone, how can they possibly prevail? Sudden chasms to swallow men, volcanic vents that devastated artillery corps, and storms that drowned entire navies were just some of the ways Mother and her daughters worked to end the war.

All that would be known, but the biggest mystery was the end of the war. A bishop of Apoc used magic to swallow himself, Rosa, Harrid, and Doc in a globe of Darkness. It was a pivotal moment, as it could’ve removed two Voices and the head of Luck’s Templars in one fell swoop. It failed when Doc refused to give up, Rosa raged against the Darkness and found Doc, and Harrid refused to leave his son without him. With the three of them holding off the Darkness, the gods themselves moved to assist them.

The gods surrounded the trio and had a brief meeting. Doc would immortalize that moment in a painting that would become known as ‘The Conclave of the Gods.’ The gods who’d already sent Voices to the world gathered more allies. Love and Wisdom joined the cause, intending to raise Voices of their own. It was there that important news was spoken: it would take a gathering of multiple Voices to move against Tiberius Apocson, the Pontiffica. Apocson was empowered by the Darkness, but before that, he’d been the Voice of War. The need for multiple Voices to stop him was underscored by news that War’s Voice, Zoya, had already been defeated.

With the end of the century coming and the world turning toward the future faster than most would ever believe, Doc knew that Western Emerita alone wouldn’t be enough to stop Apocson. He began to plan for a coalition of Voices and nations to oppose the Fallen Voice. A civil war had been bad enough, but he was afraid of the world war that was likely to come at the turn of the century. He would need to raise nations of believers— Blessed Nations— to withstand Apocson’s wrath.


Chapter One

July 22, 1886

Doc was alone in bed, an unusual event because even his creepy Weed wasn’t there. That meant he had nothing to distract him from his memories of the recent past. The papers had called it the “Shortest War in History,” and it had been. It lasted a single month from start to finish, though it was also one of the bloodiest wars despite the short time span. More people died per battle than had ever happened, and most of that came at the hands of Mother’s children.

Doc could still remember the aftermath of Rosa and the other dryads helping Western Emerita. There had been lava fields where none should exist and gaping pits of the dead where men had marched to their deaths. Swallowing the bile that rose in his throat, he took a few deep breaths to try squelching the memories. Rosa had given him her nectar after each battle, but looking back on them, he was still horrified at the carnage, even if he didn’t feel it as acutely as he could.

“I’d need a therapist if not for my Weed…” Doc murmured.

He was very grateful for Rosa and all she did for the family. At the moment, though, the fact that she could dull the emotion of painful events was what he was most thankful for. That thought did spark a new one— something radical, yet potentially helpful for the war veterans. He wasn’t sure if it would be accepted by the fighting men and women of the country, but he thought it was worth offering. He’d bring it up to Rosa later, which did make him question where she was, or any of the other lovely dryads who would normally be beside the bed. As if his mental question was a summoning charm, Rosa appeared beside the bed in the next moment.

“Oh, Voice, I’m sorry,” Rosa said, quickly kneeling. “I didn’t mean to leave you without me.”

Reaching out, he stroked her tangled thatch of blue-tinged green hair. Meeting her emerald eyes, he smiled at her. “It’s fine, Rosa. What happened?”

“I was rescuing another of my sister’s remnants so Mother could begin restoring her. A doctor who crossed over from Eastern Emerita had her as part of his pocket watch.”

“Did you kill the doctor?”

“No. I simply snapped the chain and took his watch.”

“Hmm… I’ll have to ask Dodd to see about a law for recovering dryad remains. Make it illegal to own them, maybe?” Doc murmured as he looked past Rosa for a moment.

“Thank you, Voice…” Rosa whispered. She could see that he really wanted to help her with this.

Meeting her eyes again, Doc smiled at her. “Anything for my wives, my love.”

Rosa smiled brightly and pressed her head into his hand. “And we will always thank you.”

“What about Sequoia and Petal?”

“Helping your children and wives,” Rosa whispered. “Ayla and Sophia will be here shortly.”

“To wake me,” Doc chuckled. “I’m sure all of them are pregnant already.”

“They just want to make absolutely certain.”

Doc smiled at the thought of his house full of children before his smile slipped. He never got to voice the thought because Rosa giggled at him.

“No, Doc, it’s okay. I’m fine with not having them. I have all of our wives’ children to care for, along with my sisters.”

“I just thought that you might be upset about not having a baby of your own, too.”

“I’m not upset, nor jealous. I’m happy for all of them.”

“Lia was certainly happy,” Doc chuckled.

“You gave her twins, which she deeply wanted.”

“In a couple of days, I can verify for the others, too.”

“Which will have all of them giddy, but especially Sophia.”

“Wisdom’s Voice… She was enthusiastic about that,” Doc murmured. He clearly recalled just how energetic Sophia had been when she’d been told about it.

Rosa giggled. “Oh, yes.”

“We don’t know who War and Love have chosen yet. Harrid turning down War’s offer sent the deity back to Tsarrus to choose his next Voice. I’m upset that Zoya was killed by Apocson. I liked her.”

“She was thrilled to have been chosen and eager to prove her worth,” Rosa said sadly. “She was likely too eager.”

“I hope that she at least hurt him enough that he has to regroup. Otherwise, Tsarrus and Qin will be in trouble long before we’re ready to deal with him.”

“Luckily, the shamans stayed out of the battle, or else they might have fallen, too. There were only a few witnesses who survived the battle as it was. From what they’ve told the shamans, the warriors Apocson had fighting for him were… shod in metal from head to toe and used weapons that only fired bursts of unholy energy. Zoya’s death potentially came much the same way that we almost died— from a sphere of nothing that erased her and her best warriors.”

Doc was silent for a long moment. “I hope she perished and wasn’t converted like they tried with us. I don’t want to have to face her.”

“Two Voices of War turned… that is terrible to think about,” Rosa shivered.

“It would be,” Doc agreed.

“We have time, though. They said we did.”

“We need all the Voices to come together, minus Wisdom’s. Knowing about Apocson’s weapons, we’ll need to see if Invention can inspire Nickla to come up with something to counter them.”

“I’ll let Rema know. She can make sure the message is passed to him via David, via Mangrove.”

“Thank you, my dear Weed.”

“Anything for you, Voice.”

“Oh, that reminds me,” Doc said. “I was wondering if your sisters would be willing to help the veterans of the war?”

“Of course. I can arrange for a few to go to the templar’s bastions to offer their help. I’ll let Ginger know so she can inform Harrid.”

“Speaking of… is she alright? I know what she says, but it has to have been hard for her to adjust to.”

Rosa snickered. “No, Voice. Ginger is thrilled to be back with Harrid and Lucky. She even accepted Apple fully.”

“TMI,” Doc laughed.

“Apple won’t ask about a night with you again. Ginger asked about it, then approved as long as Apple only had fun with her and Harrid.”

“I’m happy for them, but let’s stop this conversation,” Doc said.

“As you wish, Voice.”

Before Doc could say anything else, the door opened, allowing Ayla and Sophia in. “Good, you’re awake,” Ayla smiled. “We have nearly an hour before we have to be down for breakfast.”

“Which we plan to use to ensure we’re pregnant,” Sophia said.

“A couple more days, and we should know for sure,” Doc said.

“Until it’s certain, we’ll keep on like we have been,” Ayla said as Sophia helped her strip her dress off. “If that’s okay, sir?”

Doc chuckled and tossed the blankets off. “Perfectly fine, my loves. Weed, go help them undress.”

“As you command, Voice,” Rosa said as she hurried to comply.

~*~*~

“Good morning,” Doc said as he led Ayla, Sophia, and Rosa into the room.

His children and wives greeted him and the others. Doc made sure to sit his wives first, then went around to hug his kids and kiss his wives. He did make sure to give Posy a hug, as she was basically his daughter, too.

“Anything going on that I need to be told about?” Doc asked.

“You had a few requests to see you,” Fiala said, her cat ears twitching slightly. “I refused most of them because you’ve said you only want to deal with people you’ve dealt with before. However, there was a new request, and I wasn’t sure about it.”

“Who is it?” Doc asked.

“Clarice Barton. She wanted to see if you’d sponsor the start of a branch of the Red Heart for Western Emerita.”

Doc frowned. The name sounded familiar, and when Fiala mentioned the Red Heart, it clicked together. “Is she in Furden?”

“Yes. Should I ask her to come out?”

“I’ll go to her,” Doc said. “Ayla, I’ll need you and Fiala, if you want to come, too. I don’t want to be a recluse, so making trips to Aurora and Furden needs to happen. Hopefully, it won’t turn into a circus.”

“She did say that if we wanted to visit her, she was amenable,” Fiala said.

“Doc,” Sonya said, her warm brown eyes full of love as she looked at him, “I’ve also fielded a few requests from clans in Eastern Emerita. At least two have sent envoys to the Ironbeard clan.”

“Karl’s talked to them?”

“He has, and he was the one who sent word to me about them being there,” Sonya nodded.

“We can make that a stop today, too,” Doc said. “You should come along with us, then.”

“I’ll stay here with the children,” Lia said.

It was odd seeing Lia in a dress again after so long in her buckskins, but she’d done as she said and set her guns down to care for their family. Her long blonde hair was pinned back by combs instead of the tight braid she’d been wearing it in. When she met his eyes, her lips twitched into a smirk.

“As you wish, my love,” Doc smiled back at her.

“There was one other request for a meeting,” Sophia said. “A distant relative of mine did ask, but he’d have to make the trip from the other side of the country.”

“Who?”

“Chief Justice Samuel Sagesse. He’s the head of Eastern Emerita’s Supreme Court.”

“He wants to talk with me?” Doc asked.

“Very much so. His letter was quite impassioned.”

“I don’t think it’d be good for him, but if you think I should, I will.”

“Doc, most of my extended family wants to talk with you,” Sophia said, her feathers ruffling slightly. “You spoke, if briefly, with Wisdom. You’ve given me a dozen paintings of her to send out to the greater Sagesse family. I’ve told most of them that you’re too busy, but a few of the most important members I will ask for.”

“I didn’t really get to talk to her,” Doc said. “I don’t want anyone thinking I held an actual conversation with the gods.”

“I made it quite clear about how briefly you met her, but knowing that she’s sending a Voice has excited all of them.”

“Okay.”

“That was something I wanted to address,” Ayla said. “The painting of the gods meeting… When did we want to allow that out for the world to see?”

Doc took a deep breath. “That’s a big question. It’ll cause a lot of commotion.”

“Of course, it will,” Lia said. “We knew about it and even we were shocked by seeing them all.”

“I could use advice on this point.”

“We’ll table it for now, but I think we should make a small event of adding it to the temple in Furden. Maybe when the renovations are done?”

“I missed something, didn’t I?” Doc asked.

“You were busy when you got back,” Fiala smiled softly. “You said you wanted the temples and churches to hold all the gods. We made sure it was set in motion, starting with the one in Furden.”

“Right,” Doc said, nodding. “We should set that up. I did mention it during the welcome home parade, so it won’t be entirely unknown.”

“Breakfast,” Daf announced as she led Charles and Olka into the room with carts.


Chapter Two

Arriving at the hotel where Clarice was staying, Doc helped his wives out of the carriage. “No idea how long it’ll take, Clyde,” Doc told the driver.

“I’ll pull across the way to the shade and wait,” Clyde said, motioning to the trees along the riverfront area. “We’ll be fine.”

Doc gave Clyde and the templar with him a nod before leading his wives to the doors of the hotel. The doorman on duty opened the doors, asking if they had bags to be brought in. Doc explained they were just visiting a guest at the hotel, but thanked the man for asking.

The interior of the hotel was nice, but not as ornate as the Palace Hotel. It did have rooms that overlooked the river, though, which Doc thought would be a big draw once more people began to visit Furden again.

“Good evening. How can we help you?” the gentleman behind the hotel desk asked.

“We were hoping to speak to one of your guests, Clarice Barton,” Doc said. “If you’d be kind enough to let her know that the Holydays are here?”

The man’s eyes widened as he gave a small bow. “Of course, sir. One moment.” He turned to the telephone behind the desk to place a call.

“I’m surprised they have a telephone here already,” Fiala said softly.

“Internal switch, not external,” Ayla said. “Most hotels have been eager to replace the old tubes for telephones.”

“I don’t blame them,” Doc said. “Phones will overtake every other type of communication given time.”

The staffer turned back to them, having finished his phone call. “Sir, the guest asks you to come up to her room, 201. The elevators are right over there.” He motioned to the two elevators.

“Thank you,” Doc said.

“It is our pleasure, Mr. Holyday,” the man said with a proud smile.

Doc tried not to cringe at the man’s awe. He was uncomfortable with the adoration being given to him. Staying quiet as they left the front desk, Doc opted not for the elevator, but the stairs. It was only the second floor, which wasn’t far, and the first room off the top was Clarice’s. Doc knocked, a pleasant smile on while they waited for Clarice to answer.

The door opened. Clarice was dressed in plain, unadorned clothing with minimal makeup on. “Holydays, I wasn’t expecting you, but please, come in.”

“Thank you, ma’am. Sorry for the abrupt reply to your request,” Doc said, letting his wives enter before him. “I had other people who wanted to meet today, and I thought handling all of them at once would be for the best.”

The room was a suite, but again, a step down from the Palace Hotel. What it did have was a small patio so guests could sit outside with a clear view of the river. Being on the second floor, the view wasn’t great, but that likely meant the room wasn’t as costly as those on a higher floor.

“We’re grateful you accepted our sudden visit,” Fiala said. “Let me do introductions…”

Clarice’s smile was real as she greeted them and then offered them tea from the pot she had. She did call down to have another pot brought up when it was clear that there wasn’t enough for everyone. That delayed any real conversation until the new refreshments were brought up, which included some pastries— courtesy of the hotel— for them to enjoy.

“Fiala told me you wanted to discuss the Red Heart,” Doc said once everyone was comfortable.

“I don’t know if you are aware of the organization,” Clarice said.

“I believe so, but please tell us?”

“The Red Heart was established to help heal wounded soldiers after battles. It’s not an old organization, barely two decades in existence, but most countries recognize it now.”

“Where was it established?” Sonya asked.

“In Genava, Helvetia,” Clarice said. “It was brought to conference after Dunant saw the aftermath of the Italus Wars. Forty thousand wounded, dead, or dying were left on the field. He organized those willing to assist in trying to provide aid to the soldiers from both sides. When he returned to Helvetia, he wrote a memoir about it. That book led to the Convention of Genava and the establishment of the Red Heart.”

“How did you end up with them?” Ayla asked, sipping her tea.

“There was a discussion about them when I was studying to be a teacher. I sought out what I could, then when the civil war broke out, I went to aid the wounded. You probably don’t remember me,” Clarice said softly, looking away from Doc, “I was assisting the wounded, just like you were. Well, not like you, Mr. Holyday, but as best I could.”

Doc didn’t remember the earnest woman, but Rosa said, “You were following Sherman’s army.”

“Yes,” Clarice smiled softly. “I could only aid the true doctors, but I was there. The wounded…” Trailing off, she swallowed hard. “It was a terrible time, but it just made it a mission for me to see the Red Heart have a branch in Western Emerita.”

“I agree,” Doc said. “The Red Cross… err… Red Heart is an organization I would be willing to back. Ayla, I know things are still tight because of the war, but can we assist her mission?”

“That’ll depend on what exactly she’s asking for,” Ayla said, setting her cup down.

“I’m hoping for funding to establish the organization in the country,” Clarice said. “I thought Furden would be the best spot, as it clearly is going to be the capital of the nation. Secondary would be Golden Bay; that would give us the chance to assist other countries if they need more aid.”

“Furden won’t be the capital, but it’ll be built south of here,” Fiala said. “What was it going to be called, Doc?”

“Radiance. A bright light for the country to follow,” Doc said. “It was the best name of the lot.”

“Right. I remember your opposition to some of the others,” Fiala chuckled.

“There were other names?” Clarice asked.

“Not important,” Doc said. “Radiance is just starting to be built. Much like DC for Eastern Emerita, it’ll be separate from any state. It’ll be built at one of the junctions where the states converge, with each of the four giving up territory for it to be made. It’ll be a city, not a district, and it’ll have no senators or representatives in national office.” Doc shook his head, as they’d gotten far afield. “Back to what we’d been discussing. If you want to set up, Radiance, Golden Bay, or Furden should be fine. Radiance will be a major rail hub, even more so than Furden, so it might be the better location for you.”

Clarice’s smile was bright. “You’ll help fund the creation of a branch here?”

“Yes.”

“Please get a proposal together for me, and I can begin the process of arranging an initial fund for you,” Ayla said. “Doc, much like your founder, wants to limit the death of war. I’m sure your organization will see yearly donations from our family going forward.”

“Thank you,” Clarice whispered, then sniffled. Her eyes began to water. “I…”

“It’s okay, child,” Rosa said. “No one here will fault your tears of joy and sorrow. I can assist you by fading the horrors you experienced if you’d like. The memories will stay, but the emotions will dull.”

“W-what?” Clarice whispered.

Rosa rose from where she’d been kneeling beside Doc to go to Clarice. “Dryads can help those with memories causing them grief and pain. I can even ask my sisters to help with your cause, those who help the wounded, and the wounded themselves. But first, would you like the emotions dulled for you?”

“How?”

Rosa stuck her finger in her mouth, then pulled out a bead of golden liquid. “Focus on the memories, then accept this.”

Clarice’s eyes went wide, her face burning. “But that is improper.”

“It’s actually far more proper than it could be,” Doc said. “Rosa, we need to see if you can make those into pills so it doesn’t shock people.”

Rosa nodded, but was still watching Clarice. “Yes, Voice. I will work on doing so. I can see where people would have trouble with what I am offering.”

“Clarice,” Doc said gently. “No one here will ever mention it. The choice is yours, but on my word, it will help.”

The young woman hesitated, then reached out to take the bead from Rosa. “Okay.”

Rosa smiled gently, but pulled her finger back slightly. “You need to focus on the memories when you take it into your mouth. Close your eyes and focus. I will place the bead on your lips, and then you can swallow.”

Clarice’s face was the same color as a tomato, but she closed her eyes and did as she was told. When she felt the bead touch her lips, she licked it off. A few seconds later, she went nearly boneless in her seat, and Rosa caught her to help keep her in place. After another minute, Clarice slowly came back to awareness. “Oh… I’m sorry.”

Rosa let her go. “It is okay, child. Do you feel better now?”

Clarice blinked slowly, thinking about the aftermath of the battles she’d seen. The horror of the wounded and dying was no longer overpowering. She could feel a tiny hint of it and knew it’d been worse, but now, she could view the memories without wanting to sob. “Yes…”

“Good.”

“We have some other meetings to get to today,” Doc said. “Once you can get the paperwork to Ayla, she’ll make sure you are taken care of. I believe in the Red Cr… Heart. I wish you the best in your endeavor to make this branch of the organization.”

Doc’s wives all stood, saying their goodbyes, too.

Clarice was quickly on her feet to show her guests out. Everything felt surreal to her. She’d met Luck’s Voice and most of his wives, and they’d agreed to help her with her goal. Clarice said a silent prayer to Luck as the door closed behind the family. They’d given her dreams life, and she would always thank them for that.

“Off to the Ironbeard clan,” Doc said as they went down the stairs.

“She was nice,” Fiala said. “I hope she isn’t as timid in the future.”

“No. She is normally more outspoken, but she was in awe of meeting so many of our family,” Rosa said.

“I just hope she moves on this,” Ayla said. “I won’t begin moving money until she gives me what I need.”

“She will,” Sonya said. “If she wasn’t driven, she’d have never asked to meet.”

“True enough.”


Chapter Three

The Ironbeard clan had expanded since Doc first met them. The area around the clan hall had been bought up, allowing the clan to consolidate their area of influence. The homes that’d been around the hall had all been remodeled to help with the massive influx of children. As Doc helped his wives out of the carriage, the air was filled with happy laughter from those same children as their mothers, aunts, uncles, older siblings, or some other relation kept an eye on them.

One of the kids, upon seeing Doc’s family, went running for them. The templar whistled sharply; he didn’t want to scare the child, but he also had a job to do. The shrill sound got the kid to stop and stare up at the templar, but it also brought the family’s attention to the child. An elderly dwarf was heading their way, too, looking chagrined.

Doc stepped the last few feet over to the dwarf child before squatting down. “Did you need something?”

He just shook his head, eyes wide as he stared at Doc. “Hi…”

Doc’s smile softened. “Hello to you, too. Running at people to say hi isn’t great. Next time, just walk and know that some people won’t have the time to chat.”

“Okay…” the dwarven boy said softly, looking down.

“I’m sorry, Voice,” the elderly dwarf said when he got to the child.

“Nothing to apologize for,” Doc replied, standing up and patting the child’s shoulder. “He’s just being a kid. Goodness knows we should encourage them more than scold them for being inquisitive.”

“I’ll try to remember that. Come along, Josef.”

“Yes, Poppa,” the boy said, taking his father’s hand.

Doc watched them walk away, confused for a moment before he shook his head.

“Something wrong, husband?” Sonya asked, taking his hand.

“Didn’t expect him to be the father. I thought he’d be the grandfather.”

“It wasn’t just the younger generation that wanted to have children,” Sonya said, leading him back to his family. “I talked Onyx and then Karl into letting the older generations have a single child. This way, they get to have one if they hadn’t already.”

“That’s fair. I mean, I did help Dancing Squirrel and Gray Rabbit,” Doc said. “I have no idea why it caught me so flatfooted.”

“Probably something from your old world,” Fiala said.

“Probably,” Doc agreed.

The guards at the door of the clan hall welcomed them into the hall. When they got to the elder’s room, the guard there asked them to wait before he went inside. He came back a moment later to let them in.

The three elders of the Ironbeard clan set aside their work when Doc entered. It was the eldest of them, Itoniv, who spoke to them, “Voice and family, how can we assist you today?”

“I was informed that a couple of clans from Eastern Emerita were here and asking to speak with me,” Doc said. “I wasn’t sure where they might be, so I came to you, Elders.”

“We can have them brought to one of the rooms here. I also had a request of you, Voice, since you are here.”

“I’m listening,” Doc replied, remembering how grumpy and standoffish Itoniv used to be. The elder had mellowed since Doc had helped the clan and the long years of seeing his clan boom with prosperity and children.

“I am dying, Voice,” Itoniv said. “Karl tells me that it is just my body reaching the end of my time.”

Doc’s mind rushed ahead of the dwarf. He could heal the age away from Itoniv, something only his family could do, but he was unsure if he should keep everyone alive forever.

“I ask that you speak for me to Mother,” Itoniv went on, unaware of Doc’s internal conflict. “I have tried these last few years to be better, but… my youth… all of my life until you came was not one of wishing joy for others. I fear my next life will be bad because of my earlier views. Can you intercede for me?”

Doc was yanked out of his own debate when Itoniv expressed himself fully. The elderly dwarf wasn’t asking to be healed, but for his soul to be given a better chance. Silence stretched out slightly longer than it should have, and Itoniv’s stoic face fell as he took the silence as rejection.

“I’m sorry,” Doc said finally. “I was thinking you were going to ask for something else, and I wasn’t prepared for your request.”

Itoniv’s exhale of relief was loud in the room. “Oh, thank Luck. I was worried you were going to reject my request.”

“I can ask Mother to temper things, but I fear you’ll still have hardships when your soul comes back around, Elder. Nothing as bad as it might’ve been, but still a rough road to walk for some of your next life at least.”

Itoniv bowed his head. “I can accept that as my penance. Thank you, Doc.”

“How long?” Doc asked.

“Karl does not know. He simply said he has done all he could. I cannot fault him. I am old, the eldest of the clan. I will be stepping down on the solstice; this way, the council can continue easily without me.”

The doors opened behind the family, and Karl Ironbeard, the shaman of the clan, came striding in. “Voice, I didn’t expect you. Is there anything I can help with?”

“He has come to see the visiting clans,” Alaric, the first Elder Doc had met, said. “Itoniv just explained his coming end and how we would have a new Elder this solstice.”

“Ahh. Yes,” Karl looked down, sadness on his face. “A sad thing for the clan, but also joyous, too.”

“Joyous?” Doc asked, surprised at that.

“We’ve already selected who will step into Itoniv’s place,” Karl said. “We seek to do better, and so we have one of the younger mothers taking his place. The clan listened to your wife,” he nodded to Sonya, “that diversity can be a strength. A young mother is something our clan hasn’t had as an elder before. I’m sure she will bring new views and ideas to our clan.”

“She was one of the first new mothers for the clan,” Sonya said.

“I find diversity has helped strengthen my family,” Doc said, looking at his wives before he turned back to Karl. “Can you lead me to the clans that came to see me?”

“Of course, Voice. Please, follow me,” Karl said.

“Thank you, Doc,” Itoniv said, “for everything.”

All three elders stood up and bowed to him, making Doc look away. “I’m just doing what Luck wants,” Doc said.

“He’s still not very good at accepting praise,” Ayla giggled.

“He really isn’t,” Fiala smiled.

“True, but it’s better than him preening or thinking it’s his just due,” Sonya added.

Doc just shook his head as he followed Karl, his wives beside him.

~*~*~

Doc was chatting with his wives when Karl brought the clan representatives to him. The four dwarves were two pairs of opposites; an older man with a younger woman, and an older woman with a younger man. Outside of that, the dwarves wore very similar outfits, something just older than society’s fashion of the day.

“Voice, I introduce Elder Conrad and his daughter, Fridu, of the Coalfoot clan. I also introduce Elder Karolin and her nephew, Alwin, from the Woodbane clan,” Karl said, motioning to each pair. “Elders, you know of Doc Holyday, Voice of Luck. Beside him are his wives: Sonya, Fiala, Ayla, and Rosa. Rosa is Mother’s Voice,” Karl added the last sentence to make it clear that they shouldn’t look down on the dryad.

The usual pleasantries were exchanged between the groups before they joined Doc’s family at the table. Karl left them to speak; he knew what they’d come for, and it wasn’t his place to speak for them.

“I assume you both came to ask for a shaman?” Doc broached the topic, not seeing a reason to draw out the meeting.

“Yes, Voice,” Conrad said. “My daughter was chosen from a large pool of potentials. We’ve heard of your forward thinking and thought it best to adopt it ourselves.”

“That is our hope,” Karolin added after Conrad. “We waited for you to call on the clans during the war, but then, you had it finished only a month later. Once it was over, it was decided that it would be easiest to come see you to ask for this blessing.”

Doc held out his hands to the younger dwarves. “Please take my hands.” Fridu did instantly, but Alwin was a little slower, curiosity burning in his eyes. “Luck, please make sure these two are as fit as they can be,” Doc said as he triggered his gifts. He was going to heal them, but mostly, he wanted to know if either was touched by Apoc. A moment later, the glow faded, and he took his hands back. “You are both in wonderful health.”

“Karl healed us all when we arrived,” Fridu said softly.

“Voice,” Alwin asked slowly, “was that a test?”

Karolin’s eyes shot open at the question, a touch of fear crossing her features. If Alwin upset Doc, then he might not bless the younger man. The clan could end up being rejected by the Voice.

“Why do you ask?” Doc questioned gently, but he patted the air at Karolin, who looked about to speak, stopping her.

“It felt like you were testing us. To me, at least.”

“I was. I can check to see if any spark of Darkness has seeped into someone. There was the slimmest chance it might’ve happened. But it isn’t a test for just you. I’ve checked almost everyone who asks to be blessed. I don’t want to see Luck’s gifts turned to Apoc’s ends.”

The older dwarves looked aghast at the idea, but the younger duo nodded solemnly.

“Where are your clans located?” Doc asked.

“Our clans are in Virginia, the mountainous western part of the state,” Conrad answered.

“Virginia?” Doc asked, shocked the name was the same.

“The original colony state,” Fridu said. “Both of our clans sent families with the first few ships, then the rest immigrated afterward.”

“I’m just surprised to hear the name being the same,” Doc said. “I also have to remember that West Virginia doesn’t exist here.”

“West Virginia?” Karolin asked.

“Not important,” Doc said. “But you come from the coal mining region?”

“We do,” Conrad said.

“Our clan is not invested in coal mining, but in logging,” Karolin said with a guilty look at Rosa.

“I do not fault you, child,” Rosa said from where she knelt beside Doc. “Those old grudges have to be let go for the good of everyone.”

“Ahh, so your clan name is older than Emerita?” Doc asked.

“It comes from Dussle,” Karolin grimaced. “It has been the clan name for generations, going all the way back to our wars with the elves.”

“I see. Have you set that old hatred aside?”

“We are doing our best, Voice,” Karolin said softly, fear of being rejected again growing in her eyes. “The younger generations have accepted that it is time to stop. Some of our eldest, though…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

“They will learn,” Alwin added. “Even the eldest will listen to their shaman.”

“Do they despise me for consorting with elves and dryads?” Doc asked, more curious than anything.

“No,” Karolin interjected.

“Most are upset that you side with them and wonder why you never called on us,” Alwin added. “We stood ready to join the war.”

“I don’t like war,” Doc said softly. “Sometimes, it’s necessary, but we should never let an old wound be what drives us forward.”

“I agree. I think that’s why I was chosen.”

“My nephew is calm and doesn’t act rashly,” Karolin added. “His deliberateness is what made him our choice.”

“And you, Fridu?” Doc asked, looking at the young woman.

“I don’t know, Voice,” Fridu said.

“Fridu was selected because she’s reserved and doesn’t act rashly,” Conrad said. “But we also heard that you think our young women should do more than just be mothers. The youth rose up when they heard that. More unmarried women have opted to work than ever before. It has stirred worry in our clan that we might not survive. Then, we heard that your blessings can spark a cascade of new births.”

“I see,” Doc said. “Alwin, Fridu, do you both want to be shamans, or is it just what your clan wants?”

“I want to see my clan leave behind the hatred,” Alwin said. “It hurts us. As shaman, I could get even the most entrenched to listen to me.”

“I want to be a mother,” Fridu whispered. “But your words say that we can work and be mothers. If that’s true, then I want to be a shaman, too. I can help my clan see that they don’t need to fear what’s new. And…” She bit her lip, glancing at Alwin. “Maybe we can even bring clans closer together.”

Alwin’s face above his beard went crimson. “Umm, y-yes… yes, that… umm…”

The two elders looked shocked, just staring at the younger dwarves.

Rosa giggled. “Doc, bless them as shamans and as a couple. They have found a deep love while they have been waiting. Neither of them knew how to even broach the topic with their clans, but Fridu thought if you blessed them, then their clans could accept them, too.”

“Fridu, you have courters already,” Conrad choked out, trying to find his voice.

“Alwin, what is this? You never even looked at the maidens of our clan.” Karolin was equally lost in shock.

Sonya giggled. “Love is not to be dictated by our parents.”

“Don’t you know that as truth?” Fiala laughed.

Ayla shook her head at the pair, but she was chuckling, too.

“Fridu, Alwin, are you sure?” Doc asked the pair.

Both Elders rocked back in shock at Doc’s question.

“Yes,” Alwin nodded, lifting his chin. “I want to ask Fridu to marry me.”

“Please,” Fridu said. “He is caring and calm. I want to see him smile as he cares for our children.”

Doc stood up, going around the table to them. “Take each other’s hand, please.” When they did, he touched each on the shoulder. “Coalfoot and Woodbane clans, both came to me to see a shaman raised. But today is so much more. Today, we see love between a young man and woman become a blessing. You will both need to accept your gifts, but choose healing as one of them. Doing so will let you help those who hope for children to be fertile enough to rival a human. In Luck’s name, I bless you as shamans, but also as a fledgling couple. Go home and have a wedding with your clans there to celebrate with you.”

Alwin and Fridu’s eyes grew wide when Doc blessed them, and both quickly took healing as a gift. When they looked up at Doc, he smiled down at them.

“Did you take healing?”

“Yes, sir,” Fridu nodded.

“Yes, Voice,” Alwin said.

“Good. Now focus that gift on Fridu. I’ll help her become fertile, and you can copy this later for your clans. When I finish, we’ll do the same with Alwin, because the man can be the problem, too.”

The elders were floored at how fast things were going, but neither was going to speak against the Voice of Luck. He’d given them shamans, the chance at children for the clan, and even a way to put down the bubbling animosity between the two clans that they’d tried to keep hidden from him.

Rosa smiled as she watched the pair of older dwarves. They knew it would cause some strife for their clans, but they accepted Doc’s words and were invested in seeing the marriage happen as the younger pair wished.


Chapter Four

July 23, 1886

Doc sat with Rosa as the carriage rolled into town. He’d been unprepared for the request that arrived last night for him to attend a meeting in the morning. Since it came from Dodd, he agreed to go. Pulling up outside the temporary presidential home, the templar riding on the carriage got down to open the door for them.

“Thank you,” Doc said before he turned to help Rosa out.

He hadn’t expected two dwarves from the Ironbeard clan to be guarding the home, but he didn’t let that stop him from climbing the stairs. The two guards drew themselves up to stand at attention, but neither spoke nor moved to open the doors.

“I was asked to attend a meeting,” Doc said, not faulting the men for being formal in their job duties.

“One moment, sir,” one of them said before he knocked twice on the door.

A few seconds later, a young man opened it. Seeing Doc, he bowed slightly. “Sir, if you will follow me.”

“Of course,” Doc said, following the young man. As he did, he took in the home. It’d been a socialite’s home, but the man had left for Eastern Emerita when the war broke out. The previous owner had sold the property to Furden in the first week at a good price. Dodd, as Governor of Furden, then sold it to the new government of Western Emerita. Dodd now lived in it until a permanent home could be built for the first elected president in Radiance.

The young man brought them to an office where a lady was sorting mail. She looked up when Doc and Rosa were brought in, getting to her feet. “Holydays, it is a pleasure to see you. The president is waiting. Please, come this way.”

She led them through the door near her desk into a bigger office. Doc grinned when he saw who was in the office. Dodd was sitting with Homer Tarbo and Teddy Rusfelt. The three men all stood when Doc and Rosa came into the room, smiles crossing all of their faces.

“I’d wondered why I was asked to come in today,” Doc chuckled as he went to shake hands with his friends and allies.

“We’ll be leaving for the capital today,” Homer said.

“Hopefully, it’s a peaceful trip,” Doc said.

“Yes, and that it doesn’t take too long,” Teddy added. “Especially if I’m going to run for President of Western Emerita. I was told that you recommended me for the office.”

Doc looked at Dodd, who shrugged. “You did say he would be an ideal candidate. I mentioned you endorsed him.”

“I did mention it, and I will publicly back you, too, if you want,” Doc said. “If I do, though, people might question you about being a puppet.”

Teddy snorted. “No one who’s ever met me would, but you do have a valid point. Maybe hold off on a public endorsement.”

“Can do,” Doc said as he sat Rosa on a small sofa before taking the spot beside her. “So why am I here today?”

The three men sat once Rosa was seated. Dodd coughed into his fist before saying, “There’s going to be a photo op when we send them off. The first big news since the war ended, unofficially. It won’t be official until the treaty is signed. With it being such a big event, I was hoping you would attend.”

“No speech from you,” Teddy continued. “Just being present.”

“Unless you want to give one,” Homer added. “We know you don’t want people to think you are running the nation. However, you can’t run from the fact that it was Luck’s templars that held off the army. Luck is part of the nation at this point. How much is something that will need to be seen.”

Doc sat back as he considered what they were asking. “It’ll still cause people to think I’m controlling things from behind the scenes.”

“Those people will regardless,” Teddy shrugged. “The best you can do is not back anyone for any office at all, declaring yourself unwilling to publicly endorse candidates. If anyone wants to be seen as being backed by Luck, they’d have to seek out Harrid, instead. But the ones who doubt you would only point to him as your mouthpiece.”

“Damned if I do, damned if I don’t, huh?”

“Basically,” Homer said. “Doc, I understand you not wanting to get involved in politics. Honestly, the only people who do are those who want to make things better or those who want power for themselves. It’s worse for you because you don’t want Luck to be seen as the next Apoc, a controlling force over the government. History will show how far the Church of Apoc went to influence the war. I’m sure some are already covering their asses on that front.”

“What we can do is minimize your entanglements with the government, but if you just vanished as much as possible, it would raise far more questions,” Dodd added. “‘Where did he go?’ ‘What is he doing?’”

Doc sighed as he slumped in his seat. “There’s no escape.”

“The price of changing the world,” Teddy said. “You did the near impossible in a month, Doc. You formed a nation, bested the army of Emerita, and healed everyone you could, including the enemy.”

Doc shifted in his seat, causing Rosa to giggle. “Doc will always have trouble accepting everything he does.”

“Fine…” Doc sighed. “I’d really hoped that I could step back, but if all of you think it won’t help, then I can at least minimize things. No speech from me at the sendoff.”

“Good. We have an hour before we have to leave,” Dodd said. “We’re taking their offer on the treaty, but there are other things I want you two,” he looked at Homer and Teddy, “to do. Namely trade agreements.”

“I spoke with David yesterday,” Homer said. “He was asking for no tariffs on their end.”

“They might want them to show how they’re still upset with Western Emerita,” Rusfelt said. “We won’t be adding tariffs on their goods, will we?”

“None, as we want trade to flow. For the moment, they have more industry than we do.”

“For now,” Doc said. “If I know David, he’s already getting things placed to make us the largest maker and supplier in the world.”

“He is,” Homer chuckled. “‘Ambitious’ doesn’t even begin to cover what he wants to do.”

Teddy grunted. “I won’t abide him controlling the nation.”

“His businesses will be structured like mine,” Doc said. “Separate from each other, with others running them for him. He won’t micromanage them.”

“I haven’t spoken to him much. I know you three all have, but I need to sit down with him.”

“He’ll be happy to do that,” Rosa smiled. “I can let my sister know, and she can pass the message along to him. It’d likely have to wait until you return from this trip.”

“Your sister?” Teddy asked.

“Rema. She comes from the red maple,” Rosa said. “She is his companion as I am Doc’s.”

Teddy’s eyes pinched slightly behind his glasses before his eyebrows rose. “Oh, I see. Hmm… Trade?”

Doc just smiled when no one in the room answered his question.

Teddy glanced between them before he nodded. “Very well. It makes sense now that I think about it. Odd that I didn’t make the connection earlier, or that others haven’t.”

“Gifts can be strange and wondrous,” Doc chuckled. “Just keep it to yourself.”

“Yes. I can only imagine how some people would react if they knew. How easily the truth was spread during the war suddenly makes far more sense.”

“Speaking of war,” Dodd went on, trying to segue the conversation, “any word on Kanata and Eastern Emerita’s?”

“Kanata took Machi from them,” Rosa said. “That was as far as they got before what was left of the army arrived. Currently, they are in a stalemate. Neither side wants to fight over it. I expect another major battle, then for Eastern Emerita to sign a treaty giving away the state.”

“Another major blow to them,” Teddy sighed. “If Iberra wasn’t in such a rough state, they might’ve tried to push to take Cobana back.”

“Iberrita is nearly done with their own war of independence,” Dodd said. “I got a letter from their interim-president today, asking to join Western Emerita once they’re done fighting.”

“Why?” Doc asked.

“Because they see that this new nation will be where the best comes from,” Homer said. “We’d fold them in as a state or states, not a colony ravaged for treasure.”

“It’s all the small nations down south to the canal that are throwing off the rule of Iberra,” Dodd said. “I’ve gotten letters from all of them. Most will become states, but Iberrita will need to be split into at least two. It’s a topic I’ll bring to Congress next month.”

“We’ll be almost as large a nation as Emerita was before the war if that happens,” Teddy said.

“The world changes,” Doc murmured. “What I’ve been using to help guide me is all about to go out the window. Or most of it, anyway.”

“Will that stop you?” Teddy asked.

“It’ll slow down my decisions, but it won’t stop me.”

“And you’ll have all of us to help,” Rosa added softly. “Your family and friends.”

Doc put his arm around her shoulders, drawing her to his side firmly as he took a deep breath. “I’d be lost without you.”

“The women in our lives are a cornerstone that supports us,” Teddy said softly. “Doc, I want to thank you. You got me to write to my wife when I had to report on the war. She went to the nearest Luck’s temple, and the woman there healed her. I hadn’t taken the stories of your healing as seriously as I should have. If she hadn’t gone when she had… I’m not sure she’d still be alive today.”

“I’m glad the light didn’t go out of your life,” Doc said. “If any of my wives died, I’d be just as heartbroken.”

“Like Harrid,” Tarbo said, his tone subdued. “How are he and his son doing?”

“They’ve been doing well,” Doc said, not wanting to give away Ginger’s rebirth. “A dryad’s been helping them.”

Rosa kept a straight face even while she internally giggled over Doc skirting the fact with a truth. She agreed that it was Harrid’s and Ginger’s right to let people know she was a dryad or not as they saw fit.

“Speaking of dryad help,” Doc said as the conversation lulled for a moment, “I had a plan for helping our veterans…”


Chapter Five

Doc followed the other men up to the podium that’d been erected at the train depot. The press had turned out for the speeches and photo ops, which wasn’t surprising at all. What did surprise Doc was the crowd. He hadn’t really expected that many people for the sendoff.

Dodd was the first one up to the podium, where a microphone was placed. Doc smirked that his idea for an enchanted microphone had been useful for more than just Heather. He knew that she’d gone to David to patent it, and he was glad she’d done what he’d suggested. She’d turned the business aspect of it over to Peabody, who was making sure it was widely known and growing in popularity.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Dodd addressed the crowd, “I’m glad to see so many of you here today. While the war with Eastern Emerita is over, we have yet to sign a treaty with them. Until that is done, things are tenuous between nations. That is why we are here today: to send our envoys to sign the treaty. Homer Tarbo represented Coalrud in the Senate before the split, and will be running for the same office when we hold elections. Tarbo will be assisting Theodoric Rusfelt Junior. You might all know Colonel Rusfelt for his ride to claim Cobana for Emerita. I chose Rusfelt because he is a man of principles, and when the war was on the horizon, he tried to bridge both sides. Now, he is a Westerner, proudly living in Yanktonai. Gentlemen, would you care to speak?”

Homer stepped forward first, shook hands with Dodd for the press, then turned to face the crowd. “A new nation on the verge of becoming the most looked to in the world… That is what Western Emerita has as a future. Rough, crass at times, but steadfast and unwavering, our new nation will become a beacon for the older nations to look to. It might be tough, but we’re Westerners. We’ve known hardships in just braving the frontier. If any question our will to succeed, they have only to see how prosperous our nation will be.”

A round of flashpans going off for the photos caused Homer to pause.

“I am honored to have been selected by Interim-President Dodd to represent our nation,” Homer went on. “When I was elected to Congress, I tried to do what was right for Coalrud. As a sitting member of our current congressional body, I still do, but now, I represent all of Western Emerita for this moment. Colonel Rusfelt will have my full support; having spoken to him at length, I can say that he is one of the best men I’ve ever met.”

That caused a stir, everyone suddenly looking at Doc for confirmation of what was said.

“Colonel, would you care to speak?” Homer asked, stepping back.

Teddy came forward, shaking hands with Homer for the press before taking the podium. “I hadn’t thought my life would take this turn, yet here I am, standing with the head of a nation and the Voice of Luck. When I retired from military service, I thought I’d live out my years on my ranch, but then I was asked to intercede before blood was spilled.” Teddy looked past the crowd into his memory. “Little did I know that not only was my mission here doomed to failure, but that I would be in mortal peril from an assassin. It wasn’t one aimed at me, but at Holyday. I was sitting with him when a man shot him in the theater. Then, the miraculous happened, and Luck herself came to revive her Voice. That was when I knew that Western Emerita was a blessed nation.”

The crowd cheered him, and the press took another round of photos.

“I was technically part of Eastern Emerita during the war. I came on their behalf. When the fighting started, I went home to my ranch and renounced Eastern Emerita for their actions. Today, I stand here as a proud Westerner, ready to serve our nation. When Dodd came to me with his request that I lead the signing of the treaty, I was surprised, but I couldn’t refuse. He was right when he explained his reasoning to me— if I was the last one to seek the truth before the war, then I could be the one to help officially close that war.”

Whistles and cheers rose from the crowd. Teddy stepped back as Dodd came forward for the photo op. Homer joined them for another photo before the three men waved to the crowd.

“Holyday, won’t you speak?” Sean Douglas called out.

Doc hesitated, but then stepped onto the podium. “I wasn’t planning on doing so. Today is a day to see off the men responsible for signing the treaty. I’m just here for moral support.”

“You aren’t going to sign the treaty?”

“No,” Doc said. “I don’t think my going to Eastern Emerita would be accepted. Apoc’s clergy still hold sway in the capital there, and they aren’t fans of mine.”

The crowd laughed, even though Doc hadn’t meant it humorously.

“But you do approve of—?”

“Stop,” Doc cut Sean off softly. “I am not involved in decisions affecting the nation. We have a president and a congressional body. Unlike what others have done, I will not get involved in politics. I’m not even sure if I’ll ever endorse a candidate for any political office at this point. Who I am and who my goddess is shouldn’t change how you vote, nor should it cause the people guiding our nation to change their votes. I know there are people who won’t believe me, but that’s up to them.” Doc paused as he watched the newsmen scribble their notes before he spoke on, “Since I am here, I will address a topic not attached to this sendoff. Mother has offered help for our veterans who have had lasting mental trauma from the war. In the near future, dryads will be visiting temples to help those who would like help with the horrors they experienced. Our veterans— militia and templars alike— put themselves in harm’s way for our nation. Some left physically wounded, but so too did they leave mentally scarred. While some physical wounds have been healed, we haven’t done enough for the mental wounds. Now, we’ll begin to help with those, too. It isn’t a weakness to admit that you need help, nor is it a weakness to be troubled by what happened to you, your friends, or around you. I will state for the record that I myself have accepted help from my lovely wife, Rosa.” He paused, holding out his hand, and Rosa came up to hold his arm with a bright smile. “Mother is ready to ease the pain of those who fought for her light. I hope that if you need help, you’ll accept the offer.”

The flash of photographs went off as Doc stood with Rosa at the podium. He knew his plan had barely been mentioned to Harrid and Dodd, but he was sure they could make things work.

“Can you speak about the benefits being given to widows of the war?” Sean asked.

“Harrid would be better to ask about that,” Doc said, not wanting to make a mistake about what Ayla and Sophia had put in place. “The templars are the ones handling that because they were the ones most affected by it. I can say that it’s not just widows, but the family of the fallen.” Doc paused, his face becoming serious. “Luck will not look kindly on anyone trying to take from the fund for their own ends. Swindle Luck, and you might lose more than what you gained. We are here to help those in need, not charlatans.

“But let’s get back to why we stand here today,” Doc continued. “Today, Western Emerita’s envoys are leaving for Eastern Emerita to sign the treaty. They are two men who I have spoken to at length on numerous topics. I trust these men to do what is best for the entire nation, not themselves.”

Doc stepped away from the podium to shake hands with Homer, Teddy, and Dodd. The flash of the cameras went on for a few minutes, the papers wanting to make sure they got each handshake. Once the photo op was done, Doc went to his carriage while the three men went into the depot. Slumping in his seat a minute later, Doc wondered if he should’ve spoken at all.

“You did what you felt was best, Doc,” Rosa said, curled up to his side.

Doc exhaled as he drew her closer to him. “Thank you, Rosa. I hope it wasn’t a mistake.”

“You’ll never be free of people questioning your motives. The best you can do is to stay true to your beliefs.”

“True…”

“If you ever start to become the man you fear, I will tell you. I promise.”

Doc’s lips twitched as a smile came to him. “Thank you, Rosa.”

“Anything for you, Voice.”

Doc laughed as he looked into her green eyes. “Brat.”

Rosa’s eyes began to glow when she saw what he was thinking. “Mmmm… yes.”

Doc shifted her so he could get a soft kiss, letting the ideas run through his mind as he teased her with them. They had time before they got home, and she had helped ease his fears, so why not give her what she wanted most in return?


Chapter Six

July 31, 1886

A week of family life had Doc smiling broadly. All of his wives were excited about their pregnancies, but Lia and Sophia were just a little extra excited. In Lia’s case, it was finally having children— and twins, no less— fulfilling a lifelong goal she had. Sophia might’ve beat her out in excitement, however. Knowing that her child would be Wisdom’s Voice had her practically floating in glee.

Doc spent most of the last week with his children, catching up on all the time he’d missed with them. He attended their school lessons, swam with them in the pond, and played games with them as a group. But it was the time he spent with each separately that he truly treasured because, in those moments, he got to know them better.

Suzanna, the oldest, was already focused on being the best wife and mother she could be. Her goal of marrying Lucky hadn’t waned; while Doc knew she was serious, he also knew that most childhood crushes rarely lasted.

John, Sonya’s son, and Adrian, Sophia’s son, were best friends as well as brothers. The pair did almost everything together, which included the time-honored tradition of catching frogs and garden snakes to scare their sisters with. Even with the normal youthful trouble they got into, they were otherwise very well-behaved.

Elma, Ayla’s daughter, was the princess. She loved her bright dresses and sitting for tea with her dolls and whichever dryad she could pull into her clutches that day. Doc had been given a formal invitation the night before to attend her tea the next day. He’d accepted, marking so on the invitation and giving it back to Petal to return to Elma. That was how, after school was finished for the day, he found himself going to tea with his daughter.

~*~*~

Doc made sure his jacket was smooth before he nodded to Bitum, the parlor maid of the manor. “Ready.”

Bitum’s mouse ears twitched before she opened the door. “Miss, your guest is here.”

Elma was standing near her tea table, which was set to one side of her room. Three of her dolls sat in their chairs around it, rounding out the guests for the day. “Welcome, sir. Please, come in,” Elma said, trying to act the way she’d seen her mother behave during tea.

Doc bowed slightly at the waist to her. “Thank you, miss. I was surprised to receive the invitation, but I couldn’t pass on the opportunity to sit with you.”

Elma giggled before she schooled her features. “I hoped you would say yes. Please sit.” Elma looked at Bitum, giving her a smile. “I can pour for us, thank you.”

“As you wish, miss,” Bitum said seriously, fighting the smile that tried to form on her lips. “If you need anything, I will be outside.”

There wasn’t a chair for Doc, as the table was sized for his daughter and her dolls. He’d been told that by Sequoia and Petal, who were often asked to tea. He was to sit on the cushion, which would put him mostly at the right height. But Doc knew what his princess wanted, so he went to her chair first. “Might I seat you, miss?”

Elma beamed, her smile threatening to split her face. “Yes!” She coughed, looking away from him. “Please, sir.”

Doc pulled her chair out. “It’ll be my pleasure, miss.”

Elma swept gracefully over to him before she sat down, Doc making sure she was safely seated and pushed in. When she was in place, he went to his side of the table and sat cross-legged on the pillow.

Elma was nearly bouncing in place when she picked up her small teapot. “Is orange tea okay, sir?”

“One of my favorites. Oh, I forgot my manners.” Doc turned to the doll next to him. “I’m Doc Holyday, miss. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“That’s Trudy,” Elma said as she poured tea for herself and Doc, but not into the doll’s cups. “She’s shy. That one,” she pointed to the next doll, “is Beth. That’s Moana. They only talk to me, but I’ll tell you what they said.”

“Of course,” Doc said. “I wouldn’t dream of making them uncomfortable. It is a pleasure to meet you all.”

“Sugar or cream?” Elma asked with a smile.

“I prefer my tea plain, but I’ll take it how you normally do.”

Elma nodded, then put a small chunk of sugar into both of their cups. When she finished, she picked up his cup and saucer with both hands to give it to him. Doc took it from her with a thank you, setting them in front of him. He waited to sip until Elma had her cup in hand. It was sweeter than he liked, but he kept a smile on his face.

“Very nice,” Doc said.

“Yeah,” Elma giggled.

Silence fell between them for a moment, and Doc spoke up to fill it, “I’ve heard you have tea with dryads, miss. Is that true?”

“Yeah. They’re friends. Sequoia does her best, but she’s too tall for the table,” Elma said.

“Does that make you not invite her?”

“No! We’re friends. I invite her lots.”

“That’s good to hear.”

Elma put her cup down. “Do you like her?”

“Sequoia is part of my family. Of course, I like her.”

“No, you don’t, Poppa! You are a suitor for Trudy.”

“Sorry,” Doc said softly. “I must have been mistaken about who you were talking about. I don’t know if I met Sequoia.”

“That’s good,” Elma said, then looked at Trudy. “Ohhh? I can ask him.”

Doc’s lips twitched as he sipped his tea slowly, watching his little girl.

“Are you courting anyone?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Do you like dark hair?” Elma asked, her gaze darting to Trudy; the doll had flaxen hair.

“I am not opposed to dark hair,” Doc said. “Honestly, I like fair-haired women.”

Elma giggled. She was blonde, just like her mother. “Really?”

“Yes, though hair and eye color are less important than personality. For me, at least.”

Elma’s brow furrowed for a moment. “What?”

“Whether or not someone is kind is more important than hair color,” Doc said gently. “If they were beautiful with the best blonde hair, it wouldn’t matter if they were cruel to others.”

“Ohhh!” Elma nodded. “That’s fine. Trudy is really nice.”

Doc’s lips twitched as he fought the smile that was trying to grow. “Trudy?” He turned toward the doll. “Miss, is this true?”

Elma blinked at him, then frowned, before she gasped. “Ohhh, wait! No… umm…”

“Sometimes, words can get away from us,” Doc said. “It happens to everyone. We can only accept when we make a mistake.”

Elma chewed her lip for a second before she nodded. “Okay. Umm… Trudy said you are very handsome.”

Doc let the smile come, then he sat back in his seat as if flustered. “I’m honored you think so, miss. I’ve always thought I lacked the ruggedness most women favor.”

“Nuh-uh,” Elma shook her head. “Momma says you are.”

Doc chuckled as he put down his cup. “Your mother? Have I met her?”

Before Elma could reply, the door burst open as John and Adrian came rushing in with a garden snake. “We have a guest for you!” John laughed as he thrust his hand out toward his sister.

“A guest for you!” Adrian nodded.

Elma’s lips trembled, then she began to cry. Her time with Doc had been interrupted, and her stupid brothers had brought a snake, too! Both boys had expected her to scream and run like she normally did, so when she started crying, instead, they both stopped and looked bewildered.

Doc sighed as he set his cup down, then stood up. “Boys, in the hall,” he said firmly, but without anger. He followed his two boys out before shutting the door behind him. “Why did you do that?”

Adrian fidgeted and looked at the floor, not speaking. John’s eyes began to water as he sniffled. “We wanted to make her scream and run…”

“You knew I was having tea with her, right?” Doc asked softly.

“Yes, Poppa…” Adrian whispered.

“So why? She didn’t chase after us when I spent the other day with you.”

“We thought it’d be funny…” John sniffled. “We’re sorry.”

Doc took a knee to be level with his boys. “You shouldn’t apologize to me. Elma was very proud of her tea. You hurt your sister today.”

“We’re sorry!” Adrian began to cry.

“Come on, boys. You’re going to apologize to her. If she is having tea, leave her alone. Alright?”

“Yes, Poppa…” the boys whimpered.

Doc led them back into the room where Elma was on her bed, crying. He went to sit next to her. “Elma?”

“It’s r-ruined!” Elma wailed as she sobbed.

“No, my dear, it’s not. It’ll be fine if we can sit back down again. Before we do, two people are here to apologize to you.”

“Sorry…” the boys said as they sniffled.

Elma turned on them, her tears flowing as she yelled. “Stupids!”

Doc pulled her into his lap, holding her. “Hey, now,” he said soothingly. “They know they upset you and that what they did was wrong. Now they’re trying to make amends. How about if we make them join us at tea?”

“No…!” Elma sniffled, burying her face in Doc’s chest. “They’d ruin it again.”

Doc gave his boys a look, and they both shifted in place. John was still holding the garden snake in his hand, forgotten as it curled around his wrist. “Okay, but they’re trying to apologize for interrupting. Can you accept the apology?”

Elma sniffled again before she looked at her brothers. “Only if you never do it again.”

“We won’t,” Adrian sniffled. “Sorry, sister.”

“We’re sorry,” John mumbled.

“Okay,” Doc said. “Off you go, boys. Put the snake back in the yard.”

“Yes, Poppa,” John said, going for the door.

Adrian stepped toward Doc and Elma, his eyes still wet. “Sorry, sister.”

Elma sniffled, but she touched his cheek. “I forgive you.”

Adrian bowed his head. “Thank you.”

Doc kept hold of Elma as the boys left, Adrian shutting the door behind them. “You did good, Elma. It can be hard to accept an apology when you’re upset and hurt.”

“Why did they do it?”

“Because they think it’s funny when you scream whenever they bring you a snake. Boys can be a little dumb that way.”

“Yeah… boys are dumb.”

“Since tea was upset, how about I get you cleaned up, then braid your hair? Does that sound good?”

“Okay, Poppa.”

“It was a good tea,” Doc said softly.

“Will you do tea again?”

“Of course, we’ll make it happen.”

“Okay,” Elma sniffled. “Hugs for now?”

“Hugs for now is fine, too,” Doc agreed, holding his daughter to help soothe her.


Chapter Seven

August 1, 1886

Doc smiled at Sophia snuggled against his side— they were waiting in the parlor for their guest. They’d received a message from Furden just before dinner, asking to see Doc the next day. Sophia had told Doc that the Chief Justice of Eastern Emerita’s Supreme Court had wanted to speak with him, and he’d arrived. Doc sent back his acceptance, asking the justice to come out after breakfast.

“Doc, today’s going to be a good meeting, right?” Posy asked.

“Should be,” Doc said.

“It’ll be fine,” Sophia said.

“I’m curious what will be discussed,” Ayla said from the other side of Sophia.

“Besides Wisdom, you mean?” Lia chuckled.

“Of course. We all know he’ll want to know as much as possible about her.”

“Maybe about our nation?” Fiala half-asked.

“Could be,” Sonya agreed, holding hands with her.

“His carriage is here,” Rosa said, sitting up from her cuddle with Lia. “Sequoia saw one coming into the yard.”

The others composed themselves a bit more so as not to act scandalously in front of company. A couple of minutes later, Bernard, the family’s butler, opened the door to the parlor. “Sir, your guest has arrived.”

“Thank you, Bernard,” Doc said, giving the bear bestial a nod and standing up. He then turned his attention to the man with the butler. “Please, sir, come in. Let me introduce my family to you: Sophia, Ayla, Sonya, Lia, Fiala, and Rosa are my wives, and Posy is my near-adopted daughter.”

The man who’d come into the room stood tall, his back straight as he gave each woman Doc motioned to a nod of his head. Sharp-nosed, the man looked fierce while his orange eyes held keen intelligence. The white feathers that adorned his head fluttered slightly. “A pleasure to meet you all. I am Samuel Sagesse, but please, call me Samuel.”

“Have a seat, Samuel,” Doc said, motioning to an empty chair. “Tea?” He turned his gaze to Bitum, who stood to the side with a tea trolley.

“Please.”

Bitum rolled the cart forward and poured for Samuel before refreshing cups for the others. When she was done, she left the room as Doc had asked her earlier.

Samuel’s gaze had drifted to Rosa repeatedly, but never stayed on her. Rosa smiled, and before anyone else could say something the second time he did it, said, “Yes, I am Mother’s Voice.”

Samuel jerked slightly when she answered his unasked question. “Ahh, I see. Sorry for thinking it so loudly.”

“You know they can read minds?” Fiala asked.

Samuel chuckled and finally relaxed his stiff posture. “I used to think I was the foremost authority on Mother outside of her children. I’ve read every text about Mother I could find, and the Sagesse family has a large collection spread out over the world. But then, rumors came that Mother had raised a Voice, something thought impossible before. So while I did want to come speak with your husband, I also was hoping to meet Mother’s Voice. It was rumored that one of the dryads with the family was her Voice.”

“Why?” Posy asked. “Why do you want to meet her?”

“To ask more questions about Mother,” Samuel said. “I want to know as much as possible. Who better to ask than the Voice of Mother?”

“I don’t mind,” Rosa smiled. “You are earnest and honest about your reasons.”

“Thank you,” Samuel said softly. “I am truly grateful.”

“I know.”

“Didn’t expect that,” Doc said. “What can I do for you, Samuel?”

The justice shifted in his seat to look directly at Doc. “I wanted to discuss the gods with you. Sophia’s letters said you spoke with not just Luck and Mother, but War, Trade, Love, and Wisdom.”

“Not exactly spoke to… more like I was there while they had a brief meeting,” Doc said.

“But you were there. The drawings that Sophia sent showing Wisdom… you drew them based on that meeting, right?”

“I did.”

“How accurate are they?” Samuel asked, sitting forward slightly.

“Perfectly,” Doc said. “One of my gifts from Luck is being able to perfectly recreate anything I’ve seen. The drawings were made after I saw the gods.”

“Do you have drawings of the others?”

Doc chuckled. “Hang on.” Getting up, he went to the door, looking into the hall. “Bernard, can you grab the conclave painting?”

“Yes, sir,” Bernard said.

Doc shut the door and went back to his seat. “It’ll be along shortly. We were going to hang it in the temple in Furden and send copies to the other temples. That reminds me… I still need to visit Heartwood’s Tears. I need to add Mother’s likeness to the caves there.”

“It’s already been taken care of,” Rosa smiled. “We know you can’t do everything, and I did it last week while you slept.”

“Thank you, Rosa,” Doc murmured, thinking of exactly how he would thank her later.

Rosa’s eyes lit up as her smile grew. “You’re welcome, Voice.”

Samuel blinked at the sight of Rosa’s glowing eyes. “Umm… yes, that…”

“Sorry,” Doc coughed. “You know why their eyes glow?”

“Yes,” Samuel coughed. “It’s in stories about dryads who have lain with others. Normally, it only happens during the act of…” He trailed off as his gaze landed on Posy. “Not a topic for a young lady.”

Posy snickered. “Thank you, sir, but I know.”

“Ahh…” Samuel looked uncomfortable at that revelation.

“Posy’s the child of one of my former employees,” Lia said. “She grew up in my establishment.”

“Oh!” Samuel said, relaxing again. “I see. That would explain things.”

“Doc would gut anyone who did that to a child,” Rosa said softly, but with a tinge of anger.

“I wouldn’t accuse him of—”

“Rosa, you’re scaring our guest,” Sophia cut off Samuel. “We know you wouldn’t, Samuel, but the implication could’ve been made from the bare statement.”

Rosa leaned against Lia, looking at Samuel. “I apologize.”

Samuel pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to dab his forehead. “It’s quite alright.”

There was a knock on the door before Bernard and Bitum came in, carrying a covered portrait. Another maid brought an easel in behind them. Once it was set up, Bernard bowed to them before ushering the others out.

“You asked about the conclave,” Doc said, turning the topic back to a safer one. Getting up, he took the cover off the painting. “It looked kind of like this.”

Samuel’s jaw dropped as he stared at the painting. To see the gods depicted in such detail— such accurate detail— was awe-inspiring. He went to stand beside Doc to fully take in the small details included. “Amazing…”

“It was,” Doc said softly. “Their conclave saved me from the last act of Bishop Stone.”

“Sophia wrote a little about that. A sphere of Apoc swallowed you, Rosa, and Harrid whole, casting you into Darkness.”

“Where it tried to force us into joining or dying,” Doc said softly. “If not for my… Rosa, I might have fallen. She came to me, which let me shove off the Darkness. Then, together, we reached Harrid, who was on the verge of crumbling. The three of us were resisting when Luck arrived, and then the others appeared one by one. I drew them in the order they appeared: Luck, Love, Mother, War, Invention, Wisdom, and lastly, Trade.”

“I have questions about their halos, and of them being different colors,” Samuel said.

“I don’t know the answers, but my thoughts are that they represent the strength of each divine,” Doc said. “Silver and gold… I think the gold are stronger divines than the silver, and some of them aren’t as strong, like Invention, and definitely Mother, who is newly risen as a divine. The halos themselves represent them. It was only when I started drawing them that I realized I had missed finer details in the moment. Luck’s halo is made of silver dice. Love’s is decorative hearts, all connected. Mother’s is plant, water, metal, and stone all bound together. War’s halo is comprised of weapons and armor. Invention’s silver cogs was only one of two that I recognized at the time. Wisdom’s is scales and scrolls… laws, I assume. Lastly, Trade’s coins, which like her halo glow, are split between silver and gold.”

“That is wonderous,” Samuel said, studying the art closely.

“We plan to place this one in the temple this coming week, once the small renovations are done,” Fiala said. “Will you be staying that long?”

“Sadly, no,” Samuel sighed. “As it is, coming here is going to strain things back in the other capital. I’m sure questions will be asked, but that I can handle.” Shaking his head, he stepped back from the painting with one last, long look, as if trying to memorize it. “I was also curious if your nation was going to have the same high court.”

“We’re practically identical to Eastern Emerita in how the government is structured,” Doc said. “The biggest change is the limits on public office. Even our justices don’t get to stay forever.”

“Hmm? Why is that?” Samuel asked as he went back to his seat to sip his tea.

“Because no one should always be in office,” Doc said. “My old world had some problems because of how the Supreme Court was set up. It started to become partisan.”

Samuel’s head snapped up. “That goes against the very idea of the court being neutral.”

“I know. People are people, though, so it was bound to happen. Our justices, once appointed, are set for twelve years. They will be staggered so no two justices are ever up to be set at the same time. It was the best compromise we could see to stop that from happening. Our chief justice is selected by the other justices, and a tie is broken by the outgoing chief justice. The chief justice cannot have been on the court, and serves for twenty years. While not perfect, it should temper partisanship.”

Samuel exhaled as he set his now-empty cup down. “You’ve given me a lot to think about.” He shifted his gaze to Rosa. “Would you be willing to speak tomorrow?”

“I will come to your hotel after breakfast, if that works,” Rosa said.

“That would be fine,” Samuel nodded. “Thank you.”

“I am glad to speak to someone who has devoted themselves to Mother,” Rosa smiled.

Doc stood up, the others doing the same, with Samuel being the last to stand. “Thank you for coming, Samuel. I hope you don’t face too harsh a time for visiting.”

“Even if they strip me of my position and run me out of the country, it’ll be fine,” Samuel said softly. “Wisdom is sending us a Voice— a Sagesse, no less, even if they carry a different name. No matter what they do, justice will come.”

Sophia touched her belly. “It’ll be some time, but yes. Wisdom’s Voice is coming.”

“None of the family will say a word,” Samuel said. “We do not want any incidents. Even if someone tried something, though, I think your family would keep you safe.”

“We will,” Lia said. “I’ve set down my guns for the last time, hopefully, but I’ll still defend my family.”

Samuel bowed his head. “Then Wisdom will rise safely while knowing a life of love.”

“She will,” Posy said. “I’ll help her learn.”

Doc chuckled. “The best big sister ever.”

“Yeah!” Posy beamed.


Chapter Eight

August 11, 1886

A little over a week floated by for Doc and his family. He made sure to spend time with all of his children and wives, soaking in the love all around him. Doc also stopped to check in with all the staff, finding only contented workers who cared for the family. The only bump was two of the maids feuding with each other over the affections of the newest gardener who’d been hired. Fiala stepped into the tangled web, sitting all three people involved down to cut through the confusion. In the end, the gardener was let go— he’d been playing both women, plying them with attention, but never intending to do more than take what he could from both. Since the young man was dishonest about his intentions, Fiala fired him, as she wouldn’t let a man who toyed with hearts stay on the property. By the end of the day, the maids had made up with each other, chagrined to have been played by the former employee.

~*~*~

Onyx waited for them at the back door of the temple with a bright smile. Doc had waved to her before turning to help his family out of the carriage. Once they were all out, he led everyone over to her.

“Good morning to all of you,” Onyx beamed. “It’s going to be a busy day. Even though we didn’t make an announcement to the general public, it seems rumors about today being an event have made the rounds.”

“I know the reporters will be here,” Doc said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they let it slip, which would have spread.”

“They’d want a crowd for their photographs,” Harrid said. He glanced at Ginger, who smiled back at him. “Are you sure you want this to be when you’re seen?”

“Yes, my love,” Ginger said. “Most won’t believe me to be me. They’ll think Mother sent you a dryad who looks like me.”

“She’s not wrong,” Fiala sighed. “They’ll either think Mother tried to comfort you or is using ‘Ginger’s double’ to guide you to her own ends.”

“That’s up to them,” Ginger said. “What they believe or feel in their own hearts is entirely up to them. I won’t be making any statements; I just want to stand with my husband and son.”

“And anyone who makes her uncomfortable will deal with me,” Harrid rumbled.

“Mug’s game,” Doc chuckled. “No one wants an angry Harrid. He defeats armies all by himself.”

That broke the growing cloud of worry, earning laughter from all of them. The loudest one was Ginger, who held onto Harrid’s arm with a bright smile. Harrid looked away from everyone, muttering as he turned red.

“We know it wasn’t you alone,” Ginger smiled, “but the rumors have begun to make you the sole reason why Western Emerita held firm against the east.”

“My templars paid with their lives…” Harrid said softly. “I don’t like the rumors. It ignores the sacrifices they made.”

“All we can do is reiterate the costs,” Doc said, clapping Harrid’s shoulder. “The reporters would probably love for you to speak to them. You can easily use that to remind them of the dead.”

Harrid nodded. “Yes. That I can do for them.”

“People enjoy tall tales,” Sophia commented. “It’s why people love stories about Appleseed and Fink. It’s not the truth that drives those tales, but the spirit of them.”

“We should go in,” Onyx said, feeling like the conversation might continue if no one interceded. Her suggestion was heeded as everyone followed her inside the temple.

On the way through the back halls, they paused to say hello to Emma, Coalton, and Wita. Onyx’s family was set to assist during the announcements and reveals. The few templars on the premises were on high alert with Doc and Harrid in the building. None of them wanted to be the ones to allow harm to come to the pair or the families of the men they looked up to.

Coming out of the back, Doc’s eyebrows rose when he saw the area was standing room only. The only spaces free of people were the areas where templars stood near covered alcoves, the pulpit, and the main aisle. The general murmur of conversation dropped off when the group arrived. Seeing Sean Douglas in the front row with his cameraman, Doc gave the two men a nod. Beside the pair were a couple of other reporters and men with cameras from other papers.

Onyx stepped forward from the group, a bright smile on her lips. “We didn’t expect such a gathering today, but it seems rumors ran wild, bringing all of you here.” She paused when laughter rang out from the crowd. “But today’s a day of celebration, so the rumors weren’t wrong. This temple has been dedicated to Luck, but we aren’t Apoc— we don’t deny other gods. Luck herself has told Doc that cooperation between the various gods is for the best. In that spirit, we are unveiling a painting done by Doc himself after he saw the various gods at the end of the civil war.”

Conversation erupted in the room. Doc hadn’t told the story of his near-death in any great detail before, but he would today. Onyx stepped back, and Doc took that as his prompt to step up. The room began to quiet again, eager to hear more.

“I’m going to share a bit about what Onyx has said. At the very end of the war, before Eastern Emerita agreed to withdraw, there was a moment when I almost died. Not just me, but Rosa and Harrid, as well.” He motioned to them before he continued, “Bishop Stone brought a parting attempt from the Pontiffica to kill me and my closest allies, attacking us and engulfing us in Darkness. The vast entity that tries to kill worlds surrounded us, trying to break us into giving up or joining it. In our moment of need, Luck came to us. She wasn’t alone, either. Other gods joined her. The three of us were silent witnesses to a conclave of the gods. At that moment, they agreed that while Mother was now safe, the work wasn’t quite done. More still need to believe in something other than oblivion and Apoc. Luck had already had War and Invention join her as allies, but now, Love, Mother, Wisdom, and Trade are going to assist, too. That moment will stay with me until the end of my days, and so I painted it for all to see what I saw.”

The covering on the painting directly behind him came off. The Conclave of the Gods was now visible for the first time to the public. The photographers were quick to get a picture of the painting, and Doc let the crowd talk while the photographers took their pictures. After a while, he held up his hands and the noise dimmed.

“All of those gods are sending Voices to help the world. Mother herself has a Voice: my companion, Rosa.” Doc turned, holding out his hand, and Rosa went to him instantly. “The woodfolk, as they are called by most, or Mother’s children as they are known to the tribes, will no longer be hunted, not in our great nation. Especially not after they stepped up beside our militias to keep us free of Eastern Emerita’s aggression.”

The stories of dryads causing the earth to kill thousands in every battle had spread with the survivors. No one wanted to upset the people who could cause the earth to swallow them whole.

“Other Voices will become known in the coming years,” Doc went on. “But today, we begin to welcome the other gods to the world again. We do this by giving each a place to be represented. Luck was first,” Doc nodded to the templars, who pulled a covering from an alcove. Luck’s statue stood there, carved of pure white marble. The sculptor was the one Harrid had used before; they’d been rushed back to get the statue done for today. The detailed work was exquisite and capped with two soul stones set where her eyes should be. The two gems glowed softly, and those closest to the statue gasped as they felt like they were being looked at directly.

Doc gave everyone a moment to take it in. The photographers were escorted over by the templars so they could get their photographs. Before they finished, he continued, “But Luck will have others here with her. Each of those from the conclave will be represented not just in this temple, but every temple. If not by statue, then by paintings, at least. Each of these will be replaced with statues as they can be finished.”

The templars took their cue and removed the coverings from the other alcoves. Each of them was empty except for a painting that depicted a rendering of what the statue would look like when it was finished. The crowd began to talk, the noise rising as the photographers were taken around the room to get pictures.

Eventually, Doc raised his hand and quiet began to settle in again. “All the gods of old are welcome in the temples. If more come to the world, we would welcome them, too, as long as they hold to what was agreed upon during the conclave: mutual respect. None of them will turn on the others, and they don’t want the populace to champion one over the other, either. They’re in it together, just like all of us here. I want to thank everyone who came today. Please be respectful as you examine the artwork.”

“Holyday, can we get some questions answered?” Sean Douglas asked, shooting up to his feet.

“Come with me, gentlemen. We’ll step aside to not disturb the others.”

“Doc, we’ll stay here and mingle,” Fiala said.

“As you wish, my love,” Doc smiled at her.

Doc led the reporters into the back, knowing which door was the meeting room; he’d used it before when talking to Sean. Harrid and Rosa went with Doc. He was glad for that, as he was sure that the reporters wanted to ask both of them things, as well.

“Have a seat, gentlemen,” Doc said. “What can we answer for you?”

Once everyone was settled, Sean asked, “Why didn’t you make this a bigger event?”

“Because for anyone who visits a temple, it’ll be obvious. I knew that with this being the first temple, we should at least acknowledge it.”

“Rosa is Mother’s Voice? Is that why the dryads helped during the war?”

“I helped because Mother wants to be free of the Darkness,” Rosa said. “Helping our new nation become a shining light to the world was a good thing for her. We will not aid in other wars unless they are to stop the Darkness. Limited aid has been given to Iberrita and Hibernia, as both have representatives of the Darkness fighting against the natives who live there.”

“You’re saying that Apoc is the problem?” another reporter asked.

“I’ve alluded to and tried to avoid pointing fingers,” Doc sighed. “Yes, Apoc is the Darkness. Any tribe or clan could tell you that. Look at the world and tell me you believe differently.”

The man went silent, looking away from Doc. It wasn’t because Doc had rebuked him, but because he was ashamed for asking the question.

“Mother will not tolerate her children being butchered by evil men and women,” Rosa said. “Those who prey on them should stop now before she acts against them. No dryad will be captured again, and my sisters who fell will be reborn. I ask those who have pieces of a dryad to offer them up to Mother. She will see you compensated for them. If they aren’t given freely, Mother might take them anyway. None of you would like your relatives’ bones coveted by others, would you?”

A reporter had been about to ask a question, but shrank back as he made his notes. Rosa’s point had shut him down before he could even ask.

“I had a question for Grand Templar Lopert,” another reporter said. “Sir, one of the dryads who stood near you looked like your deceased wife. Why is that?”

“Ginger was a gift from Mother,” Harrid said gruffly. “A miracle and blessing that I am grateful for.”

The man didn’t ask anything else. Harrid had glared at him, and no one wanted to upset a war hero.

“I do want to say that people should remember the men and women who gave their lives during the war,” Harrid went on, his tone softening. “I’ve heard stories about how I did so much more than I did. It’s disrespectful to the men and women who paid for our freedom. I led, but they paid the cost for our nation. I’d rather hear the stories about their bravery than inflated tales of me.”

“You don’t want the credit for holding off General Lee?” Sean asked.

“Not at the cost of those who fell,” Harrid said.

“I’ll make sure to make that known,” Sean said.

“About the paintings…” another reporter began. Doc just smiled, knowing they’d be here for a while.


Chapter Nine

August 16, 1886

Doc smiled as he held Rosa, his mind drifting back over the last few days. His children had asked him to do another swimming day with them, so he’d arranged for friends and family to visit tomorrow. Sonya’s family would be coming up, along with Sophia’s mother. David was going to attend, and he was bringing Nickla Tellsall with him. Doc was very interested in meeting this world’s equivalent of Nikola Tesla. Their friends from Furden would be coming, too, making it a big day. Petal, Sequoia, and Rosa were going to expand the pond for the day, shrinking it to its smaller size again after the party.

Today, though, he was on his way back into Furden for another meeting. It wasn’t going to be a long meeting, nor did it involve people Doc didn’t care for, so he was fine with it. As much as he tried to distance himself from politics, he was still friends with key players, and they’d asked him to come.

“It’ll be alright,” Rosa murmured. “Homer and Teddy have returned.”

“I figured that’s what it was. Since there wasn’t an emergency when they were gone, I thought they’d be fine.”

“Yes,” Rosa smiled as she snuggled her husband. “You were thinking about tomorrow.”

“It’s going to be a lot of fun.”

“You had fireworks brought in,” Rosa snickered. “That will be fun for the children.”

“I’d be leery about a fire if not for you and your sisters.”

“No fires will stay longer than a few sparks. We’ve prepared the pond to expand, as well, and we are sectioning off an area for the adults who’d like it a little deeper.”

“Oh, that’s a good call. Do you know how many of the staff are planning to join in?”

“Everyone who can,” Rosa laughed. “When they heard it was fine for them to come, everyone started making plans. Most will only join for a few hours to make sure they still get their work done, but they all want to be there at least some of the time.”

Doc whistled. “I’m going to be cooking for a long time.”

“You can ask Daf and Charles to assist you. Both would be happy to. We could stop at the Ironbeard clan on the way back to get another grill, too.”

“Might need to if most of the staff is going to attend. Wait, did Charles set aside enough food?”

“He knows, and you trust him to handle it.”

“True. As long as he knows ahead of time, he’ll make the arrangements. I’ll make a point of asking him tonight if he’d like to join me on the grill. That does mean we’ll have to stop by the clan to see if they have an extra that we can snag for the night.”

Rosa smiled and just held Doc. He’d shifted his thoughts back to the party and away from the things he didn’t like. It was a minor thing, but she loved helping him.

~*~*~

“Good morning,” Doc greeted his friends after they’d done so to him. He shook hands with Teddy, then turned to do the same to Homer. When he shook Homer’s hand, he gripped tighter and then pushed healing into him. “Homer, who’d you talk with?”

Homer grunted when Doc healed him, blinking dumbly as the funk he’d felt lying on him faded away. “What?”

“Someone touched you with Darkness,” Doc said when he’d finished cleansing Homer. “I just pushed it out of you.”

“Ohh! I only met with congressmen and the president,” Homer said. “Not any Apoc adherents.”

“Someone managed to taint you,” Doc said.

“I’m okay?” Teddy asked.

“Yes. We can probably narrow it down if we look at who Homer saw without you.”

“We both had a full slate of meetings,” Teddy said. “That’s not going to narrow things down as much as you might think.”

“Would the taint make me feel despondent?” Homer asked.

“Any negative emotion could’ve been because of it,” Doc said. “You’re fine now.”

“Now I’m doubly glad I asked you to come, Doc,” Dodd said. “We’d just wanted to go over the full treaty and trade deal with you, just in case you see something we don’t.”

“I’m glad I came, too,” Doc said as everyone took their seats. “Apoc’s church is clearly not done trying to find ways to cause trouble.”

“Will they ever be?” Teddy asked.

“Not as long as Apoc is worshipped, unfortunately.”

“Which will continue as long as the Pontiffica is alive.”

“That’ll change in time, but I want time to build allies and new war machines,” Doc said. “Apoc’s faithful might be able to do terrifying things, but I think we can neutralize most of them given enough time.”

Dodd coughed, uncomfortable with talking about killing a major political figure. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about the death of some people?”

“He is evil,” Rosa said softly, “but your feelings about killing are noted.”

“Sorry, Nathanial,” Doc said. “I’ll try to keep that kind of thing away from you.”

“Thank you. It just feels wrong to me, even if he deserves it,” Dodd said.

“Let’s get to why we’re here, then,” Teddy said. “The treaty was ratified on the fifth day of August. The rest of the agreements took a bit longer, but they didn’t fight them too much. The concession was for Western Emerita to work with them peacefully to get Kanata to give back the taken state, or at least to get Kanata to sign a treaty. I figured we could get a treaty signed, but I very much doubt that Machi will be returned to Eastern Emerita.”

“Kanata has no reason to return it,” Doc said. “Western Emerita should be able to exert enough influence to get them to sit down to sign a treaty.”

“Eastern Emerita wants to lick their wounds,” Homer said. “They’ve lost half their union and then another state on their northern border. History will not be kind to them for their actions this year.”

“They have time to rebuild,” Dodd said. “Even if they will pale in comparison to our new nation.”

“Which is what they want,” Teddy said. “Their army has been reduced to under half of what it was. Their navy is nearly non-existent with the destruction that Mother caused to the fleet.”

“Are you going to send a letter to Kanata, Nathanial?”

“Not as such,” Dodd said. “I’m going to have Teddy go to the nation. Homer asked to be replaced, so I’ll be finding someone else to assist him.”

“About that,” Homer coughed. “I’ll be happy to go. Honestly, I think it was the Darkness that made me want to reject it.”

“Going to make you an ambassador if this keeps up,” Doc chuckled.

Homer looked thoughtful at that. “That… doesn’t sound bad, honestly. I’d be happy to take a posting to Kanata.”

“We’ll talk about it after your next trip,” Dodd said.

“Before we go, I’d like to stop by my home,” Teddy said.

“That’s fine. We can schedule it for a few weeks from now,” Dodd said. “I’ll send a letter in the next couple of days. This way, they’ll be expecting you both.”

“Teddy, are you going to be in town tomorrow?” Doc asked.

“I was going to take the next train home,” Teddy said. “Why?”

“I’m having friends and family over for a swimming day in the pond on my property. If you were going to be in town, I’d extend an invitation to you.”

Teddy brushed at his mustache for a moment before shaking his head. “I truly appreciate it, Doc, but I’d rather go home to see my wife.”

“I understand. Time away from your loved ones is tough.”

“Every time. I’d grown angry about my choices in life when she was dying, thinking about how much time I’d missed with her. Now that she’s healed, I don’t feel as bad about things, but I do want to spend more time with her.”

“None of us would gainsay you,” Dodd said. “Let’s call it two weeks from today for the trip to Kanata. Homer, if you plan to leave here at that point, you can meet with Teddy at the nearest station to his home, then proceed together.”

“I’ll make arrangements,” Homer said.

“That will work nicely for me and is all the more reason for me to catch the next train I can,” Teddy added.

“Anything else we need to discuss?” Doc asked.

“I think that basically covers it,” Dodd said. “Mariam and I are looking forward to tomorrow.”

“August and I are, as well,” Homer said.

Everyone stood up, saying their goodbyes and shaking hands before parting.

~*~*~

When Doc and Rosa were back in the carriage, Rosa snuggled right back up to him. She’d reminded him about the stop on the way home, which let Doc tell Clyde where they were going.

“That was mostly good,” Doc said.

“Homer truly doesn’t know who did it or when it happened,” Rosa sighed. “I was watching him as he thought back, but nothing stood out to him.”

“Pity, but also good. I’d hate to think of how complicated it would become if we knew for certain.”

“Dodd would want to send a formal complaint. I’m sure Eastern Emerita wouldn’t take that well, but at the same time, they don’t have anything they can do about it.”

“Dodd will just need to have someone keep an eye on their ambassador when they send one. Ambassadors can cause a lot of trouble without much recourse.”

“But no one tainted by the Darkness will want to stay in the capital. The templars are the ones building it, meaning it’s protected ground.”

Doc chuckled, not having considered that before. “True. That’ll make it easy to notice an Apoc adherent, at least.”

“Yes, it will,” Rosa smiled.

“Grab a grill from the Ironbeard clan, then head home for the day,” Doc said. “Today’s been a good day.”

“And tomorrow will be better.”

“That it will, my dear Weed. That it will.”


Chapter Ten

August 17, 1886

Doc greeted their guests as they arrived before one of his wives, dryads, or a staff member came to escort them to the party. It was unreal how many friends he’d made— in his life before Luck, he’d had acquaintances, but no real friends, yet here, he had an abundance of them. Not all of his friends had come to the party. Most of those who he’d fathered children with weren’t present. It was to keep the secret of those kids being his, but he did kind of wish that Jesamin, Jasmine, and Lotus had been invited, too. It wouldn’t have been as difficult to explain away their attendance at the party.

It was a couple of hours short of noon by the time the last guest arrived. It amused Doc that the last few included the one person he was eager to meet for the first time. Doc shook hands with David and hugged Rema before he greeted the person with them. “Nickla, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

Nickla returned the handshake, a smile coming to his serious features. “It is my pleasure, Doc. My patron told me how you and Luck inspired him to offer me the role of his Voice.”

“I’m hoping we get a chance to talk today, and if not, maybe tomorrow?”

“Gladly. I’ll be in Furden for a few days before heading back to Golden Bay. My workshop is waiting for me to return to it. Though I must thank you for that.”

“Me?”

“The infusion of faith you sent to me is what has allowed me to fully realize my workshop. The gifts from Invention have been focused on creating it and all the wonders it can produce. You should come by one day.”

“Of course. Let’s head inside so you can all change into swimwear. Everyone else is already here and out back.”

“How have you been, Doc?” David asked as they went into the manor.

“Good. Thankfully, we have time before we have to deal with the Pontiffica. I’m going to at least enjoy all the time I can with my family until the children are born. By then, I’m sure things will be in motion, and we’ll have to turn our attention to him.”

“That makes sense. Trade gave me instructions about spreading her name until then. The telephone is well on its way to becoming the greatest invention this century, though Nickla tells me he’s closing in on making soul stones reusable. That will take away any monetary gain for mining them.”

“That’s fine with me,” Doc said. “What about a way for it to not be as finite to power them?”

Nickla laughed. “I’m working on it. Mother has agreed to help me with that. Since the whole idea of empowering them came from her to begin with and was subverted by Apoc’s adherents, it’s only right to have her help to make it better.”

“Do you not have a dryad beside you?” Doc asked.

“Not like the rest of you, but Mangrove and I have an agreement. What I do doesn’t need one of them to work, so she doesn’t stay by my side all the time.”

“Ah, I see. We’ll table things for now. You can use this room to change, gentlemen. Rema, will you be changing or going naked like the others?”

“Naked,” Rema smiled. “We prefer being as close to Mother as possible.”

“We’ll be out soon,” David said, shaking his head. He’d come to accept Rema’s preferences just as she’d accepted his need for her to be dressed most of the time. Here, with his friends, she could be as free as her sisters.

~*~*~

Doc led them out to the pond when they were ready. Rema vanished between steps to appear beside Rosa. The two dryads hugged and giggled like schoolgirls before they went to see the others.

“She’s been looking forward to today,” David chuckled. “I’ve told her a thousand times that she can see them whenever she wants, but she doesn’t want to leave my side.”

“I know how that is,” Doc grinned. “Nickla, let me introduce you to the interim-president, Nathanial Dodd.”

“Nickla, it’s good to meet the man pushing our nation forward on so many technological fronts,” Dodd said, shaking Nickla’s hand.

“Mister President, it’s an honor,” Nickla said.

“Let’s skip the titles today,” Dodd chuckled. “Today, it’s all about friendship, and Doc’s impressed informality on all of us, no matter how much it grates on some people.”

“I’ll do my best,” Nickla said. “David has helped me learn how to be informal. I’m not at my best socially.”

“You’ve improved tremendously,” David said. “Except when it comes to… you know.”

Nickla’s face closed down, lips thinning. “That man is an ass on too many fronts to count.”

Doc laughed. “Wait… don’t tell me you and Edison got into a fight?”

“Literally,” David chuckled. “I’ve never seen two men so opposed to each other. Even with your warning beforehand, it was like putting a match to kindling.”

“That person isn’t worth speaking about,” Nickla scowled.

Dodd looked between them all for a moment. “I’m missing something important here, aren’t I?”

“Doc, can I borrow you?” Charles asked, coming over before Doc could explain anything.

“Excuse me,” Doc told the others. “I’m sure David can fill in the blanks for you, Nathanial.”

Doc turned to Charles, who’d started walking. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong, exactly, but I want to make sure I have things arranged correctly for when we start cooking later.”

“Best to get ahead of it,” Doc nodded. “Let’s see what you have.”

~*~*~

The day got away from Doc as he swam with his kids, then began grilling. It was more a late lunch or early dinner, but with so many people to feed, it was easiest to start and just keep working. It even led to an amusing conversation with David.

“Doc, I have to ask where you came up with these ideas?” David asked, having come over after being given some food by Rema.

“What?”

“These.” David motioned to the hamburgers and sausages. “I know the food, but serving them in buns like this.”

“Common food from my world… huh, I hadn’t considered they hadn’t become a thing here yet,” Doc chuckled. “They’re called hamburgers on Earth. The sausage in the buns were the best I could do for hot dogs.”

“The idea of the buns makes eating them so much easier. It’s such an obvious solution, and yet I can’t think of it having been done before,” David said. “This could easily become a whole type of restaurant.”

“Food carts,” Doc said offhandedly. “I know food carts were big in cities for a long time. It becomes known as street food.”

David’s eyes started to grow bigger as a smile came to him. “I’ll have to look into that idea.”

“Before you go,” Doc asked, “with meatpacking plants becoming more common, how invested in them are you?”

“I have my interest in them. Why?”

“We should talk about health and safety standards, along with the workers who actually slaughter the animals,” Doc said. “Those were atrocious back on Earth, and I’m sure they wouldn’t be any better here.”

“I’ll make a note; we’ll find the time,” David said. “Honestly, I’m looking at keeping the overall scale small. It makes sense for major cities with the number of people that need to be fed, but for towns and smaller, a local butcher or two can do the job better, and it’ll be fresher.”

“Have you already moved on to refrigerators?”

“I’m getting things in place for them,” David laughed. “Nickla took the basic idea and had it realized in a few days. The only other company looking at improving the icebox isn’t anywhere near as advanced. We just want to slowly push things out so they all have their own moment to be heard about. Making them small enough for a home won’t be hard, but for now, we’re looking at business applications.”

“That’s all you,” Doc chuckled.

“Only because you gave me the chance,” David said seriously. “I’ll always thank you for that, Doc.”

“You’re the one who convinced Trade, not me,” Doc said. “Go eat. I have a line forming behind you.”

“Right,” David said, making room for Posy to step up for a hamburger.

~*~*~

Night had fallen— everyone was tired after a fun-filled day with friends and family. People had changed back into their normal clothing, as they’d finished swimming when the sun set. The night sky was bright with stars, even with the bonfire providing light for the group. Doc was on a blanket with his children and wives, relaxing.

“Poppa, why is everyone outside?” John asked.

“Because I have a surprise for you,” Doc smiled. “Should be in just a moment.”

“Doc, Clyde says he’s ready to begin,” Rosa said from behind Doc.

“Tell him to fire it up.”

Rosa vanished, then returned a moment later, settling in behind Doc. “He’s been told.”

Doc grinned as he looked up. “Should be soon.”

Everyone near him looked up just in time for the first booming shower of light.

“Fireworks!” Suzanna gasped in glee.

Doc smiled broadly at that. Suzanna acted serious most of the time, so to see childish joy on her face was worth every penny spent on the display. The other children were just as enraptured as the eldest, which only reinforced his decision to have the fireworks for the evening. Tonight would be a wonderful memory for him, his family, and his friends. He cherished the moment as he looked away from the display to just watch his children’s happiness.


Chapter Eleven

October 7, 1886

Life went by without any major hiccups. Kanata signed a treaty with Eastern Emerita, but kept Machi in the deal. General Lee retired from his position, and Grant was promoted to take command of the Eastern Emeritan Army. That started the dominos falling, as most of the senior officer corps who’d been with Lee for over a decade also retired. What caused a moment of friction for Western and Eastern Emerita was when Perishing tendered his resignation. He didn’t just retire— he came to Western Emerita and took up a position as the head of the fledgling army that was being created. Sherman also moved to Western Emerita, taking an advisory position to help create the army and navy.

The world was also turning to a new age, not just Emerita. Hibernia had pushed Avalon off her shores. Bran McKenzie, whom Doc had met years before, had led the reunited tribes in the assault to earn the island their freedom. McKenzie had also taken apprentices to help make sure the tribes would have spiritual guidance again.

Both Qin and Tsarrus had reinforced their borders with Khazary, expecting the Pontiffica to come for them. It was concerning that nothing happened, but it gave them both time to prepare further. Not even a year after the last war, Harrid didn’t order any templars to assist the nations, though he allowed any volunteers to assist them. Eventually, he knew that his templars would be asked for aid, as he knew war was coming.

Iberrita finally saw Iberra leave her shores, too, ending the war of independence to the south. The new nation of Mexa had sent delegates to Western Emerita to join them. Dodd had his hands full trying to balance the request against what the nation’s politicians wanted. The biggest tribes of Mexa had also sent tribal leaders, hoping to speak with Doc.

For the family, they had a going away party for their friends. Homer Tarbo was appointed ambassador to Kanata; August was thrilled that her husband had been given the post, but was sad that she was moving away from her friends. It was a far smaller party than the last one, but they had the couple over to say their farewells.

The law to reimburse people who voluntarily handed over dryad pieces was signed by Dodd. Doc had to help fund the program, and an influx of dryad parts had come in quickly. A dryad was on hand to verify the authenticity of the parts— there were some people who thought it would be easy money. Not only were they not paid, they were arrested for fraud. Mother was very thankful that more of her daughters were returned to regrow.

Some of Mother’s other children came out of the wilds across the nation. Most were met with trepidation and fear, but only a few had to flee from unkind people. The majority got to walk unmolested and see towns and cities. News articles about the sightings were slowly becoming commonplace, helping normalize the occurrences.

~*~*~

Doc blinked slowly as he came awake. The last few months had been restful, and he was grateful for that. Today, he was heading into Furden, as he’d been requested to meet with people. Turning his head, he saw Rosa watching him with a smile. “Good morning, creepy weed.”

“Good morning, Voice,” Rosa giggled.

Doc scooted over and patted the bed. Rosa wasted no time filling the spot and being held. “Is everything okay today?”

“Yes, Doc. Nothing that would worry you.”

“Hmm… that isn’t the same as ‘everything is fine,’ Rosa. What happened?”

“I collected a few more of my sisters from other places in the world last night,” Rosa admitted. “I left them fair payment for what was taken.”

“Which places?” Doc asked, worried that she might have put herself in greater danger.

“I haven’t gone anywhere close to the Pontiffica, Doc,” Rosa assured him softly. “I stayed outside of his country and didn’t even go to the ones that border it.”

“Good…” Doc exhaled in relief. “You didn’t have any trouble doing what you did?”

“No, though Avalon will need to fix the vault they used to store my sister’s remains. I wasn’t gentle about taking her back from them. Their wards were Darkness-touched, but that was the worst I encountered.”

“Rosa, that’s dangerous.”

“I made sure the wards were not a true threat before I acted,” Rosa said softly, eyes lowered. “If I get injured, you would be upset, so I always make sure to check first.”

Doc pulled her to him snugly, breathing in her scent. “You’re right that I would be upset. I’m not thrilled you did what you did as it is.”

“She’s been lost to Mother for generations, Doc,” Rosa whispered. “I couldn’t just leave her there when I had the ability to help her be reborn.”

“I get it. I do, Rosa,” Doc sighed. “If it were you, I’d do my best to get you, hell or high water be damned. Emotions aren’t logical. I’m not upset with you. It just makes me worry that one day, I’ll wake up, and you’ll be gone because something went wrong.”

“I’m sorry, Voice…” Rosa sniffled.

Doc kissed her head. “Don’t cry, my pretty weed.”

The door opening got Doc to look over. Sequoia was coming into the room, but she slowed her pace when she saw them. “Voice, I was told to get you for breakfast.”

“Right,” Doc said. His wives were all pregnant and had opted to let the dryads wake him until after they’d given birth; it was still something he was getting used to.

Rosa lifted her head from Doc’s chest. “Come hold him with me? I caused him distress this morning, and we should comfort him.”

Doc was about to correct Rosa, but both dryads’ eyes had started glowing. He knew Rosa well enough to know that she was fine now. She’d do better not to worry him, but for today, she’d spoil the hell out of him because of what she’d done.

“Voice?” Sequoia hadn’t moved from where she was, as Doc hadn’t agreed right away.

Doc gave her a nod. “Come here, my tiny tree. Our precious weed wants to ease my worries.”

Sequoia stripped off her dress and joined them. She was happy that Doc hadn’t asked her to go. Getting time with him was a joy for both her and Petal, and for the next few months, they would soak in all the love they could get.

~*~*~

“Husband, relax,” Lia said as she leaned against his side. “Why are you so nervous?”

“No idea…” Doc sighed.

“He’s worried about making a serious mistake,” Rosa said from where she sat next to Posy and Ambrose.

“Am I?” Doc asked.

“You keep thinking about it, but then you skip to something else.”

Doc frowned before he nodded slowly. “Actually, yeah… that makes sense.”

“Doc, what could you possibly do to upset them that badly?” Lia asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Refuse to make someone a shaman?” Doc suggested.

“You’d only do that if they were a bad person,” Posy said. “Giving a bad person the ability to be a shaman would only make them worse.”

“That’s true, Posy,” Doc smiled proudly. “You’re smarter than most people.”

Posy beamed at him. “Only because Momma, you, and others raised me right.”

“Your mother did an amazing job long before I came along.”

“She did,” Lia agreed, “but you inspired Posy to do more, Doc.”

“Yeah,” Posy nodded. “You gave me more time with Momma, then made me a cleric of Luck. Now, I’m Luck’s arch-cleric, and Momma’s going to marry Charles.”

“Have they set a date yet?” Doc asked.

“No, but they’re looking at this coming spring. They want to do it before the children are born.”

“March would be good, then,” Lia said. “I’ll talk with Daf when we get home. After the children are born, if we can, Doc, I’d like to take them and you down to see my family.”

Doc’s brow furrowed before he nodded. He recalled Lia having told him about spending a day at their graves on their day of death if she could. It was an elvish tradition, but he’d missed it entirely except the one time he visited Ayla’s mother. “That’s fine, Lia. Hopefully, our wives will all have given birth by then. I don’t want to miss those moments, either.”

“I’ll pray to Luck, then,” Lia said softly.

“That’ll make it happen,” Doc chuckled. “I’ll do the same.”

Posy watched the pair with a smile. She wondered if she’d ever find someone who was even remotely as devoted as Doc was to his wives. It would be a terrible standard to hold any hopefuls to, but she wouldn’t compromise that. Any man or woman, she admitted to herself, would have to be totally honest. Ambrose would make sure of that for her. Life wouldn’t be easy, but she didn’t care if it was. She had her mother, her Poppa in Doc, and so many little brothers and sisters. Even if she never found love herself, she had enough love around her to make her happy for her lifetime.

~*~*~

The tribes were not exactly what Doc expected. He knew it was wrong of him, but he’d thought they’d be more Hispanic than they were. The tribes who’d come to meet him wore clothing that was traditional for them. While most of them had on simple outfits, the leader of the group wore an elaborate ensemble. The turquoise, gold, feathers, and shells might look eclectic to most, but to the tribes of Mexa, they stated everything about the man seated across from Doc.

“It is my pleasure to meet you, Voice,” the man said. “You can call me Teo. It is a far shortened name for me that I have grown used to when dealing with those outside of the tribes.”

“Please call me Doc, Teo,” Doc said. “My wives, Lia and Rosa. This is my daughter, though not by blood, Posy, along with her best friend, Ambrose.”

“A pleasure to meet you all,” Teo said, bowing his head. “It is said that you prefer directness?”

“That’s true,” Doc said. “Too many hide behind their words instead of being honest.”

“As the tribes found out when the conquerors came to our shores,” Teo sighed. “We paid for trusting them when they arrived, but now, we are free again. We’ve come to know that we need strong allies, or else we might invite others to try conquering us again. While my mother is speaking to your government, I was tasked to bring potential shamans to you to seek Luck’s blessing.”

“I don’t mind helping the tribes regain their shamans,” Doc said. “Do you hold to the same rites as the tribes here?”

“Yes. Only those who wished to take on the mantle were brought. Each of them had family who had been our shamans. They should do well.”

“Very well. Posy will assist me in this.”

Teo’s eyes squinted slightly. “She will?”

“She was the first one I blessed with Luck’s power. Besides me, she has the strongest blessing that can be given. If other tribes need to be blessed, Posy can assist equally as well as I can.”

“If you say it is so, then it is so.”

Doc’s lips thinned, but he let the slight go. “Posy, why don’t you start?”

“I’m happy to,” Posy said with a bright smile. She’d heard the doubt and was happy to prove that Doc had told the truth.

It didn’t take long for the tribes to regain their shamans. What did puzzle Doc was when those who’d been blessed began to strip. Rosa had touched his arm to stop him from saying anything. The new shamans didn’t stay naked; instead, they changed into new garments. Their new clothes were better made and had ornamentation like Teo’s, if slightly lesser than his.

When the last shaman was changed, they sat in a line behind Teo, all of them wearing awe-struck expressions as they slowly picked their gifts from Luck. That was when Lia suggested healing and explained the reasons why. That kept the meeting going as Doc and Posy walked the new shamans through how to increase someone’s fertility.

Teo bowed low to Doc when the meeting finally came to an end. “Luck has truly blessed Mother and us. If you ever need anything from our tribes, Doc, we will do all we can to repay this debt.”

“There is no debt,” Doc said softly. “I’ve done only as Luck has asked me to do. If you feel indebted, then it’s to her, not me. As I’ve told many before you and doubtlessly will tell many after today, all Luck asks is that you say a prayer to her and try to live the best lives you can. Mother’s bright again, and the Darkness is all but gone from the world.”

“We will make sure Luck is given the proper respect she deserves, Voice. On my name and that of my tribe, it will be so.”

Doc just smiled, a little uncomfortable with the near-fanaticism Teo had. “Then it’ll be fine. I wish you and the tribes well. No doubt you’ll soon be Westerners when your nation joins ours.”

“I’m sure we will be soon, too,” Teo agreed.


Chapter Twelve

December 2, 1886

The world was slowly turning away from what had been. News from Indus spoke of a rising resistance to Avalon— the Inda people weren’t fighting, though. They were forming a government of their own to work beside Avalon. Mother’s daughters had checked and the leaders of the peaceful resistance wanted to earn their independence back without war. They’d even politely declined Qin’s offer for help, as they knew war would break out if Qin crossed their borders.

Kanata was in turmoil as Avalon’s and Gaul’s colonies, which had formed a government, began to argue amongst each other. Gaul’s colonies were friendly with Western Emerita, while Avalon’s were vexed by the fledgling nation. That’d only been further exacerbated when Hibernia won their freedom, because it became known that the Hibernians had Doc’s help to start the rebellion. The treaty that Kanata signed was only passed because of the friendly colonies. The colonies of Avalon had been interested in attacking more of Eastern Emerita, as there’d been no navy to stop them. Outside of the political spectrum, most of Kanata was happy that the war had ended.

What was most concerning to Doc was the meeting he’d been asked to attend in the newly built capital of Western Emerita. Dodd felt Doc would want to speak on the topics being discussed. He’d initially refused until he heard one of the main speaking points, and that had changed his mind. As little as he wanted to be a major political player, there were still some things he felt it was imperative to stand against. That was how he found himself in Radiance during the last month of the year.

~*~*~

“How are you feeling today, my love?” Doc asked.

“Good. I’m happy you asked me to come with you,” Sophia said. “I was surprised that you even agreed until you explained why. Even then, we all thought you’d go with just Rosa beside you.”

“You know more about the world than I do,” Doc murmured, holding her gently. “You helped clarify a lot of my questions regarding the nations during our trip down here.”

“I’m always happy to help you, dearest.”

“I wish we knew who all was going to be in attendance…” Doc sighed after a few moments of silence. “I’m sure they’ll be names you’ve at least heard of.”

“We know the nations attending. Avalon, Dussle, Iberra, Vasaland, and Eastern Emerita.”

“No allies in that group,” Doc muttered, “and at least two who hate me.”

“Eastern Emerita goes without saying. Avalon has been outspoken about you, specifically because of Hibernia. Iberra wasn’t pleased to lose their colony and likely blames you, too.”

“Leaving two who might or might not be friendly. It’s a stacked deck against me.”

“But you’ll be fine. Won’t he, Weed?”

“I’ll make sure you both are, mistress,” Rosa said as she got their clothing laid out for them.

“I doubt they’d do something overt,” Doc said. “Too big a stage. They might try to discredit me, but I think that’ll be the extent of it.”

“As long as there are no bishops,” Sophia whispered.

Doc kissed her nose. “If we see any Apoc clergy, we’ll just leave. It’ll be easy to cite past history as a reason to do so. No one could fault us for not wanting to be near people who’ve tried to kill us repeatedly.”

“Okay.”

“I have your clothing and the basin of water ready,” Rosa said.

Doc looked over at Rosa, who was standing there proudly naked with a wet cloth in hand. “No extras, Rosa. We really do need to get dressed and go.”

“I know, Voice,” Rosa grinned, but her eyes didn’t glow.

“I’ll get up first,” Sophia said. “You can clean while she helps me dress.”

“Probably for the best,” Doc chuckled, but it became a laugh when he saw Rosa’s pout. “And that’s why.”

Sophia nodded as she got out of bed. “That is exactly why. We all know you, dear Weed.”

“Yes, mistress…” Rosa muttered, her bottom lip jutting out.

Sophia tapped her lip. “Enough. Help me get ready.”

Rosa stopped playing, using the cloth to wipe down Sophia to remove the early morning sweat from her. While Sophia hadn’t had sex with Doc and Rosa, she’d had plenty of fun watching them, which is why she needed the wipe-down. Doc watched the pair until Rosa set the cloth back in the basin. The moment she did, he was out of bed and using it. They needed to get some food in them before heading off to the capitol building.

~*~*~

Sitting in the dining room, Doc was impressed with the hotel. It was for dignitaries only, so the building was mostly empty, but a few other guests were also staying there. It was built to the same standard as the Plaza in Furden, but far grander, as it would host kings and queens in the future. The staff were the best in the nation; David had made sure of that, because making the best impression always helped when someone was well rested.

A few of the other guests who would be attending the meeting were also enjoying a meal. Sophia pointed out the ones she knew of, but the accents made it easy for Doc to have at least a good idea of who was who. The pointed looks from two tables cleared up any wonder if Avalon and Eastern Emerita were angry with him. A third table held a gentleman with a thick, yet neatly trimmed mustache who wore Iberra’s national colors. That man cast a few dismissive looks Doc’s way, but at least he wasn’t glaring.

Two guests sat together having a quiet conversation, both of whom gave Doc small nods of acknowledgement when he’d entered the room. Dussle and Vasaland having a conversation made Doc wonder. The two nations had a somewhat contentious relationship at times, though they’d had peace for a hundred years. Seeing the two men talking could mean good or bad things for their two nations.

Aides for each dignitary took tables near their leader, sitting apart from them. Doc snorted internally at that— it was foolish to have your aide sit away from you if you weren’t having a private conversation. That was why Doc’s table looked odd. Not only were the only women in the room those with Doc, but they were also all sitting together.

While they ate, Doc wondered about the timing of the meeting. Winter break for Congress was coming at the end of the week, so whatever was going to be discussed must be important for it to come so close to a break.

“Avalon asked for this gathering,” Rosa said softly. She was seated beside Doc, not kneeling beside him. Sophia had made it clear that Rosa had to be Doc’s equal in public, and it would undermine Rosa’s social standing if she knelt. It would also lower the social standing of all of Doc’s wives. It was the last point that had Rosa sitting in a chair. “Dodd was right about why they asked for this meeting.”

“If Avalon had lied about it, then it would severely hurt their nation,” Sophia said.

“The reason they want to meet is still disgraceful…” Doc muttered.

“Avalon was the empire that the sun always touched. They were looking to control as much of the world as they could until Emerita won its independence,” Sophia said. “It isn’t surprising that they’re still seeking to accomplish that goal.”

“That’s a good point,” Doc sighed. “At least this world didn’t have the slave trade like Earth.”

“Similar, but different,” Sophia sighed, having had long talks with Doc about Earth’s history. “Indenturement with no hope of freedom isn’t much better, but at least the conditions those people live in are better than the slaves of your world.”

“Not much better in some cases, but yeah.” Doc looked up when Avalon’s ambassador stood up to leave.

The snooty-looking man gave Doc’s table a look when he passed them, sniffing audibly in disdain.

“This is going to be fun,” Doc said sardonically as he shook his head.

Sophia touched his knee lightly, but didn’t disagree. Today was going to be contentious. She’d do her best to help Doc during the meeting and after, but it was going to be an unpleasant day for her family.

Eastern Emerita’s ambassador and Iberra’s both looked displeased when they walked by the group, but neither was as rude as Avalon’s had been. Vasaland’s ambassador gave a polite nod when he went by, which was slightly encouraging to Doc.

The surprise was when the last ambassador paused beside their table. “Excuse me for interrupting your meal, but I wished to verify… you are Holyday, yes?”

Doc looked up at the rich German accent. “Doc Holyday, sir. My wives, Rosa and Sophia.”

“A pleasure, ladies. I am Prince Willhelm Albert of Dussle. I was surprised to see you here, Holyday. Rumor was you disdain politics.”

“I do, but my friend asked me to attend today.”

“Ahh, yes. President Dodd is a known friend of yours. I will seek to speak with you after today, if that is agreeable?”

“I’ll be in town for a few days, so that’s fine.”

Willhelm frowned slightly at the informality, but pressed on, “Very well. I will have my staff be in touch. Good day.”

“See you soon,” Doc said.

Rosa giggled once Willhelm was gone. “He doesn’t know how to handle you being informal. His whole life has been rigid formality.”

“Of course. He’s the heir to the Dussle throne,” Sophia said. “Is he an ally?”

“He hopes to be, but he’s also worried about what might happen if he displays his intentions. There was a moment where he hoped for the clans of old Dussle to return. I think that’s what he wants to talk about later.”

“I’m not sure that would work unless they plan to step away from Apoc,” Doc said.

“That is possible, if unlikely,” Sophia said. “The Albert lineage comes ultimately from a clan that was wiped out generations before him. The dwarven blood was bred out, but maybe he wants to recognize that?”

“Hmm… it would make him far more progressive than I’d expect, but that’d be nice. Since we’re done eating, maybe we should go, too. I can’t imagine it would look good for us to be late.”

“It would be terrible,” Sophia said, standing.

“Can’t do that, then,” Doc nodded. “Let’s go see what kind of circus we’re walking into.”


Chapter Thirteen

The state building wasn’t a copy of the one in Eastern Emerita, but the layout was still mostly the same. It was a grand building with two wings to hold the two different sides of the legislative branch. A third wing was built to hold both branches at the same time for presidential addresses, along with a grand ballroom for large events that weren’t as rigid. Today, though, they’d be using one of the meeting rooms in the Senate wing.

Just down the street from their destination, Doc saw construction on the Supreme Court being finished. The crew was minimal because they were taking down scaffolding. Looking out the other side of the carriage, he saw the presidential manor, or what might one day be called the White House. It was far different than the one back in Eastern Emerita. The Bronzehammer Clan had previously owned the land the new capital was built on, so they’d taken to laying out the city and designing the major buildings. The actual construction was mostly done by the templars, which would make the city holy ground— no one corrupted by the Darkness would ever be comfortable within its boundaries.

“Doc, I’ve been meaning to ask,” Sophia began, “when the clan asked you about the capital, why did you ask for this layout?”

“Equal, but separate,” Doc said. “Each set a half-mile from the others at the corners of a triangle. The center here will be a park where the public can gather. It’s designed to stretch away from here going south. Monuments will be placed along its length to honor historical moments. The middle of the triangle will hold the monument to our fallen during the war of separation.”

Sophia nodded slowly. “Similar to what Eastern Emerita’s capital has, but different.”

“People took trips to see the capital on Earth. They’d take a full day to walk the mall to see all the different monuments and buildings. I want that same thing for the future here.”

“It will be. The draw of seeing the capital will happen as long as the nation stands.”

“We’d have to fail in a monumental fashion for it to vanish.”

“True, and with the people we know planning to run for higher office, I doubt it will fail in the next decade.”

The carriage slowed as it pulled up to their destination. Carriages were directed to the side of the building, not the front, which was slated for pedestrians only. Doc stepped out when the door opened, then helped Sophia and Rosa out. The templars, who were their driver and footman, saluted Doc, assuring him they would be waiting for them. Doc thanked them before offering his wives his arms.

There was a staff member just inside to give directions to the correct room. As they approached the room itself, a couple of staff members were outside the doors to verify people against the guest list. Doc and his wives were quickly checked off and allowed inside. The room had a meeting table in the middle of it, but at the moment, everyone was mingling around it.

Shortly after entering, Dodd was there to greet them. “Holydays, it’s wonderful that you could make it. I wasn’t sure which of your wives you’d bring with you. Sophia, a pleasure, as always. Rosa, I knew you’d be with him.”

“I was delighted when Doc asked me to accompany him. I’ll be recording the entire meeting for my family.”

“Of course. We have our own Sagesse who will be doing the same for the national records.”

“A wise thing. Keeping records of important meetings is… well, important.”

“Which is why we have a staff of recorders for just that job.”

“Nathanial, you know I’m not going to be silent for this meeting, right? It might cause friction for the nation,” Doc asked quietly, looking around the room.

“You bring a wider picture for us to consider and one that everyone should hear,” Dodd said. “I doubt our country will be joining the others in this endeavor.”

“Avalon has their eyes set on regaining their empire,” Doc murmured. “I’m not sure about the others.”

“We’ll see in a little bit. The meeting is to start on the hour.”

“Which is thirty minutes away,” Doc said after checking his pocket watch. The simple brass watch was one of the items Luck had given him when he’d arrived in the world, and he wouldn’t use another.

“Excuse me,” a man said, coming over. His distinctive drawl gave away where he was from. “Might I be introduced? I’m Sam Langer, Senate Leader, from the great state of Starex.”

“Langer,” Dodd smiled professionally, “let me introduce Doc Holyday and two of his wives, Sophia and Rosa.”

“Two? So, it’s true, then, that you have a whole passel?”

“I have six and will only have six,” Doc said.

“Hmm… a man of great passion to handle so many. That’s not even mentioning one of your wives being a dryad, said to need a dozen men to sate them.”

“Doc sates all of us, plus a couple of my sisters,” Rosa said brightly. “He is unmatched in that category.”

Langer blinked for a moment, then his laughter boomed out, drawing all eyes their way. “Now that, missy, is said like a woman who is rightly proud of her husband. I’d been hoping to meet you, Doc. What brought me over was that watch, though. It’s at odds with who you’re known as, but it tells a story of a man with humble roots who doesn’t want to forget them.”

Doc chuckled, relaxing now that he knew Langer wasn’t trying to be a problem. The Texan— or Starian, as they were known here— was just boisterous and forward. “I’ve had it with me from my first days. A gift from my goddess. It’d be wrong to casually set it aside for another.”

“A divine gift? You’d be a fool to think metals would be better than that.”

“And a fool our husband is not,” Sophia said.

“Doubt he’d have so many wives if he were. One of you would’ve beaten some sense into him by now.”

“Luckily, we’ve been blessed with a man who doesn’t need that. His only failing is caring too much, if one can even call that a failing.”

“It can be,” Langer said. “It can lead a man into terrible decisions.”

“My wives handle the finances, so it’s unlikely I’d do something too foolish,” Doc said.

“And with so many doting wives, you’re not going to make the biggest mistake. Stepping out for ‘other company’ costs more men than any other I’ve known.”

“It really is, but my wives are more than enough for me,” Doc smiled.

“If the President can spare you, I’ll introduce you to our other congressmen who are here.”

“That’ll be fine,” Dodd said.

“Looks like we’re in your care, Langer,” Doc said.

“Right this way,” Langer said, turning to go, but he stepped to the side so he walked beside Rosa. “If I’m right, rumor says you asked Mother to sink the fleet sailing for my state. Is that true?”

“Yes,” Rosa said simply.

“My state thanks you,” Langer said. “While I’m sure we’d have driven them off, our coasts would’ve taken the brunt of an attack from sea.”

“You’re welcome, but I did it for Doc, not for your state.”

Langer’s brow furrowed before he chuckled. “Can’t rightly argue with that. Even if it wasn’t for us, you still have our thanks.”

Doc was taken around to meet everyone, though some were notably less friendly. Sitting in for Western Emerita were Dodd, Langer, and the leader of the House of Representatives, Carl Markson. Carl was affable and spent the entire time thanking Doc for all he’d done for the growing state of Califia.

There were a couple more ambassadors there than Doc had been told about— Willhelm for Dussle, who he’d already met briefly. The man Willhelm had been speaking to was Baron Didrik Gills of Vasaland. Avalon had sent Sir Edwar Hammer, a man who came from a long family of diplomats. Iberra sent an elderly diplomat, Franco Merris, who was currently the serving diplomatic presence in Frika for his nation. 

Eastern Emerita had sent a man known to Western Emerita: former Vice President Alan Arthur. Arthur had been in office while Doc was out of the country, so Doc didn’t know of him, which upset the politician. The nation that Doc hadn’t known was attending was Gaul. Gaul’s diplomat, Alphin Cournal, had been cordial. The man was amused that Doc had helped Hibernia’s revolution, because it hurt Avalon. Gaul and Avalon had the same long history of wars that Earth’s France and England had, making the two nations unfriendly with each other.

Eventually, the time came for the conference to start. Doc went to sit Sophia when he noticed the number of chairs around the table. Because none of the aides would be sitting at the table, there were no chairs for Doc’s wives, and it would be snug if they both joined him.

“It’s fine, Doc,” Sophia said. “We can sit behind you.”

Doc looked back at the chairs for the aides and then at Dodd, who coughed to speak up. “Mrs. Holyday, we can easily bring a chair forward for you.”

“Take mine,” Doc said as he pulled it out for her. “I’ll take the less padded chair. You need it for the baby.”

“Very well, husband,” Sophia said, letting him seat her.

When Doc turned to get a chair, Rosa already had it for him. “Thank you, Rosa.”

“I’ll stand behind you both. It’s fine,” Rosa said. She’d rather kneel beside him and snuggle his leg, but she was supposed to act “dignified.”

Everyone else had already taken their seats, making Doc the last one to sit. “Sorry for the delay.”

“Welcome, everyone, to the first summit that Western Emerita is holding,” Dodd said. “I call this meeting to order.”


Chapter Fourteen

“This international convention was called for by Avalon. We cede the floor to Sir Edwar Hammer to begin,” Dodd said from his seat.

The diplomat Doc had seen at breakfast cleared his throat. “Gentlemen, we are here to discuss Frika and how to properly colonize it without war between our nations. We all know we’ve had competing interests there for over a decade.”

“You’ve tried to take our colonies for that decade,” Alphin Cournal, the diplomat from Gaul, said pointedly.

Doc watched Alphin, as he’d just recently met the man. The history of war between Gaul and Avalon mirrored France and England from Earth. The two nations were not allies and barely civil toward each other.

“Which is a reason for discussing this,” Edwar said smoothly. “It’ll also help us focus on making sure our colonies are… calm.”

“Learned you needed to after the Zulu, did you?” Franco Merris, Iberra’s diplomat, asked.

“Let’s not bring up wars today,” Edwar smiled. “Some of us have a better record than others.”

“You’ve both lost your last wars,” Baron Didrik Gills, Vasaland’s diplomat, said evenly.

“We should table this talk for now,” Alan Arthur, former vice president of Eastern Emerita, said flatly.

“Yes. We don’t want to make people uncomfortable,” Carl Markson, assemblyman from Califia, said earnestly.

“As I was saying,” Edwar coughed, “we’re here to discuss bringing civilization to Frika. We’d like to make sure our nations are on the same page as to who has the rights to which parts to not cause international distress.”

“What about the people who live there?” Doc asked softly. “Has anyone asked if they want assistance to be ‘civilized?’” Doc actually used air quotes, introducing something new to them. “I find many tribes are quite civilized. They just have different standards than we do.”

“Yes, I’m sure you do. Your predilection for siding with natives has been documented. Humanity needs to help the unenlightened. Apoc has made it very clear that—”

“We agreed we wouldn’t bring religion into this,” Dodd cut Edwar off.

“And yet you brought the biggest heretic in the world to this meeting,” Edwar said. “I’m willing to ignore him, but if he speaks, I must reply.”

“Your assertion is that your deity wants you to ‘enlighten’ the tribes of Frika. So you’ll conquer greater swaths of land in his name?” Doc asked mildly. He knew the song and dance of “helping the savages.” Earth’s history was covered in that story.

“Helping the savages join the rest of the world under our king,” Edwar said smugly. “We’ve done so all over the world already.”

“Until you’re told to shove off,” Langer chuckled.

Edwar’s lip curled. “Our colonies are not always grateful, but some aren’t worth the effort to keep.”

“Couldn’t keep even with all your king’s men and horses, you mean,” Langer smirked.

“I thought we agreed not to discuss wars,” Willhelm said mildly. “Dussle has no colonies in Frika. My father’s closest advisor has sought to expand our reach into that continent, but as of today, we have none, while most of you, minus Emerita, have one or more colonies there. That makes me have to ask: have the natives welcomed you all with open arms?”

“There are always some malcontents,” Franco said. “Even when we lift them out of the dirt and give them cities, schooling, and more, there are those who reject all we do for them.”

“But we can show the rest the good we do while correcting those who don’t understand,” Edwar said.

“Even if that means a war with an entire nation?” Alphin asked. “I only ask so we can all know at what point should we stop trying to help these people?”

“It wasn’t really a war, more an extended disagreement about them becoming a colony. The former Zulu people are now grateful citizens of the king. We’ve begun to rebuild their country for them.”

“‘Extended disagreement?’ I see… so to nearly ten thousand people, most of them those happy colonists, dying wasn’t a war? I understand and will make sure that’s explained to my government.”

“Gentlemen,” Dodd broke in, “let us get back to what Edwar has been building to. You brought a map to show Avalon’s proposed colonies for each country, correct?”

“Yes, and I am ready to make changes if we can get a majority to agree on the proposed borders.” Edwar snapped his fingers, and an aide hurried forward with a large map. Small weights were added to the edges so it would lay flat.

“At least you didn’t try to change our colony. I even see you expanded it toward the interior a fair amount,” Alphin said. “You even left the island off the coast to us. Hmm… unexpected.”

“You’ve left our hold on the western coast alone and expanded the southern coastal colonies for us,” Franco said, staring at the map intently. “I do note that you gave yourself a chunk between both of the southern colonies. Why not just give us the strips from coast to coast?”

“It can be discussed,” Edwar smiled.

“On behalf of Emer… Eastern Emerita, we accept it as it stands,” Alan said bluntly. “The two smaller colonies on the western coast suit us fine.”

“You reduced the coastal hold we have, but gave us a chunk of the interior,” Baron Gills said. “This might be acceptable, but I will wait before saying more.”

“I need a few minutes to walk and think,” Willhelm said. “I ask for a recess.”

“Agreed,” Dodd said, looking troubled. The map showed Western Emerita having a sizable coastal claim along the hook of the continent. He knew where Doc stood on the idea, but there were options not to make it as bad as Avalon was, ones that would give the country access to the goods of the country of Frika without making them conquerors. “We will break for just under a half-hour. Return on the hour.”

People stood up to mingle while Willhelm left the room. Doc was about to go after the noble when Dodd motioned him over to where he stood with Langer and Markson. Doc escorted his wives over to the group. “A problem, besides Edwar’s attitude about the natives of Frika?” Doc asked.

“A conundrum,” Dodd said softly. “I know your feelings on colonization, Doc. However, I think we should accept this proposal.” Doc’s eyebrow went up, but he didn’t condemn Dodd, so Dodd continued, “We can establish coastal towns to open up trade with the natives of Frika.”

“And when the colonists want to expand farther and farther?” Doc asked.

Dodd grimaced. “We can make them military colonies, so that’s not a problem.”

“No real value as military colonies,” Langer said. “With that said, though, we should agree, regardless. It’d still take those swaths away from them.”

“Agreed,” Markson said. “If we don’t, they’ll just give those parcels to the others.”

Doc’s lips pursed as he listened to the others. Langer and Markson made solid points— it just rankled him that he was even considering the colonization of Frika.

“Doc, my sisters can help the tribes there. A quarter are bestial, some are elven, but the majority are humans who are as tribal as the others. Even with the priests of Apoc murdering most of the shamans who live there, a few tribes have hidden in the deepest parts of the country. If my sisters walk and spread Mother’s word about peaceful coexistence, it should help ease the tensions of the different tribes. Tribes not at war with each other will let them grow more prosperous. Besides, Mother will not let these nations just conquer the tribes now. My sisters will do as we did to Eastern Emerita if they try.”

“Won’t they blame us if they do?” Markson asked.

“Some will,” Dodd nodded. “But we don’t control Mother or her daughters.”

“They think he does,” Langer said, nodding toward Doc. “Doesn’t matter, though, because we’re a blessed nation. If they start a war with us, we’ll show them why Eastern Emerita lost.”

“What do you think, Doc?” Dodd asked to bring them back to the topic.

Doc exhaled slowly. “I’m just here to observe, Dodd. Do what you think is best for the country, not what I advise. If you agree, then so be it. I need to walk now. Please excuse me.”

“I’ll stay,” Sophia said. “I want to speak to some of the diplomats.”

“Rosa can stay with—”

“You,” Rosa cut Doc off. “I will not let you be among vipers without me beside you. Sophia has the others here to watch her. I will go with you.”

Doc met her eyes, then offered his arm. “This way, my lovely wife.”

Rosa nodded, taking his arm. She knew he wanted to argue the point, but he knew she’d argue right back. He was worried for Sophia, but trusted Dodd to keep an eye on her. Rosa had also seen why he wanted to walk— he wanted to find Willhelm.

It didn’t take long to find the Dussle prince. He was down another hall, pacing while he thought. Rosa nodded slightly when she saw what the man was debating internally with himself. Willhelm and Doc would find themselves in agreement.

“Excuse me, Willhelm? Might I talk with you?” Doc asked as they approached.

Stopping his pacing, Willhelm turned to the pair with a polite smile. “Holydays, what can I do for you?”

“You left to think over the proposal, right?” Doc asked.

“Yes. Avalon was far more generous to my country than I expected.”

“Which leaves you in the position of accepting, as your father would want, against not wanting to accept for other reasons?”

“A blunt assessment. My father is a pious man, as is his closest advisor. They see the people of Frika the same way Sir Hammer does. I’ve grown a different view, at odds with family and church, which leaves me unhappy with what’s happening today. If Avalon had only offered a sliver, I could refuse, and my father would accept that.”

“It’s an unhappy day when you have to put aside personal feelings for your country,” Doc said. “I can’t begin to imagine how hard it must be. I’ve come to tell you that Dodd is more than likely going to accept the proposal.”

Willhelm jerked slightly. “You don’t object?”

“I hate it,” Doc sighed. “I’ve also made it clear that I won’t lead this nation, not publicly or privately. When he asked, I told him he had to choose, and the others with him made solid arguments about why they should and what that would mean for the colonies. I thought if I explained what they’re planning to do, it might help you. Also, if I’m not mistaken, your father is… advanced in years. You’ll end up taking the throne in less than a decade.”

“His health is not good,” Willhelm nodded slowly. “The best doctors have only been able to help him along.”

“Which means, before things become terrible in Frika, you’d be able to change things.”

“I see… a sacrifice today for the right thing tomorrow?”

“Perhaps, but what if you took a personal hand in guiding the first steps of the colonies there? Then, you would set the policy of what’s acceptable and what’s not.”

Willhelm sighed at that. “Sadly, that won’t be. I am taking on more duties at home because of my father’s health.”

“But you could appoint the man who would be in that position?”

“Yes… yes. I could easily do that. Finding the right man might take some time, which would be fine…” A smile began to form on Willhelm’s lips. “This has been a most productive walk.”

“Glad to help,” Doc said.

“When I do become King of Dussle… would you visit, Holyday?”

“Please, call me Doc. I would like to, but if the church is entrenched in your country… it wouldn’t be healthy for me to do so.”

“Ahh, yes, that makes sense. Will you speak to me about Luck until it is time to return?”

“Gladly,” Doc smiled.


Chapter Fifteen

March 12, 1887

Frika was eventually divided up by the countries who attended the meeting. Doc didn’t go back afterward, as he didn’t see a need to be there. His talks with Willhelm proved that the Prince of Dussle was a man well ahead of his time, one who shared values with Doc. One of those talks brought Baron Gills into it. Gills wasn’t as forward-thinking, but he did see that the world was changing. Gills knew he’d have to speak to his king about how different things would be with Mother so actively opposed to what Apoc stood for.

Not everything was good in the world, though, as Avalon had to learn a harsh lesson when a small fleet of theirs sank when trying to land on Hibernian soil. That helped send another message to the entire world that Mother wasn’t allowing those who believed in her to be conquered as they had been before.

On the borders of Tsarrus and Qin, north of Indus, the Pontiffica’s army began to test the defenses of his neighbors. No major battles took place, but it was clear that Apocson was eventually going to move on them. War’s newest Voice had been chosen, but instead of going to the border, she chose to stay in Tsarrus’ capital to plan for the war, not get caught up in skirmishes. Doc was glad about that— he thought the testing probes were to try drawing her out so she could be killed the same way War’s previous Voice had been.

Life largely went back to normal for Doc and his family. He was finally getting the quiet life he always wanted. His wives and kids were thrilled that he was there with them, and the next round of children were about to start being born. Lia would be the first at the end of March, but the others would be behind her in a matter of weeks. Before then was Daf’s wedding, which was something the entire family was looking forward to.

~*~*~

Daf and Charles had opted for a small wedding with just the family and staff of the manor on hand. Olka had been torn on what to do— she wanted to be the one to cook the banquet for the couple, but she also wanted to stand beside Posy as part of the wedding group. In the end, she’d agreed to let others handle the cooking. That had the Holydays finding the best chefs they could in Aurora and Furden. The competition to be chosen had been fierce, much to Doc’s surprise. Ayla explained that the chefs hoped that the new couple would need time away, allowing them to step into the role of cooking for the family, and maybe taking the position permanently. Doc laughed at the idea of Daf and Charles ever giving up their love of cooking, but stayed out of the search, as Ayla had it well in hand.

Doc was currently sitting with Charles, who was in a formal suit for the first time in his life. “You’re far calmer than I was when I got married,” Doc commented.

“Which time?” Charles asked.

“Every time,” Doc laughed. “Though my first marriage might have a slight edge on the others.”

“I’ve talked to people about it before. Most of the worry is that she’ll decide it was a bad choice and not want to get married to me after all. Daf was very firm on her decision yesterday. I am, however, still mystified with the rule of us not seeing each other last night.”

“Superstition and tradition. It’s bad luck to see your bride on the day of the wedding, which is why you two were apart last night. Couldn’t have you waking up and seeing her this morning.”

“Pity…” Charles exhaled. “I’m glad she wanted a small wedding. I’d be worse if I knew we were going to the temple with it being full. While Daf and I aren’t going to attract random people to our wedding, word of the Holydays being there would.”

“If not for us—”

“Stop there. Daf only wants those she cares for there. That’s why we’re having the wedding at the manor. All of her friends are here. She doesn’t want to be in the papers or have people trying to act nice to her.”

“That’s Daf,” Doc chuckled. “Did you ever hear about my first time meeting her?”

“No. This was back in Deep Gulch?”

“Yeah. Posy told me about her mother…”

~*~*~

Doc and Charles talked for a couple of hours until Bernard came to get them. “Gentlemen, it is time for you to walk to the altar.”

“Thank you, Bernard,” Doc said.

Charles stood up, taking a deep breath. “Very well.”

As the pair headed out of the manor to the backyard, Charles spoke up again, “I’m glad that Posy was so accepting of us. That’d been my biggest worry, you know?”

“Oh?”

“She looks at you like her father, Doc. I wasn’t sure she’d accept me courting her mother. When she not only agreed that it was okay, but practically pushed us together, I was confused, but elated.”

“Posy wants Daf to be happy. She knew Daf and I would never have a relationship, so even though she looks up to me, she wanted her mother to find happiness again. You’ve been told about Posy’s father?”

Charles's jaw set. “If I ever meet that man, he’ll answer to me for what he said to Daf. Then, he’ll answer again for the lasting hurt he gave both of them.”

“I’ll be in line behind you for that,” Doc said, clapping Charles on the shoulder. “Now, bright smile. It’s time to wait for your bride.”

Charles smiled when they turned the corner of the staff building to the garden the dryads had worked on for the wedding. Everything was in bloom, giving a pleasant air to the venue. Stone benches had been raised for the guests to sit on. Everyone was looking their way as the pair walked down the aisle to the vine-covered stone altar.

Doc gave the older man behind the altar a grin. “Judge Verum, it’s a pleasure to see you again.”

“Another wedding for your friends,” the old man said happily. “It’ll be my last wedding. I retire this month. I was going to work until the next election, but my age has caught up to me.”

“We’re grateful you agreed to come out to officiate, sir.”

“I enjoy seeing people find love; it reminds me of…” Trailing off, the judge shook his head. “That’s not a subject for today. Today is your day.” He turned to Charles. “Are you ready, sir?”

“As much as I can be,” Charles said. “Daf and I will do our best to have a marriage that lasts all our lives.”

“Enjoy every moment. Even if the worst comes, you’ll always have those memories to look back on,” Verum said softly.

“Working for who we do, sickness isn’t much of a concern, but yes, accidents can still happen,” Charles said seriously.

Rosa appeared beside Doc from thin air. “They are coming now.”

The three men stopped talking to face the direction the women would come from. Rosa’s sudden appearance and the men’s focus got everyone to turn and wait for the bride to come down the aisle. It wasn’t a long wait. Daf was in the lead, wearing a cream-colored gown. Her bright smile lit up her normally stoic face into radiant happiness. Behind her were Posy and Olka in light green dresses, both beaming as they followed Daf. The last of the group was Lia, her pregnant belly very visible in her loose, pale green gown.

Charles stared at Daf like a man seeing the sun for the first time. His joy, though, was clear in his smile. When they reached the altar, he took Daf’s hands in his, his heart racing as he stared into her eyes.

“Ladies and gentlemen, today we are here to witness the wedding of Charles Patter and Daffodil Hopner,” Verum addressed the crowd. “These two wonderful people have come together to share their love as a family. It is always a joyous occasion when you can find the person to share your life with. Would you care to speak, Charles?”

“Daf, thank you. We met because of my job working for your friends. Our first few talks were awkward, but we bonded over something we both love: cooking. The shared preparation of meals had us together, discussing many things. I’d always thought I’d be a bachelor my entire life, but little by little, I knew I’d found a woman who was special, even though I worried about ever broaching the subject. When you took the lead in asking about more than food… I was elated, but I didn’t know how to approach it properly. Thank you for helping me stumble past my awkwardness. I know love because you showed me what that can mean. We might have continued to shuffle around the idea of an actual relationship if not for your daughter.” Charles shifted slightly to look at Posy behind Daf. “Bless you, Posy. You helped us both set aside our fears and embrace what we could have.”

“Well said. Would you like to speak, ma’am?”

“Charles, you helped me piece my heart back together. Like making a dish together, you showed care and respect not to overpower it. Before I knew it, I was looking forward to sharing the kitchen with you and then maybe more. I was worried about how your near-adopted daughter would take me having a relationship with you, but little did we know that our daughters were conspiring to see us happy.” Daf turned just enough to see Olka. “Thank you, Olka, for allowing me into your family.”

Olka was crying happy tears. “Love you, Momma.”

“Yeah, we do,” Posy laughed, not hiding her happy tears, either.

“A lovely family you will be,” Verum said, wiping away a few stray tears. “Charles, do you take Daffodil as your wife?”

“Yes, sir,” Charles said. “For as long as we live.”

“Daffodil, do you take Charles as your husband?”

“I do,” Daf said, her lip quivering as she tried to hold back her own tears of happiness.

“Let us welcome the new couple into the community,” Verum said. “Charles, you may kiss the bride.”

Daf grabbed Charles, pulling him to her and kissing him, which earned laughter and cheers from the audience. Doc chuckled as he met Lia’s eyes past the couple. Lia gave him a wink, knowing exactly what Doc had thought.

“We just need them to sign the papers, and it’ll be official,” Verum said as he picked up the folder from the altar. “Once they’re done, that is.” He coughed, as their kiss wasn’t a short one. He felt a pang of loss thinking about his deceased wife. When he got home, he would take her urn down and polish it while telling her about the new couple. Glancing at Doc, his eyes drifted to the dryads in the audience. He’d heard the stories of rebirth through Mother, so he said a smaller silent prayer to her. He hoped that when he was reborn, he could find his wife’s soul to know happiness once more.


Chapter Sixteen

March 22, 1887

March wasn’t done with big events for the family. Daf and Charles took time away from the estate, going on a honeymoon to visit Charles’ sister, who hadn’t been able to leave her family to attend their wedding. Posy and Olka went with them, as Charles wanted his sister to meet them. That left one of the wedding chefs to fill the open role for the family.

When the couple returned nearly two weeks later, the temporary chef was despondent, knowing that his place was gone. Fiala had other plans, offering him the role of cook for the staff. Given how large the estate staff was becoming, having a cook to take that burden off Charles and Olka was an inevitable step. The cook gladly took the position, because it was far better than he’d find elsewhere. The staff quarters had previously been expanded to include a kitchen, which would finally have a person in charge of it.

Daf made sure she was back by Lia’s expected due date, and she succeeded with a couple of days to spare. Instead of the midwife they’d had before, Posy was taking over that role— she’d studied to make sure she could do it when more of her siblings were born. The nursery was a bit crowded, as everyone wanted to be there for Lia.

“You can all relax until we get closer to time,” Lia said. “It just barely started.”

“True. It will take time,” Doc said, “but we all had breakfast before you knew. If you want us to give you some space, though, we will.”

“I don’t want you to think—”

“We won’t,” Fiala said, knowing what Lia was going to say. “You want us here just as much as we want to be, but it can be a bit much with all of us here waiting with you.”

“Exactly.”

“Ladies, we’ll take turns sitting with her until it’s time. Sonya, do you want to stay for now?”

“That works for me,” Sonya said, having been the one seated to Lia’s left.

“We’ll swap on the hour. The rest of us can discuss who’s next away from the others.”

“I’m going to stay,” Doc said.

Fiala kissed his head. “We knew you would. We’ll want you to do the same for the rest of us in the coming month.”

“Of course. I missed so much, and now, I don’t want to miss a moment.”

His wives kissed his head as they went to leave the room. All of them were happy that he was going to be there for them this time. They made sure to kiss Lia’s head, too, before finally slipping out. That left the room far less crowded with just Posy, Sonya, Lia, and Doc.

“You’re going to see this room a lot in the next month,” Lia chuckled.

“I know, and I’m happy about that. I get to finally be here for my wives as we welcome children into the world. My memory of Suzanna’s birth is such a bright moment for me. I hated missing the others.”

“We understood,” Sonya said softly. “Sure, we all wanted you to be here, but we knew why you weren’t. None of us were upset with you, Doc. The church was the one at fault. If they’d left you alone, you’d have been here. This time, you will be, and we’re all ecstatic.”

Lia grunted as a contraction hit her. “I know these will get tougher and quicker, but goodness, it’s different when you’re the one feeling them.”

“Oh, yes,” Sonya chuckled softly. “I remember that feeling. Being here for Suzanna’s birth didn’t prepare me for what it would actually feel like when it was my turn to have John.”

“You did well,” Posy said.

“Thank you, Posy. I was happy you were there for it. You helped the midwife, and now look at you. You’re ready to be the midwife.”

“I’m glad it’s Posy,” Lia said. “No offense to… I can’t recall her name, but I’d rather it be only family here.”

“I’ll do my best,” Posy said softly. “They’ll be born healthy and as easily as I can help you manage.”

“We’ll all help if needed,” Doc said, “but we’ll defer to Posy. I was surprised when you mentioned spending a year helping Polly just to be able to do this now.”

“I want to help with these children and any others for the family,” Posy said brightly, but then her smile dipped. “I was going to help with Ginger’s, too, but she can’t have children…”

“Has that weighed on them?” Doc asked.

“No,” Sonya said. “I don’t think so. The alternative was far worse.”

“Ambrose said that Ginger is a little sad, but being alive with Harrid and Lucky means far more than more kids to her,” Posy said. “I don’t know about Harrid. Ambrose said he asked her not to read his mind.”

“He’s likely sad, but understands and accepts it,” Lia grunted. “Harrid will dote on Lucky all the more because of that.”

“I’m still amazed that Mother did what she did,” Doc said. “I had no idea that was even a possibility.”

“I don’t remember any hint of it as a legend,” Lia said. “I don’t think Mother could have until you, Doc. You brought the light back, but you also brought whole new ideas, too. With Rosa having seen what Luck imagined to help you, it might’ve inspired Mother.”

“Because you can all come back with Luck’s help,” Posy said.

“Maybe…” Doc murmured as he considered that idea.

Silence fell in the room for a few minutes before Rosa appeared behind Doc. “Sorry for being away. Is everything okay?”

“Did you get your sisters back?” Lia asked.

“Yes, all three of them. The Cardinal of Gaul will be quite displeased when he finds his collection has been taken,” Rosa said. “My sisters were injured assisting me, but they’ll be fine within a week.”

“I’m glad we talked about it first,” Doc said. “I’m still not enthused that all of them volunteered to disarm any boobytraps by basically just walking into them.”

“We do what we must to bring our family home.”

“Can’t argue that, but be careful. They’ll start layering traps to stop you with how you’ve been going.”

“They’ve already started. Because you want me to be careful, I took sixteen of my sisters with me. Eight were injured because there were many traps to stop theft, but we returned all three of my sisters to Mother. She also has the Darkness-touched pieces they were crafted into so she can render them safe.”

“I was wondering about that,” Sonya said. “Is it safe for her to keep leeching that energy from them?”

“She pushes it into space. She doesn’t keep it.”

“Good,” Lia grunted again. “They’re slowly getting closer.”

“I should let one of the others come in,” Sonya said. “If the contractions are getting quicker, then the babies might be here faster than we anticipated.”

“Okay,” Lia said, then pulled Sonya over to kiss her cheek. “Thank you.”

Sonya beamed as she stood up. “We all want to be here for you, and we will be when it’s time.”

~*~*~

There was more small talk exchanged until Lia’s contractions were coming fast and sharp. The other wives all came in, as did Ginger. Ginger stood behind Posy, ready to assist with passing energy if needed.

“I thought Ambrose would be here for that,” Doc commented.

“I asked to help,” Ginger said. “I can at least help my friends with their births.”

That answered their question about whether Ginger missed not being able to have more children. She did, but would live vicariously through her friends and their families. No one spoke against it; they all understood and wanted to help her.

“Now, I need you to push,” Posy said firmly, breaking up the conversation.

“Trying!” Lia hissed.

They all encouraged her as much as they could. Doc held her hand the entire time. His soft words of love and affirmation helped fuel Lia a little more than the rest, but she loved all of them for being here with her as she brought her beautiful twins into the world.

The first was a boy with Lia’s blond hair. “Starlight,” Lia panted, pausing before she had to push again. “His name is Starlight.”

Rosa took the swaddled Starlight into her arms; Lia still had another child to go, and Doc was holding her hand. “A lovely name for a lovely boy. You have the same green eyes as most of his children, though not the same green your mother has.”

“You need to push again, Lia,” Posy said firmly. “Come on. You’re nearly done.”

Lia grunted and bore down, trying to do what Posy demanded. It would’ve struck her as amusing that she was taking orders from Posy, but she was focused on her second child.

Another couple of minutes passed with Lia pushing before she was done. She accepted her second child, a baby girl, into her arms. “Lilly, my precious little girl…” Rosa handed over Starlight so Lia could hold them both, one in each arm. “My little babies…” Lia sniffled before she began to cry.

Doc rubbed her arm. “We’re here for you, Lia.”

“Fiala, take them, please?” Lia sobbed and shifted her arms slightly.

Fiala and Ayla gently lifted Starlight and Lilly from Lia’s arms. The moment the children were gone, Lia grabbed Doc and pulled him to her so she could cry into his chest. Doc rubbed her back as she sobbed.

“It’s okay, my love,” Doc whispered.

“I’m so happy, but I’m so sad!” Lia sobbed.

“You need another big push, Lia,” Posy told her softly.

Lia nodded in understanding, pushing to expel the placenta as she cried in Doc’s chest.

“She’s feeling this way because she’s wanted children for so long,” Rosa explained during the last push. “She’s thrilled she has her children now, but she also feels bad that she never had them with her first family.”

“Yes…!” Lia cried.

“We understand,” Doc said as he continued to comfort his wife. “You didn’t give them the names of your former husband and wife. Why not? I thought you might want to memorialize them.”

“It would feel wrong,” Lia sniffled as she fought to try to control herself. She could feel Doc helping stabilize her mood.

“Why Starlight and Lilly?” Sophia asked.

“Starlight because he is the light after such a long wait. Lilly because it was my home when I returned, but also where my life found joy again,” Lia said softly as her tears slowed. “Also named for Luck, who told Doc that was her name. Thank you, Doc, and you, too, Lady Luck.”

“Always,” Doc said softly. “Are you ready to hold your babies again?”

“Yes, but one at a time right now, please?”

“Here’s Lilly,” Ayla said. “She has Doc’s hair and those same green eyes. It’s so odd.”

“I don’t get it, either,” Doc said. “Luck’s never mentioned it.”

“Because you have never asked,” Luck said, suddenly in the room near the door. “I cannot stay long, but I wanted to congratulate the new mother. All of you have my deepest thanks.” She dipped at the waist to them before smiling brightly. “I can stop with the eye color now if you would like. It had been a twist of luck I put on to help hide Doc’s other children, but then, I did not remove it, so you all have children with the same eyes now… minus Sophia’s. Wisdom made sure she had the Sagesse eyes.”

“Keep it as it is,” Fiala said. “If that’s okay, Doc? It helps bring the children together. It’s not important to hide the others now, and in time, we can introduce them to their half-siblings if their mothers agree.”

“Leave it,” Ayla nodded.

“It’s fine with me,” Sophia said, but then she coughed.

“I’m fine with the green,” Sonya said.

“Green is fine,” Lia whispered. “I never thought a goddess would come to see my children.”

“I keep an eye on the world when I can. Your family gets my attention when I do. Sadly, I have to go, but the reason I am here is to tell Doc that Love has just empowered her Voice. She will be coming to meet you, but it will be a little while, because she is in Gaul right now. When you move on Apocson is up to all of you, but I would suggest building a coalition of nations for when you confront him. The more people you have behind you, the better it will be.”

“I’ll do my best,” Doc said.

“Bless all of you,” Luck said, but before she vanished, she looked directly at Posy. “I bless you, too, little flower.”

Posy curtsied. “I do my best for Doc and you.”

Luck’s laughter trailed off as she faded away, amused that Posy had made her second to Doc. It fit the young woman, but it was refreshing to be told that to her face.

“Posy!” Fiala gasped.

“It’s how she feels,” Rosa smiled. “Luck wasn’t upset.”

“Still…”

“Luck doesn’t want people to bow and scrape,” Doc said, “but Fiala isn’t wrong. That was very bold, Posy. We know Luck’s relaxed, but I know War isn’t as forgiving.”

“Okay,” Posy said. “I’ll be careful around the others. Can I hold Starlight for now?”

The conversation went back to the children as they were both cuddled a little by everyone. One by one, the others drifted out of the room, even taking the babies to meet their siblings so Lia could get help cleaning up. Doc was attentive, making sure she was clean from hair to toes. They joined the others for dinner, and Rosa and Sequoia held Starlight and Lilly during the meal.

Lia was all smiles as she listened to the older children talk about who was going to teach her children what as they grew up. She got misty-eyed, but didn’t cry again. She finally had everything she’d wanted in life— a loving family with children— all because Luck sent her Voice to Deep Gulch when she needed help the most. She closed her eyes to thank Luck once again for everything.


Chapter Seventeen

April 23, 1887

All of his wives had their second child over the last month. Doc had been bemused when the last was born, as now all of them had both a boy and a girl. Fiala was the first to have hers after Lia. She’d called him Peter, after her father. Sonya had hers the very next day, a little girl named after her grandmother, Brunhilda. Ayla’s was five days later, and she called him Chance, earning some laughter from the others.

The last of them was Sophia, and there was a bit of reverence when it was her turn. They all knew that her child was going to be the Voice of Wisdom, and her little girl was named after the goddess. Wisdom was as bestial as Sophia, having the orange eyes known to the Sagesse family. There was a major difference, though, between mother and daughter. Wisdom had white and black feathers for her hair, and they were split directly down the middle of her head. It was the same pattern that Wisdom had in the conclave art, making it clear that their daughter was Wisdom’s Voice.

A couple of days after Wisdom’s birth, Lia asked the family for a few days away with Doc. She wanted to take her children to meet her family. Because the day of remembrance was coming up, they agreed it was a good time for it to happen. Ayla asked for the same, but in June, when it was her mother’s remembrance date. No one objected. They understood the importance of the tradition for their wives. However, in June, the children would be a few months old, so the entire family would go, then. That way, they could see their family and friends in Deep Gulch at the same time.

With Lia’s babies barely a month old, it might’ve been risky to travel with them if Doc, Lia, and Rosa didn’t have healing abilities to ensure they’d be healthy the entire trip. No one thought it would be a good idea for the other newborns to go, so they’d stay home.

~*~*~

The day before Lia’s remembrance, the three of them, along with the twins, were on a train heading for Deep Gulch. The private passenger car on the train let them relax during the trip to Heartwood’s Tears. At any given time, Doc either had Starlight or Lilly in his arms. Whichever one he didn’t have, Lia did, and she made sure both got fed. That brought up something he hadn’t really considered before— breastfeeding was easier with the healing they did. Where many women had problems with inflamed nipples, burst blood vessels, or even infections, none of his wives ever would. It was also easy to gently encourage milk supply if the twins got greedy while feeding.

They had to switch trains at Heartwood’s Tears because the train schedule had been altered over the last year. The train for Deep Gulch was stationed there, but only ran between it and Heartwood’s Tears, no longer going all the way to Furden. Doc understood the logic behind it, and was grateful to whoever was running the train schedules. He would’ve gone crazy trying to figure it all out. It was a short stopover for them, and not even an hour later, they were on their way south to Deep Gulch.

“Are we staying with Jesamin again?” Doc asked Lia as he held his sleeping daughter.

“She would love that,” Lia said. “I hadn’t asked, but we could always take rooms at the Lily or Springs if we needed to.”

“If she’ll let us share the home, I’m not against staying there.”

“You seem a little reluctant.”

“I don’t want her thinking she’s going to have a second child,” Doc admitted.

“We’ll make it clear to her,” Lia said. “You are still technically the shaman of our tribe, husband. She might want you to assist her in some matters related to the tribe.”

“You want me to stay shaman?” Doc asked. He’d had a talk with Rosa about it before his long time away from Deep Gulch, but he thought it was worth asking now.

“Yes, but I understand if you want to set it aside. Part of me thinks that maybe in a few decades, we might come back to Deep Gulch. If we do, I could take the mantle of elder back from Jesamin. I wouldn’t want anyone else as my shaman.”

Doc fell silent as he considered that idea. Could he and his family make a home in Deep Gulch once the Pontiffica was dealt with? Would that be okay with the others? Him living there might impact the town more than he wanted. Deep Gulch should stay a large town at most, and having his family there might make it a place many people came to.

“Doc?” Lia asked eventually.

“Huh?”

“We can set it aside for now. I didn’t know it would cause you so much distress.”

“Distress?”

“Your forehead was creased in deep thought.”

“He was just thinking about what it might be like,” Rosa said as she gently rocked Starlight in her arms. “He’s concerned that the family moving back to Deep Gulch would lead to it becoming a major city and ruin the small-town feel he loves it having.”

“Ah, I see. What if we build a home here and then just use it to visit for a few years? Get people used to us just stopping in.”

“A vacation home that we slowly stay at longer?” Doc asked.

“Yes.”

“Maybe that would work. I know how celebrities were hounded on Earth, and I don’t want our family to have to deal with that. I’ve actually considered finding a nice island that we could eventually retire to. It would be just our family and closest friends, plus the staff we trust the most.”

“Mother would keep troubles away from the island,” Rosa said. “It would be our little haven if society becomes a problem.”

“Maybe,” Lia said, but changed the topic. “Dodd did get the reservation laws changed, so Jesamin doesn’t need to be here every week. The new Congress has been open to returning ancestral lands to the tribes, too.”

“Could we begin our own tribe if we moved to an island?” Doc asked the question, wondering if it was possible.

Lia stared at him for a long moment before she smiled softly. “A tribe of our family?”

“Yeah. Us, our wives, and our children.”

“Maybe. That might be okay.”

Doc stood up, taking Lilly over to her. “We have plenty of time to think over the different options.”

Accepting her sleeping baby girl, Lia nodded. “Later is fine.”

~*~*~

When they got to Deep Gulch, it didn’t take long for them to arrive at their old home. The carriage that’d been arranged for them had their bags. The footman began to get them down as the trio headed for the front door. They were only halfway there when the door opened, and a massive cat came charging out.

Rosa was suddenly in front of Krisriit, grabbing him by the scruff. “They are holding their children.”

The mountain lion went to his belly in submission just as Jesamin bolted outside. “Oh, thank Luck for that! My thanks, Caretaker.”

“He is just happy to see old friends,” Rosa said softly as she let him go. “He won’t do that again, will you, Krisriit?”

The large cat slunk back to Jesamin with a small rumbling sound.

“Good boy,” Rosa smiled.

“Elder, we wonder if you have room for us to stay for the next couple of days?” Lia asked.

“Just you three and the babies… wait, Lia… are they yours?” Jesamin started to ask, then gasped.

“Starlight,” Lia smiled brightly, gently lifting her arm where she cradled him, “is the older of the twins. Doc has Lilly in his arms.”

“My home is always open to you and your family,” Jesamin said, then paused. “Courage is at school right now, but… umm…”

“He knows?” Doc asked.

“He is very inquisitive and started asking questions two years ago,” Jesamin said. “I had a private talk with him, so yes, he knows.”

Doc exhaled slowly before he nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

“We’re here for remembrance,” Lia told Jesamin. “I need Doc tomorrow and the day after, but we’ll only stay a few hours each day.”

“Of course,” Jesamin said. “Come in.”

~*~*~

Once they were inside, Jesamin took time to hold both of Lia’s children. She laughed lightly when she saw their eyes, prompting Doc to explain what Luck had told them when they were born.

“Visited by Luck…” Jesamin murmured. “They will have bright lives.”

The sound of the front door opening came just before a young boy called out, “Momma, I’m home!”

Doc felt fear and worry churn in his gut. He stood up, turning to face the front of the home just as Courage came into the room.

The child stopped to stare at the visitors, but when he looked up at Doc, he blinked rapidly a few times before tears started to fall. “Poppa?”

Doc dropped to his knees and began to cry, too. “Courage… I’m sorry, my son.”

The little boy rushed across the space, slamming into Doc and squeezing him tightly. His small body shook as he cried. “You came!”

“I’m so sorry, my boy,” Doc cried. He held Courage back just as tightly as the child hugged him.

“Momma said you might never come.”

“I didn’t expect to be here.”

Courage pulled back to look into Doc’s eyes. “Why?”

“That’s complicated, but we’ll talk. I promise.”

Sniffling, Courage nodded. “Okay…”

“Would you like to meet some of your siblings?”

“More?”

Doc wasn’t expecting that, so he looked over his shoulder. “He knows?”

“I told him the truth, and he vowed never to tell anyone,” Jesamin said.

“Only Momma,” Courage said. “It would be bad if I told.”

“It would be,” Doc agreed. Standing up, he lifted Courage up with him. “You have some new siblings. Lia had twins.”

~*~*~

The rest of the night was spent telling Courage about the rest of the family. Jesamin didn’t know about the new children, so she hadn’t been able to tell Courage about them. Doc cooked dinner, not having done so for what felt like ages. Courage proclaimed that it was the best meal ever, and the adults knew the boy was just enamored to have his father there.

When it came time for bed, Doc did what he did for his other children— he got Courage tucked in, then sat and told him a story. Courage asked about the trip to the north, so Doc told him about Pacifica. The little boy was wide-eyed and enraptured as he listened to the tale.

“That was when we finally set sail for the north,” Doc finished. “Now, it’s time for sleep.”

Courage pouted, but nodded. “Poppa… are you going to be here tomorrow?”

“Lia and I need to go pay respects to her family, but yes, we’ll be here for a few days. I promise we’ll have time.”

“Okay…” Courage murmured. “Good night, Poppa.”

“Good night, Courage.”

When Doc made it to the bedroom, he was somber. His son made him think about his decision to leave children behind again. Lia and Rosa didn’t question him; they just helped him into bed and held him. He needed time to think, and they both wanted him to know that they were there. Eventually, he was able to drift off, and Lia did, too. Rosa stayed awake, watching Doc’s dreams. He was feeling the pain of seeing his children again, and the best she could do was comfort him, so she would.


Chapter Eighteen

April 24, 1887

Courage was well-behaved at breakfast, though he did want a hug from Doc before he left for school. When Courage was out the door, Doc took a few deep breaths.

“Are you alright?” Jesamin asked.

“Yeah. I just feel sorry for not doing more for him.”

“No,” Jesamin said, leaving the dishes on the table to stand beside his chair. “Courage knows and accepts what had to be and what is. He’s just loving that he gets to see you now. There will be tears when you leave, but he’s a good boy who won’t act out.”

“I still feel like I should’ve done more.”

“The fact that you told him a story last night was very sweet of you. He’ll ask for one every night you’re here now that he knows it’s okay. If you want to dote on him while you are here, please do, but you don’t need to do more. I’ll be here for him.”

“This is what Doc was always afraid of,” Rosa said. “Seeing his children and how badly Courage yearned to do so much with him… it makes him feel like he abandoned them. We know that he has a very loving mother, but the pain of being an orphan hurts him.”

Lia touched Doc’s arm. “Doc?”

“Rosa knows the truth,” Doc exhaled slowly. “An accident could take you from him, Jesamin, and then what?”

“The tribe would raise him,” Jesamin said. “Word would reach Lia and you, and I know you would do all you could for him.”

“She’s right, Doc,” Lia said.

“You know she is,” Rosa added, rubbing her cheek against his leg from where she knelt beside him. “It isn’t the same as what happened to you, and it never will be for your children. The tribes would raise them with honor. As for the other three children here, you know that Greta would tell you if something happened.”

Doc leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes as he let his wives and Jesamin settle his mind. “You’re right. All of you are. Emotions aren’t logical, but I’ll try to get them to accept the truth of what you said.”

“Which is all we can ever ask,” Lia said. “Let me go use the bathroom, and then we need to gather up the children to go.”

“I’ll get them ready,” Doc said, standing up.

The three women didn’t say anything, just watching him as he walked away. Once he was upstairs, Lia turned to Rosa. “Weed?”

“He really is trying, Lia. Right now, he wants to hold the twins and love them all the more.”

“He’s a good man…” Jesamin murmured. “You both are lucky to have him.”

“Lucky, indeed,” Lia chuckled as she got up. “Blessed by his goddess in so many ways.”

Jesamin chewed her lip when Lia left. She had a small hope for a miracle herself, but she felt it wouldn’t happen.

“He would welcome you into the bed for an evening, but he won’t accept giving you another child,” Rosa told her.

Jesamin jerked slightly before sitting abruptly in Doc’s empty chair. “I know. I was blessed enough already.”

Rosa shifted to take Jesamin’s hands. “You are loved, Jesamin Catclaw. Doc and his wives care for you, but you’ve reached the end of what will be. You are a close friend and sometimes lover, but not a wife. Can you accept that?”

Jesamin met Rosa’s eyes before she exhaled slowly. “That is blessing enough. I was hoping for not just the world and moon, but for the stars, too. I accept what is, Caretaker. Thank you.”

Rosa smiled softly as she stood up, then kissed Jesamin’s head. “I can grant Krisriit another boon, one so he is tied to you. You will never have to fear for his life as long as you live. His old boon would’ve seen him continue for another two decades, ancient for one of his kind, but he will never father cubs if I do that.”

Jesamin’s eyes widened. “I’ve… please…”

“Tonight, after Doc goes to sleep, I will wake you, and we will do what must be done. Krisriit already consented, as I asked him yesterday. For now, smile and know you are blessed in your own way.”

Jesamin bowed her head. “Thank you, Voice of Mother.”

Rosa giggled and placed another kiss on Jesamin’s head. “You are welcome.”

~*~*~

The carriage came to a stop at the graveyard, letting the family out. Doc looked over the consecrated ground, marked by headstones and statues, as he followed Lia to the path to the cliff. The tribe interred their dead in caves along the cliff. Doc smiled when he saw that dryads had widened the ledges where people walked to reach those caves. He wasn’t nearly as worried for the children now.

“Ambrose and Posy did it years ago,” Rosa said as she trailed the others. “One of the tribe died while hunting and had to be brought here. The ledges were narrow, and there was some trouble getting the body up to their cave. Posy heard about it, and remembering the stories she’d been told about respecting the dead, she made sure it would be easier for visitors to reach their families and for those who had to be interred to be placed safely in their tombs.”

“She also increased the number of waiting tombs,” Lia said. “The tribe used to make them and the ledges, but not now. Jesamin was surprised when Posy did it, and because Ambrose helped, it could be seen as Mother’s will, helping bring it in line with older tales.”

“Right. I forgot you mentioned it when we were in Qin,” Doc nodded. “These ledges make the walk easier than when I came with Ayla years ago.”

“And will again in a few months,” Lia reminded him. She stopped walking before she took a deep breath. A second later, she entered the next niche. “Mother, Father, I’ve come to see you. Not just me this time, but my husband and my children.”

Doc entered behind her, his heart heavy when he heard the lingering pain in Lia’s voice. Staying quiet, he held Starlight while Lia spoke to the two tombs.

“Doc is Luck’s Voice and brought Mother back from the brink. Mother is bright and the world grows better by the day. You would be proud of your son-in-law. I know, because I am every day. You asked me before when I would have children, and I can finally answer that. I hold the youngest of my two children, Lilly. Doc holds the older of the twins, Starlight. I have twins. Luck blessed me to have not just a single child, but two.”

Starlight gave a small cry before falling silent. Doc rocked his son, making sure he was okay.

“I’m sorry for the years I missed coming to see you. Being the wife to a Voice is challenging, yet wonderful. Please forgive my absence. It wasn’t because I forgot you, but because I was helping Doc, Luck, and Mother.”

Doc cleared his throat, giving Lia a moment to compose herself. Seeing her upset and on the verge of tears had him speaking to give her a moment. “Sir, ma’am, if you’re unhappy with Lia, then you have to be upset with me. She came with me to keep me safe from Apoc. Please grant her love, as she did what was best for Mother. I’m honored to meet you both, and wish it’d been decades still when we could share a drink or pipe and talk far into the night. One of my greatest joys was marrying your daughter and, of course, having our children.”

“Thank you, husband,” Lia said, a little calmer. “I’m better. Let me tell you both about your son-in-law and the good he’s done for the world.”

Rosa shifted, and chairs formed from the wall behind Lia. “Lia, rest. Sit with your children while you talk. Your parents will understand.”

Lia glanced at Rosa before bowing her head. “Thank you, Rosa. I need to tell them all about you, too. Mother’s Voice and one of our wives.”

Rosa went to kneel between the stone seats as Lia and Doc sat. She would help her family while they spoke to the spirits of the deceased. The pair had long ago returned to Mother, but speaking to the departed was a tradition for all tribes. It helped the spirits let go of life and go to Mother sooner. Lia’s parents had done so nearly a decade ago when they heard about their tribe being saved by Doc.

~*~*~

It was almost dark when the family returned to the carriage. Doc cuddled both of the children as Lia and Rosa took the other seat.

“Rosa, are they gone?” Lia asked softly.

“They passed on when you spoke to them before leaving Deep Gulch,” Rosa said softly. “Mother has them now. You can rest easy knowing they have begun their journey again.”

Lia exhaled a shaky breath. “Thank you…”

“You worry about tomorrow more than today,” Rosa said.

“Yes. I felt acceptance when I asked them about Doc before, but will they be okay now?”

“Tomorrow, we’ll find out, but Lia, if they loved you, they will accept your new family and children.”

“I’m missing something, aren’t I?” Doc asked.

“I didn’t go over why we visit the graves of our families,” Lia said. “It’s to remember them, but also to help their spirits go peacefully to Mother. We can generally feel something near the tombs when we speak to them. Today, I felt nothing, so I wondered.”

Doc thought about when he went with Ayla to her mother’s grave. There’d been the sense of someone listening, but he’d thought he was imagining it. Now, he knew he was wrong; her mother might’ve been there listening, but she had not yet gone to Mother. “So tomorrow, when we see your other family, they might be there to hear and see us?”

“Yes,” Lia nodded.

“I agree with Rosa,” Doc said. “If they loved you— and I don’t doubt they did— then they’d be happy for you. There might be a little sorrow that they didn’t get to do the same with you, but their happiness for you should overcome that.”

Lia exhaled, giving him a smile. “That’s my hope, Doc. Thank you.”

“I need to make sure I’m the best husband I can be, especially tomorrow,” Doc said. “I want them to know I’ll do everything for you so they can rest easily.”

“That they will know,” Rosa said.

Lilly began to cry, and before Doc could try to guess why, the scent hit his nose. Coughing, he eased Starlight toward the pair across from him. “Here, take him. Lilly needs to be changed.”

Lia’s smile softened as she took Starlight. “Thank you, husband.”

Doc gave her a smile back before he gently placed Lilly on the seat beside him. “Rosa, can you grab me some cleaning cloths?”

“Of course,” Rosa said with a bright smile.


Chapter Nineteen

April 25, 1887

The night at Jesamin’s was full of Courage. His little boy wanted to play games, hear stories, and just spend time with him. Doc gave Courage all the attention he wanted until he finally tucked him in for the night. Doc didn’t object to Jesamin joining them to sleep— it felt wrong to kick her out of her own bed, though neither Lia nor Doc were up for any intimacy.

The next day, Doc and his family were back out at the graveyard. Bear-heart’s and Doe-eye’s tombs were farther down the wall than Lia’s parents. Doc felt a hint of worry as he trailed Lia. Their discussion before about the spirits of the dead maybe still being there sent shivers up his spine now.

Entering the cave with the two tombs, Doc inhaled slowly. The air felt thicker and slightly oppressive. Rosa touched his back when she stepped up beside him, and the feeling lessened the moment she did.

“Bear-heart, Doe-eye, I’m sorry for my absence. I spoke to you about Doc, and I did marry him. He’s the Voice of Luck, but more than that, he gave me these two bundles of joy. I had twins: Starlight, the older of the two, and his sister, Lilly,” Lia’s voice was thick with emotion. “I know we talked about children when we left for war. I still regret our choice to go, because it took you both from me. But now… it’s not as clear. Life and Luck brought Doc to me, and our wives are wonderful. To add to that, I have children to love and dote on… but I’m worried you might hate me for thinking this.”

Doc felt a stirring around him and a sense of sadness. His eyes darted around the room, but he couldn’t see anything to focus on.

“I’m so sorry, my loves,” Lia began to cry in earnest.

Rosa darted forward to take Starlight from her, then Lilly from Doc.

Doc went to Lia, holding her while she cried, able to pull her to him tightly. “Lia told me about you both,” Doc said softly. “How you went to help a tribe against the government. You worried about what would happen to your fellow tribes. I can’t erase the past, and doing so would be a disservice to all who fought for their freedom, but I can try to make the world better today. Luck asked me to bring the light back to the world, and I’ve done my best. She put me here in Deep Gulch to start, and that first day, I met Lia. She was doing whatever she could to hold her tribal lands, but wicked men had almost taken the only thing she had left. I stepped in to help because that was what Luck wanted of me. She was captivating, as I’m sure you know, but I didn’t aim to court her. I only wanted to help someone doing her best to help others. Little did I know that I was completing the steps to ask an elven woman to marry until I’d finished them. She came to you and spoke of me, and I’m sure you worried for her. I’ve only ever tried to do my very best for her. It’s funny thinking back on it, but I wouldn’t have been able to complete the rites if not for Rosa.” Doc glanced back at her. “This devious little weed told me to take a skin with me and give it to a friend. I’m sure you recognize her— Ponderosa Pine. She said she knew you. Rosa is one of my wives with Lia. I’m rambling, but I just hope you can accept the happiness she’s found.”

The air swirled around the pair, and Doc felt conflicting emotions before they seemed to back away.

“He’s been doing his best,” Lia sniffled. “Doc’s done so much for the tribes, and for Mother. The Darkness is being reduced, and Mother has raised her own Voice. Rosa, our wife, is Mother’s Voice. Other Voices have come back, and together, they’ll be working to remove the last power of the Darkness in the world. It’ll take years, but my family is leading the way. Just like we tried to do…” She trailed off as she clutched Doc tighter. “I still miss you both, but I come today to hope you can find peace. I’ve found happiness again, and I want you to know peace and return to the world.”

“Children,” Rosa said gently as she moved to stand beside Doc and Lia, “the choice to return to Mother is always yours. You’ve stayed because of your love and concern for your wife. Her tribe is growing again, and your tribe is resurrected and growing. Heartwood is a name that will be spoken by many. The healing pools of your tribe will be known around the world, with your name affixed to them. Mother has blessed the sacred pools, as has Luck. More than that, the tribes are having children far quicker and healthier than they ever have before. Practically every wish you had is coming true, and your wife is close to the center of it all. She’s only afraid that you won’t accept her joy.”

The air thickened before a sense of joy touched them.

“Thank you, children,” Rosa said. “Mother will hold you close.”

“Thank you, my loves!” Lia cried.

“Go with Luck’s blessing for a better life,” Doc said somberly as he rubbed Lia’s back.

The air thickened again for a moment.

“They’ll go, but they want to hear what you’ve done since you last visited,” Rosa said.

“Gladly,” Lia sniffled. She was regaining control of her emotions, knowing that her former family would soon be at peace. “Doc and I married, but he already had three other wives.”

~*~*~

Doc held Lia as they returned home; the day had been draining for the two of them. “Do you feel better, my love?”

“Yes. Knowing they’ve gone to Mother lifts a weight off me.”

“I didn’t know it weighed on you that much,” Doc murmured.

“It always has, but it was something I tried not to think about. I would’ve come to see them last year, but we were missing Rosa, and war was looming over us. Leaving you didn’t feel right. That added more to this visit than I’d realized.”

“Mother has them,” Rosa said as she gently rocked both children. “She’ll help make sure their souls are pure and ready for the cycle.”

“Thank you, Rosa.”

“Anything for my family,” Rosa said.

“I did have a question: could you actually hear them?” Doc asked.

“Not words. I could feel their emotions clearly. That is how I was able to speak with them.”

“They were happy when they left,” Lia said. “I’m glad.”

“I could feel that, too,” Doc agreed.

“Doc, I can hear your question,” Rosa said. “Yes, all souls will linger. The battlegrounds are the worst, as you fear, but not the ones from the last war. I assisted Mother in bringing them to her. The ones that followed Apoc didn’t go to her, but they no longer linger, either. Mother is starting to wonder if those souls aren’t destroyed, but taken by the Darkness.”

Doc’s spine shivered at that thought. “It would explain the voices we heard.”

“Yes,” Rosa nodded. “It’s what spawned the idea for her.”

“That’s terrifying,” Lia said.

“Agreed,” Doc said.

“Which is what I thought when she shared it with me…” Rosa murmured.

“Are we staying an extra day or going home tomorrow, Doc?” Lia asked to change the topic.

Doc took a moment to answer, debating each idea for a moment. “One more day.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to spend an extra day with Courage.”

Doc exhaled slowly. “Thank you, but part of me thinks it’s wrong. I either take a day away from the others or from Courage.”

“Your kids wouldn’t begrudge you spending some time with Courage,” Rosa said. “They understand they have half-siblings, and they know those children will rarely ever see you.”

Doc took a deep breath. “Thank you, Rosa. You ease my mind on so many things.”

“She helps all of us…” Lia murmured.

Rosa smiled at them both, her eyes glowing a gentle green at the thought both of them had about what tonight might be.

~*~*~

Jesamin had dinner ready when they came back to the house. Courage was a little subdued, which had Doc wonder what’d happened while they were out. Before he could ask, though, Jesamin spoke up as she brought food to the table.

“Doc, I had a couple of visitors today. Friends who heard you were in town,” she said. “They wondered if you’d be okay with them coming over to see you tomorrow.”

“Lotus and Jasmine?” Doc asked.

“Gretchen, too. None of them have told their children who their birth father is, but they wanted you to have the chance to see them, too.”

Doc glanced at Courage. “Courage, is this what has you feeling bad?”

The little boy looked guilty as he looked away from Doc. “I’m sorry. I wanted to spend more time together.”

“Courage,” Jesamin said gently, “they won’t be over for long. You’ll still get most of the day with him.”

“Sorry…”

Doc shifted his chair over slightly to touch Courage’s shoulder. “Son, it’s okay. We can stay for an extra day, but I’ll need to go home after that.”

Courage nodded, but lunged over to hug Doc. “I know…!” The two words were a soft sob as he squeezed for all he could.

Doc held his son as his own tears fell. The worries he’d had years ago were thrust on him now. A child left behind now crying in his arms… the ache hurt not just him, but his son.


Chapter Twenty

April 26, 1887

Doc’s friends weren’t coming over until noon, so he took the time to focus on Courage until the company arrived. That raised his son’s spirits— the pair played games, with Doc telling stories while they did. By the time noon came around, Courage was laughing and ready to see his friends.

The first people over weren’t who he expected. Nicole and Elta thanked Jesamin when she let them in. Both women gave him bright smiles as they came in to greet him and his wives. It took a minute for the hugs to go around, and even longer for them to dote on the twins.

“I didn’t expect you both to be here today,” Doc said. “I’m glad to see you.”

“I’m just stopping by for a few minutes,” Elta said. “I’ll be heading back to Furden with you to see my new grandbaby.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Doc said. “You’re always welcome to visit.”

“I would hope so,” Elta laughed. “Sophia found me a nice home in Aurora. I’ll be moving there in a couple of months. This will give me far more time to spend with my daughter and grandchildren.”

“Time with family is always good,” Lia said.

“Exactly. Why don’t we sit for a bit, and I can hold your babies for a spell.”

“Of course, Mother,” Lia said, leading Elta off to the sofa.

“It’s good to see you, Doc,” Nicole said. “You look the same as you did the first day I met you. It’s a little uncanny.”

Doc gave a small shrug. “Luck blessed me in many ways.” Nicole was wearing the makeup Fiala had made, but not heavily, letting her age lines be visible, if softened. “I can’t do exactly the same for you,” Doc lied. He’d started to consider that if he healed aging, there would be a real population crisis far sooner than Earth. “However, I can help ease things a bit.” He held out his green glowing hand. “If you’d like?”

Nicole laughed and took his hand. “No one would say no to looking younger.”

Doc only pulled back her age a little, though he did fix the true health issues she had. “There you go. How have you been?”

“Busy, but in a good way. I’ve stopped handling your business accounts, as Ayla and her cadre were kind enough to step in there. Being mayor of Deep Gulch has kept me going. When the elections come next year… I might be a representative for the state.”

“Going national?” Doc asked with a wide smile.

“I thought it would be a good idea. A woman representative might inspire other women to reach for the stars, too.”

“Why not the Senate?”

“I’m considering it, but a term as representative would be good first. I want to show people I can do the job, then see if they trust me to step into a higher branch of the legislature.”

“I think you’ll find people support you more than you think,” Doc said.

“Being connected to your company for years will help that,” Nicole chuckled.

“True.”

Since they were talking not far from the front door, when a knock came, Doc answered it. “It’s good to see you,” Doc said. “Come on in.”

“We weren’t sure you’d be up to seeing us,” Gretchen said as she led her family in.

“It’s always nice to see friends,” Doc said, giving her a hug and then shaking her husband’s hand. “Derrick, how are you?”

“Good, sir,” Derrick said solemnly. “Let me introduce my son, Benedict.”

The little boy stood holding his father’s hand, but stared at Doc with wide eyes. “Are you really the Voice?”

Doc’s smile wavered as he looked at another of the children he left behind. “I am, but I go by Doc. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Benedict. Your mother’s good friends with my wife, Sonya.”

“Yeah, and they write to each other!” Benedict nodded.

“And my daughter,” Gretchen smiled. “Named for Derrick’s grandmother, Isadora.”

“A pleasure, miss,” Doc said, his smile firming up as he bowed to her.

Isadora giggled, but stayed clutching her mother’s skirt.

“Da’, can I play now?” Benedict asked.

“Of course,” Derrick said, letting go of Benedict’s hand.

The moment he did, Benedict and Isadora ran over to Courage before the children rushed for the back door. The adults watched them go, each lost in their own thoughts for a moment.

“Lovely children,” Nicole said softly. “I’m glad you brought them both.”

“Benedict doesn’t know, so it would’ve been awkward not to bring his sister,” Gretchen said.

“I have some tea and ale,” Jesamin called from the kitchen. “If you’d like some?”

“Let’s go sit and chat,” Doc said, motioning over just as a knock came from the door again. “I’ll just get this.”

The others left Doc to answer the door. A whole passel of children held their parents’ hands as the three adults smiled at Doc. “Come on in,” he said to his old friends. “I see you’ve had quite a few children.”

“We have,” Jasmine snickered.

“We’ve stopped, though. Three each was enough,” Lotus laughed.

“It’s good to see you again, Doc,” Geno grinned broadly. “Let me introduce the children.”

It took a minute as Doc greeted each child, but his eyes strayed to the two oldest time and again. Aster, Jasmine’s daughter, laughed happily when Doc bowed to her. Chrysanthemum, or Chrys as Lotus called her, giggled and clapped at him. The other four children were younger, but just as eager to go find the other kids to play.

With the children gone, it left the adults to sit and talk. However, the twins got passed around to be held by everyone who wanted to dote on them. Elta and Nicole took their leave after a little while, leaving just the parents. Rosa had slipped out to watch over the children and play tag with them when they asked.

“Doc,” Geno said once things had calmed down, “I wanted to thank you.”

“Thank me? I should thank you,” Doc said.

“No, the debt is mine,” Geno said seriously. “You gave me the chance at a job, and because of that, I found my wives. Together, we have a large family and will never know hunger or hardship. I love all my children, even those a ‘nameless drifter’ had with my loving wives.”

Lotus and Jasmine both snickered from where they were snuggled against Geno.

“I’d add to that,” Derrick said. “Your siding with Gretchen wanting to work in the smeltery changed everything. I met her there and took the initiative to approach her. Benedict is as much my child as Isadora, at least as far as needs to be known. He’ll never know unless you want us to tell him. I do my best not to favor my daughter, but I admit I do fail sometimes.”

“Not badly,” Gretchen said. “Not enough for anyone but you to notice. Even I don’t see you favoring her. I’ve told you before it’s all in your head.”

Derrick shrugged, not going to restart an old discussion.

“It’s natural,” Lia said softly. “If your wife says it’s not as bad as you think, accept her word. Honestly, though, a little favoritism is fine as long as it’s minor.”

“I’m surprised that out of all of us, only Jesamin hasn’t had more children,” Lotus said.

“I’ll find a husband in a decade, and then I’ll see about another child. After Courage has reached his majority,” Jesamin said.

“She’ll live longer than us,” Jasmine said. “You’ll still look after our children for us?”

“And their children, as long as they live near the tribe.”

“That helps,” Lotus said.

“We’ll do the same,” Gretchen said. “I’m glad they’ve stayed friends, even with the fights they’ve had.”

“Kids will be kids,” Doc said softly. “I… th-thank you…” He blinked as tears started to fall. “It hurts seeing them, never being able to show them my love, but I know you love them and that they’ll always be safe.”

Lia pulled Doc to her side, rubbing his back. “It’ll never be as bad as you were afraid of, Doc.”

“I can accept that,” Doc said roughly as he tried not to start crying harder.

“Even if the worst happened, the clan would help,” Derrick said.

“And the tribe,” Jesamin added.

“All of us would help,” Lotus said.

“We would,” Geno agreed firmly.

Doc wiped his eyes quickly when they all heard the back door open.

“Momma, can we have some juice?” Courage asked, leading the others inside.

“Of course,” Jesamin smiled, standing up.

“Can we hear stories from the Voice?” Benedict asked.

“Yes,” Doc said softly. “Would you like to hear about Tsarrus?”

“Yes!” All of the children rushed over to sit on the ground near him.

Doc’s lips trembled for a moment before he cleared his throat. He needed a moment to compose himself, but didn’t have an easy way to ask for one.

“Doc,” Rosa said from near the back door, “can I speak with you for a moment, please?”

“Yes,” Doc said, getting up. “I’ll be right back,” he told the kids before going to her. “What’s wrong?”

“You needed a moment, and me asking you to talk gives that to you,” Rosa said softly. “The children won’t question it, so take a few deep breaths.”

Doc met her eyes, his lips curving up. “Thank you, Rosa. You’re always there for me.”

“And I always will be.”

After a minute, Doc led Rosa over to the sofa to sit with him and Lia. “Sorry, children. We can begin now. When I left Emerita for Tsarrus, I wasn’t sure of what I would find in the dwarven capital…”


Chapter Twenty-one

April 28, 1887

Doc hugged Courage tightly after breakfast. He’d enjoyed the extra day they’d stayed to just spend time with him. Courage had been ecstatic, too, but today was different because it was time to leave. “Be good for your mom.”

“I will, Poppa,” Courage sniffled. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too, Son. Watch over the others, but more importantly, try to have fun every day. Don’t let the good pass you by. The worst thing you can do is look back and regret not having enjoyed your life.”

“Okay, Poppa. I will.”

Rising to his feet, Doc hugged Jesamin next. “Take care of yourself and him.”

“I will, Shaman. Thank you for everything.”

Doc let her go, stepping back, but then kissed her cheek. “Thank you, too, Jesamin.”

He only got a foot away when Krisriit body-checked him.

Doc knelt to pet the mountain lion, chuckling as he did. “Sorry, boy. You be good, okay? Watch over my son and his mother.”

Krisriit purred loudly, rubbing his muzzle against Doc’s chest.

“Yeah, you’re a good boy.”

After a couple of minutes, Doc got back to his feet. He took a few minutes to look at the family watching him go before he turned away. Taking his hat from the coat rack by the door, he put it on. The sound of his son crying strangled his heart, but he went to the carriage where his other children, along with Lia and Rosa, waited for him.

“They understand, Doc,” Rosa said softly as she passed him Starlight. “Courage will be upset today, but he still understands.”

Doc sat back in the seat, cradling his infant son to his chest. The tears he felt trickling down his cheeks were a silent testament to his own emotional turmoil.

“The laws requiring the elder to stay on the reservation lands for at least a day every week are gone, Doc,” Lia said. “Jesamin and Courage will be able to visit us over the coming years. The children are not abandoned or forgotten. We’ll dote on them if they visit, being happy aunts to the ones who don’t know, and half-mothers to the ones who do know.”

Doc nodded, but he didn’t speak. Lia and Rosa were right, he knew it, but his heart still knotted itself as the carriage finally began to take them to the train station. For him, the only real saving grace was the fact that his children would have the chance to do whatever they wanted to in life. The trust funds that’d been set up for each of them would let them pursue any dream they had. They’d never be destitute and homeless unless they chose to be or were far more foolish than their mothers raised them to be. Even then, if I knew, I’d help them, Doc thought. As long as they’re trying to live good lives, I will always try to help them.

~*~*~

The trip back to Furden helped calm Doc’s mind. Caring for the twins, along with small talk with Lia and Rosa, helped him refocus on going home. He knew his kids would be excited he was back, and that brought a smile to his face.

“What are you thinking about, husband?” Lia asked softly.

“How happy the kids will be when we get home.”

“They’ll be ecstatic. I’m sure of it.”

“Without a doubt,” Rosa added.

“I hope so,” Doc said. “We don’t have anything coming up, do we?”

“Love’s Voice will be coming, but we don’t know when,” Lia said.

“Right. Luck did mention that,” Doc nodded slowly. “She also mentioned we should build a coalition of nations.”

“You’ll have to step into politics a little for that, Doc.”

“I’m not looking forward to that. If we can get nations to adopt different stances than what Apoc preaches, though, it’d be easier.”

“You had good conversations with Willhelm,” Rosa said.

“That’s true. His ally, Baron Gills, might be promising too,” Doc murmured. “Avalon is a lost cause. Maybe we can get Gaul to join up if we get Dussle and Vasaland…” Doc trailed off as he looked into the distance.

Lia sat back as she fed Lilly, letting Doc think. Rosa watched Doc’s thoughts, seeing if she could help him.

“Asking other nations if they’d accept churches of Luck, Mother, and the others would be a good first step,” Rosa said after a few minutes. “If they do, it might help bring the populace to start change on their own.”

“We might be able to in some nations, at least,” Doc murmured.

“You can invite some leaders to visit Furden instead of going abroad,” Lia suggested. “I’m sure there are more than the ones you met at the conference that would be happy to speak with you.”

“Maybe. I like the idea of having them visit Furden instead of going to them. It’d mean less time away from the family.”

“Which we’d all prefer, too.”

“I think a trip to a safer nation or two would be good,” Rosa said. “Going part of the way to visit them might help sway them to meet you.”

“We’ll talk it over with the others when we get home,” Doc said, shaking his head. “Let’s wait on making plans until after Love’s Voice arrives.”

“A good idea,” Lia smiled. “Will you take Lilly to burp while I feed Starlight?”

“Gladly,” Doc said, getting up to take his daughter from Lia.

~*~*~

The stopover in Heartwood’s Tears was going to be two hours before the train headed on to Furden. Instead of staying on the train, Doc suggested they visit the hot springs.

“I’ll be glad to watch the children while you two enjoy the waters,” Rosa said.

“You’re not coming?” Doc was shocked at the offer.

“Of course, I’m coming,” Rosa snickered. “I just won’t get in the water.”

“Because the water is too hot for babies,” Lia said. “We accept, Rosa. After we enjoy the springs, we can visit the caves, Doc. Rosa added Mother’s image to them already, right?”

“Yes. I would love for you to see it.”

“Okay,” Doc smiled. “We don’t have swimsuits with us, but I’m sure we can buy a couple here.”

As they stepped out of their room, one of the conductors stopped in the hall. “Sir, are you going out?”

“We’ll be back before it’s time to depart,” Doc said. “We’re just going to visit the springs.”

“Yes, sir. I’m sure we can hold the train for you,” the conductor chuckled, his tail lightly swishing behind him.

“I’ll try to make sure that isn’t necessary, but thank you.”

“Of course, sir.”

Rosa grinned as she carried the children behind the couple. Even if Doc was three hours late, the train would be waiting. The conductors knew who owned the railroad, and they weren’t about to leave without the owner. She also knew that Doc wouldn’t be late if he could help it.

There was a shop at the springs that rented and sold swimsuits. Doc didn’t want to rent one, as he wasn’t sure they’d be cleaned thoroughly enough. It wasn’t until he went to pay that the half-elf cashier realized who he was.

“Oh my goodness… you’re him?”

Doc froze at the adoration on her face, but Lia stepped in smoothly. “We’re just here to enjoy the spring while the train loads and unloads.”

“Of course! Umm… I’ll just need the… thank you,” she trailed off, then thanked Doc when he set the money on the counter. “I’ll get your change.”

“Keep it,” Doc said softly. “Please, just keep my being here quiet.”

“Yes, sir, of course!” the woman whispered, looking around furtively. “I won’t say a thing.”

“Thank you,” Lia smiled. “We’ll just use the changing room and head out.”

“Of course, Mrs. Holyday.”

“Thank you.”

A few minutes later, the family was heading into the springs. A tribe member hurried their way when they saw Rosa with children. His face was a mix of confusion and awe. “Caretaker,” the half-elf said, “children that young can’t go in.”

“I’m not going in,” Rosa smiled. “I’m just watching them. Don’t make a scene.”

The man looked at Doc and Lia, and his eyes went wide. “Umm, yes… I’ll just go to not draw more attention.”

Doc exhaled slowly. “I didn’t consider how much attention we’d get.”

Lia took his hand, leading him farther into the water. “You’ve changed the world, husband— or at least this part of it. Of course, people will recognize you, but we’re here to relax, so just float with me.”

Doc smiled as he came up behind Lia. He gently wrapped his arms around her. “As you wish, my dear wife.”

Lia lifted her feet to float, supported by the water and Doc. Closing her eyes, she exhaled happily. They wouldn’t stay for long, but enjoying the springs with Doc made her happy.

When they grew tired of the springs, they walked to the caves. There was a booth next to the entrance, making sure that the caves weren’t stuffed full of people. The tribe member on duty recognized them when they approached, as they’d been one of the people Doc had healed in Furden years before. They didn’t stop the pair, but did caution against the children going inside. Rosa just smiled and stepped aside, not going to take the babies into the steam caverns.

Doc and Lia weren’t going to stay; they just wanted to see how the caves had turned out. Everything Doc had envisioned when he’d seen them originally had been done. The guests sitting on the benches ran the spectrum of race and social standing. The room with the most people in it was the one where Rosa had done the art of Mother. Every seat was taken, people gazing on Mother’s likeness as they breathed in the steam.

When the pair left the caves a few minutes later, Doc grinned at Rosa, whose eyes started to glow immediately. “You did amazing work, Rosa. You used different stones to shade it?”

“Yes. I couldn’t entirely recreate the image, but I did my best.”

“It was beautiful,” Lia said. “The lichen and metal will be okay?”

“Yes, and one of my sisters comes by every few days to check it,” Rosa beamed as she cradled both children.

“We should get back to the train,” Doc said, suddenly worried about being late.

“We should,” Lia chuckled as she took his arm. “Let’s go change back into our clothes.”

Rosa’s smile was bright as she followed them. If the babies took a nap, Lia had ideas about how the rest of the trip home might go, and Rosa liked them.


Chapter Twenty-two

May 14, 1887

A message arrived a couple of weeks after Doc made it home. Love’s Voice, Denise Amoira, had arrived in Furden and asked to visit the next day. They’d sent back an acceptance, along with word that a carriage would arrive to pick her up and bring her to the manor an hour before noon. Doc wasn’t sure what the meeting would really consist of, but he was eager to meet the newest Voice to be chosen.

The staff put in extra effort upon hearing another Voice was coming over. They already kept the manor in top shape, but all of them double- or triple-checked their work. None of them wanted anything to reflect poorly upon the family.

Doc was slightly amused by his wives all going through their wardrobes. Each of them wanted to put their best foot forward. At the same time, though, they didn’t want to overdo it. That was why they were helping each other select the outfits they’d wear. Doc stayed out of it— he knew he wasn’t going to be helpful because he loved the way his wives looked in anything.

~*~*~

“Poppa, will we get to meet her?” Suzanna asked when breakfast was finishing.

“After your lessons are done,” Doc said. “I’m sure she’ll be here for dinner.”

“Thank you, Poppa.”

The dryads giggled, getting raised eyebrows. That caused Suzanna to turn red and look down.

“Suzanna, are you going to ask her about Lucky?” Fiala asked gently.

“Yes, Momma…” Suzanna mumbled. “If she’s Love’s Voice, she can bless us, right?”

That got a lot of soft smiles around the table. Suzanna’s affection toward Lucky had been obvious since Ginger’s death.

“Ewww!” John made a face. “Who’d want a girl to like them?”

“Poppa,” Elma said matter-of-factly. “He wants our mommas to love him.”

John flushed at that. “That’s different. He’s Poppa.”

“Calm down,” Doc said gently. “John, you’ll understand in time, but don’t diminish what your sister likes. She has dreams for her life, and that’s a wonderful thing. We should encourage those we love, not tear them down.”

John hung his head. “Sorry…”

“It’s okay,” Sonya said, touching John’s head lovingly. “You want to grow up and be like your father, right?”

“Yeah…”

“That starts with being understanding of your family.”

“Sorry, Sister…” John mumbled.

Suzanna had calmed down from the embarrassment of the dryads outing her goal. “It’s okay, Brother.”

“It’s time for your lessons,” Posy said. “Come on.”

“You aren’t staying?” Adrian asked her.

“No. I’ll come back and meet her with you,” Posy smiled. “I’m helping with lessons today.”

That seemed to settle the children as they all got up with her. They each hugged and kissed their mothers and then Doc before following Posy out of the room.

“She’ll make a great mother one day,” Lia said. “You did a good job raising her, Daf.”

“I had help with that,” Daf said, then looked at Doc. “Someone gave her a purpose and let me stay with her far longer than I should have.”

“All I did was heal you because she asked,” Doc said.

“Then ask her if she wanted to be a priestess,” Fiala said.

“And gave her a father figure who cared,” Sonya added.

“You even went and rescued her from an evil man,” Lia said, staring at Doc.

“You can’t win this fight,” Daf chuckled.

Doc held up his hands. “I give. I understand what you’re all saying, I do. I just see it differently.”

A knock on the door came a second before Bernard opened it. “The Loperts are here.”

Doc was the first one on his feet. “In the parlor?”

“Yes, sir.”

His wives took their babies back from the dryads who’d been holding them during the meal. That let Ambrose go after Posy and Rosa to appear right behind Doc.

Daf watched them all go until it was only her, Sequoia, and Petal in the room. “He still can’t accept all the good he’s done, can he?”

“He can,” Petal said. “At least in the big picture.”

“It’s the personal comments that he gets uncomfortable with,” Sequoia added.

“I guess that’s better than him bragging how amazing he is for helping others,” Daf chuckled.

“Far better,” Petal agreed, with Sequoia nodding along.

~*~*~

“Good morning, my friends,” Doc said, greeting Harrid and Ginger.

“Good morning, Doc,” Harrid said. “You should come up to the templar grounds next Friday. The squires are nearly done with their training.”

“Graduation?”

“Yes. I’ll give a speech, but since this is the first class since the war, it would be good if you did, too.”

Doc hesitated, so Rosa spoke up, “They’d remember it all their lives if Luck’s Voice was there to welcome them into the folds of the Order. You just being there would be enough, but if you give a speech, too, it would be a memory for them to hold when times are tough.”

Doc exhaled, but nodded. “I’ll be there.”

“Thank you,” Harrid said.

“Good morning,” Ginger smiled brightly, getting up to hug her friends when they came into the room.

Fiala and the others hugged Ginger back before everyone took their seats.

“Where will you be going?” Sophia asked Doc once they were all settled.

“Next Friday, the squires graduate,” Doc explained. “Harrid asked me to come speak at the ceremony.”

“I’ll come with you,” Sophia said. “I want to make sure I record it.”

“I’d love to have you there,” Doc said.

One of the babies let out an unhappy sound, getting Doc to look over. Ayla just shook her head as she shifted her clothing to feed Chance. She was soon joined by the majority of his wives when a couple of the other babies began to fuss, too.

“So many children…” Harrid said softly.

“Can I hold Lilly for you, Lia?” Ginger asked.

“Of course,” Lia said. “When I finish with Starlight, would you be willing to burp him so I can feed her?”

“Gladly,” Ginger said.

Harrid’s lips twitched, but he just scooted a little closer to Ginger to hold her while she rocked Lilly. He was sad he’d never have another child, but he had Ginger and Lucky, and that was enough.

“You’re welcome to come over and dote on them whenever you want,” Fiala said.

“Oh, I couldn’t,” Ginger said wistfully.

“It’s okay, Ginger,” Lia said. “Harrid, the same applies to you.”

Harrid jerked slightly. “I’m fine.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to hold a little one,” Doc said. “In another couple of months, maybe you’d be willing to watch all of them for us?”

“Yes,” Ginger said before Harrid could speak. “We would be glad to.”

Harrid coughed, but bowed his head. “Of course.”

“Being sad that you’ll only have Lucky is normal,” Rosa said gently. She put a hand up to stop him from cutting her off. “I haven’t read your mind, Harrid. Even without that, I can tell. You’re thrilled to have Ginger back, but at least part of you hoped to have more children, didn’t you?”

Harrid looked at the floor before he sighed. “Yes…”

Ginger leaned against Harrid while she rocked Lilly. “I’m sorry, my love.”

“No,” Harrid said quickly, meeting Ginger’s eyes. “It’s fine; a momentary thought, is all.”

Ginger stared into his eyes for a long moment. “It’s okay to be sad. We’re with our friends. None of them need you to be the solid stone.”

Harrid’s face cracked, and then tears began to drip into his beard. “As you say, my love…”

Doc bowed his head. The fact that Ginger had died because the church had been aiming for hi— “Ouch!”

“No,” Rosa said firmly.

“Doc?” Fiala asked, raising a single eyebrow at him.

“He was blaming himself,” Rosa said before Doc could try explaining. “You told me to stop him if he tried to do that.”

Doc looked up from Rosa to Fiala, then the others, who all stared back at him before he looked away. “I was. But—”

“Doc,” Ginger said, cutting him off as he went to explain, “don’t. The actions of bad men with evil hearts aren’t your burden to bear.”

“Just as I can’t blame myself,” Harrid said, his voice thick with emotion. “She won’t let me.” He kissed Ginger’s head to make it clear who he was speaking of. “We paid back most of those responsible for her death already. There’s only one left who needs to pay for it.”

Doc exhaled slowly as he met Harrid’s gaze. “We’ll get there.”

“I know. Today’s another step on that path.”

Doc could only nod. He’d been told to wait for all the Voices— minus his little girl— and now that Love’s Voice had arrived, it was time to start preparing for what was coming. “We need to start building a coalition of nations. Luck suggested it to me, so I think it’s prudent.”

“David can help,” Harrid said.

“He’ll have contacts to make it easier,” Ayla agreed.

“It’ll take years,” Sonya said.

“We have time, for now, at least,” Doc said.

~*~*~

Doc stood with Rosa on the porch, waiting for the carriage to arrive. He’d almost timed it perfectly, but the carriage wasn’t yet in the yard. “Does she have a dryad?” Doc asked.

“No, but if she wants to have a companion, I can have one of my sisters here in moments.”

“That’s true,” Doc murmured. “I just wish we knew more about her.”

“We’ll find out shortly,” Rosa said, as the carriage had just come into view.

Doc had his arm around Rosa’s waist while they waited. He gave Clyde a nod when the driver pulled up to the porch. Stepping forward, Doc opened the door. “Miss, welcome to my home.”

The woman who stepped out of the carriage was not what Doc expected. She wasn’t mind-blowingly gorgeous or heart-stoppingly beautiful, which one might expect from Love’s Voice. Instead, she was merely pretty. However, that beauty was devoid of artifice, and no makeup marked her face at all. What she did have, though, was a sense of acceptance and care that washed over Doc the moment the door opened. “Thank you, Holyday.”

“Let me introduce one of my wives,” Doc said, “Rosa.”

Denise turned to Rosa with a beatific smile. “Ohhh, the love you have for him… I don’t think I’ve felt the likes of it before.”

Rosa’s eyes shone like beacons for a moment before going back to normal. “My love for him is matched by our wives, but thank you for your kind thoughts. Can I show you in?”

Denise took Rosa’s arm. “That sounds lovely. To meet so many with such a depth of love… no wonder my goddess asked me to come meet you all.”

“She asked you to?” Doc asked as he followed the pair into the home.

“Yes. She said it would help me understand her better,” Denise said. “Love was right. I’ve already begun to see why she sent me here.”

The staff all stepped aside for them to pass, and Denise smiled at each when they did. The love in the home wasn’t just between husband and wives— it was far more. Every person she saw loved the family they served. It wasn’t erotic or romantic, but a depth of friendship and affection that could withstand nearly anything.

Reaching the parlor, Rosa led Denise straight inside. Denise’s steps faltered when she saw the room. The love in it was nearly the equal of what she felt from her goddess. Parental love, friendship, romance, and the deep bond of warriors-in-arms filled the space. Rosa steadied Denise with a bright smile as she introduced those present to their guest.

“Goodness, it is my pleasure to meet you all. I’d thought I’d never truly meet anyone who had the depth of love I felt in Doc and Rosa until I met all of you.” She turned to Ginger and Harrid. “To find another couple who are deeply in love here was even more shocking to me. Then, we add in the love of the children, and even the love of those of you who’ve fought together… and this room is a heady place for me.”

“Come sit,” Fiala said. “We’ve been eager to meet you.”

“Thank you,” Denise said, taking the seat offered.


Chapter Twenty-three

“We’re glad you came to visit,” Fiala said. “The children were hoping to meet you once their lessons are done, so we hope you’re okay with staying for dinner.”

“More children?” Denise asked.

“Yes, five of them, but one is Ginger and Harrid’s son. The other four are ours.”

“A large family,” Denise smiled softly. “The love you all feel when you speak of them is wonderful. My trip from Gaul was good, but also sad. I met so many who claim to love, but don’t truly feel it. The worst were the poor children whose parents didn’t have any love for them.” Denise wiped away a few tears, her smile fragile. “It’s always a horrible thing when your own parents don’t love you.”

Harrid was stone-faced; he wasn’t sure if having unloving parents would’ve been worse than not having them at all. Doc felt the same tug on his own heart, the years of being unloved coming back to him.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Denise said, pulling a handkerchief to dab at her eyes. “I don’t have complete control over my gifts from Love yet.”

“What do you mean?” Sophia asked.

“When Love brought me to this world, she gifted me with the ability to feel emotions, but also to touch on those emotions.”

“Empath,” Doc said. “You can’t control it?”

“Not yet. I’ve been working on it.”

“I can give you some faith.”

Denise shook her head. “That won’t work for me. Love said you might try to… her gifts are not faith-based, but based on the amount of love in the world. People can never believe in her, but as long as true love exists, then she’ll still be able to empower me to help.”

“Very well,” Doc said slowly. “Can we help?”

“Yes, if you don’t mind me visiting over the next month. I’ll be staying in Furden at the Plaza. Our mutual friend, Roquefell, arranged for me to have a room there.”

“David’s a good man. We should have him and Tellsall visit, too. If War’s Voice were closer, I’d ask her to come.”

“I don’t think it’s time for all of us to meet yet,” Denise said softly. “Love gave me a message to pass along: don’t meet everyone until it’s time. Try to build a coalition of nations to support us. When the time comes, we need to go together. It’ll make our enemy focus on us, and not those who come with us.”

Doc nodded slowly. “That’s more than Luck’s been able to tell me. However, she did mention gathering the nations behind us, too. We also shouldn’t wait for Wisdom’s Voice to grow enough, but that was from Wisdom.”

“You met them all,” Denise said. “I’ve heard of the conclave, as the news called it.”

Doc gestured at the wall behind her. “The original painting is there.”

Turning, Denise’s breath caught when she saw the painting. “Three of you were there?”

“It’s a story all its own,” Doc said.

“Wait,” Denise turned back to look at Harrid. “Are you god-touched, too?”

“No,” Harrid said softly. “I asked War to find another.”

Denise’s jaw dropped at that. The dwarf in front of her, cuddled with a dryad, had refused a request from a god. There wasn’t any bravado or ego in the statement, either. The only emotion she felt from him was the love of his family.

“He only wanted to come home to his son,” Rosa said. “Harrid, while the head of Luck’s Templars, doesn’t want to fight.”

“May I hear the story?” Denise asked.

“Sure,” Doc said. “You know about the civil war of Emerita, right?”

“Yes. The eastern half of the nation invaded the western half.”

“True, but the reasons behind that matter and will likely change as time goes along.”

~*~*~

“That’s why she came to me…” Denise said in awe. “I’m still in shock that she chose me.”

“I was wondering about your story,” Sophia said.

“It’s not glamorous and honestly… it’s unpleasant.”

“If you don’t mind sharing, I’d like to record it,” Sophia said.

Rosa shifted over to take Wisdom from Sophia. “I have her.”

“Thank you, Rosa.”

Denise looked down for a long moment before she nodded. “Very well. Maybe my story can help others. I was born on another world, and I don’t know if that is normal for Voices or not.”

“Some of us have been, while others were born here,” Doc said.

“My life before Love came to me was… not a pleasant one. I was born to a family that didn’t want me. My mother wasn’t what a mother should be. We hear about a ‘mother’s love,’ but mine never had that. It wasn’t that my birth strained the family’s ability to have a good life or anything, I was just… unwanted. As I got older, I found out how parents should be with their children, and it hurt me to know how much I was missing in my life. But, like all children, I tried to earn my parents’ affection, desperate to be loved. The best I could get was polite indifference. That’s what likely sent me into the worst relationships anyone could have.”

“You found bad relationships because you latched onto any praise you got,” Doc said softly.

“Yes, and those relationships were not good ones. They eventually soured and sent me off to find the next one. I repeated that cycle for thirty years. Then, as I gave up on all relationships and contemplated the final way to end my life… Love appeared.” Denise’s smile trembled, as did her voice. “It was then that I truly knew what it meant to know love. She didn’t talk to me right away, she merely gathered me into her arms and held me. All the things I’d missed in life slowly soaked into me. Eventually, I asked her who she was, and we talked.” Blinking a few tears away, Denise dabbed her eyes again. “She gave me a choice… to stay where I was, but with her behind me. I would find the love of my life and finally have a family of my own, with children to dote on the way my mother never did for me. Or, I could come here and help so many others rise above the same past I had. I was torn. I didn’t answer her for what felt like hours, but in the end, I chose to come here and help others. Finding love for myself was something I yearned for, but helping others never have to experience or get away from the pain and trauma I suffered was too big to ignore.”

Sophia’s pen slowed when Denise stopped. “Are you able to find love for yourself here?”

Denise’s smile grew bright when she met Sophia’s eyes. “Yes. In time, I will find my own family. Love did tell me not to seek it, as it would find me. One day, I’ll find a love to match the love you all have. Until then, and even after that, I’ll help the world know what love should be.”

A knock came on the door, before the parlor maid opened it. “May I bring in fresh tea?”

“Please, Bitum,” Fiala said. “The children should be finishing their lessons shortly, so please bring some juice for them.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Bitum said as she wheeled the tea trolley into the room.

Bitum was just finishing when the door practically burst open, and the children came into the parlor. Suzanna threw her arms out to stop her siblings from rushing around her. All of them looked away, faces red, as every adult had turned to stare at them. The noise also woke up some of the babies, who started to cry, starting a cascade of infants sobbing.

Posy appeared behind the children with an apologetic smile. “Sorry… they bolted on me. It wasn’t me this time.”

It took a few minutes to get the babies cleaned, calm, and quiet again. The children apologized and then took seats on the floor near their mothers. Once the babies were quiet and Bitum had come and gone with juice for the children, Doc introduced Denise to them. He went from youngest to oldest, as he knew Suzanna had a question for her.

“A pleasure to meet you all,” Denise said, her eyes going from Suzanna to Lucky and back.

“Miss,” Suzanna asked slowly, “can I have your blessing?”

Lucky went bright red at that. He knew Suzanna wanted to marry him; she’d even asked him when his father was at war. But for her to ask in front of everyone, and Love’s Voice at that, had him embarrassed.

“You don’t need it, child,” Denise said gently. “The love you have all around you has already blessed you. The young man you hope to marry has already agreed, hasn’t he?”

Suzanna flushed. She hadn’t told anyone about her asking Lucky, and she’d sworn Apple to secrecy, too. “Yes, but I’m worried because we’re kids. If you blessed us, then I wouldn’t worry.”

“My blessing isn’t the same as what your father does. It won’t guarantee that you two will marry. It’ll just help strengthen the love you have.”

“Please…?” Lucky mumbled.

Harrid’s eyes went wide at his son asking, but the dryads in the room, as they were all there now, grinned. Lucky loved his friend as much as she loved him— he just didn’t know how to show it.

“Parents?” Denise asked, looking at Ginger and Harrid first.

“My son does love her, and she’s devoted to him,” Ginger said. “If it isn’t going to force them to marry, I’m fine with it.”

“Umm… yes, that’s fine,” Harrid managed to say after Ginger spoke.

“Free will is important,” Doc said. “If it just strengthens the bonds they already have, I’m fine with it.”

“Suzanna,” Fiala said softly. “We’ll talk later. You’re still over a decade from your majority. I know you love him, but a lot can change in ten years. If either of you decides not to marry, you’ll both have to let the idea go.”

“Yes, Momma,” Suzanna said, though her tone suggested that she’d never change her mind.

“Yes, ma’am,” Lucky added softly.

“Goodness, how I already understand my gifts so much better,” Denise smiled brightly. “Very well, children. You have my blessing for your love. May Love herself help you know acceptance and joy.”

There was a brief feeling of warmth that touched the room. Both Suzanna and Lucky glowed gold for a fraction of a second, just long enough to be seen, but short enough that someone would think they’d imagined it.

Suzanna’s smile was wide as she looked over at Lucky. Lucky smiled back at her shyly before looking down.

“Blech…” John made a face.

Denise laughed at that before anyone could say anything. “And yet you love your sister and best friend. You’re just worried they won’t be the same.”

John’s eyes almost popped out of his head as he stammered.

“It’s okay,” Denise said gently. “It’s part of being a child.”

“It is,” Posy said. “And as long as you’re being kind to those you care for, you’ll never be forgotten or alone.”

John stopped trying to object. Instead, he looked at the floor and nodded. “Okay.”

“Posy, they all love you,” Denise said, “just as much as you love them. Family’s more than just blood. It’s about those who you love and are loved by.”

“Doc helped me see that when I was their age,” Posy said.

“You have so much love in your heart, yet no romantic love.”

“I’ll find my husband eventually,” Posy shrugged, “but I’m in no rush to find him.”

“Like me,” Denise nodded.


Chapter Twenty-four

May 23, 1887

Denise came over every day to visit with the family. She spent time not just with Doc and his family, but also with Harrid and Ginger, and even the staff. When it came time for Doc to go with Harrid for the graduation, Denise asked if she could come along with them. She wanted to get a better feeling for the love of brothers-in-arms. Harrid agreed with her request, only asking her to give a small speech to the group in return.

Doc sat with Rosa cuddled up beside him while Denise and Harrid shared the seat across from them. “I haven’t asked, Harrid, but how have the veterans been doing?”

“Better since the dryads stepped in to help,” Harrid said. “Some haven’t asked for help— not yet, at least— but those who have… they’ve seen marked improvement. They’ve spoken to the ones who’ve been leery, and I think more of the veterans will come forward in time.”

“And the widows?”

“We’ve made sure they’ve gotten the stipend for the loss of their loved one. It’s a monthly payment so they can continue to be safe and secure in life. The dryads offered to help them, too, and while that’s been slow, the number of widows asking for help has been steadily increasing. The ones who’ve had help have been the biggest reason why the numbers are growing. The widows who were reluctant always cite their friends who had help.”

“The horrors of war,” Denise said softly. “You both feel guilt while trying to ignore it.”

“Because they shouldn’t feel any guilt at all,” Rosa said gently. “They try to accept what we’ve told them time and again, but emotions are difficult to let go of.”

“There’s also a depth of love in them for those who fought in the war. That’s what I hoped to feel today— the love of those who’ve fought side by side or who are willing to do so.”

“I’m sure you will,” Harrid said. “The soon-to-be aspirants have forged bonds during their training.”

“That raises a question for me,” Doc said. “I know you had the squires running messages during the war, and I know the templars were fighting, so what were the aspirants doing?”

“Some were left in towns and cities to continue the work of the templars, but a lot of them were also in battle. We did our best to keep them on the edges, but… you know how war is.”

Doc inhaled slowly. “Yeah…”

“Every aspirant from the war was promoted to knight. The squires who went to war were raised to aspirant, even if they needed a little more training. They’ll get that training at their assigned temples. This will be the first set of graduated aspirants since the war.”

“If all three of us are speaking, who’s going when?” Denise asked after a small lull in the conversation.

“I’m going to introduce you, then have you give your speech,” Harrid said. “I’ll then give mine before Doc finishes with his.”

“Thank the gods for that. I would hate to go last.”

“I know that feeling,” Doc snorted. “I’ll do my best. Hopefully, it’ll be enough.”

“It will be,” Rosa said.

~*~*~

When they arrived at the templar’s grounds, Harrid took Denise and Doc on a quick tour. Doc was happy to see that Luck’s statue had been made and had replaced the one of him. That was short-lived, though, as his statue was just moved beside Harrid’s. It was the murals that really got Denise’s attention, and Rosa explained them to her.

After the tour, the four of them went to the training fields, where the squires were drawn up in ranks. Veterans of the Order were also on hand, having been the instructors for the younger generation of templars. When Harrid led them onto a small stage, every templar in attendance snapped to attention.

Harrid took the spot at the podium where the microphone was set up. He still triggered his ability to talk to crowds, even with the microphone in front of him. “Squires, today we are gathered to raise you to aspirants. All of you here have passed the basic training and are ready to leave us to join your brothers and sisters across our great nation. Before you join the next rank, we have a guest to speak to you. I introduce the newest Voice of our world, Denise Amoira, Love’s Voice.”

Denise took the spot Harrid had stepped back from, resting her hands on the podium to hide their shaking. “Ladies and gentlemen, it is my honor to stand here speaking to you today. This is the first time I’ve ever addressed a large crowd. I can see the brotherly love you have for each other, even those of you who dislike each other personally. Even with that, you still love them as a brother or sister because they are a templar of Luck, just like you.” A couple of the squires shifted slightly at her words. “It can be difficult to set aside differences and accept someone with an open heart, yet you’ve all done your very best to do just that. I see bestials, dwarves, and more all standing as a family today, and that makes me happy. Know that Love is behind you, just as surely as Luck, Mother, and the rest.”

Harrid stepped forward when Denise looked back at him. He gave her a smile as she left the podium to him. “Squires, you have passed all the training needed to stand here proudly today. When this ceremony ends, you will officially be aspirants of the order. While our nation is new, we will help build it for the better. As our nation ages, we will continue to help improve life for everyone. You might meet those who let old hatred burn in their hearts. Don’t lash out at them— just do your best to project the acceptance that Luck wants the world to have. Above all that, know that I am proud of all of you. You chose this path, worked to grow, and I know you will continue on to join the ranks of the knights and even beyond. For those who stop at knight and never rise above that rank, there is no shame. Knights are our backbone, the strength and core of our Order, and those who will shoulder the burdens of most of what we strive for. Never be ashamed if you remain a knight; most people excel at doing, not leading. For those few of you who continue up the ranks, never forget your brothers and sisters in the ranks below you. They are the reason the Order is as strong as it is. Now, before we end this ceremony, we have one other person to address you. Doc?”

Doc clapped Harrid’s shoulder as he took the spot at the microphone. Using his own gift to project his voice, Doc spoke to the crowd, “Aspirants, it’s my honor to speak with you today.” Doc saw the hero worship in the eyes of the crowd and tried not to shy away from it. “Luck asked me to help the world, and as her Voice, I’ve done my best. There have been times when I stumbled and might’ve fallen if not for my friends and family. Many of you are orphans, but you have family now. Your brothers and sisters surround you. A family by choice is no less a family. I was an orphan before Luck found me, too. Humble beginnings can still lead to a life rich in love.”

Denise’s laugh was caught by the microphone, and grins spread among the crowd at hearing that. Denise covered her mouth, her face flushing in embarrassment at her laugh having been audible.

Doc paused, his lips twitching as he fought his own grin, which wasn’t missed by the assembled templars. “Let us speak of what the world will look like for you as you take the next step on your journey through life. You’ve chosen to stand with Luck and her hope of a world free of the Darkness that’s trying to snuff out our light. Your older brothers and sisters stood shoulder to shoulder to buy the freedom of our nation with their blood, sweat, tears, and even their lives in some cases. History will be written and sometimes changed, but those who stand here should never forget the truth of why we fight. It isn’t to be given power over others. It isn’t to push down on a person or nation. We fight to help Mother’s light stay bright and undimmed even as she fights every day to keep our souls cycling back to new lives.”

Doc paused for a moment to gather himself before continuing, “I’d love to be able to tell you the worst has passed us by. You are not a militant Order, but an Order of builders and protectors. But sometimes, even those who love peace must take up arms. If that day ever comes, I will be there as I was before, standing beside you in that conflict. May Luck smile upon all of you.” Doc drew himself up to attention, then saluted the newly-minted aspirants.

With the precision of a military unit, the aspirants snapped a salute back to him. Harrid stepped up beside Doc, his voice touching everyone in the field, “Aspirants, find your knights. They will have your orders for you. May your roads be smooth, your troubles small, and Luck always hold you in the palm of her hand. Dismissed!”

The aspirants all turned to face the knights, who were off to the side, ready to take the next step on their journey as templars.


Chapter Twenty-five

August 1, 1887

The first anniversary of the civil war had been celebrated across Western Emerita. The templars hosted the veterans with celebrations at the temples. The capital had a massive party that garnered attention from all over the world. Dodd’s speech had been a reminder that he was stepping down as president after the elections in 1888, which also had a couple of candidates use the celebration to announce their candidacies. One of them was Theodoric “Teddy” Rusfelt Junior, who was seen speaking with Dodd often. Doc and Harrid’s not being at the capital was well-documented, and only the Furden papers showing them at the templar grounds, celebrating with the veterans, helped soften pointed questions about their absence in the capital. It also underscored, once again, that Doc wasn’t looking to run for president.

Denise’s visit was coming to an end, as she wanted to return to Gaul to start introducing her countrymen to Love. Doc found it amusing that France—or Gaul, as it was known here— would be known for Love. Earth had Paris, the City of Love, and Doc wondered what that’d look like here once the Gauls embraced the goddess. Before Denise left, she wanted to meet David and Nickla, so Doc arranged for a trip out to Golden Bay. They planned a couple of days to travel and visit friends before returning so Denise could go back to Gaul.

Arriving in Golden Bay, they ended up at Doc’s manor. It had more than enough room for guests and his entire family, so there were no problems with hosting Denise. The messages sent to David and Nickla upon arrival set the meeting for the next day at Nickla’s workshop. The staff were quick, efficient, and a little awestruck to have not just Doc there, but Love’s and Mother’s Voices, as well. It made it a little awkward for Doc, but the other two just smiled and thanked the staff.

Nickla’s workshop was outside of the city proper, on the interior coastline, so he could work on aquatic inventions, too. David had bought the land all around Nickla’s lab so he wouldn’t have to worry about neighbors. What Doc hadn’t expected was the security he noticed as they got closer to the building. Glimpses of elves in the woods around the site had been enough of a surprise, but there was also a group of heavily armed dwarves roving the perimeter of the building itself.

“You missed seeing the rest,” Rosa said softly, having been watching Doc’s thoughts. “There was at least one se’sxac, too.” She frowned, then snickered. “Along with others who wanted to stay hidden, including Mangrove.”

“Why did Mangrove stay hidden?” Doc asked.

“She’s shy,” Rosa smiled. “She mostly helps by keeping him safe. Ever since his shop was built, she’s prowled the land nearby. She comes inside to help him occasionally, but mostly stays outside.”

“She doesn’t want anyone to know? Should you have told us?”

“Doc, she knows you’ll keep her secret. I trust Denise to do the same.”

“I will,” Denise nodded.

“But why tell us at all?” Doc asked.

“Because you feel better knowing,” Rosa said matter-of-factly.

Doc was about to refute her statement, but he nodded, instead. She was right— he did feel better knowing that, if something happened, they’d know right away, and there’d be someone nearby who could respond to help Nickla. “Okay, my dear wife, you have a point.”

Rosa giggled, happy every time he called her wife. She loved her nickname and preferred it most of the time, but the occasional “wife” always made her giddy.

The templars driving and guarding the carriage hailed the dwarves as they got closer to the building. The guards answered back, though they didn’t relax until Doc stepped out of the carriage. When everyone was out, one of the dwarves stepped forward to greet them.

“Voice Holyday, it is an honor, sir,” he said, his accent sounding more Scandinavian than German or Russian.

“Thank you. We’re expected, I hope?”

“Yes, sir. Please follow me,” the dwarf said as he turned toward the doors.

“I didn’t catch your name,” Doc said as the other guards got the doors open.

“Sven Lavablood. A small group of the clan came to help keep the Voice safer. We don’t trust the Pontiffica to leave him alone. We’ve had at least one assassin in the last few months try to slip in. The elves found him trapped in a pit that none of us knew about.”

“Hmm… no one said anything to me,” Doc said.

“It wasn’t a real problem… besides the tribe member who found the assassin. He was given full honors when we buried him.”

“Someone died?”

“From the rods that the priests and inquisitors have,” Sven said softly. “The poor man had a hole clean through his chest. We tossed in some dynamite to deal with him once we knew what was happening. The elves buried the hole with the remnants of the assassin after that.”

Doc nodded slowly. “I see.”

“Mother is working to purify it, so it won’t be a problem,” Rosa said.

Sven glanced back at Rosa before coughing lightly. “Is one of your sisters in the area? It’s the only thing that would explain the sudden pit.”

Rosa smiled brightly. “Mother helps.”

Sven nodded as he came to a stop outside a door. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll tell the others not to question it.”

“Thank you,” Rosa said.

Sven knocked, then opened the door. “Nickla, your guests.”

Doc led the two women with him into the room. Nickla, David, and Rema stood up when they entered. After a quick round of introductions, everyone was seated. They were in a meeting room with comfortable furniture.

“I’m glad we’re catching up again,” David said. “I’m never sure how much you keep up on events, Doc.”

“I think I do okay,” Doc said slowly. “Is there a problem?”

“Not a problem, but power around the world is beginning to shift. Avalon has given up entirely on Hibernia, especially as the highland tribes have started to grow restless. Indus has begun to shift policy, too— native Indusians are rising to positions of importance. I had a conversation with one a month ago when he was appointed ambassador to our nation. They are looking at a peaceful takeover of power. It’ll likely take years, but it might work for them. Avalon won’t see it because the country isn’t rebelling.”

“Earth had a pacifist lead them for independence after the turn of the century,” Doc said. “Gandhi was a man who never turned to violence even when it was perpetrated on the natives. I wonder if it’ll take as long for him to lead this time?”

“You might also want to know that your friend, Willhelm, just took the throne. His father passed. Also, his policies in Frika are the polar opposite of Avalon and most other nations, but very similar to ours.”

“I might need to go visit him…” Doc murmured. “If we need to unite nations, Willhelm would be a good place to start.”

“I’d give him a few months to make sure he’s secured those he trusts around him. Word is that he asked his father’s advisor to retire. The two of them had been feuding over how Frika was being handled.”

“Maybe next year, then.”

“If you go, I will go with you,” David said. “Business opportunities there are high, so we might be able to help ease acceptance of Luck and Trade that way.”

“That might work,” Doc nodded. “Maybe after the children are a year old.”

“I’ll get things roughly in line for the trip. We can figure out the exact timeline later.”

“Works for me.”

“Fiala says that if it’s next year, it would be fine,” Rosa added.

“Thank you, Rosa,” Doc said, stroking her hair as she knelt at his feet.

He hadn’t balked at her not sitting with him. In a space with just friends, she knelt beside him because she preferred it. Denise smiled at them, but also at Rema and David. Rema and David loved each other deeply; not as deeply as Rosa and Doc, but they were far more in love than many others.

“Nickla, I’m curious,” Denise asked while Doc and David had their chat, “do you not have a paramour?”

“No. A lover would take time away from my work,” Nickla said.

Denise’s smile faltered for a second, unsure of what she’d just felt from him. “Your work is more important?”

“Creating is the thing I enjoy the most,” Nickla explained. “I’ve had time with women before, but those moments are nothing compared to the rush of a new invention coming to life.”

Denise’s eyes widened slightly. She’d never thought someone could love as deeply as Nickla did without a person to bestow those feelings on, yet he truly loved inventing more than he loved anyone. “I see… Would you be willing to show me your workshop?”

“Gladly,” Nickla said, standing up.

Doc and David had just paused in their conversation, so Nickla getting up got both of them to look at him. “What’s going on?” Doc asked.

“Nickla is going to show me his workshop,” Denise said.

“I’d been hoping to see it, too,” Doc said, standing up and offering his hand to Rosa.

“Follow me,” Nickla grinned as he led them out of the room.

Nickla’s workshop was most of the building. It was divided into sections, but all of them had work being done in them. Doc could spot a couple of things he thought he understood. Instead of guessing, though, he just followed the excited inventor.

“Why is no one else here?” Denise asked. “Do you not have assistants?”

“No. They’d just slow me down,” Nickla shrugged. “There are other rooms where others try to recreate what I make, but normally, only I am in here. Outside of David, Rema, and Mangrove, you three are the only people to ever see inside of it.”

“I wondered about you needing three keys to unlock it,” Doc chuckled, “but I wasn’t going to ask.”

“I take my work seriously,” Nickla said. “That half-wit in Eastern Emerita would kill to get a glimpse of what I do.”

Doc just grinned that the Edison-Tesla feud was also in this world.

“Let’s not go down that track,” David said. “Why don’t you give them an overview of what you’re working on?”

“Right. Follow me,” Nickla said. “My biggest project right now is finding a way to recharge a soul stone without it fragmenting, but also at far less a cost than a life.”

“The second is possible,” Doc said, holding up his hand where his ring was. “Mother knows how to pull smaller pieces from a person to empower them. Rosa managed this ring before she was Mother’s Voice.”

Nickla’s eyes glinted in the light. He grabbed Doc’s hand to peer at the ring intently. “Hmm… that would help.”

“Mangrove can assist you,” Rosa said softly.

Nickla’s head jerked up, and he stepped back from Doc. “Maybe… later.”

“It will be your choice,” Rosa said.

“Very well,” Nickla sighed, before explaining what he was doing. “I’ve been making headway on reinforcing the structure of the soul stones. They won’t ever be perfectly reinforced, but their degradation when used has been vastly reduced. Any soul stone that’s been treated is able to last six times as long with what I’ve done. I want at least ten times, though, before I’m happy with it.”

“The number of people the magistrates need to take the souls from would be vastly reduced. That’s a good first step toward getting people away from the idea of removing souls from Mother,” David said.

“Yes,” Nickla said, though he clearly didn’t care as much for the reason. “Next,” he led them to the closest station, “I’m working on improving the wiring for the telephone system. I’m nearly done with this. David’s notes about wiring were invaluable. He said you gave those notes to him, Doc.”

“The little I could remember, yes,” Doc said. “Glad it helped.”

“The notes he’s given me have made most of my inventions come to fruition far quicker. The ironclads the navy is building came about from the better engines your notes helped me make. They can move the increased weight faster than anything else currently in use by other nations. With the new cannons and armor, our nation’s navy is the most advanced in the world.”

“Which is the best thing to make sure our trade routes are secure,” David smiled.

“Yes,” Nickla said, again not seemingly enthused with the reason.

“You only care about the inventions, not the reasons why,” Rosa said.

“Of course. Reasons can be changed, but the invention is solid and lasting.”

No one tried to correct him, and the tour continued. The thing Doc looked at the longest was the yet incomplete tank Nickla was working on. It was closer to the Renault FT than anything Doc knew as a modern tank. The world wouldn’t be prepared for it, especially not a few decades ahead of time. David had agreed with Doc that the project was going to be finished and used when they went to oust the Pontiffica. The only thing that they worried about was the entropy weapons Apoc’s faithful used, but that was something War’s Voice would need to counter.


Chapter Twenty-six

October 3, 1887

Things settled back into a comfortable routine when Denise departed for Gaul. Doc spent as much time as he could with his children. The pond was drained down enough to make it easier for it to freeze— everyone was looking forward to being able to skate on it again. Sophia and Ayla let Doc know that his ice-skate designs had become the latest winter craze because of their ability to adapt to a range of foot sizes. The Ironfoot family had to take on extra help to keep up with the demand. Out of all the orders, it was the number of Sagesse skates that’d shocked the smith the most, but he happily crafted those, too.

The message from Qin’s and Tsarrus’ ambassadors to meet with him and Harrid had come as a surprise, but Doc agreed without hesitation. The news he hadn’t expected was that War’s new Voice, Princess Annastacia Molteneyes, had come with them. That raised his concern about what the meeting might mean for the world.

Doc stood on the porch with Harrid beside him. Both men were worried about what might be asked of them. Harrid was the one who broke the silence between them, “Doc, it’s too soon, isn’t it?”

“I’d say it is,” Doc agreed. “Luck told me to get other nations to back us. That’ll take a few years, I think. That doesn’t mean it won’t be a long-drawn-out war, though, and that’s what really worries me. Qin and Tsarrus will be taking the brunt of any conflict.”

“They’re going to ask for the templars,” Harrid said softly. “It’s barely been more than a year since the last one.”

“I know. We’ll have to wait and see what they ask for.”

They fell silent as two carriages rolled into the yard. The first had a couple of hard-eyed elves as guards, but the men bowed their heads to Doc. He greeted a friend he hadn’t seen in years when she got out. “Zu, I was shocked to hear you were coming.”

Lin Zu smiled brightly as she bowed to Doc. “When I was told of the meeting, I requested my elders send me. My apprentices can hold the nation safely while I am here. Besides, it gave me the chance to speak with War’s Voice on our journey across the sea.”

Doc bowed back to Zu. “Welcome to my home. I don’t think you ever met Harrid.”

“No, I haven’t,” Zu gave Harrid a bow of her head. “It is an honor, Grand Master.”

Harrid bowed to her as Doc had. “It is our honor to have you here, Shaman.”

As they talked, the second carriage pulled up, and the heavily armed and armored dwarves helped the occupant out. It’d been a few years since Doc had seen her last, but Princess Annastacia Molteneyes had reached her majority and been chosen by War to become his Voice. Doc was surprised that the happy smile he recalled the princess having was still just as bright when she saw him.

“Doc, it is good to see you again,” Annastacia beamed.

“Annastacia, I’m glad to see you, too. I was surprised when I heard you became War’s Voice.”

The smile fell away from Annastacia’s face. In the place of happiness was grim resolve. “I couldn’t let my home fall to the Darkness. If I must take up arms to defend it, then I do so with the love of my country to fortify me in the dark times ahead.”

Doc took her hand in his, bowing over it. “May Luck shield you in the dark places you will walk.”

“And may War strengthen my hand as I strike down those who would harm the Motherland.”

Doc let go of her hand, but turned, motioning to Harrid. “Princess, my dear friend and the Grand Master of Luck’s Bastion, Harrid Lopert.”

Annastacia curtsied to Harrid. “Grand Master, it is an honor to meet you. The templars of your Order have been helping us shore up the defenses along our border.”

Harrid bowed back to Annastacia. “Voice, it’s an honor to meet you, too.”

“Let’s go inside,” Doc said. “After the meeting, my wives are hoping to speak with you both.”

“Gladly,” Annastacia said brightly.

“I will be happy to,” Zu added.

The parlor was ready for them, and once Bitum had poured tea, she left the room. Doc exhaled slowly after taking a sip from his cup. “Has it been bad?”

“Not as bad as it should be,” Annastacia said. “Apocson only sends small attacks, testing our border.”

“It has been worse for us; his forces demolished part of the old wall,” Zu said. “But even then, he didn’t push into our country. He pulled back.”

“It feels like he is waiting for something.”

“That can’t be good,” Doc said.

“We have no eyes or ears in his country anymore. The few spies we had fell silent in the last month,” Zu said tightly. “That has only increased our anxiety.”

“It was the same for us,” Annastacia nodded somberly. “My country was devastated when Zoya fell. When I was asked by War to take up his mantle, I did so without hesitation. We needed a light to look toward, and I will not let my people suffer. I was not raised to be a warrior, but I was raised to be a leader. I have done my best, but we need help.”

Harrid shifted as he spoke slowly. “You want the templars?”

“Yes and no,” Annastacia said. “I am here to officially request a detachment. Not for war, but to train my own templars. War’s Fist will be a martial Order, but we have seen the wisdom in knowing how to quickly build. Please, Grand Master Lopert, send an official detachment to train my Order.”

Harrid stared at her for a few seconds before he smiled. “I can do that. I was worried you’d ask them to fight on the border. They would, but I would like them to have at least another year or two of peace.”

Zu cleared her throat, setting her cup down. “On behalf of my country, Grand Master, I must ask for a detachment, as well. Not to teach, but to help with our defenses. They will not be asked to fight, only to build. And if possible… to begin a chapter of Luck’s Bastion in Qin.”

Harrid’s lips tightened slightly. “I’ll ask for volunteers. If they’re on the border, even if they aren’t asked to fight, they still might end up in combat. I understand the need, but I don’t want to order my men and women back into combat, not until we must. As for the chapter of the Order, I can and will agree to that. It might take me time to find the right people to lead it.”

Zu bowed her head. “I understand. Anything that can be done would be helpful. We do not have a Voice or Order to help us. That extra light of hope would bolster my country.”

“I’ll do my best to make it as quick as possible.”

“War told me that Love has sent her Voice, and that you have met her,” Annastacia said. “That is all the Voices we were to wait for, as Wisdom is a child. When do you expect all of us to face Apocson, Doc?”

Doc set his cup down, then sat back. “A few years, if we have the time. I’ll be going to build a coalition of nations to back us. Luck said it would be for the best, and she’s never led me wrong.”

Zu and Annastacia nodded. Their faces were grim, but they understood.

“I’ll be going to Dussle next year, and then from there, to other nations. I don’t know how long it’ll take, but once we have others backing us, then we can do what must be done.”

“Can he be killed?” Annastacia asked softly. “I fear he cannot.”

Doc met her gaze. “Anything living can be killed. Keeping him dead will be the hard part. I have no doubt that he has tricks to stymie or reverse any attempt. I can only hope that with all of the Voices— minus my daughter— we can somehow overpower whatever he can do.”

“Belief, not hope,” Zu said softly. “It isn’t hope that will help us defeat him. It’ll be the belief of the gods and their Voices.”

“That’s likely true. The gods pushed back the Darkness to save me, Rosa, and Harrid. Together, maybe we can push the Darkness back and force Apocson to die or leave the world.”

“A world free of Apoc and the Darkness…” Annastacia said wistfully, looking into the distance, trying to imagine what that would be like.

“Truly a world blessed by the gods,” Zu said.

“It wouldn’t mean everything would be fine. I have no doubt that people would still be… well, people. But with time, we can slowly get most to stop being assholes to people different from them. At least, that’s my hope for the future,” Doc said.

“I’m curious why you both came,” Harrid said. “You could’ve sent these requests as mail, so why come in person?”

“Because I wanted to meet the others,” Annastacia said. “I will be staying in Golden Bay for a few days to see both Roquefell and Tellsall.”

“And I wanted to see old friends again,” Zu said. “My gems shine brightly. They have found their own lives, and I hoped to see them. The only one I won’t get the chance to see is Citrine. Seeing Onyx was wonderful. To think she went from so quiet and meek to being a priestess of Luck.”

“Married with a growing family, too,” Doc chuckled. “Onyx has been a wonderful friend to my family ever since the earliest days we met.”

“Excuse me,” Rosa said, appearing behind Doc’s seat. “Doc, our wives are asking if they can come meet our guests.”

“Are we done with business?” Doc asked his guests.

“I’m excited to finally meet them all,” Annastacia smiled.

“I believe we are done,” Zu chuckled. “Rosa… to think the eager dryad who doted on her Voice would become Mother’s Voice.”

Rosa giggled. “I am still an eager dryad.”

Harrid coughed loudly. “We don’t need to hear more.”

“True, we don’t,” Doc agreed. “Let them know to come in, Rosa.”

Rosa just grinned as the doors opened. Petal and Sequoia were with Doc’s wives in the hall, explaining how the group knew it was good to come in. “Done.”

Doc just laughed as he stood up. “Ladies, let me introduce you to our guests.”

~*~*~

Doc stood on the porch, seeing his guests off later that night. His wives and children had been delighted to meet them, and Annastacia had been delighted to tell stories to his daughters about being a princess.

“They are wonderful children,” Annastacia said. “One day, I hope to have a few of my own. I will wait for the world to be free of the clinging Darkness before that day. That way, I can give my family my full attention.”

“Yeah, that’d be wonderful,” Doc said softly.

“You are a good husband and father, Doc,” Zu said. “Few men could balance the weight of your responsibilities and the family you have.”

“It’s tough sometimes. When I came to your countries, it was the roughest for me. Missing so many years of my children’s lives… I still feel terrible about that.”

“But they know only love for you,” Annastacia said. “You can see it in their smiles.”

“I agree with Annastacia,” Zu nodded. “Before we go, can we help with your tasks at all?”

“No. I’ll shoulder what I have to do. You both have enough dealing with the Pontiffica on your borders. Keep your countries as safe and as strong as you can. That will be far harder than my task right now.”

“Very well, Voice. Be well, and may Luck smile upon all of us,” Zu said before getting into her carriage.

“Be safe and well, Zu,” Doc bowed to her as she got in.

“It was a pleasure to finally meet all of your wives, not to mention the children. You have been blessed by Luck and Love, that is clear. I hope one day to find a love of my own, but for now, I must be the leader of my nation during the darkest of times. We will be ready when the time comes.” Annastacia curtsied to him before she was assisted into her carriage.

Doc bowed to her, then stayed on the porch as the carriages left. Seeing his old friends reminded him that the world wasn’t going to wait for him— he needed to begin building the coalition of nations. His first trip was set for next year, but he could offer to meet others in his home before then.


Chapter Twenty-seven

March 22, 1888

Doc was still puzzled about the past few months. The few influential people from other nations he’d invited actually declined. Kaiser Willhelm Albert had replied favorably to Doc and his family coming to his country in the early summer; Willhelm said he’d invite friends from other nations to come meet Doc during the visit. What no one expected was the letter from Emperor Meiji. The thirty-fourth emperor of Nihon asked Doc to visit his country during the last week of March. Rosa had explained that one of her sisters was an advisor to the emperor, and he was eager to open up friendly dialogue with Mother’s favorite Voice, Doc.

That’s why Doc stood on the deck of the newest ship of Trade and Luck Cargo as it entered what he knew as the Bay of Tokyo. He’d often wished to visit Japan when he’d been struggling to live on Earth, but he’d never been able to afford it. Yet here he was, sailing into Nihon Bay to visit the emperor and talk.

“You’re happy,” Rosa said from beside him.

“Bemused, but yes, also happy.”

“Sakura assures me he means well.”

Doc’s lips twitched at the name. Cherry Blossom, or Sakura, was the dryad who advised Meiji. It was also the exact time of year when the cherry blossoms would begin their spectacular display— the timing of the visit had been arranged so the family could see the beauty of the trees.

The soul-powered ship slowly pulled up to the dock. As it did, Doc and Rosa went back to the cabins his family were using. The crew all moved around them with the ease of sailors who’d lived their lives at sea. The ship wasn’t like the trains, with a special, comfortable space for his family to use. It was a ship, meaning limited space. The captain and first mate had given their cabins to the family to use, taking lesser cabins for themselves during the voyage.

“We’re pulling in now,” Doc said as he stepped into the first mate’s cabin. “Should be good to disembark soon.”

“We’ll be ready,” Fiala said. “Suzanna, please check that the other children are ready to go.”

“Yes, Momma,” Suzanna said as she turned to her siblings. “Let’s double-check.”

“I’m going to let the others know,” Doc said. He didn’t leave right away, instead stepping over to give her and Sonya a kiss. “I’ll be back shortly.”

“We’ll make sure we’re ready to go,” Sonya said, holding both Peter and Brunhilda.

“I’ll stay and help them,” Rosa said.

“Thank you, Rosa,” Doc said, kissing her cheek as he went past her.

“Hugs?” John asked before Doc could go.

Doc laughed and gave his older children hugs. “Okay, now go help your mothers.”

“Yes, Poppa,” John grinned.

Doc went down the hall a little ways to the captain’s cabin, knocking before stepping inside. “Ladies, we’re pulling in now.”

“We’re almost done,” Lia said. “Ten minutes at most.”

“Thank you, dear,” Doc said. “How are the kids?”

Lia smiled from her seat, holding her two children. “They’re getting a bit fussy, but they’re doing well. I’m glad this isn’t a sailing ship, or else we’d still have another week or two at sea.”

“I’m glad I don’t get seasick anymore,” Sophia said. “And I’m very glad that the children didn’t get seasick, either.”

“That would’ve been awful,” Ayla agreed. “No doubt if one of them did, the others all might, too.”

“No, we wouldn’t, Momma,” Elma said.

Ayla gave her eldest a smile. “Seeing others being sick can make you sick. We avoided getting sick because of the healing Luck gave us.”

Elma looked doubtful, but didn’t say anything.

“Have you finished gathering your clothing?” Sophia asked the children.

“Not yet,” Adrian said as he crawled under the bunk.

“We’ll be done soon,” Ayla said. She glanced at Sequoia, who was holding Chance and Wisdom. “Luckily, we have help.”

Sequoia smiled brightly as she rocked the two children in her arms, keeping them from crawling all over the room. “We’re all happy to help.”

~*~*~

When it came time to disembark, the captain was there to wish them well. The ship would stay in port for the week, arranging for cargo to be taken back. The captain said he’d be happy to take them back to Emerita if their visit was over by then. Doc thanked the man and led his family down to the waiting carriages.

The three carriages were surrounded by men in elaborate armor, and everyone on the dock gave them plenty of room. Doc helped his wives and children into the vehicles before finally taking his own place. It was only a few seconds later when the carriages began to leave the docks behind.

“Where are we staying?” Doc asked Fiala, who was with him and Rosa.

“Petal said that Sakura arranged for us to stay near the Imperial residence,” Fiala said. “It’s a manor kept for dignitaries of the different shogunates when they come to speak with the emperor.”

“The buildings look weird,” Suzanna said, looking out the windows.

Doc chuckled as he glanced out. “Reminds me of an old Chinatown. A mix of east and west, but rougher looking. With the current building materials, it makes sense that they do.”

“Ohhh! Pretty!” Suzanna said.

“Sakura,” Rosa smiled softly. “Cherry blossoms that are just starting to open. This week will be when they open in all their wonder. It’s why we were invited during this time.”

“They’re pretty,” Fiala smiled as she helped Peter look out the window.

Peter giggled and pointed at the trees. He gurgled unintelligibly— he only knew one word, and his momma was already holding him.

“You’ve been smiling for most of the trip, Doc,” Fiala said.

“I always wanted to visit the Nihon of my world,” Doc said. “This is going to be really odd for me. I wonder if I can convince the emperor to build ties with Qin. If we can get them to cooperate, then they won’t be at each other’s throats for the next few centuries.”

“They two have been friends and foes many times,” Rosa said. “With Qin listening to you, it would be easier to bring them together again.”

“We’ll have to see. I’m not here to set policy, but to listen to the emperor and see if he’s willing to help the world grow.” Doc sat back in his seat, thinking for a moment about how much the world was going to change because of him and the other Voices.

“For the better,” Rosa said softly. “Once the Pontiffica is gone, the world has a chance to be better than your old one.”

“True, if the nations can begin to look past the short goals most have.” That gave Doc food for thought. What if we could get a world oversight government agreed on? he mused internally. The UN, but with power and teeth, like Terra supposedly had in that Antecedent book. Would that work? Could I get nations to see the good of it? I’m sure I could make a case in Western Emerita, but would any other nation be okay with that kind of oversight?

Rosa watched his thoughts, seeing how it could work. It would be a massive undertaking, but it would help quell national conflicts if there was another organization or government that could step in between them. Mother would be willing to act as a power backing it, and she was sure that Love and Luck would, too. If Doc could get fair deals, then Trade would also jump on. Invention wouldn’t care one way or the other. War might be the only god who wouldn’t be as followed if it worked, but he might still agree to the idea. If force was needed to quell any problems, then even War might be fine with it. She reached out to the few of her sisters who had the ears of national leaders, giving them an idea of what Doc was thinking. They wouldn’t share it yet, but they could begin to hint at it obliquely. That would help Doc get agreements later, even if he’d never know she helped him with it. Smiling, she looked out the window at the cherry blossoms. This trip was already a good idea.

The carriages stopped in front of an elaborate home that was part of a compound of houses set amidst gardens. Doc helped all of his wives and children out before he turned to see the place himself. He grinned at what he thought of as traditional Japanese architecture. The staff was there, bowing to the family as they waited for orders.

Doc bowed his head to them. “I know we’re outsiders and will make mistakes. We ask that you please tell us if we do. How can we grow if we don’t learn?”

“It is not our place to correct our betters,” the eldest member of the staff said.

Before Doc could try to correct the staff member, a dryad stood in front of the staff. She wore a simple haori, belted lightly at the waist. Her pink hair gave away her origin before she spoke. “Voice, welcome to Edo,” Sakura smiled brightly. “If your family will follow me, I will help you settle in.” She glanced over her shoulder, where the staff had gone to their knees, kowtowing to her. “Dismissed,” she told them in Elvish.

Doc’s eyebrow went up at how quickly the staff backed away on their knees before leaving. “Sakura, thank you for coming to see us.”

Eyes glowing as she looked back to Doc, Sakura bowed low to the family. “Voice, it is my honor to greet you and your family. I will help explain customs that might cause you trouble while you are here. Meiji will be ready to receive you tomorrow.”

“Thank you. Please show us how not to cause offense.”

“First, we’ll go inside, where you take off your shoes.”


Chapter Twenty-eight

March 23, 1888

Doc walked with Rosa and Fiala into the dining room. He was secretly a little giddy because his wives and children were wearing the provided clothing. Kimonos, resplendent with detailed artwork, adorned each of his wives and the older children. He was the only one wearing plain clothing in the entire family.

“Yours was chosen to show deference to the emperor,” Rosa said, as Sakura had mentioned it in passing the night before. “Anyone who goes before the emperor wears the simplest clothing they can.”

“I was wondering. Thank you, Rosa,” Doc said, easing Fiala and Rosa into their spots before sitting on the mat before the low table.

“You’ll be the only one with him?” Lia asked Rosa, looking at the dryad’s plain green kimono.

“Yes, because the wives of the shogun and daimyos will be visiting after breakfast to take the family shopping,” Rosa said. “Sakura has spoken to all of them, and while a few might be abrasive, none of them mean us harm.”

“We’ll verify that,” Petal said, with Sequoia nodding along.

Servants brought food and tea for the three who’d come late to the table. Doc’s lips twitched when he saw what was presented to him: a hand-sized bowl of miso soup, another of plain rice, a small stand holding a boiled egg, and, lastly, a couple of strips of grilled fish. I always thought anime was just yanking my chain about this, Doc thought. And green tea, of course.

Doc bowed his head and said a single word. “Itadakimasu.”

The staff member who had served him was just about to step out of the room, but they turned and bowed to him before closing the sliding paper-wood door.

“What was that, Poppa?” Suzanna asked.

“Roughly, it means ‘thank you for the food,”’ Doc said. “I got carried away with what I was thinking. I’m glad it wasn’t an insult.”

“We just said thank you. Was that okay?” Sophia asked.

“It works, but the people of Nihon are still getting used to outside influence again,” Rosa said. “The last time… was not good. That was when their shamans were purged.”

“You didn’t get any food,” John pointed out softly.

“They know that dryads don’t really eat,” Rosa smiled.

“Can you fill me in on anything that would be helpful today?” Doc asked as he began to eat.

“Emperor Meiji has recently abolished the caste system. It caused some unrest, but the shogun backed him, so no one spoke against it. The second major change was opening the borders of Nihon again. He did it seven years ago, which is why you see the mix of two cultures.”

“Most of the buildings we saw looked new,” Lia said.

“Edo burned not long ago, making rebuilding with new ideas easier.”

“I will want to buy as many books as I can,” Sophia said. “It’ll help my family learn more about Nihon.”

“Your family has a branch that’s lived here for centuries. The Fukuro clan have been the keepers of history since the earliest days of Nihon,” Rosa smiled. “They’ve always been pacifists who record and learn. Only once were they attacked by another clan— that clan suffered terrible luck and misfortune, eventually vanishing from the island. One of the daimyo who will come today is from the Fukuro clan.”

Sophia’s smile grew wide as she listened. “I’ll be eager to speak with them.”

“She is just as eager to speak with you from what Sakura told me.”

“There are more people of mixed heritage than I expected,” Lia said.

“But none of them have risen to a higher station in life,” Rosa said. “Elves live longer and have always been able to rise above the others, which is why most of the wives you’ll see today are elves. A couple are not. Like the Fukuro clan, they are mostly bestial clans who have tried to keep their identity down the ages.” She began to giggle as she glanced at Doc. “No, Doc, there are no panthers in Nihon.”

Doc flushed, not looking up from his food.

“What?” Sonya giggled.

“He was thinking of a book from Earth,” Rosa said. “One where panther bestials were known for being stealth specialists based vaguely on Nihon history.”

“It was a good story…” Doc muttered. “Do ninjas exist here?” he asked to get the spotlight off him.

“Shinobi, and yes,” Rosa said. “They were an offshoot of shamans, and while the shamans were slaughtered, the shinobi survived. There’s a single clan dedicated to preserving that heritage: Iga-Koga. Their daimyo will be with the emperor when you meet him.”

“He won’t be a problem, will he?”

“Sakura assures me that none of the people you’ll meet will attack you, though he will be the only one with magic besides you, Sakura, and myself.”

“Okay,” Doc said.

“These socks are funny,” Elma said when the conversation lulled.

“Tabi,” Doc said. “They’re designed to go with their traditional shoe, the geta.”

“The wooden clogs?” Fiala asked.

“Yep, that’s them. Tabi are shaped like they are to be worn with geta. The divide is where the strap sits.”

“You need to use your toes to firmly hold the geta when walking,” Rosa added. “You’ll understand when you wear them.”

“We’ll manage,” Lia said. “What of the little ones? The streets here are still mostly mud, meaning the prams won’t work well.”

“They have slings, or one of the staff will come with us if needed.”

“We’ll carry them,” Petal said firmly. “With or without a carrier.”

“No need for the staff to help,” Sequoia nodded.

The protectiveness of the two dryads got smiles from the adults.

“Which we prefer,” Fiala said.

“Will the other wives have their children with them?” Sonya asked.

“No. The children and most of their wives stay at their homes. Only the favorite wife of each daimyo came with them. They’re staying in the other residences in the compound.”

“We checked on each last night,” Petal said softly. “No one was threatening. The few who saw me or Sequoia simply bowed to us.”

“Because they still revere Mother,” Rosa said. “Apoc has a foothold, but the temples to him were burned down after the shamans were killed. The island was then closed to all outsiders at that point. The priests who survived their temples burning were sentenced and executed for their actions in helping kill the shamans.”

Doc finished his meal, picking up his cup of tea. “Sakura told them about me?”

“The emperor has always had one of my sisters beside him; Sakura has been the one for Meiji. His love of her tree has been well documented here. You’ll see a lot of artwork depicting cherry blossoms today. But yes, she was the one who brought you to his attention. There was a lot of hope for a Voice to help Mother shine brightly. Knowing you wanted to build relationships with other nations, Meiji was quick to invite you.”

“Why the letter? Why didn’t Sakura just come to see us?” Sophia asked.

“It needed to be done so his people would know he’d acted. If Doc needs to show others that he’s begun to build a gathering, that letter will help.”

“If Sakura came to us, he could be seen as moving without his people,” Lia said. “I take it they spoke before the letter was sent?”

“Yes. Sakura said the meeting was one of the most contentious of Meiji’s rule. While the others weren’t opposed, they’re fearful of what reopening the borders might bring.”

“With good reason,” Doc said softly. “But they won’t let Apoc’s adherents build temples, will they?”

“No. A law was just passed stating that the worship of Apoc or the Darkness is unlawful.”

“Can’t fault them for that,” Doc said.

“Some of the daimyos are worried you might try to push for religious equality like Eastern Emerita has.”

“No. This is their nation. Even if I can do what I’m thinking about, I wouldn’t ask them to do that.”

“That will ease their minds.”

“What are you thinking about, Doc?” Sonya asked.

“A gathering of nations as a new type of government,” Doc said. “It never really worked out right on Earth, but maybe it can here.”

Before anyone could ask more, the door opened, and a staff member informed them that guests had arrived. With everyone done eating, the family went to greet the guests.

It was a decent crowd that waited to meet the family. Doc hadn’t been expecting to see the husbands there, too, but they were. It took a while to get through all the introductions between the families, but they managed it.

The shogun’s wife asked Doc’s wives to go shopping, which Fiala accepted. As the women all began to go, that left only Doc and Rosa with the thirteen men. Each wore the same kimono as Doc, but with a single addition: a clan crest on the breast of their haori. The biggest difference between Earth and here was the men all had full heads of hair instead of what Doc thought of as the traditional topknot.

Two of the men were the ones who seemed to have greater sway over the group as a whole. One made perfect sense, as he was the shogun. The other was a daimyo, but he’d been introduced by his clan name, Iga-Koga, which meant he was the ninja. All of them were looking Doc over, but Rosa had helped dress him, so he hadn’t flubbed his outfit.

“The emperor awaits,” Shogun Yamato Yoshinobu said. “We must attend him.”

Doc heard the words perfectly, because he knew Elvish. Smiling, he focused on replying in the same tongue. “I follow, Shogun.”

Eyebrows rose as they all stared at Doc.

Rosa laughed. “Luck’s Voice has been blessed by her. Why are you surprised?”

“We shouldn’t be,” Jin Iga-Koga said softly. He was the only one not shocked. “Luck brought him to help Mother. She wouldn’t leave him without the ability to do what she wished.”

“I’m glad I can speak your language so fluently,” Doc said. “I wasn’t sure if I would be able to until just now. The dialect is different from that of the Emeritan tribes, but it’s similar enough.”

“I didn’t even think that it might cause a problem,” Yamato said. “But we must go now.”

Doc bowed slightly. “I follow.”

Yamato bowed his head back, and then led the group.

“It is an honor to have a Caretaker with us,” Jin said as he walked just in front of Doc. “Your presence helps ease fears some might have harbored.”

“Doc is not what you fear, Jin,” Rosa laughed lightly. “He is what the Darkness fears.”

Jin bowed his head at that, saying a small prayer to Mother that Rosa was correct.


Chapter Twenty-nine

The group walked sedately toward the gate that would lead them to the imperial palace. The cherry blossoms were blooming, filling the air with their sweet scent. It wasn’t a quick walk to wind through the garden path. When they left the gate and guards on it, Doc was surprised to see a simple street with a bridge directly across from them. The bridge terminated in a grand gate with guards.

The gate into the imperial palace had a dozen guards with naginatas held firmly in hand. Their armor was ornate, but Doc had the feeling it was perfectly serviceable and not just ornamental. The gate wasn’t a simple wall with strong doors— it had a whole structure built into the wall for the gate and guards. Doc caught sight of movement inside the small windows of the building, along with the glint of sunlight off rifles. The imperial palace was well-guarded by modern means as well as older warriors.

A mix of old and new. That fits with what I can remember about the Meiji period, Doc thought.

As the group got closer to the gate, the ground guards went from formal resting to holding their naginatas in a ready position. They took their job seriously, as did the men above them, who’d hoisted their rifles, but didn’t level them over the wall.

“The emperor has called for us,” Yamato announced.

“We know you, Shogun, but not the foreigner,” one of the guards inside the building called down. “Identify him.”

“Luck’s Voice, Doc Holyday,” Yamato said. “Beside him is a Caretaker. None can hide the truth from them.”

Sakura was suddenly beside Yamato. “Open the gate. I attest to who has come.”

“Yes, Caretaker,” the guard inside said respectfully. “Open the gate,” he called down inside the wall.

Doc kept the faint smile on his lips as he waited. It was all theater; none of the men around him looked perturbed or distressed at all. That had Doc curious if everyone who came to the gate was always challenged.

“Yes,” Rosa said softly.

Doc gave her a wink in thanks for answering his silent question.

It took a little while before the gates were opened. Once they were, Yamato led them into the imperial gardens. The plants here were vibrant and in full bloom. Doc was sure that Sakura made sure they were always healthy. They’d taken four steps when Rosa’s gaze snapped to a gardener off to the side, her eyes narrowing for a second before she snorted.

“Please leave the hidden alone, Caretaker,” Jin asked softly.

“I will. It was just unexpected,” Rosa said.

The others shifted nervously, but their gazes went to the gardener who had captured Rosa’s interest. The man was already gathering his things to head away, as if he’d just finished his task.

Sakura appeared beside Rosa. “They are known, and all have been spoken to recently, Sister.”

“Thank you. I am just concerned for Doc’s safety as you are for the emperor’s,” Rosa said.

One of the daimyos frowned at that statement for a fraction of a second.

Rosa had seen his expression and heard his thoughts. “Your emperor is important, but Doc is worth far more to me. Disrespect my husband, and I will not be happy.” Her tone was calm, but Rosa’s eyes were hard.

“Rosa, calm,” Doc said softly, touching her shoulder. “Sorry, she’s just protective.”

Rosa bowed her head when Doc touched her. “Sorry, Voice.”

The daimyo bowed slightly to them and accepted the apology. He didn’t want to upset a caretaker, but he had reservations about Doc. With two caretakers vouching for Doc, one of them being the imperial caretaker, he was doing his best to accept that Doc was what he was supposed to be. But he remembered when the shamans had been slaughtered by Apoc adherents a few hundred years ago. His father had died trying to protect the clan shaman, which is how he’d risen to daimyo.

Sakura was silent but watched everyone, hearing their thoughts. None of them harbored ill intent on Doc, but most were concerned about Meiji’s plans. Today would either see them follow their emperor or be removed from their places for disrespect.

As they traversed the gardens, they saw samurai patrolling the grounds. When they’d crossed paths, the guards stepped aside, bowing to Yamato, who dipped his head back to them. Rosa’s eyes focused briefly on two other staff members tending plants in the garden, but she didn’t stare at them. Doc had seen her focus, though, and was surprised that so many ninjas were on the grounds. He guessed it made sense, especially if they were there to help protect against assassins.

Arriving at the grand palace, Doc was impressed. The building was newish, but held to traditional architecture. However, the materials it was built of made it obvious that it was new construction, which again brought old and new together. Doc followed the others, taking off his borrowed shoes for slippers when they stepped inside.

The inside of the palace was oddly empty. Doc expected to see some staff, but every hall was devoid of them. It was starting to worry him, as he couldn’t think of why it would be so empty.

Rosa touched his arm before she leaned in slightly. “There are staff halls so they can remain unseen.”

Doc nodded, silently thanking her. That eased his fears of a trap. He didn’t think Sakura or Rosa would allow that to happen, but the emptiness had really bothered him.

Yamato led them into the correct room not long after Rosa’s explanation. The emperor was seated at a large table, his court arrayed at their own tables. Yamato and the others bowed to Meiji, and Doc followed suit not even a half-second behind them.

“Come sit,” Meiji said. “We have much to discuss today.”

Rising from the bow, Yamato led them to the table. He took one of the two open seats on the side of the table where the emperor sat. The others went to sit, but Sakura was there to guide Doc to the second seat on Meiji’s side of the table. Doc was sure it was a telling moment for the others, but he wasn’t positive what it meant. His only guess was that he was being placed as near-equal to the shogun. He relaxed when Rosa knelt directly behind him, and was unsurprised when Sakura knelt behind Meiji.

The moment everyone was sitting, women came forward to kneel at the ends of the table with trays in hand. Their elaborate kimonos and painted faces made Doc wonder if they were geishas, but that didn’t feel right to him. Might be his concubines, but they’re making tea, and it looks like a ceremony, Doc thought. Best to emulate the others so I don’t upset anyone.

The ladies whisked water into the green powder they used to make the tea. They only set a wide cup before every third person, which Doc didn’t understand. He didn’t turn his head, as everyone was sitting perfectly still, but he did glance sideways at the court tables. More of the ladies were finishing tea for those tables, too.

When the women all bowed low to the tables, the emperor picked up the cup that’d been placed before him. He took a drink and then set the cup in front of Yamato. Yamato bowed his head, then picked up the cup to take his own drink. When he finished, he set the cup in front of Doc.

Doc picked the wide cup up as the others did. Everyone was moving in unison, so he lifted the cup to his mouth and drank the last of the tea. It was thick matcha tea, far thicker than any he’d ever had before, but he swallowed it before setting the cup down. The ladies slowly came to their knees, collecting the bowls back onto their trays before they rose and left the room. No one spoke the entire time, as if speaking would break the ceremony.

Once the doors shut behind the women, Meiji spoke, “We are gladdened to see our friends again. We also are happy to welcome Luck’s Voice to our table today.”

Rosa gently touched Doc’s back, giving him his cue. “I am honored to sit with you, Imperial Majesty.”

“We are honored that you came when we requested you to speak with us,” Meiji said. “It is vital if our country is to rise in importance to help support Mother in her battle with the Darkness.”

“Mother is shining brightly again,” Sakura said, “but she can always shine brighter.”

“Exactly, Caretaker Sakura. This is why we began the new way for our country to help her. Some of you hold reservations about my choices. We all remember, or have been told about, the great tragedy that saw Father seal the country to outsiders at Shogun Yoshinobu’s request. Today, we will discuss this path and why we must fully embrace it.”

“We just worry that more of those Darkness-damned heretics will again come,” one of the daimyos said.

“We will slaughter them if they do,” Jin said flatly. “No temples of Apoc will be allowed upon Nihon again.”

“Agreed,” Meiji said. “We lost our shamans because of them, and we will not let them infect our nation with their Darkness, but that doesn’t mean we should cut off everyone, either. Luck’s Voice has been here for nearly a decade, and we have given him no aid. He helped our sister nation, Qin, to regain their shamans, and even Tsarrus has shamans again, yet we have none. Our shrines to Mother have been kept whole by the maidens, but they do not have the connection to Mother our shamans did. They dance and pray to let her know of our devotion, but she hasn’t spoken to them.”

“Mother can only speak through her daughters and now, her Voice,” Sakura said. “Ponderosa Pine— or as Doc calls her, Rosa— has been blessed by the gods and Mother. She is Mother’s Voice.”

All eyes in the room went to Rosa with awe shining in them.

Rosa spoke softly. “I am her Voice, but I am Doc’s wife first. Even Mother accepts this.”

That rocked the world of everyone present except Doc, Sakura, and Meiji. Sakura had told Meiji about Rosa in private, weeping tears of joy the day Rosa became Mother’s Voice. The emperor had kept that secret, knowing it would help him secure his court later. His request to have Doc visit was also because he hoped Rosa would come with him.

“Doc can help your shrine maidens connect to the gods,” Rosa said after a pause. “It would be easiest if they were brought to him, as his family won’t be able to visit all of the shrines.”

Doc’s lips pursed when Rosa said that he could help the maidens. He could normally raise a priestess of Luck, but there was a new gift he’d been looking at. He was Luck’s Voice, but she’d offered him a gift that would help broaden the reach of the others. It would be especially useful to Trade and Invention, whose Voices weren’t as outgoing. Hearing Rosa, he knew she was encouraging him to take the gift, so he did. He only hoped the other gods were okay with him doing so.

“This will be done,” Meiji said. “We also wished to speak of trade between your various companies and Nihon.”

“If you want to have trade between us, have your head of trade speak with my wives, Ayla and Sophia. They’ve handled all the business of my companies. A wise man knows how to delegate to those better suited than himself in areas where he lacks knowledge.”

“Wise words,” Meiji agreed. “Very well. Our minister of trade will speak with them.”

“Imperial Majesty,” Yamato spoke up, “we need to discuss your plans for how the country is going to be changed.”

“True. That is part of what we need to discuss. Voices, will you stay and listen? We are open to hearing the wisdom of the gods and Mother.”

“I’m not sure we will speak, but we are happy to stay and offer what help, if any, we can,” Doc said.

“Thank you,” Meiji said. “Before us today is the start of great change…”


Chapter Thirty

March 26, 1888

Ayla and Sophia worked for two days hammering out trade deals with Nihon. It was mostly for raw goods, but also looped in some of the new inventions that Tellsall was creating. The biggest part was Trade and Luck Conveyance, which became the first and only train company in the nation. There was a minor sticking point about bringing in Tsarrus clan dwarves to help build them, but Meiji put his foot down, quashing the people on his side of the deal who balked.

It wasn’t all deals being made, though. The family also got time to sightsee in Edo. This was amusing for Doc, as people stared at them not because of him, but because of Rosa, Petal, and Sequoia. Murmured “Caretakers” made it clear why people bowed and moved aside for them. The dryads smiled the entire time they were out in public, the nostalgia of everyone being kind and respectful reminding them of the days when it’d been only the tribes in Emerita.

The closest shrine maidens were gathered in a nearby shrine, and Doc was asked to speak with them. All of his wives wanted to go, so it became not just a simple trip, but an event. When their request was relayed, it was granted quickly, though none of them understood how it shaped things.

~*~*~

With breakfast over, the family made sure they were ready to go. When the staff informed them that it was time, they made their way out to the porch to find all of the daimyos and the shogun there, along with their families who were present.

“We are ready to escort you,” Yamato said.

“We’re honored to have you all do so,” Doc said.

“It is asked for you and Mother’s Voice to walk beside me,” Yamato said.

“Ceremony,” Rosa whispered softly to Doc.

“Of course,” Doc said smoothly, replying to Yamato.

The family had stayed dressed as natives of Nihon, but they’d still draw the eye of anyone who saw them. As the large group left the gardens and walked down the street toward the temple, it wasn’t Doc’s wives who caused most to stop and look, but the wives of the shogun and daimyo. None of the women had their faces painted in the way that was normal for a noble lady. The time they’d all gone shopping together had seen Doc’s wives healing the noble women from the toxic paints they’d applied to their faces for years. The healing led to discussions about makeup and health. The shogun’s wife had taken the lead, opting out of using the makeup again, going so far as to stop blackening her teeth, as well. That let the daimyos’ wives follow suit without disgrace. The discussion between husband and wives in the days afterward eventually saw the men bow to the wisdom that their wives’ health was important. That might also have been because their wives said that they’d be able to produce a child after the healing, as it had made them fertile. For the few who’d doubted them, Sequoia or Petal vouched for the wife’s words, confirming that they were fertile and causing their husbands to bow deeply in apology.

Silence followed the group until Yamato spoke, “I find myself needing to thank your family, Voice.”

“What for?” Doc asked.

“My wife assures me that she is healthier than when I married her, and that she may have a child within the year.”

“She is fertile,” Rosa said. “If you let Doc heal you, that would ensure it.”

“Which I’m happy to do. Maybe tomorrow?” Doc asked.

“I will present myself at your residence after breakfast.”

“That’s fine,” Doc said. He was trying to get used to the strict formality common in Nihon. It made sense, because he knew that Japan had been very formal in most settings. “I’d be happy to help the others, too.”

“We will be there,” Jin said from behind Doc, his sharp hearing catching everything that’d been said. “Could you do the same for the emperor, his wife, and the concubines?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sure he will be asking to speak with you in the near future, then,” Yamato said. “Your wives doing what they did has been a topic of interest for everyone of station. Have you not received invitations yet?”

“Not that I know of,” Doc said. He glanced back, but his wives were with the women at the back of the group. “Fiala would tell me if we had. Maybe they hesitate to ask before the emperor has been seen?”

“That would make sense,” Yamato nodded.

The conversation ended there, but that was fine with Doc. As they approached the shrine, his lips twitched. Beside the road was a very familiar-looking archway— a torii. Doc had no idea how or why the torii had copied over to this world, but he was amused to see it. Beyond the torii were stone steps leading up the small hill.

Climbing the steps led them onto the shrine grounds. Doc walked with Yamato while he rubber-necked to take in everything. The stone lanterns that lined the path toward the shrine were just like the ones he’d seen in Qin. Doc wasn’t prepared to be taken to a fountain first, but he washed his hands in the cold water, mimicking Yamato.

“To the right is the administration building,” Yamato said softly. “On the left is where the maidens learn the many dances they do.”

Doc glanced at both buildings as they walked down the path, but he was mostly looking at Meiji, his entourage, and the dozen women in matching outfits waiting at the shrine itself. The group stood under an awning near a bell. Beside the awning were two stone dogs that Doc had seen in Qin several times— shrine guardians.

“Voices, welcome to Mother’s Shrine,” Meiji said. “The maidens stand ready to be blessed.”

The twelve women in shrine maiden clothing came to kneel before Doc and Rosa as Yamato had stepped back. Doc smiled at them; they weren’t all young maidens, as a couple of them carried the marks of age. He could make sure they were healthy when they accepted the gift of Luck.

“Maidens, it is my honor to meet you,” Doc said, making sure his gift was used to carry his voice. “Your dedication to your task of caring for the shrines is recognized. You’ve been without shamans to help for centuries now, but today, we change that loss into something new. You won’t be the shamans of the past, but blessed by all the gods and Mother. What this will mean for each of you is unknown, even to me, but I know it will elevate your status beyond what it already is. There are a few steps that need to be done before the blessing can be bestowed.”

Doc paused, and Rosa stepped forward. “Maidens, Mother is pleased with you. I speak as her Voice, so let that sink into your souls. I must first make sure your souls are free of any corruption before you can be healed.”

The women stayed perfectly still, their heads bowed while they knelt. Rosa went from one to the next, using Doc’s gifts to check each for the taint of Darkness. None of the women had been touched, so she was soon standing behind Doc again.

“Your task to care for the shrines and help the people of Nihon and visitors will be with you all your life,” Doc said as he moved forward. “Mother doesn’t ask you to stay a ‘maiden,’ for she is a mother herself. No matter what, you will always be shrine maidens blessed by Mother and the gods. Choose your husbands with care, as your daughters will take up your role, and their daughters after them. You will be neutral in all things, never siding with any in dispute, but offering a safe place for all to come and pray. Any who seek to use a shrine maiden for their own ends will know Luck’s displeasure, along with the displeasure of Mother and the other gods. Let that warning be known across Nihon. The same is true for you— if you fail to remain impartial and neutral, you too will receive the displeasure of those who grant you these gifts.”

The maidens shivered slightly as they listened to Doc. None of them wanted anything but to bring Mother’s light to those who sought them out, but now, they’d be extra vigilant in their mind and actions.

Doc touched the first maiden’s head. “Be healed and blessed.”

The woman gasped as she felt the warmth of the gifts flow into her. “Mother be blessed. May the creators look upon me with kindness.” The words were a whisper as tears flowed from her eyes.

Doc went from her to the next and so on until he finished with the last of the maidens. “You all now have the blessings of not just Mother and Luck, but Love, War, Trade, Invention, and, of course, Wisdom. Let Wisdom guide you in your actions, and let your heart know the love of all who come to you. Guide those who seek to craft or bring wealth to their loved ones. But always praise Mother, whose light shines upon all of us and waits to welcome us back into her embrace. Rise, shrine maidens, and accept the blessings that speak to your soul.”

As the twelve women stood, the sky grew brighter. Everyone looked up to see bright spots of light shining down on them. There were emblems floating encased in light, but those symbols were obviously tied to the gods. Doc and his wives smiled at the lights; everyone else, including Meiji, went to their knees, lowering their eyes until they slowly faded away.

“They’ve blessed you,” Doc said again. “May you always help the souls who come to you for guidance. Each of you will be able to take on three apprentices to train. It will take time for your sisterhood to grow and cover every shrine, but I know you are all capable of it.”

Meiji regained his feet, but he bowed low to Doc. “Voice, we are honored.”

“Imperial Majesty, my family is honored to be welcomed as we are,” Doc replied. He bowed back just as deeply, not wanting to be seen as greater than Meiji.

The twelve maidens stared into the sky as they saw screens that welcomed them, asking them to choose what mattered most to them. A new type of shaman was created that day, one who would be sought to bless people as they came to see them from all over the world.


Chapter Thirty-one

March 27, 1888

Doc expected a summons after his talk with Yamato on the way to the shrine, so he wasn’t surprised when it arrived. Yamato and his head wife came to escort Doc, Rosa, and Sonya to the imperial residence. All of his wives chatted about who should go with Doc, but they agreed on Sonya. Nihon’s relationship with Tsarrus and the clans there had been rocky, but they’d traded before the embargo on foreign ships had become law in Nihon. Having a dwarf meet with the emperor would hopefully be a sign of old relationships being forged anew.

The daimyos had turned up after breakfast to accept Doc’s offer of healing. Doc started with Yamato, then worked through them as they presented themselves. Each had a look of awe on their faces after being healed. Jin looked to be the most affected by the moment, as he’d bowed deeper than the others to Doc. Doc hadn’t wanted to make it awkward, so he didn’t ask. When he was done, the daimyos went home, leaving just Yamato and his wife, Yuna, with them as escorts.

While Doc and Yamato walked ahead of the women, as was the custom in Nihon, the wives talked behind them. Rosa was mostly silent, but Sonya and Yuna were having a discussion about children.

“We’ve tried for centuries,” Yuna said. “We might never have had a child if not for your family.”

“With the new shrine maidens, the whole country might see a boom in childbirths,” Sonya smiled. “The tribes and clans in Emerita and other places abroad have seen a sudden spike of births because of Doc’s gifts.”

“It was awe-inspiring. Feeling Mother touch me so I may have a child… after so many years of prayer…” Yuna’s smile was a touch brittle.

“Mother was not well, but she is now. Glowing brightly, she’s finally able to reach out with help to bless those who ask.”

“I wonder if you can tell me what difficulties might come with having a baby.”

“That’s a long discussion,” Sonya chuckled, “but I don’t mind.”

Doc’s lips turned up into a smile as he listened to the women behind him. He was glad his wives could all speak Elvish. The years of practicing both it and Dwarvish had helped all of them become proficient. The days they’d spent in Nihon helped them better understand the dialect of the island and where it differed from Emerita’s version of Elvish.

“He was very interested when he was informed,” Yamato said as they approached the bridge into the imperial gardens. “Will you be able to assist him and his wife, plus his concubines?”

“It shouldn’t be a problem,” Doc said. “You didn’t have any trouble this morning with it, did you?”

“It was odd feeling the power touch me,” Yamato said. “I know that any doubts I had before are now banished.”

“I’m pretty sure the daimyos were the same,” Doc chuckled. “I’m surprised that they didn’t come with us.”

“Only myself and my wife were summoned with you. I do not think the emperor wants his healing to be seen by everyone. The court will not be in attendance, as it will be an informal meeting with him.”

“Which is an even greater honor for my family,” Doc said.

“Yes. He is treating you as he would a close friend.”

Doc fell silent when they paused to be allowed to cross the bridge. A personal friend of Nihon’s emperor? That might help him later when dealing with the other nations.

~*~*~

They were escorted into a room that was smaller than the last time they were there. It still held multiple tables with half a dozen women sitting at each. The only exception was the one in the middle, where Meiji and a single woman were seated. Empress Haruko was a slight woman, shorter and thinner than most elves. Her face was expertly painted, as were the concubines sitting at the other tables. When she saw Sonya and Yuna without the same makeup, her eyes widened slightly.

Yamato and Doc took the spots directly across from Meiji and his wife, while their wives flanked them. Rosa knelt behind Doc and Sonya, much as Sakura was kneeling behind the emperor and empress. Once they were seated, all four at the table bowed to the rulers.

“We appreciate you coming to see us,” Meiji said. “It has been years since we had a guest in this room outside of a few of the daimyos or the shogun.”

“I was honored to be asked to come speak with you,” Doc said.

“Before we speak, there is the greeting,” Meiji said.

Sakura went from kneeling behind the rulers to beside the table without rising. She set out the tools for making tea, beginning the process of making matcha. A single concubine at each of the other tables did the same. Silence fell as the tea was made, passed around, and drank. When the ceremony was over, the cups were left on the table, but Sakura was once again behind the emperor and empress.

“We asked you to see us because our friends told us of a beautiful gift being given to them,” Meiji said. “A gift we would ask to be bestowed on us.”

Doc smiled, even if he was still having trouble with the royal we. “My wife and I would be glad to help ensure your health and fertility.”

“Why do you not paint your face?” Haruko asked Sonya, cutting into the conversation. “Yuna, why have you stopped?”

“I was taught how harmful the paint is to our health, Majesty,” Yuna said. “The scars, wrinkles, and damaged skin came from it.”

“The base of the skin whitener is made with lead or mercury,” Sonya said. “Those are harmful to anyone, and continued exposure only increases how harmful they are. As you can see, Yuna and I are wearing makeup, though light touches. This makeup is made from plants that aren’t dangerous. One of Rosa’s sisters helped our wife, Fiala, make them.”

“A Caretaker made this new makeup?” Haruko asked.

“Yes,” Sakura said from behind her. “Petal, companion to Fiala Holyday, has worked with her from the start to make this. Mother has blessed the fields they use to grow the plants for them.”

“I have some of it with me. I wasn’t sure if I could gift it to you,” Sonya said.

“We would be honored to accept it,” Haruko said.

“How does the act of healing work?” Meiji asked when a pause came in the conversation.

“Lady Luck,” Doc said, “please help Sonya and I heal our friends who have asked for help.” When he finished talking, he and Sonya extended their glowing hands. “You only need to grasp our hands.”

Meiji took Doc’s hand without fear. When the energy rushed into him, he stiffened slightly. Warmth, relaxing and gentle, filled him and the stiffness eased to comfort. Memories of sitting with his father and learning how to rule came back to him. No tears fell, but the joy from those memories was poignant.

When Meiji took Doc’s hand, Haruko slowly took Sonya’s. The empress’ breath caught when the magic worked on healing her. Sitting with her mother, learning how to be a proper wife, was what she remembered. The fear she had when hearing that she would marry Meiji, but also the happiness when he’d turned out to be loving and caring, washed over her. What brought tears to her eyes was the memory of never being able to carry his child, along with knowing his fear and worry that he would leave the country without an heir.

When Doc and Sonya finished, they gently took their hands back. “You are healed and fertile. I would guess you could ensure four or five pregnancies; then it might only happen once every twenty times.”

Meiji blinked at Doc as he tried to accept what had just been said. “Five children…?”

“More, actually. Sonya and I will increase the fertility of your concubines, too,” Doc nodded. “Easily one each, but likely two or three.”

Haruko dabbed at her tears, her makeup slowly eroding because of it. “An heir… we’ve prayed…”

“Majesty,” Sonya said gently. “Why don’t we go speak privately with Yuna and Sakura? I can give you the gift, and we can fix your makeup while we talk.” Sonya looked at Doc, then the others in the room. “If the others want to come with us, I can do healing for all of you.”

Meiji glanced at his wife before he cleared his throat. “Yes, that might be best. Go attend our guests, Haruko. We will stay here with the Voice and Shogun.”

All of the women followed Haruko out of the room except Rosa, who didn’t move from her spot behind Doc. Once they were gone, Meiji exhaled slowly as if a weight had been lifted off his shoulders.

“Voice, please tell me… are you certain?”

Hearing the personal pronoun, Doc knew this conversation wasn’t formal. “As certain as I can be. You can call me Doc. All my friends do.”

“Doc… hmm… yes. Here, alone outside of my closest friend, you may call me Meiji. Will they be alright?”

“Your wife and concubines?” Doc asked, getting a nod. “As alright as you are right now. No doubt they’ll be overcome with emotion; I saw the hope on their faces when they left.”

“They are all eager to give you heirs,” Rosa said. “Haruko being the chief among them. She has long lamented her inability to give you a child. The weight you carried on that subject was also carried by her.”

Meiji exhaled slowly. “She has always been beside me in my darkest moments. I will make sure she is bearing a child before I go to the others. It is for the best if she has my first heir.”

“Doc,” Yamato said, “you mentioned briefly that the maidens would be able to help others be as fertile. Should we be expecting a sudden influx of children?”

“Yes, but I’m sure that it’ll take a few years before that becomes known. All of you having children will occur first, and that’ll have others seeking how they can also be as certain of children.”

“Nihon owes you a great debt,” Meiji said. “I, as a person and emperor, do, too. What can I— we— do for you?”

“Right now? Nothing. I came to help and to build a legacy for your nation. If you must have an answer today, then please deepen your friendship with Qin. My old world had many nations with deep animosities— your two nations had and continued to carry hatred across generations. The same goes for Tsarrus. Extend friendship to them. The Tsar understands that old feuds need to be let go, all except for one.”

“Apoc,” Meiji said with a nod. “My father gave up when his hand of friendship was bloodied by them. He sealed the country before he passed. My decision to reopen the borders has been debated endlessly, along with the change in how the nation is structured. I’m sure there will be problems, but my closest friends will help me see what could be realized.”

“All change is resisted,” Doc said. “I always hoped to see change without war, but my hopes ended in Emerita. I know that, in time, Apoc and his Pontiffica will need to be dealt with. May I call on you when the time comes to assist with that?”

“My daimyos will go to your aid when you need them. Yamato himself will lead them.”

“We will bring everything we have to your aid,” Yamato nodded.

“It won’t be for years, so until then, love your families,” Doc said. “I missed years of being in my children’s lives; I don’t want you to do the same.”

“Children…” Meiji said softly, a smile coming to him. “I have long wanted them.”


Chapter Thirty-two

March 29, 1888

The day after helping the emperor and his family ensure the continuation of his dynasty, Doc’s family was busy. Part of that was Doc and Rosa going to see a few more shrine maidens who’d arrived from farther away. Three of the previous twelve maidens were still in the city, so Doc had them sit with the new arrivals to help them understand what happened afterward. The eldest of the shrine maidens had questions for Doc, though, so she sat beside him after the ceremony.

“Thank you for speaking with me, Voice.”

“Just call me Doc, please. And your name is?”

“Miku, sir,” Miku replied softly.

“What can I help you with, Miku?”

“The others and I spent most of the day trying to understand the holy text we have seen.”

“Can you read it?” Doc asked, worried that was the problem.

“Of course, sir. All shrine maidens are taught to read and write.”

“I misunderstood the problem, then,” Doc chuckled. “What are you trying to understand?”

“Most of it,” Miku said apologetically.

“Let me help, Doc,” Rosa said. “The cylinder you see on the screen depicts your energy, as you thought it did. It will deplete as you use any of the gifts you choose.”

“We can only do so much before we are empty, then,” Miku murmured.

“It will refill over time.”

Miku exhaled in relief. “That removes the fear that we would fail in our duties.”

“The choices you have aren’t the same as the ones Doc has,” Rosa smiled. “View the screen again.”

Miku closed her eyes as she placed her hands over her heart. “Like this, Caretaker?”

“Yes. Now, slowly look at each option for me.”

Doc sat there, watching his lovely dryad help Miku understand what her life as a shrine maiden now meant. He listened in, but he watched the other maidens, too. It was clear that similar conversations were happening nearby, but without Rosa to assist them.

“Do you understand?” Rosa asked.

“Yes. It all seems so simple now,” Miku said, excitement filling her voice. “We can do so much…” Eyes opening, she stared at Doc with awe. “Voice… thank you.” She bowed, pressing her head into the floor from her kneeling position.

“Don’t kowtow to me,” Doc said softly. “I’m merely Luck’s Voice. You and your fellow maidens shouldn’t bow to anyone like that. You’re vessels of the gods, who need to be kept removed from the troubles of society.” His mind raced as he considered different ways to ensure the maidens wouldn’t be tempted into corruption.

“I’ll go speak with the others,” Rosa said. “A couple of my sisters will visit the maidens who already left for their temples to help them understand.”

“Thank you, Rosa,” Doc said, kissing her cheek before she could stand. When he looked back at Miku, her face was red, and she looked away from him. “Ah, right. Forgive my public display. I come from a far different place than here.”

“Do all Westerners kiss their wives like that?” Miku asked softly.

Doc chuckled at the innocent question. “No. Even Emerita frowns on public affection. My old world, though, was far more tolerant of chaste displays.”

“Chaste? That was chaste?” Miku whispered, her eyes growing wide.

“Uh… yeah,” Doc coughed. “That’s well off-topic, though, so let’s go back to before. How do the shrines support themselves?”

“Donations from those who visit, and the local lord or daimyo.”

“Which would put you at the whims of those who support you,” Doc said.

“They’ve always supported us, as we support Mother.”

“Always?” Doc asked, shocked at that. He thought human nature, even if they were elves, would mean someone would’ve gone beyond propriety at least once.

Miku looked down. “There have been stories of maidens who have been… pressured by a lord, but none since Apoc darkened our shores.”

“I see. How many shrines are there?”

“In the city, there are three.”

“In Nihon?” Doc clarified.

“Oh. I believe it was over a hundred. Not every town has one, but every city has at least one or two. The rest are scattered to try being close enough to towns and villages that people could travel to them within a day.”

Doc knew he’d need Ayla and Sophia for what he was thinking. “We can possibly remove the chance of a lord ever pressuring a maiden again, beyond what you can do to defend yourself from a physical attack.”

“War was very generous with defensive gifts that we could call on,” Miku nodded. “Though they only work for the shrine and ourselves.”

“Which is for the best,” Doc said. “The intent is never for you to be used in war. Shrine maidens should only be sought for prayers.”

“Why are we asked to have one deity as the patron of our shrines?” Miku asked, sidetracking things.

“It’ll help drive people toward specific shrines, but still let you handle prayers for anyone. If your shrine is dedicated to Love, you’ll handle those who seek love the most, but you’ll still be able to bless a business deal if they can’t or don’t want to travel to seek out a shrine dedicated to Trade.”

Miku began to smile, as she could see how effective that would be. Instead of just seeing the closest people at her shrine, others would travel to visit if she was known to favor a specific god. Those who wanted a calmer time could focus on Invention, but those who wanted to have many people pray would focus on Trade or Love.

“Have you chosen your patron?” Doc asked.

“Not yet,” Miku said, meeting his eyes briefly. “Rumor says you met with all the gods. Is that true?”

“‘Met’ is a broad term, but I was briefly in all of their presence once.”

“Can you tell me about them? I will pass your words along to the other maidens. This might help us decide which patron we want to have.”

Rosa came back to them, kneeling on the cushion beside Doc, who was sitting on his instead of kneeling. “They are growing used to the… interface…” She paused on the word, uncertain if it was the right one, before smiling.

“That was the right word,” Doc said, but Rosa had already read his mind. “Let’s see… I’m slightly biased, being Luck’s Voice and married to Mother’s Voice, but they all want one thing: for this world to illuminate the night.” Pausing for another moment, Doc exhaled slowly before speaking again. “Let’s start with War. I’m sure at least a few of the shrines will have him as a patron. He’s a powerful figure.”

~*~*~

As Doc and Rosa walked back to the place they were staying, she giggled. Doc glanced at her before snorting. “Amused, Weed?”

“Yes. You were so cute when you realized everyone was listening to you.”

“It was more the intensity of them staring…” Doc muttered.

“You’ve been doing well with the attention the last few years, so it was different to see you suddenly flustered again.”

“Brat…” Doc grumbled.

Rosa’s eyes blazed as she giggled again. “I am.”

Doc shook his head, but he couldn’t stop the smile that came to his lips. “Do you think they’ll be okay now?”

“Yes. Miku is the maiden of the shrine where we were. I’m sure by tomorrow, she’ll have made her choice. A couple of my sisters are going to the ones who left and explaining everything to them. Sakura is speaking to the one inside the imperial grounds.”

“There’s one there?” Doc asked.

“There has been one there since Edo was established. The shrine is in one of the gardens.”

“Huh… that does remind me, I need to ask to speak with the emperor after I see if Ayla and Sophia can arrange things.”

“They’ll be happy to help,” Rosa murmured. “It’s a good idea, too. It removes the potential for conflict between the shrines and those who have supported them before. I think the emperor will back you.”

“It’ll also give the nation security in their new transport.”

“Using the trains to support the shrines, and only asking the emperor to ensure the trains are not disrupted by others,” Rosa smiled. “You know he’ll agree.”

“Because he feels indebted.”

“Yes. It’ll help ease his mind.”

“Good. Do you think our wives are okay?”

“They are,” Rosa said. “Sequoia and Petal have traded off who is helping them. Why help only the wives?”

“I once read that the Meiji period was known for its prostitution. I don’t think helping more men spawn bastards is a good thing. If I’d thought about it before, I wouldn’t have helped as many of the daimyos as I did. Now, I just hope it won’t be bad.”

Rosa touched his back lightly. “You can only do what you can, Doc.”

“Yeah. Let’s go help our wives with what they’re doing.”

“As you wish, Voice.”

Doc chuckled at her deliberate poke at the title. He loved Rosa and always would, even when she was being a brat, hoping to provoke him to give her even more attention.

~*~*~

The rest of the day was mostly calm. Doc and his wives healed the various nobles, including another pair of daimyo’s wives who’d been able to reach the city. There was one problem that happened just before dinner.

“Voice, there is a daimyo who wishes to speak with you,” one of the staff informed him.

“I’ll be right back,” Doc said as he rose to follow the staff to another room.

The man in the room was seated and sipping tea when Doc entered. He bowed slightly when Doc sat across from him. “I am honored, Voice.”

“How can I help you?”

“I just arrived, and my wife is waiting to see your wives. Ah, manners. I am Shiro Sato.” Sato bowed again.

“Doc Holyday,” Doc replied, returning the bow.

“I heard from the other daimyo that you healed them and helped them be ready to produce heirs. Today, when we arrived, I was informed that you weren’t seeing the men. Since you’ve helped the other daimyo, I figure you would be willing to assist me. Not helping the nobles is understandable— they would just sire bastards that they refuse to claim.”

“I’m not helping any other men become fertile, but I will gladly heal you,” Doc said.

“Why would you refuse me?” Sato asked tightly. “Am I lesser than my peers?”

“No, you’re not lesser.”

“Yet you still refuse,” Sato set his cup down, “which will make me lesser than them.”

Doc paused for a moment— Sato was clearly becoming angry. “Would that then apply to those who aren’t here, too?”

“No. It would only apply to those of us who were denied.”

Sato raised a valid point. It was the perceived snub that would lower his status to the others, but helping him after refusing all the nobles would insult and snub all of those men.

“By helping you, I snub the rest whom I’ve refused today,” Doc said.

“They don’t matter,” Sato said tightly. “They’ve been nothing but mewling sycophants their entire lives.”

“The emperor has changed that.”

“Why do you dishonor my family, Voice?”

“It isn’t about dishonoring your family, Sato. What you ask would mean I’ve dishonored everyone else who came to me and was rebuffed.”

Sato’s jaw set as he rose to his feet. “You leave me no choice. If you wish to dishonor the Sato clan, then I must respond.”

Doc stayed sitting when Sato’s hand had dropped to his katana. He triggered his gifts to avoid being injured, just in case. “You would attack me? How would that help?”

“If you dishonor my clan, then I will repay that slight. Your right hand will be enough.”

His sword had barely begun to be drawn when a cloud of smoke appeared behind Sato. A person dressed in black drew a slender blade across Sato’s neck as they grabbed his hand, forcing his blade back into its scabbard. Doc just gaped at the ninja who had assassinated the daimyo as the arterial blood spray passed through him. With grace, the ninja slowly lowered the dead man to the floor, making him bow to Doc.

“W-what?” Doc finally managed.

“Your life is important,” the muffled, feminine voice came from the figure. “You are protected from all threats while in Nihon; our clan head decreed this.” With another flash of smoke, she was gone.

Doc stared at the body, wondering what would happen once it became known that Sato was dead.


Chapter Thirty-three

Doc sat there, stunned, unsure of what he should do. Before he got up, Sakura and Rosa appeared in the room. “Um… soooo…” Doc trailed off, wondering how to explain things.

“Daimyo Sato took his own life for giving insult,” Sakura said softly.

“What?”

“He gave you offense, and when you told him, he did the honorable thing by taking his own life. Just as he would if he gave grave offense to the shogun or emperor.”

“Doc, it’s alright,” Rosa said gently as she knelt beside him. “I shouldn’t have let you go without me. I’m sorry.”

“No, Rosa. We had no idea,” Doc said as he turned to her. “There haven’t been any threats here.”

“Until he said he would kill you,” Rosa said tightly, clearly upset. “I wouldn’t have been here for you if he’d tried.”

“He wouldn’t have been able to kill me before you got here,” Doc said. “If he drew his sword, I’d have shouted for you.”

Rosa nodded. “Yes, but it wouldn’t stop the fact that I wasn’t here for you at the start.”

“You were helping change Wisdom after her accident,” Doc said, comforting her. “I should’ve waited for you, so please don’t blame yourself.”

Rosa met his eyes, then bowed her head as she leaned into him. “I’ll try.”

“Sakura,” Doc said, holding Rosa. “What the hell happened? Sato was drawing his sword when a ninja came out of nowhere.”

Sakura licked her lips for a moment. “Meiji ordered Jin to make sure you had an unseen guard. Having heard of all the attempts on your life in Qin, we didn’t want the same thing to happen here. Jin ordered his daughter to guard you, giving you the best of his clan, besides himself.”

“Won’t his death cause a problem?” Doc asked.

“No. He committed an offense, then atoned for it,” Sakura said. “It is a lie for his clan to retain their honor.”

“Why?”

“If he tried to attack you, then he committed a crime and dishonored his name. His clan is tied to his name and honor; his entire clan would suffer for it. Rosa told me you would rather innocents not suffer, which is why the story will be that he gave offense, then atoned for it himself.”

Doc frowned, but what Sakura said kind of tracked with what he knew about Japanese customs. Of course, his knowledge was all based on western media from Earth, so he could be wildly wrong. “If we agree that he took his own life, then what?”

“His brother will take the role of clan head and be blessed as daimyo. His wife, who is waiting to see your wives, will be politely shifted to an honorary position, but will no longer be in power.”

Doc hesitated. “I know most women don’t have positions of authority, at least now. Have women never held power here?”

“Long ago, they did,” Sakura said softly. “When the time of wars came across most of the world, the emperor deemed that women should focus on children. The nation accepted that as the only way our people might survive. Empress Haruko has Meiji’s ear, and her words carry weight with him. He wants to see Nihon become as powerful as your nation, and he is willing to change society to make it happen. Haruko and I are helping guide him toward an equal balance of men and women being in charge.”

“What if… what if Sato’s wife was appointed instead of his brother?”

“It would cause an uproar that could cause more friction than is wise right now. You saw how Meiji was barely able to sway the nobles and daimyos earlier this week. Yamato’s and Jin’s support are the only reasons he can even attempt this. If he pushes for more right now… I don’t think it would go well.”

Doc exhaled, his eyes going back to the dead man. “What do we do?”

“Wait here. I will bring those needed to see and hear what happened.”

Doc nodded to her. Sakura was gone the next minute, leaving Doc and Rosa with the corpse. “I’ll need some help later, Rosa,” Doc said softly.

“Of course. I can help you right now.”

Doc pulled back enough to catch her chin with his fingers, lifting her head to meet her eyes. “Briefly.”

~*~*~

They were sitting calmly when Yamato, Jin, and another daimyo were led to the room. The trio paused in the open doorway, taking in the scene.

“Voice, what has happened here?” Yamato asked.

“He took his life after giving offense,” Doc said.

Jin moved in, kneeling just outside the blood pool to check Sato. “He took an honorable death.” If Doc hadn’t been watching, he would’ve missed Jin sneakily pulling Sato’s tanto and placing it under the kneeling man so the blade was coated in blood. “It is sad, but every man must determine if his honor has been tarnished to this degree.”

The other daimyo came in and knelt on Sato’s other side. Gingerly, he eased the dead man up a fraction to see the cut and knife. Placing him down with care, he nodded in agreement with Jin.

“A pity, but so be it,” Yamato said. “We will have his body removed. His family will be informed of his death.” He then bowed to Doc. “On behalf of the emperor, we apologize for any offense that may have been given that you felt wasn’t removed.”

Doc shook his head. “There is no dishonor or offense. I’d rather have settled this without the bloodshed, but that didn’t happen.”

“I will stay here until the body is removed,” Jin said.

“We will report to the emperor,” Yamato said, motioning the other daimyo to follow him.

“Jin,” Doc said softly after the others left. “Thank you.”

“Your life is important, and my daughter told me the truth. You did nothing to warrant his actions, but Sato was always a bit hotblooded. It is sad, but also a boon. Sato would object to what will come in the future. His brother is more pliant if his position isn’t threatened. It is better that it happened this way. His family and clan will retain their honor. If I had to remove him in a decade, they would not have.”

“Her coming and going is a type of magic, isn’t it?” Doc asked.

“It is. In the ancient days, a shaman founded my clan as a safeguard for the emperor. We aren’t shamans, but we have trained our magic to do what we do. It is a closely guarded clan secret.”

“Give her my thanks,” Doc said softly.

“I will. She told me you sat calm and undisturbed the entire time. Few could do so when threatened.”

“He’d never have been able to kill me. If he’d drawn his blade completely, Rosa would’ve killed him when I called for her.”

Jin glanced at Rosa. “We heard of how the Caretakers went to war. Never before have they acted so overtly. Mother values your life above all others. Sakura has made that clear to Meiji. It is why we were ordered to safeguard you. What would have happened if he had killed you?”

Rosa began to tremble, and Doc pulled her onto his lap, much to Jin’s shock. “Rosa would have killed him, if not others. Then, Luck would have brought me back to life.”

“The stories about the music hall are true?” Jin’s eyes widened.

“That wasn’t the only time she’s had to bring me back,” Doc said softly. “Rosa doesn’t react well when I am injured, and when I die, it’s worse.”

“No one is allowed to harm you,” Rosa said thickly, her voice tinged with anger.

“Shhh… it’s okay, my love,” Doc whispered, rocking her in his lap. “No one’s hurt me. I am safe.”

Rosa relaxed in his arms. “I know. I must thank her for doing what I should have done.”

“I will inform—” Jin started, but cut off when Rosa vanished from Doc’s arms.

“She’s already gone. I hope your daughter is prepared for that,” Doc said.

Jin stared at Doc for a long moment before shaking his head. “I hope so, too.”

Rosa was beside Doc a minute later, looking happier. “She is very humble.”

“She is,” Jin agreed.

The sound of people arriving got the trio to look at the closed door. A couple of servants stood there with Lia and another woman. Jin turned and explained what happened to the woman with Lia.

“I told him not to,” the woman whispered. “He never listened to me.”

“Ma’am, I’m sorry,” Doc said.

“No, Voice. My husband did what was needed if he gave offense. Please, be at peace,” she bowed to him. “My clan holds you no ill will.”

“Come with me,” Lia said, gently touching the bowing woman’s shoulder. “Let’s talk privately while they gather your husband for you.”

“Yes. Thank you,” Sato’s widow said, following Lia away.

Jin motioned the servants to wait. “Voice, if you wish to depart, they will have to clean up after moving him. I will stay and make sure everything is handled.”

“Thank you,” Doc said, rising to his feet.

Doc left with Rosa. He was still disappointed that things had gone as they had, but he couldn’t change them. Rosa gently pulled him into another room, sitting with him in silence until his mind settled.

“Thank you, Rosa.”

“Always, husband,” Rosa whispered. “You did nothing wrong. Don’t blame yourself. I spoke with Sakura, and she agreed with your logic. Sato pushed against propriety, and in the end, he killed himself, even if that came at another’s blade.”

“Did you know she was watching us?” Doc asked the question that’d bothered him.

“Yes. Petal spoke with her when she first came to watch over you.”

“Petal? Not you?”

“I was beside you. It would’ve been questioned.”

Doc snorted, then kissed her cheek. “Is she okay?”

Rosa giggled. “I startled her, but she was fine. She was honored to speak with me. I gave her a small blessing in payment for guarding you.”

“Let’s go find the others. We can help them finish with the nobles.”

“As you wish, Voice.”

Doc chuckled. “Stole that out of my head, and you’re going to keep using it, hmm?”

“Because I love you, yes.”

Doc pulled her into his arms and kissed her softly. “I can accept that.”


Chapter Thirty-four

June 5, 1888

The family left Nihon the day after the incident. Mostly, it was because the ship was ready to sail back for Emerita, but it was partly because Doc didn’t want to cause another situation. There was no grand send-off— Rosa had told Sakura, who advised the emperor against it. The children were sad to go, as they’d been free of school for the trip, or at least structured learning. Sequoia and Petal had still taught them some of the history of Nihon.

When they arrived back home, they quickly got caught up on news from while they were away and visited their friends again. Doc and Fiala, though, planned for the trip to Dussle, as that was only a couple of months away. They got help from Carnegg for the trip when they would cross into Eastern Emerita. Andy had been happy to supply a private train car for them from the junction of the Emeritan borders all the way to Yorky. David offered up his manor just outside Yorky City for their layover until the ship would sail for Dussle.

The trip went smoothly from Furden to the border of Eastern Emerita. Their stop was in Aire, but the train depot had a hotel, so they never had to leave during their stopover. When Carnegg’s train pulled in, that was when people realized that Doc and his family were there. Most of the railroad staff were respectful, but some of the passengers openly criticized Doc and his family. Thankfully, they didn’t have to hear the vitriol for long, as they were swiftly aboard the train and sequestered for the entire trip to Yorky.

The older kids started asking questions— they’d never experienced the hatred they’d been briefly exposed to. Doc and his wives did their best to help them understand, but it was a massively complex, tangled ball of hatred to try to unravel.

Because the trip was going through spaces where Rosa, Petal, and Sequoia needed collars or would be free game to be captured, Fiala had symbolic collars made that no one would question if inspected. As she’d explained to Doc, it would cause less trouble while they traveled. Doc hated it, but he understood why it was a good idea.

The conductors were very respectful to Doc’s family, but ended up very busy with word of their presence having spread. They stationed two men at the entrance as security, stopping people from trying to board the private car. Some were just curious, some hopeful to meet Doc, but at least a dozen were angry, bitter men who wanted violence. Rosa stepped out once to assist when a man brandished a gun; Doc then healed the conductor who’d been shot during the scuffle.

~*~*~

Arriving in Yorky City on the morning of June 5th, the family felt the tension of the trip. The three days from Furden to Yorky had been a massive shift in tone. The first day and a half was the same calm they’d grown used to, but from Aire to Yorky, it’d been a shock. Doc was grateful that Carnegg had arranged for security to meet them at the station and get them to waiting vehicles.

The motorized carriages distracted the children from everything else. Doc was actually surprised to find three vehicles waiting for them. The cars reminded him of pictures of the earliest chauffeured car he remembered. The family was quickly loaded up, with promises of their luggage to follow. That got them away from the station without more trouble.

Sitting back in the car, Doc had Fiala cuddling by his side while he held Peter. Rosa and Suzanna sat across from them, with Suzanna staring out the windows in amazement. Furden had become a city, but Yorky was a major city that’d grown up and out, with high rises becoming commonplace.

“How do they stay up?” Suzanna asked.

“Steel construction,” Doc said. “I can’t explain it all because I’m not an engineer. This will become the norm for Emerita in the future, at least for businesses and apartments in major cities.”

“There’s too many people,” Fiala said. “I think Furden’s gotten crowded, but this is extreme.”

“Agreed,” Rosa sighed. “They kept some green spaces, but the rest is becoming all metal and glass.”

“Progress,” Doc said. “That’s what it’s called. You can see the old and new side by side right now, but in ten or twenty years, it’ll all be new. Horses will be gone, replaced entirely by cars. The subway system will be starting up, and that’ll eventually become the main means of travel inside the city. I think Andy and David have already been working on that. They have competition with the current elevated tram system, but that doesn’t hold up against the subway.”

Suzanna stared at Doc, forgetting about outside. “Subway?”

Doc smiled at his daughter. “An underground tram that crisscrosses the city. You go down to the tunnels, pay your fee, then board to get whisked along to your destination. It makes transit far faster as the city gets busier on the streets. Up here, they’ll put in signs and lights to help direct traffic. Pedestrians will be shunted to concrete walkways— sidewalks— to help keep accidents between them and cars from happening all the time.”

“I’m relaying this to my sisters, who are sharing it with the others,” Rosa said when Doc paused. “They’re just as fascinated.”

“Thank you, Weed,” Doc said.

“It all sounds fantastical to me,” Fiala said softly. “But here we are in a car, driving down a street with giant buildings all around us. I’d have thought you were crazy if you’d told me this a few years ago.”

“I get that,” Doc chuckled. “Earth was like that, too, dear. You aren’t alone in that feeling.”

“But, Poppa… aren’t cars expensive?” Suzanna asked.

“Right now, yes. In… umm… I think it was 1910-ish…? A company began to use an assembly line to make them cheaply. By 1920, they were cheap enough that they were becoming the normal vehicle. David’s looking to preempt that. I wouldn’t be surprised if these were made by a company David owns.”

“They were,” Rosa said after a second. “Rema is letting him know that we are heading for the manor.”

“Dryad communication; nothing will ever beat that,” Doc chuckled. He glanced out the window and grinned. “Helloooo, lady.”

Everyone turned to look, but all they saw was a statue holding a torch aloft.

“Who is she?” Suzanna asked.

“Lady Liberty,” Doc said. “I can only comment about Earth’s version. She was a gift from France, or Gaul. It took years for her to be assembled where she stands now. I wonder if she’s standing on a broken chain, but I doubt it, as slavery wasn’t a thing here. The dedication written on her had a part that became known around the world: ‘Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, the wretched refuse of your teeming shore. Send me these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me, I lift my lamp beside the golden door!’ She welcomes immigrants to the country while they look for the dreams of a better life.” He looked at the torch and frowned. “They haven’t lit the torch yet. Pity.”

“It actually lights up?” Suzanna breathed in awe.

“It was electric lights inside, plus giant spotlights outside,” Doc said. “Not an actual flame.”

“Oh…” Suzanna lost some of her awe, but still stared at the statue.

“Did your world accept immigrants?” Fiala asked.

“Yes… but really, no. They were treated as second-class citizens or worse. We always spoke of acceptance and tolerance, but humanity isn’t great at actually showing that to others. But Liberty was a beacon for those who came over. Ellis Island, the one to the side there, is where they’d take immigrants in and process them.”

“But you hope Emerita does better than your world did,” Rosa said.

“I’ll always hope that we can do better here. One day, we might actually manage it.”

The conversation fell off for a few minutes, but Suzanna began to ask Doc about other bits of his old world. Rosa added some from the other cars, too, which helped them pass the time while they got closer to David’s manor.

~*~*~

Doc was surprised to see templars inside the walled manor when they arrived, but also glad to see them. The people he was even happier to see greeted them when everyone was out of the cars.

“Holydays, it’s always good to see you all,” David grinned. “Didn’t think I’d let you go to Dussle without me, did you?”

“We’re always happy to have friends along,” Fiala smiled.

“Sister, you look radiant,” Rosa said to Rema, who beamed at her.

“Thank you, Sister. David has been a very attentive husband.”

“Let’s go inside,” David said. “Andy and I were hoping to chat with you for a bit, Doc.”

“Sure,” Doc said.

Rema and the staff led everyone but Doc and Rosa away to get them situated. Doc and Rosa followed David and Andy Carnegg to a parlor; the maid on duty poured drinks for them before leaving the quartet to talk alone.

“Didn’t expect to see you, Andy,” Doc said.

“Unlike David, I’m not going to Dussle, but I did have some questions for you,” Carnegg said, taking a sip of his cognac.

“Always happy to help a friend.”

“For which I am very grateful. You and David made it possible to become the steel magnate I am now, plus having a controlling interest in rail in Eastern Emerita. Your advice about the Vanders helped me take most of their company when their family head died a few years back. His daughters were delighted to have my help in court to break the old will.”

“Umm… what advice?” Doc asked, suddenly uncertain about what he might’ve said.

“You mentioned he had Yorky rail locked up, but his death would give me a chance to break that hold. I did because of the atrocious will he left behind. Thank Wisdom for a Sagesse on the bench. Any other judge might’ve been paid off by the Vanders, but you can never buy a Sagesse.”

“They hold to the law,” David chuckled. “It’s almost as if they’ve always venerated Wisdom.”

“They venerate her far more now,” Carnegg laughed. “I’ve spoken to a few at social events, and they all ask me about Doc. It’s known that you talked with Wisdom, and they’re fervent to know what she said. However, over the last year, that’s calmed down shortly after the chief justice returned from his trip.”

“Give it twenty years, and Wisdom’s Voice will no doubt be known to everyone,” Doc said softly.

“Very true,” David grinned. “The reason Carnegg and I wanted to talk was about the subways and cars…”

The conversation went on until dinner. Carnegg told stories of the great shows his music hall had put on, and after dinner, a phonograph was brought out to play some of it for the children. The children, though, weren’t really interested, as it wasn’t as lively as Heather’s music. That made Doc chuckle— his children were already fans of rock and not classical. Far ahead of the curve, but the whole world would be advancing much quicker than Earth had, and Doc hoped he could help it be a better place than Earth ever was.


Chapter Thirty-five

June 8, 1888

The two days at the estate were mostly nice. The weather was pleasant, and David had a swimming pool for them to enjoy. It was even better for the kids— they got to run and play, something they hadn’t been able to do on the trains. Everyone encouraged them to enjoy the freedom, as they’d be on a ship for at least a week.

There were some questionable moments at the manor, and one terrible incident. Word of Doc’s family had made it through the city, and people knew David was tied to them, so a few adventurous people came out; the templars caught them when they tried sneaking over the walls. The local police chief wasn’t happy, but he took them in for trespassing. That same chief was even less happy when he was rousted late on the night of the seventh because of a death— a zealot had snuck onto the grounds and wounded two templars before he was killed. Doc healed the templars enough to save them, dulling their pain until after the police came and went, then he fully healed them. David agreed with Doc that he’d want to see a different police chief in place with the election later that year.

The morning of the eighth, after a quick breakfast, the motorcade left the estate. A fourth car had been added on because David and Rema were coming with them, making the spectacle even more impressive. Most people stopped to stare, firstly because cars weren’t exactly commonplace, but mostly because four identical cars following each other was odd. Doc had advised his wives ahead of time to draw the curtains on the windows, hoping to conceal that it was them traveling until they reached the docks. The last thing he wanted was a riot in the middle of the city.

Luckily, nothing bad happened, and they were able to reach the docks safely. Getting out of the vehicles, Doc was glad the luggage had gone ahead of them. As it was, they drew every eye in the area. Men and women in expensive suits and dresses all turned to face them to see who the important people were. When Doc was recognized, the division in the crowd became clear. Those who disliked or hated him turned their backs, walking away from the area, but others stared in intrigue. Some even grinned as thoughts of being able to talk to one of the wealthiest men on the planet danced through their heads.

A couple of men pushed through the crowd to come to a stop in front of Doc, but Rosa was in front of him in an instant. They stopped dead before one of them pulled out a card case. “Mister Holyday. Sam Tinker, Pinkertons, sir.”

Rosa stepped aside, having looked into both men’s minds. “They don’t mean you harm, Voice.”

“I would be shocked if they did; it’d ruin their business,” Doc said. “Though I know my companies have never employed them the way others have.” Doc accepted the card, looking it over before he pocketed it. He looked back up at the man with floppy hound ears. “How can I help you, Tinker?”

“We’ve been hired to escort you and your family on, sir,” Tinker said. “The director’s waiting to speak with you.” He looked to the side where another pair of Pinkertons was addressing David. “Mister Roquefell is being invited, too.”

Doc looked over at his family, then nodded. “Looks like we’re ready.”

“This way, sir,” Tinker said.

Tinker and his three associates made a lane for the family and David to follow them. Even those who seemed to hate Doc watched with raised eyebrows when four of the Pinkerton agents stopped people from boarding, then claimed the family to lead them to the gangway. Tinker continued to lead them up while the other three took up stations at the bottom of the gangway.

At the top of the gangway, two more men were waiting. One of them wore a captain’s uniform, while the other was in a suit. Tinker addressed the men as they came onto deck, “Captain Albers, Mister Bullun, the Holydays and Roquefell, as requested.”

Bullun stood taller and broader than the captain, but wore a bright smile. Captain Albers stood with the rigidity of a military man, his expression neutral.

“It is an auspicious day to have a supposed Voice on my ship,” Albers said. “The crew will do their best to make sure you aren’t harmed.”

“My sisters and I will ensure it,” Rosa said. “Your men can help keep the peace.”

Albers jerked a little, looking at Rosa before he gave a small, stiff bow and stalked away.

“Rosa?” Doc asked.

“He was hoping someone would slip past his men, harming you regardless of what he said,” Rosa said. “While he won’t act directly against you, he won’t go beyond what is required to help you, either.”

“A pity,” Bullun sighed. “He is a gifted captain, but he is an admirer of the namesake of the ship.”

“We didn’t see the ship’s name,” Fiala said.

“My apologies. First, let me introduce myself. Alvont Bullun, director of the Dussle-Emerita Line. The company was created at the behest of then-Prince Albert, now Kaiser Albert. This ship, the first of the coming fleet, is the SS Fürst Bismarck, named after the previous chancellor.”

“A powerful name for a ship,” Doc said.

“Indeed. Please follow me. Your family has three of the best cabins we could arrange, and another for you, Mister Roquefell. Besides the company wishing to speak business with you in Dussle, many other companies will be hoping to get time with you when you arrive, outside of the scheduled meetings with the Kaiser.”

“I’ll be happy to talk to them,” David said. “Doc isn’t one for business, but his wives are my equals in business deals.”

“We’re good, David, but not that good,” Ayla chuckled, Sophia joining her.

“I believe you are,” David said.

“I’ll make sure to inform those seeking meetings,” Bullun said. “We do hope your journey on the Bismarck is one of comfort. A kind word from your families will help elevate the reputation of our fledgling business.”

“I’ll give my honest opinion at the end of our voyage.”

“That is all we can ask,” Bullun said. “Your families are in first class, naturally, but I thought you might enjoy a tour of the ship before we allow everyone else to board.”

“Please,” David said.

“We’ll start in steerage, or third class,” Bullun said, heading for the stairs down.

Doc remembered his brief interest in steamers because of the Titanic. The Bismarck was similar, though not as large, but it carried a lot of the same ideas. Steerage would be tight, cramped, and unpleasant for any length of time, but they could go to the deck to walk around. Second class was up a level and pleasant enough and had some amenities that steerage didn’t, like a salon and smoking room. First class was the extravagant excess that Doc thought it would be: crystal chandeliers, hardwood décor, and satin cushions. It had everything the ultra-wealthy would want. Dining rooms with fine china, a gambling hall, and other diversions would keep them busy during the voyage.

The cabins were large, with two king beds, a stand-up shower, and a dressing table. It also had an attached sitting room so someone could have guests without having the bedroom exposed. Each of the rooms also had a maid on staff. Bestial women clad in black uniforms and crisp white aprons greeted them. Rosa, Petal, and Sequoia each took a cabin and had a brief chat with the maids.

“There is a sendoff ball this evening,” Bullun said.

“We’ll be there,” Fiala smiled.

“Good day,” Bullun said, bowing before he left them to their rooms.

“We’ll be happy to watch the children,” Petal said.

“We can’t go?” Suzanna asked.

“Not tonight,” Lia said. “We need to make sure the others will be civil first.”

“Okay…” Suzanna sighed.

“Let’s get things organized,” Fiala said. “Lia, you and Doc. Sonya and I are in the next room, and Ayla and Sophia are in the last. We each have our dryads this way. It should be at least a week-long trip.”

“Less,” Rosa said. “Bullun was holding back about why he believes the company will become well-known. This ship has twin screw propellers that should make it faster than many believe. It’s estimated that it will take less than six days.”

“That’ll raise eyebrows and get chins wagging,” Ayla said. “If they can do it, we’d be fine to invest a little.”

“For now, let’s get our cabins in order and begin coordinating for tonight,” Fiala said. “Petal, Sequoia, would you like to take the children to the deck after we leave dock?” She gave her daughter a smile. “I saw your smile when we walked it. You’ve enjoyed your time on ships.”

“I have,” Suzanna agreed. “Thank you, Momma.”

Fiala kissed her head. “Maybe we can bring you all along for the next ball, okay?”

“Okay!” Suzanna beamed.

The wives split apart to go to their rooms, except for Lia. She had the maid pull a collection of dresses before she went to Fiala’s room to coordinate for the evening. That left Doc and Rosa with all the children in Doc’s cabin. Doc didn’t mind at all; he happily sat and played with them on the floor. Rosa joined in, mostly making sure none of them snuck away.

Doc wasn’t sure how the trip would go, much less what their welcome to Dussle would be like. He just hoped his children wouldn’t have to deal with any hatred or violence during the trip. They were kids and shouldn’t be exposed to that, but he knew they probably would be. If nothing else, on the return trip, they will be, Doc thought. Sometimes, it feels like for every step toward a better future, there are four steps toward animosity and hatred today. Banishing the negative thoughts, he focused on his children. He’d love them with everything he had, hoping it would help shield them from the rest of the world.


Chapter Thirty-six

The ship left in the early afternoon, so Doc and the dryads took the children out onto the deck to watch. They all pointed at the Statue of Liberty, which made Doc wonder what she was named in this world.

“Ah, I thought you might be out here,” David said, joining the family with Rema.

“The others are giving us a wide berth,” Doc chuckled softly.

“They’re afraid of approaching us because of me and my sisters,” Rosa murmured. “They know the dryads helped win the war, and they’re leery of upsetting us, even collared as we appear to be.”

“For the best,” Doc chuckled. “David, what did they name the statue here?”

“Lady Liberty. She’s been in the works for a couple of decades and has been on Emeritan soil for five years. Carnegg and I helped fund getting her built before the war. Gaul wanted to snub Avalon, so they gave that to the country that helped shatter Avalon’s empire. Those two nations will never be allies.”

“They became allies on Earth,” Doc said, “even if they did continue to snipe at each other.”

“Gaul is the home of proud people. When they heard we were actually building her,” he motioned at Liberty, “they started on their own monument.”

Doc chuckled. “Oh? What and where?”

“It’s a tower set at one end of what translates to ‘War’s Fields.’ There’s been a lot of backlash against it by the artists there.”

Doc’s lips twitched. “It’ll be an iconic monument for the ages.”

“I thought so, too, which is why I’m backing it discreetly. The lead engineer is the one who helped build Lady Liberty.”

“Eiffel?”

“Hmm? Close. Fiffel is his family name, though his given name is Gustav, after his grandfather. He was very happy to have my backing. He’s one of the few who knows I am backing the project.”

“War’s Field? I’m surprised the Pontiffica let that name stand.”

“The church tried to rename it twice, but the citizens refused to accept a new name. I did say they are a proud people.”

“Even on Earth, they’re very proud of their country and history,” Doc chuckled.

“Are you prepared for the ball this evening?” David asked.

“Prepared for the swarm there to either insult or suck up to me,” Doc snorted. “No. It’s not what I’d prefer, but I also know that I need to be seen socially, especially if I want to start getting nations to band together.”

“It’ll be rough for us,” David said. “Rema and Rosa beside us will have people trying to paint us as deviants.”

“Idiots…” Doc sighed. “Love’s never a bad thing.”

“Just be aware that slights in that regard will be made, more so for you and your diverse family. I know at least three Avalon lords are on the ship with us. Those three are devoted to Apoc and their church’s views.”

“We’ll just have to see what happens,” Doc shrugged.

“Doc, I need to go get ready,” Rosa said. “Fiala wants all of us to be dressed as equals.”

“That’s fine, my love. Go ahead. Come on, kids. Let’s go back to playing games.”

~*~*~

Doc gave all of his kids hugs before he left his room to meet his wives for the ball. Knocking on the door of the room Ayla was using, he gave the maid inside a nod when she opened it. Ayla, Sophia, and Lia stood there in their dresses, smiling at him. All of them had green dresses on, which was odd because they normally wore different colors.

“Good evening, ladies. Are you ready?” Doc asked.

“We are,” Lia said. “Go get the others.”

Doc’s lips pursed in thought, but he went down the hall to knock on Fiala’s door. The maid opened it for him to find Fiala, Sonya, and Rosa, all again in matching green dresses.

“Hmm… is this a statement I should know about?” Doc asked.

“Not exactly,” Fiala said. “Green works for all of us, though we did want to create a cohesive look.”

Doc stepped back, looking at the three in the room and the three who’d come into the hallway. “You did a good job there. The only deviation is Sophia’s feathers.”

Sophia touched her feathers. “Are you—?”

Doc went to stand in front of her, placing a finger lightly on her lips. “Stop, my love. They’re beautiful and wonderful. I wouldn’t change a thing about you. I was just making an observation, not a critique.”

Sophia’s eyes moistened, and she ducked her head. “Okay…”

Doc gently caught her chin, lifting her head to gently kiss her. Sophia let out a happy sound as she kissed him back. When he stepped back, Lia touched his shoulder and took his place to kiss Sophia. One by one, everyone stepped in to kiss her. Her face was flushed by the time Rosa stepped back, the last of them to kiss her.

“Now,” Doc said, “let me escort you to the ball.”

Sophia took his offered arm, and the others all paired up as they headed for the grand ballroom. She glanced back to smile at the others, making her giggle when she saw Ayla holding Lia’s arm. She gave her best friend and lover a wink before she frowned. When she looked at Doc’s other side, she saw Rosa and grinned. “I’d wondered where you’d gone, Weed.”

“I will stand beside him all night, mistress,” Rosa said softly. “I don’t trust some of those aboard the ship, so I will not leave his side.”

“And we thank you for it,” Sophia said.

Doc stayed quiet. He knew Rosa would do everything she could to save him if needed. All of his wives had his gifts, though, so anyone trying to target them would be hard-pressed to hurt any of them. That eased the worry he carried for them, but it would never erase the fear.

The grand ballroom was down the atrium staircase. There was a steward on duty there to check them against the first-class passenger manifest. He was shocked to see seven people approach him as a group, and even more because two sets of them were women linking arms. When he heard who it was, he checked them off before motioning them on, but he kept watching them until David and Rema came up a minute later.

The group coming down the stairs got attention from the entire room. Hushed conversations sprang up immediately as people took who was with whom as rumor fodder. Bullun met them at the bottom of the stairway to greet them.

“Holydays, so glad you could make it to the ball. The ballroom is open, as are the smoking and gambling rooms adjacent to it. The ball will start in an hour with dinner afterward, so you can enjoy the moonlit ocean view.”

“Thank you, Bullun,” Doc said. “I’m sure the evening will be memorable.”

“That’s our hope,” Bullun said.

Doc led his wives farther into the room as David came down to be greeted. It wasn’t hard to pick up the gossip as the family moved among the socialites. Most were still gossiping about how Doc’s wives had paired off, but a couple were making catty remarks about Rosa. Rosa just smiled brightly; she could easily hear their whispers, and nothing they said bothered her at all.

A severe-looking man intercepted them abruptly, making Doc stop before he ran straight into him. “Holyday, yes?” The Avalon accent was the polished one associated with the nobility, and that put Doc’s hackles up instantly.

“It depends. It’s considered rude to demand another’s name without first giving your own,” Doc said.

“Hugh Childs, Home Secretary for Avalon.”

“Doc Holyday,” Doc said in return. “A pleasure, sir.”

“Not as such,” Childs said stiffly. “I just wished to ascertain if you are ever planning to visit Avalon.”

“Maybe one day, but not anytime soon,” Doc said. “I doubt your countrymen would want me to visit.”

“Indeed, they would not. Very good. Keep your heretical ideas off our shores.”

“You can’t stop ideas, sir,” Doc said politely. “Anyone who wants to stop people from thinking for themselves are tyrants who are doomed to failure.”

Childs’ lips drew up briefly in a snarl before smoothing. “I would expect a man without class to say so. Good day.”

Doc watched him go before snorting lightly. “That was the politest snub I’ve ever gotten, I think.”

“Excuse me, if I might introduce myself?” Another man approached with his wife. “I am Lord Aldofo Hamburg, and this is my wife, Altina.”

“A pleasure,” Doc said, wondering what the man would say. Though the odd accent reminded him of German, it also wasn’t. “Doc Holyday, my wives; Sophia, Rosa, Fiala, Sonya, Ayla, and Lia.”

“A large family,” Aldofo chuckled. “I wondered if you had a moment to talk about railroads and how they might improve life in Dussle?”

“If it’s a business discussion, you’d be best served to speak with Ayla and Sophia. They handle business for my family and all my businesses.”

Altina perked up at that, giving the women appraising looks. “They don’t just take care of your family and social events?”

“No, though Fiala does excel in that field, along with her makeup business.”

“I would love to discuss that,” Altina said. “I find the paint wears on me during the evening.”

Fiala gave Altina a bright smile. “Let’s step aside from our husbands to talk.”

Doc was left with Ayla, Sophia, and Rosa, while the others went with Altina. Aldofo looked after his wife with raised eyebrows for a moment before turning back to Doc.

“We should go to the smoking room or one of the balconies to talk,” Aldofo said. “If you don’t mind?”

“A balcony would be lovely,” Rosa said.

As they crossed the atrium toward one of the glass doors to the balcony, Aldofo spoke up, “When the Kaiser told me you’d be visiting, I had no idea we’d meet on the trip.”

“Are you one of the friends he wanted to introduce me to?” Doc asked.

“I’ve known him for years, but ever since his trip to Western Emerita, he has been far more pointed in his goals. What he did with Frika is still being debated, and his dismissal of Bismarck as chancellor has made even more waves. To be fair, the pair never got along, so keeping Bismarck as chancellor wasn’t going to work.”

Doc grinned as he listened. Maybe tonight wouldn’t be all bad— he’d had his worries after Childs’ snub, but now, he had hope. As they were about to step outside, Doc spotted David and waved him over. If Aldofo wanted to discuss business, it was best to have Trade’s Voice in on things.


Chapter Thirty-seven

June 14, 1888

The cruise was thankfully peaceful. Besides rumors and snide comments from some of the socialites and nobles, nothing happened to cause distress. Doc did get the chance to make a few connections that he hoped would yield results in the coming years when he visited the other nations. The strongest one had been with Lord Aldofo Hamburg, which would strengthen his influence in Dussle.

It wasn’t just Doc helping make connections, though, as Lady Altina Hamburg switched from using the old heavy-metal makeup to Fiala’s makeup. With Altina spreading the news to her friends the next day, more ladies began to seek out Fiala and the others to talk about healing and makeup. As the cruise continued, it was easy to see where the first-class passengers’ alignments fell by appearance alone.

Rosa did let Doc know that a single crew member went overboard in the middle of the night. The man had tried to sneak into Ayla’s room with a weapon, but before he got the door open, Sequoia subdued him and dropped him over the side of the ship. It wasn’t until the next day that the news of a missing man circulated. It became a topic of gossip, because there were no clues as to what had happened.

~*~*~

Standing with his entire family, along with David and Rema, on the deck of the ship, Doc smiled. Hamburg had been rebuilt over the last forty years after a massive fire ravaged the city. Aldofo had been eager to extoll the virtues of his city, including the modern sewer and water systems that’d been built. The rebuild had let Hamburg enlarge its port, as well, making it the busiest in Dussle.

“There’s a train we’ll be taking from here to Burlyn,” Doc said. “Aldofo said it takes about five hours. If we get unloaded by noon, we’ll be there by this evening.”

“We’re not expected by the Kaiser for a few days yet,” Fiala said. “Altina asked if we’d be willing to stay for the night so she can get some friends together to visit us tomorrow.”

“We could also use the time to wire instructions back to the companies in Emerita,” Ayla said, “since we brokered a deal for the company to install more railroads in Aldofo’s province.”

“I guess we stay, then,” Doc chuckled. “Besides needing to be in Burlyn in three days, we don’t have a set schedule.”

“I’m good with this plan,” David said. “I’ll spend a day or two speaking to a couple of businesses about importing goods.”

“Sounds like staying for at least a day is a good thing. We’ll plan to leave the morning after tomorrow,” Doc nodded. “That’ll give us time to settle in before the meeting with the Kaiser.”

“Poppa, can we visit the city?” Suzanna asked.

“Hmm… a little sightseeing wouldn’t be a bad thing,” Doc murmured. “We’ll plan that for tomorrow. Today, we need to find a place to stay.”

“Nonsense,” Aldofo said, having been coming their way. “You will stay at the manor as my guests. It’ll make things easier for my wife’s request. I can also provide vehicles for your trip around Hamburg. David, there are a couple of businesses you should stop by to see. They produce goods here that might sell well if exported to Western Emerita.”

“I’d be glad to speak to them,” David smiled.

“I’m glad they opted for my home as the port of call for the trip,” Aldofo said. “Otherwise, it might have taken far more work to arrange for my wife’s friends to meet your wives.”

“We’d have made it, but maybe after we’d seen the Kaiser,” Fiala said.

“If you tell me when you are planning on going, I will make arrangements for the trip. I’m sure you’d prefer some space from some of the less civil people you might be near, otherwise.”

“People are people wherever you go,” Doc said. “But yes, for the children, if nothing else. Thank you.”

“Very well. Maybe you can tell me more about Luck and the other gods tonight. Goodness knows your nation is thriving, which should be impossible if Apoc had his way. And maybe more about Trade? I’ve heard that she has taken an interest in the world, and your companies have her name in them. I want Hamburg to be a center for commerce, and praising Trade seems like a wise move for that.”

“Sure. I don’t mind telling you what I can. If she has a Voice, they haven’t made themselves known yet.”

“Of course,” Aldofo said. “What do you think of my city?”

“It’s definitely closer to what modern should be. I was impressed by your foresight with the improved infrastructure, as I said before. The port is large enough to handle shipping for decades to come. You’ll want to replace the cranes, though, as there are better ones now.”

“There are? My harbormaster assured me he had the very best.”

“They’re only in Western Emerita right now,” David grinned, “but we’re going to start selling them soon.”

“I will make sure my harbormaster makes time for you,” Aldofo said. “I want Hamburg to be second only to Burlyn in Dussle, and to shine brighter than the ports we might compete with.”

“You’re already ahead of those who haven’t enlarged or expanded their ports. The fire made it far easier for your family to make this city something special.”

“Yes, it was a tragedy. My tutors told me all about it while I grew up, as it was before my birth. Father was grateful to both Tsarrus and Gaul, who both donated to help with the rebuilding efforts. The Kaiser also helped when we joined Dussle. We had to take a couple of the insurance companies to court for their lack of paying as they should, but from tragedy comes growth, and Hamburg shows that.”

“I have a question about your water system: it draws from the rivers, right?” Doc asked.

“Yes. We’ve had to modify it over the last ten years. Improvements to help filter the water will help with sickness, according to our best doctors.”

“That’s true, but have you considered a second system to run in parallel with it?”

“Why?”

“Fire prevention, mostly, but it could be used to irrigate the greenery. Instead of using the water you filter for that.”

“Hmm… that would require a lot of work, but can you explain the fire prevention part?”

Doc started to explain how fire trucks could attach a pump to a hydrant to help with firefighting. Aldofo explained the underground hydrants the city had, but wanted to know more about the trucks specifically. That got David to step in and explain.

While the men continued to chat, their wives had their own conversation about the tea they would have tomorrow. Doc’s wives all wanted to help, and they would do so by getting friendly women of society on their side. Suzanna and Elma were torn when Fiala offered for them to attend tea or go sightseeing with Doc. The two girls opted for time with their father, even though they would’ve loved tea with their mothers, as well.

Rosa, Sequoia, and Petal kept the other children engaged by pointing out parts of the city as the ship sailed closer to the dock. The trio also kept their eyes on the passengers nearby, guarding the family from potential threats.

~*~*~

When the Bismarck finally docked, Doc and his family were among the last of the first-class passengers to disembark. They didn’t want to bump into the less friendly passengers who’d been on board, and that gave Bullun a chance to say goodbye to them without being in a rush.

“How was your voyage?” Bullun asked the group.

“Mostly pleasant, but you can’t do anything about people being unpleasant,” Fiala said.

“Everything about the ship and crew was wonderful,” David said. “I’ll be sure to praise the company.”

“Wonderful, wonderful!” Bullun grinned widely. “You are going to the capital, right?”

“In a few days, yes.”

“If you’d like to speak to the head office, they’re there.”

“I will make a point of stopping in,” David said.

“It was everything I expect from a dedicated cruise ship,” Doc said. “Your company will do well.”

“Thank you, sir. Can we quote you on that?” Bullun asked.

“No, but I’ll tell those I speak with.”

“Very well. If we’re in port when you’re ready to go back to Emerita, we’ll be happy to make sure you have our very best again.”

“We’d accept, but we have no idea how long we might be in Dussle.”

“Of course. Have a wonderful day.”

“You, as well.”

As they made it to the bottom of the gangway, they spotted four carriages sitting there. All of them had the Hamburg crest on it, and a man in livery was standing beside one. When they came closer, the man stepped forward.

“Holydays and Roquefells, my lord has arranged for these carriages to bring you to the estate. If you’d be so kind as to accept his request?”

“Our luggage will follow?” Doc asked.

“Once it is offloaded, yes, sir. I have a team waiting to collect all the luggage for your families and the lord’s.”

“Thank you,” David said, going straight to the marked carriage.

“Thank you,” Doc echoed as he began to help his wives and kids into the others.

A few minutes later, the family was on their way to the Hamburg manor. Doc sat with Fiala while Rosa, Suzanna, and Peter sat across from them.

“Was the trip good for you?” Doc asked Fiala. 

“It was fine. Some unpleasantness from bigots, but those who spoke with us civilly made it better.”

“You really got into helping the women there.”

“Of course, Doc. Getting them to see the good that can come from mixing with others will influence their husbands. An extra word in an ear can bring men who are on the edge around to your point of view.”

“You’re a good wife, Fiala.”

“We try, Doc. All of us are trying our best.”

“I know. Is Sonya doing okay?”

“Yes. She helps me.”

“She wishes she had a bigger role, but she’s happy,” Rosa said. “Lia’s the same now. She no longer has a set role to play and is wondering how she can do more. The pair of them are considering just focusing on the children. It would free the others to do more if or when they want.”

“We’ll discuss it tonight. I want all of you to know that you don’t have to do more,” Doc said.

“We know,” Fiala said, “but that just makes us want to help more.”

Doc chuckled, but kissed her cheek. He didn’t notice Suzanna watching them intently. His little girl was already planning how her life with Lucky would be after her majority. Patterning herself off her parents seemed like it would lead to the best marriage, but maybe without other wives? She could take after Ginger and Harrid in that regard. Rosa’s lips twitched as she kept an eye on Suzanna’s thoughts. The eldest of the Holyday children would be a force when she grew older, especially with Apple beside her and Lucky to help Suzanna with whatever she needed.


Chapter Thirty-eight

June 15, 1888

After breakfast with Aldofo and Altina, the family and friends split apart, as each had things they wanted to handle. David and Rema went with Aldofo, who was going to escort David to meet with businesses. Doc was glad he wasn’t going with them— the short time in the manor had shown him that Aldofo, for all of his approachability, was still a classist. He might not mean to be, but Aldofo didn’t see those of lower station as his equals, as nobility was always above the masses.

Fiala and his wives were going to be having tea with Altina and some friends of hers. Sequoia was going to stay with the younger children in the manor, as they’d never remember the city. That left Doc and Rosa to take the older children sightseeing. Aldofo had appointed one of his coachmen to take Doc wherever he wanted to go.

“Good morning,” Doc greeted the coachman, who was waiting for them with an open carriage.

“Sir, if you’ll give me your itinerary, I’ll make sure to convey you to your destinations,” the coachman said formally, not meeting Doc’s eyes. His horse ears flicked in agitation, even if his tail was less active.

“We don’t have an itinerary. We’re just going into the city to see the sights and maybe shop a little. I’d very much appreciate your help in choosing where we go.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.”

Doc helped his children into the carriage before climbing in. When he did, Rosa took the spot beside him. She leaned in to whisper to him as the vehicle got moving, “He’s afraid of you, Doc. Rumor says that you’ll strike down any who fail to revere Luck. He’s not a devout churchgoer, but he goes occasionally. The local priests have not been kind toward us.”

Doc sighed softly. “Of course they aren’t. I can only be who I am.”

“Which is always enough.” Rosa went to sit opposite Doc, so his kids could sit beside him.

The coachman was silent as they drove into the city. He knew to be silent and unobserved when dealing with nobility, and he figured when dealing with an angry madman claiming to be a Voice, it was best to do the same.

“Where are you taking us first, and what can you tell us about it?” Doc asked the coachman, not missing the flinch the man tried to hide.

“I thought we’d go to the harbor overview, sir. The lord has put a lot of money into making it the best in the country, if not the world.”

“A better view of it than what we saw on the ship would be nice. Did the harbor survive the fire?”

“Most of the area around it was razed. The parts that did survive were cleared when it was expanded. Wooden buildings are a rarity now,” the coachman said, wondering if he was going to be chastised for talking too much. “The brickwork buildings make a fire far less likely to spread.”

“True,” Doc said, then looked at his son. “Adrian, why is that?”

“Because bricks don’t burn, Poppa. If the roofs are sod or wood, they do.”

“Are they?” Doc asked, motioning to the open sides of the carriage.

“Umm… slate!” John said, wanting to answer before his brother. “Slate won’t burn, either!”

“A fire really burned the city?” Elma asked.

“It was before my time, young miss,” the coachman said, “but all the elders say so. Hamburg is a city made of four smaller towns that grew together. Two of them were completely turned into ash, but the rest all took some damage. My family was lucky because we worked for the lord, but thousands of people were left homeless.”

“Did the lord help them?” Suzanna asked.

“He helped guide the city in the rebuilding.”

“But he didn’t find them houses to live in during that?”

“What?” The coachman actually looked back at her, puzzled.

“Poppa did better,” Suzanna said softly. “When the poor people were kicked out, he worked to find all of them new homes.”

“Aurora was made because of that,” Rosa said. “A city next to Furden in Coalrud.”

It was clear that the coachman was having a hard time accepting what he’d just been told.

“Sir…? I didn’t get your name,” Doc said.

“Klein, sir.”

“Klein, it’s okay. I’m sure the church slandered me because I don’t believe in their god, but what my daughter says is true. A businessman at the time had property mostly being used by people of your heritage…” Doc went on to explain Strongarm and the whole saga around it as Klein drove them around the city.

“Pardon me for saying, sir, but it sounds like a tall tale,” Klein said.

“I’m sure it does,” Doc laughed. “And that’s fine. The truth is the truth. It’s up to each person to believe or not. You mentioned a chocolatier in the city. Why not take us there for now?”

“Yes, sir,” Klein said. He was puzzled over everything he’d heard and was seeing. Doc and his family were polite and courteous to him; it was disconcerting to have someone of such a high social status engaging with him the way they were.

The day got weirder and weirder for Klein as Doc kept asking for his opinion and advice, even going so far as to include him in lunch when they paused to eat at a local tavern. When they stopped anywhere, it was Rosa who got all the attention. None of the locals had seen a dryad, much less one smiling and laughing with children. It distracted everyone from Doc, who, while dressed well, wasn’t bedecked in jewelry or acting like a noble, but as a servant assisting the dryad. The few who recognized Klein wondered when Lord Hamburg had gotten a dryad and why she was out with staff children.

When they returned to the manor for the evening, Klein was laughing along while Doc told the story of how he’d found his first mine. The fact that he’d chosen the spot because he’d fallen and hit his knee was so outlandish. Klein’s laughter tapered off when he remembered that Doc was supposedly the Voice of Luck— it would’ve taken an amazing amount of luck for that oddity to happen.

As they were unloading from the carriage back at the manor, Klein cleared his throat. “Doc…” It felt wrong to address a powerful man so informally, but Doc had worn him down on the point. “Is Luck real?” The heretical question was asked in a hushed whisper.

“Yes. Who or what you believe in is a personal choice. While the priests might tout Apoc, I just point out what they say. No god should be so hateful to entire groups of people. Luck, Trade, Love, Mother, and the others don’t feel the same. Each person is just as special as the next, from royalty to the common pauper, from elven to bestial and beyond. One day, worshipping different gods will be allowed in Dussle. When that day comes, it’ll be your choice to acknowledge what you feel in your heart. Until then, don’t worry that the priests will know and single you out. They’ll only know if you tell them directly. They can’t read minds, and neither can Apoc.”

Klein just nodded, chewing over the advice. When the children were all out, he got the carriage moving toward the stables. He had a lot to think about, and he knew the others he worked with would want to know how his day went. What can I even tell them? Klein thought. That Doc is far more approachable and kinder than our own lord? Who would ever believe a man of such wealth and power would treat me like a friend?

~*~*~

Fiala and the others were looking forward to tea. This was their chance to help Doc get those in power to look at the world in a new way. Altina was receptive, and some of the other wealthy women on the cruise had been eager to be healed and accept the new makeup. They’d looked to accept the group of Doc’s wives as equals, but they knew it was only a first step.

They were seated with Altina when their guests arrived. Sixteen women bedecked in Dussle’s latest fashions and caked in the old makeup came into the room. All of them went to greet Altina, but shot surprised looks at Fiala and the others. Not a single one of them was anything but human, none of them showing hints of any other heritage. One of the sixteen openly sneered at them in disdain, but then ignored them to focus on Altina.

“It’s so good of you all to come on such short notice,” Altina said. “Sit. We’re having tea with friends today. The ladies with me are all married to Doc Holyday,” Altina tittered.

“The dryad is the one he’s married to, as well?” the woman who’d sneered earlier asked.

“No, Matilda. That is Fiala’s companion, Petal.”

“He has two dryads?” Matilda’s eyebrow rose to her hairline.

“No. Petal is mine,” Fiala said. “Just as Ayla has Sequoia as a companion.”

“Three dryads?”

“My sister, Rosa, is Doc’s wife,” Petal said. “Sequoia and I joined them to help care for the family.”

“Which we’re grateful for,” Sonya said. “With twelve children, it can be a handful.”

That got a lot of murmured conversation from the others.

“Do none of you comport yourselves as women of society? Altina, you’re not properly done up, either,” Matilda said.

“That is why I invited you all to tea,” Altina said a touch stiffly. “The makeup we’ve always used is terrible for our health.”

“Preposterous,” Matilda scoffed. “We’ve used it for years, just as our mothers have.”

“And it’s poisoning you,” Ayla said. “The base is made from mercury or lead. Have you not noticed the blemishes and imperfections you hide under it? Those came because of the makeup.”

“You are wearing some, but nothing like what is normal,” another of the guests said.

“This style is made from plants and safe minerals,” Fiala said. “Petal and I started making it to help stay healthy while also accentuating our natural beauty.”

“As if a bestial would know what societal beauty is,” Matilda snorted.

“Beauty’s ever in the eye of the beholder,” Sonya said. “But it’s two-fold: external, where we apply makeup, and internal, what our soul is like. You’ve tarnished both badly.”

“What was that?” Matilda shot to her feet. “How dare a grubby dwarf—?!”

“Don’t.” Lia’s voice cut across Matilda’s budding tirade. “Insulting my wife is a sure way to find out how I got the name I no longer use. We didn’t get through introductions. I was Lilliana Treeheart before I married Doc. The Emeritan government called me Death Flower.”

The room went dead silent when they all realized a known killer was sitting with them.

“I put down my guns to raise my children,” Lia went on, her coldness thawing, “but insults to my family are not taken lightly.”

Matilda’s face had gone paler, but then it heated when she realized she was in a no-win situation. “Altina, I’m disappointed to see you lower yourself to have these unclean heathens at your table. Your mother would turn in her grave. I won’t besmirch myself with their presence.”

“Before you go,” Sophia said softly, “you might want to see about hiring more people. I believe any Sagesse in your employ will be leaving soon.”

Matilda’s nostrils flared before she turned on her heel and stormed away.

“I just need to know her family name,” Sophia said. “My extended family are very protective of my status.”

“Lady Matilda Blunton. Her family is powerful,” Altina sighed. “Pity. I knew she was devout, but I thought she might be willing to see something new.” She smiled brightly. “Now, we’re having tea and discussing makeup, but also healing. As you can see, ladies, I don’t have pocks and scars anymore. Fiala here was kind enough to heal me and explain why her makeup is better.”

The rest of the day went well and got better as, one by one, those still present were healed. A couple looked worried, but when they felt the power embrace them and then saw their unmarked faces, they wept. When they were offered the chance to guarantee having children, as well, that got all of them focused. Their difficulties with pregnancy were a common worry for the nobility and wealthy merchant houses, so ensuring heirs would make their husbands far more willing to listen to them.


Chapter Thirty-nine

June 17, 1888

Burlyn was the second biggest city the family had visited, right after Yorky. No fire had ripped through it, though, so it was an odd mix of older buildings with new ones. David had seen them off, needing another day or two to finish business in Hamburg. David was in high spirits about the new endeavors he had before him. Doc wished him luck in his deals, knowing that Trade was already with him.

When the family had arrived in Burlyn, they’d been met at the station by a contingent of the Kaiser’s guards. Doc had a moment of fear that Willhelm had tricked them, but Rosa just smiled, so he relaxed. The guards escorted them to the Kaiser’s palace. Because it was evening when they’d arrived in Burlyn, they were shown to their rooms for the night. Doc was informed that the Kaiser would see him just after breakfast.

The family had breakfast in a small dining hall near their rooms. The staff consisted of many people of bestial heritage, but also some people with dwarvish ancestry, their shorter, stockier stature giving it away. All of them were dressed in spotless uniforms and were primly proper on all fronts. A few minutes after Doc finished eating, while his children were still finishing their food, a man in butler attire came to get Doc for his meeting. Doc went around the table, kissing his wives’ cheeks and hugging his children, much to the shock of the staff, before he and Rosa followed the butler.

They walked the halls a good way before they approached a grand double door guarded by four men in ornate military uniforms. The men wore swords on their waists and gilded breastplates, but they all also held rifles against their shoulders. The butler paused while one of the guards opened the door for them, then led Doc and Rosa into the room beyond.

Kaiser Willhelm Albert sat on his throne, having a hushed conversation with an older man when Doc and Rosa entered. He broke off the conversation, a smile coming to his lips as the pair were led the length of the room to the foot of the stairs to his throne. Willhelm was glad that Doc had come to visit, even if today was going to be complicated.

Doc and Rosa took in the ornate chamber as they followed the butler. The throne room was bedecked in the regalia of the Dussle royal line from which Willhelm was descended. What he hadn’t expected was the crowd of people on either side of the room, who all fell silent as they walked to the stairs. Rosa stiffened slightly when she spotted a man in simple black robes standing to the right side of the stairs. A bishop of Apoc was staring at them, and she lightly touched Doc’s hand, letting her eyes guide him to see the same thing. Doc triggered a couple of gifts, wondering again if he’d been foolish to come to Dussle. The fact that Rosa had only warned him gave him a sliver of hope that Willhelm wasn’t trapping them.

The butler bowed when he got to the right spot, the slight fraying of the red carpet making it obvious this was where people stopped. “Kaiser, I have brought your guests.”

“You may return to your duties,” Willhelm said. “I greet Doc and Rosa Holyday, Voices of Luck and Mother. Welcome to Burlyn, capital of Dussle. My friend, Lord Hamburg, informed me that you toured his city before coming to see me. How did you find the port city?”

“It was a sight to behold. Aldofo is turning it into a city that will surpass many others in the world. I know that there were a slew of new ideas and business deals happening with our arrival in Hamburg.”

“There was also word of a sudden surge of good health among the ladies of Hamburg, plus a change from how they prepare before being seen by others.”

“My wives introduced them to how toxic the makeup the ladies were using was. They’ve switched to a less dangerous form that accentuates and doesn’t just cover. But yes, I believe the ladies also saw healers who helped with some old issues. I believe Hamburg will see a boom of noble children, too.”

“Cursed children, you mean,” the bishop said, moving to the front of the crowd.

“Bishop Martin,” Willhelm said sharply. “I am greeting my guests.”

“Guests? You’d welcome these heretics? Kaiser, you are treading closely to heresy yourself.”

“Speaking to me in such a way sounds as if the church is threatening me, Bishop.”

“Even royalty can fall from grace if they are led astray by false prophets. You let this heretic whisper false words in your ear before, Kaiser. I am here to save your soul and country.”

“A man steeped in hatred can’t save others, Bishop,” Doc said evenly. “I’ve never attacked anyone without being attacked first. I don’t disparage or insult you, but you have already insulted me more than once.”

“Don’t worry. It won’t matter soon,” Martin said, his eyes gleaming with fanatical light. His hand shot forward— a twisted bone rod was in his hand as a thick beam of blackness flashed from the pointed object.

Chaos descended as the beam passed through Doc and Rosa, scything through the other side of the room. People were cut apart by entropy, their bodies falling by the score in a mere second. Guns were raised and fired from the guards around the room, but a black nimbus had swallowed Martin, the bullets turning to nothing before they reached him.

“Heretics! Purge the room, faithful of Apoc!” Martin’s voice boomed.

“Stop and desist,” Doc said forcefully, his voice filling the room without yelling. One of his oldest gifts came into play as he triggered stand down. Everything stopped in the next instant, including the shield that had been protecting Martin.

Rosa moved in that same moment. She appeared behind Martin, grabbed his head, and twisted with all the rage in her heart. Empowered by Mother, Rosa didn’t simply break Martin’s neck— she ripped his head clean off his body before dropping it to the ground. With the throne room being on the ground floor, Rosa stamped her foot as she glared at the other four priests staring at her in wide-eyed fear. The floor suddenly vanished from under them and the former bishop before it reappeared a second later.

The sound of people getting sick around the room filled the stillness, but then multiple gunshots rang out again. The wall behind Rosa pocked as the bullets flew through her. She’d triggered her own gifts from Doc, and it’d been the right call. Screams came from the guards as Rosa, Petal, and Sequoia executed the men who’d fired on her.

“Stop!” Willhelm shouted. “Holyday, stop this!”

“Rosa!” Doc called to her.

The trio of dryads surrounded him a moment later, with Rosa standing before Doc. “Sorry, Voice. Those guards were loyal to Apoc. They were going to shoot you and the Kaiser, but my actions caused them to panic.”

Doc stared at Willhelm, who paled at the news. “You did fine, Rosa. Thank you for saving me again. Kaiser, I’ll be taking my family and leaving. It’s clear that we’re not welcome here.”

“No!” Willhelm said, standing up. He walked down the three stairs to stand a few feet from Doc. “I did not condone this attack on you. Please, Voice, do not let the actions of others stop us from speaking.”

“He’s telling the truth. He had no idea that Martin would attack us today. He thought it might happen later, but he had his best guards set near our family to protect us,” Petal whispered to Doc.

The room had fallen silent as every rich merchant and noble of Burlyn who was still alive watched with wide eyes. The Kaiser was entreating with a known heretic after a dryad had killed the bishop in the throne room. It was like a nightmare given form to many. However, some of them secretly delighted, as it would give them a chance to rise up without the church pushing them down.

“I came in good faith and was attacked. Maybe we can talk, but not today. You need to clean your home before I think my family is safe enough to stay,” Doc said.

Willhelm backed up a few feet, then looked directly at Rosa. “Mother’s Voice, I ask a favor. Please cleanse my home of those who would threaten your family. I wish for my country to be free of oppression and control of others. I place my soul in Mother’s care.”

Rosa stared at him before she curtsied like a noble. “Mother has heard your request. You will need many wagons to remove those who would feed you poison or slip a blade between your ribs. My sisters have come to do as you ask. The price is simple: freedom to worship in Dussle. Remove those who would preach hatred of others, and let any who want to worship Mother, Luck, and the others do so without fear of retaliation by church or government.”

Willhelm’s mind whirled. Everything was moving far faster than he’d thought it would, but it was moving the way he’d wanted it to. “It shall be done. Commander, clear the palace of all but the staff and my guests. Anyone who resists is to be arrested for treason. I shall deal with them later.”

A man in an ornate military uniform decorated with dozens of medals stepped forward. “Guardsmen, carry out your orders! Give them a minute to clear the room, then arrest them if they aren’t out.”

The crowd broke for the door with fast steps, not running, but leaving with haste. A couple of minutes later, everyone but Doc, the dryads, Willhelm, the commander, and a handful of guards remained in the throne room.

“Doc, I am sorry,” Willhelm sighed as he took off the crown he wore. “I truly did not think the bishop would act as he did.”

“Rosa vouched for you, or else I would’ve left already,” Doc said. “I knew there would be risks, but you should’ve known him being here would be a problem.”

“I did, which is why I had so many armed guards in the room. But to attack someone here…? It’s madness.”

“The followers of Apoc are fanatics. They’ll do anything without fear of consequences. I’m just glad he didn’t have the bomb thing the last bishop had.”

“That would’ve been bad,” Rosa said softly. “Doc, my sisters have already cleared the temples in the city. I couldn’t leave them to try again.”

Doc exhaled slowly. “I know. If we aren’t at home, we’re in constant danger. If it was just us like before, we could deal with it, but not with the children so close to danger.”

“What?” Willhelm asked. His eyes widened as he understood the implication.

“All the priests of Apoc in Burlyn are dead,” Rosa said. “Mother is unforgiving, and so am I.”

“I see…” Willhelm murmured, swallowing the fear he suddenly felt. He’d misunderstood just what a dryad was capable of. The floor swallowing people hadn’t surprised him, but Rosa ripping a man’s head clean off had. Her calm demeanor in stating that the dryads had just executed every priest in the city made him realize that if they wanted to kill anyone, they weren’t safe, even in their own home.

“I will only hurt those who would harm my family.”

Doc touched Rosa’s shoulder, gently pulling her back to his side, as she’d been in front of him. He held her to his side while he spoke to Willhelm, “Maybe we should talk later, once everything’s settled.”

“Y-yes…” Willhelm said. “Commander, find out how many of the staff and guards have died. We need to verify how riddled our structure was with those who’d have killed me for the church.”

“Yes, sire,” the commander said, but he didn’t move. “Once the Holydays have left, sire.”

Doc turned for the door. “We’ll go. Ladies, go back to my wives, please. I want them safe.”

“Yes, Voice,” Petal and Sequoia said together before they vanished.


Chapter Forty

June 18, 1888

Doc woke to softness and warmth on both sides. Blinking slowly, he looked down to find the blankets bulging at his legs. When he turned his head, he saw Petal and Sequoia smiling at him. Chuckling because he knew who was under the blanket, he just thought about how much he loved the women in his life. Three sets of glowing eyes, one of them barely visible through the blankets, lit up instantly.

“Darling Weed, come up here.”

The blankets fell back to reveal Rosa as she crawled up to rest her head on his chest. “Yes, Voice?”

“Speak to me?”

The lights went out of the dryads’ eyes as his mind drifted to wanting to know about yesterday. Rosa spoke softly, knowing he wouldn’t be happy with the outcome. “The palace was cleared before dinner, as I said.”

“But you had extra sisters in the city, so I’m sure it wasn’t that cut and dry. How badly was the palace impacted? I know the servants all shied away from you three.”

“Because my sisters were thorough in their task. Those who’d harbored thoughts, but hadn’t seriously considered enacting them, were warned and left alone. The ones who had been taken into the confidences of the guards, priests, or others were removed as painlessly as possible. For the ones who had active plans in place to act against the Kaiser or us, they were killed in front of others to make it clear that it was unacceptable.”

“How many, Rosa?”

“In total, if you include the guards, nearly a quarter of the people inside the walls of the palace were either talked to or killed.”

“Hell…” Doc exhaled.

“Deaths ran at about ten percent,” Rosa went on, “including two of the guards who were slated to guard our family.”

Doc’s blood ran cold. Two armed men near his family would’ve managed to kill his wives and children far quicker than anyone could respond to. While it wasn’t known that his family could be reborn, it was jarring to hear just how close to a disaster everything had been.

“I removed them, Voice,” Sequoia said. “I told the other guards why as I did it. None of them spoke against me, but they all feared what would happen if I suspected them. They don’t understand that we can read their minds.”

“There’s more, isn’t there?” Doc asked.

“We didn’t stop with the palace. Willhelm asked one of my sisters for far-reaching help. Since you wished to have him as an ally, I agreed to his request.”

“What happened?”

“His ministers, army commanders, and other nobles were all visited,” Rosa said.

“Wisdom have mercy…” Doc murmured.

“Mother has none for those who want to harm her and your family. Neither do I, Voice,” Rosa whispered. “Those positions were checked, and they were told they were loyal, warned against rising against the change to come, or killed. It was slightly worse than the palace in numbers, but none of my sisters were injured.”

“The priests in the city?”

“Slaughtered to the very last,” Petal said. “Sixteen of our sisters were returned to Mother. Some of them have languished and awaited rebirth since Luther Martin.”

Doc closed his eyes as he took slow, deep breaths. He never wanted to be known for slaughter and death, yet now, he would be. The news would spread that the dryads had killed on his command, or at least rumors would.

“Willhelm promised to issue a decree today. He asks you not to attend.”

“I’d rather not have, anyway,” Doc said sadly.

“Doc, did we do something wrong?” Petal asked anxiously.

“No. No, Petal,” he said reassuringly, looking at her. “You did as requested, not acting on your own. I’m just shaken and worried about what this will mean for the future.” He frowned as a thought crossed his mind. “Wait, who’s with the children?”

“Your wives and a few of our sisters,” Sequoia said.

“Each child will be getting a dryad to watch over them. Fiala and the others requested it,” Rosa explained, “but they’ll mostly stay back, unseen and unknown. When the children get older, the dryads will come forward to introduce themselves. Right now, they will rotate through two at a time as we need them. This way, they’ll all have time with the children. If one child favors a specific dryad, then we’ll let that dictate who oversees which child.”

Doc exhaled the fear and worry away. “Okay… Everything’s getting far more complicated than I thought it would be at this point.”

“Did we do something wrong?” Rosa repeated Petal’s question.

“No. I just need a minute to accept what happened. Was the removal just in Burlyn, or in all of Dussle?”

“The priests were just in Burlyn. Everything else was Dussle-wide. Willhelm just asked one of my sisters to remove all the priests in the country. I asked him to wait so I could talk with you.”

Doc’s jaw set. He wanted to give them the chance to leave; he hated killing people. The priests of Apoc were fanatics, though, and the bishops were far worse. If word spread, then Rosa would lose sisters to priests ready to defend themselves. Between Apoc’s priests and dryads, Doc knew who he favored. It would hurt him, but it was the right choice. “You can do what you think is best, Rosa.”

Rosa crawled farther up and stared into his eyes. “Husband, I don’t want to hurt you.”

“It’ll hurt me either way, Rosa.”

She closed her eyes and lowered her lips to his, kissing him softly as she ordered her sisters to do what Willhelm asked. She hated causing Doc pain, but she’d do her best to soothe his soul and mind. Drops of her nectar passed to him, helping calm his troubled mind as their slow, loving kiss continued. Her sisters would explain to their wives what was happening so they knew what Doc was going through. He wouldn’t want to burden them, but they’d feel terrible if he tried to shoulder this alone. She’d do what she had for the family since the beginning: helping ease the pain they all felt in the way she thought best.

~*~*~

Willhelm’s decree of an Apoc-free Dussle was delivered from the palace balcony. His speech told of the plans of the bishop to kill him, which caused him to act. Apoc was not a banned religion, but no priests would be allowed into the country, as Dussle was now officially joining Tsarrus and Qin in opposition to Khazary. The press was there to record it and make sure it was spread not just across Dussle, but around the world. Since it was an announcement, Willhelm took no questions.

It was after dinner when Willhelm asked Doc to speak with him. Doc and Rosa were led by the same butler as earlier to a private office. Doc was calmer about what’d transpired the day before because of Rosa’s nectar, but also because his wives had been there for him. When he’d joined them for breakfast and the rest of the day, one or more had constantly been at his side. While some people might find that suffocating, Doc loved it. It helped remind him that he had all the love he’d never had on Earth.

“Doc, Rosa, come sit,” Willhelm said, standing up behind his desk. The monarch looked exhausted as he gave them a smile.

“Are you alright?” Doc asked, helping seat Rosa.

“Mental exhaustion. I’ll have many questions to answer soon. I’ve basically just declared my country at war with the Pontiffica. I have to hope the nations around mine don’t act before I have a chance to solidify my rule without the church.”

“That’s a good point,” Doc said, sitting at the same time Willhelm did. “What can we do for you?”

“Nothing. You’ve done more than enough already, far more than I intended for you to do when you came to visit.” Willhelm sighed, rubbing his forehead for a moment. “My intent was to have your visit lead to change. A visit, a church to Luck, a slow shift of acceptance with my backing to stymie Apoc’s clergy from stopping it. Instead, we have what happened because Bishop Martin tried to kill you.”

“He would’ve tried sooner or later,” Doc said softly. “Every priest and bishop will try to kill me for Apoc.”

“We thought he’d try it when you were leaving. The fact that they tried in the throne room…” Willhelm trailed off with a grunt. “Clearly, they didn’t mind killing me, too.”

“The records my sisters gave you should make it clear that Martin was going to kill you both, then place himself on the throne,” Rosa said. “Let that information become public. It’ll help your position on why you let us act.”

“My closest advisors have said the same thing.”

“It’ll never truly end, sadly,” Doc said, “this cycle of hate. Even as we build a better future, there’ll be those who long for the days when ‘things were better.’ What they mean is the days they were allowed to oppress people without consequences.”

“I, too, long for the ways things were,” Willhelm said, “but mine is when people lived side by side in peace, when the clans built the wonders of civilization before the Pontiffica’s armies adapted them for their own uses across the continent. Luther Martin’s referendum saw the clans flee for their lives or bow to Apoc’s will. There has been a bishop of his line here in Dussle ever since.” Willhelm’s lips twitched. “I sent his head to the clan residing to the south, asking them to come speak with me.”

“A gesture that you do not hold with what his ancestors did,” Rosa nodded. “It will get them to send a delegate.”

“Good. That is all I can ask for. It’ll be up to me to rebuild broken ties.”

“We’ve gone afield,” Doc said. “Should my family be leaving Dussle?”

“No. Some of my allies will undoubtedly suddenly refuse my invitations to come to speak with you, but a few will still come. You mentioned wanting to build ties with multiple nations. This will be a good start for that.”

“That was my hope when we came to Dussle. Do you think they’ll listen?”

“The few who come will listen. I’d expect at least one to ask for the same freeing of their nation, too.”

“I hope they can convince Mother to help them. That’s not something I can do,” Doc said tightly.

“Of course,” Willhelm said quickly, “but Mother’s Voice will be with you for the meetings. Won’t you, Rosa?”

“I will not leave his side,” Rosa said. “The last time I wasn’t there, someone tried to kill him. That isn’t allowed.”

“Easy, my love,” Doc said, touching her hand. “She will be.”

“Then it’ll be up to them to convince her,” Willhelm said. He took a deep breath. “Doc, on behalf of Dussle, you have my thanks, but you also have my personal gratitude. If you hadn’t come, it was clear from the bishop’s letters that they planned to kill me and my wife in the next year. I’d be dead, and the country would be annexed by Apoc’s faithful.”

“I didn’t do anything to deserve that. Rosa and her sisters did everything.”

“Very well,” Willhelm said, then looked at Rosa. “I was going to thank you, too, but Doc deferred all thanks to you.”

“Doc has a grand vision of what the world should be, and I want to see it happen,” Rosa said. “You’re welcome, but I only did it to make the world a better place.”

“If they were going to remove you,” Doc said slowly, “then the Pontiffica might be looking to do the same in other countries, uniting more land directly under his banner. I don’t know why he didn’t before, but he might be now.”

“Something that will become a concern for others,” Willhelm said.

“The end of the century always makes people wonder if society is going to fall apart. I think that alarmists will have reasons to be afraid this time. If the Pontiffica moves to claim countries while other nations resist him, it might be the start of a world war.”

“You think it’ll go that far?”

“It’s a matter of when, not if,” Doc said. “Luck bless us as everything tips toward War.”

“Luck preserve us…” Willhelm said solemnly.


Chapter Forty-one

June 21, 1888

Two days later, Doc was sitting down with two men he’d never met before. Carl Berndotte, the Prince of Vasaland, wore a light blue military uniform. As the second son of the king, he wasn’t expected to take the throne and was thought an acceptable diplomat. The second man was barely past his majority, but already bore the mantle of heir to Belg. Alburt Meinrad had been the third in line of succession, but both his older brother and his cousin had died young from medical maladies. Knowing that he would eventually be taking the throne, Alburt became a studious young man focused on leading his country when the time came.

Doc and Rosa greeted both men before everyone took their seats. Carl eyed Rosa warily; the news of dryads killing hundreds had almost caused him not to come, but he wouldn’t besmirch his name with cowardice, so he still came to speak with them. Alburt stared at Rosa with fear, but also awe. He’d read a lot in the last decade, including texts the church didn’t agree with. With that knowledge and news of the dryads moving at Mother’s will, he saw not just a threat, but an opportunity to free Belg from the crushing hand of Apoc.

“I’m glad that you two came,” Willhelm said. “I’m not surprised that Merris and Cournal both changed their minds. I was disappointed that Helvetia and Italus both withdrew, as well.”

“Not surprised at that at all,” Carl sniffed. “Gaul has been losing its spine for decades. Ever since Napoleon fell, they’ve been a shell.”

“Maybe,” Alburt said softly, “but he was on the cusp of sweeping across the whole continent multiple times. If he’d bowed to the church… he might have won.”

“The church has long held power over every nation,” Carl said stiffly. “It is something every king and queen has had to accept until recently. Isn’t that right, cousin?”

Willhelm met Carl’s gaze. “They planned to kill me and take the throne. If they planned to do so to me, is any nation safe?”

“My uncle assures me he is, but I’m not sure that I will be,” Alburt said. “My penchant for going incognito among the people to see their lives unfiltered by privilege has earned me many sermons from the bishop in the capital.”

“The easiest way to control people is to divide them,” Doc said.

“In war as in life,” Carl said. “You are saying the church does this?”

“Do they not say that only humans are pure and the rest are lost souls?” Doc asked back. “What is that but clear division?”

“Ancient texts speak about how the clans and tribes, even when at war with each other, helped raise humanity from loose tribal groups into civilization,” Alburt said. “Yet the church preaches that they are savages who don’t know what civilization truly means.”

“Are we here to debate theology?” Carl snorted.

“It’s not just theology,” Rosa said. “The church condoned and supported the systematic killing of the shamans and the butchering of my sisters and Mother’s children.”

“Easy, my love,” Doc said, covering her hand with his.

“I asked for allies of Dussle to come speak with Doc for a reason,” Willhelm said, trying to drag the topic back to why there was even a meeting to begin with. “He is a Voice, and we all have heard of them. Doc has shown his connection to a goddess time and again. Beside him is Mother’s Voice, which, as far as we know, has never happened before. The impact of that has already shaped the world.”

“Split Emerita, crushing the nation that might have challenged Avalon for greatest in the world,” Carl said. “The news of the destruction caused during their war has made many leery of what it might mean to face Western Emerita. There are rumors that two fleets were lost in freak storms that might have been dryads acting against them.”

“Mother acted,” Rosa corrected him. “They meant to snuff a bright light out. The church wants Mother’s light to die so their god can devour the world. It was close— so very close— before Luck gave us Doc. No one not connected to Mother can truly understand how tight a wire everything was balanced on. What would your nation matter if all life expired when the world is destroyed by nothingness?”

Carl fell silent as he stared at Rosa.

“Both the clans and tribes have songs about it,” Alburt said. “The Sagesse family recorded them before the church began purging shamans. I’ve read them, with some difficulty, but I’ve read them. Both sides agree with Rosa. Everything would die, and the world would become lifeless. Not even plants and animals would remain.”

“Why would the Pontiffica want that?” Carl asked. “If there is no life, then even he dies. No one would support a place where even their power doesn’t matter.”

“Like someone wouldn’t kill themselves to kill another?” Doc asked. “Bishops have tried to kill me at the cost of their own lives before. They’re sure that in doing so, Apoc would save them. Fanatics don’t have to act logically. They use belief in place of logic.”

“And what of Luck or Mother?” Carl asked tightly. “Apoc makes sure we do not suffer after death. What do they say about death?”

“Another life,” Doc said. “Rosa?”

Rosa did as Doc asked, expounding on how the cycle of life worked with Mother. The men at the table listened intently. Carl looked to be the one most disturbed by what he heard, but Alburt wore a smile. Willhelm was worried, but also hopeful, because he was taking steps to make life better for every citizen of Dussle.

“You want us to depose Apoc’s faithful based on your view of the afterlife?” Carl asked when she finished.

“No. I would never ask anyone to kill the priests of Apoc,” Rosa said. “But if Mother is asked to remove the stain of Darkness, then my sisters and I will act. Willhelm asked, so we did as he requested. Those who sided with the church and sought his death were killed. Innocents were spared entirely, while those who wavered on what to do were warned.”

“Which I will be explaining to the press soon,” Willhelm said. “They’ve run slander against the Voices of Luck and Mother for too long. Some will dismiss my statements, but others will accept the truth.”

“Father will want to see this proof firsthand,” Carl said. “If it is true, then he will investigate if any plots are pointed at him. What of Western Emerita? Do they back this… expedition of yours, Holyday?”

“I don’t know. I don’t represent the government. I’m sure things happening here and elsewhere are causing some worry at home.”

“There is some good news, though,” Willhelm said. “The church would have balked at the trade deals being made with the various companies that tie back to Doc. Without those objections, I expect Dussle to see a boom in rail, along with the newest innovations coming from Western Emerita.”

“That would interest my uncle,” Alburt said with a sigh, “but the bishop will not accept such a deal.”

“Depending on the deals made here, my father might be inclined to take a pointed look at what it would mean for our country,” Carl added.

“Those are mostly David Roquefell’s arena,” Doc said. “Though two of my wives worked on contracts for rail in Hamburg, and they’ve started on a contract with all of Dussle backed by the crown.”

“As spread out as Western Emerita’s rail system is?”

“Yes,” Rosa smiled. “With all the same perks and troubles of having it backed by Trade and Luck.” She saw Doc’s look and explained. “Ayla and Sophia explained to me what they would do if we were asked.”

“Ahh. They’re always ahead of me,” Doc smiled. “Remind me to thank them later.”

Rosa’s eyes blazed for a moment. “Gladly, Voice.”

“They really do shine…?” Alburt whispered. “I wasn’t sure if that was just prose or truth.”

“They do, but normally for other reasons,” Doc said a little uncomfortably. “Gentlemen, you don’t need to be afraid of Luck or the other gods acting in your countries unless they’re explicitly asked to do so. Mother is everywhere, but places of nature connect to her better. If your lieges desire Mother’s help, they need only pray to her.”

“Any treachery will be dealt with in kind,” Rosa warned them. “We will not tolerate any traps laid to ambush Mother’s children. If you want help, pray, but a token of your intention— having a piece of a dryad placed on bare earth— would get her attention far faster.”

“Doc, Rosa, why don’t you excuse us?” Willhelm asked. “I’m sure my friends wish to speak with me alone for a bit.”

“Sure,” Doc said as he stood, then took Rosa’s hand. “Good day, gentlemen.”

The three nobles watched the pair go, not speaking until the door closed behind them. The moment it did, Carl turned to Willhelm. “Do you need help fleeing?”

Willhelm laughed. “No. They don’t control me, nor threaten me. The deaths would never have happened if the bishop and some traitors hadn’t tried to kill us. When they acted, I took the most efficient path to secure my rule. None of our families have enjoyed having the church breathing down our necks. While I don’t fully believe Rosa’s story about Mother and souls, it is a far cry better than Apoc’s oblivion. If they remove the church, then we can finally control our nations without the church meddling. And, if the Pontiffica throws them down, we can beg forgiveness, as we were powerless to stop them.”

“Hmm… I hadn’t thought of it that way,” Carl said thoughtfully.

Alburt stayed quiet. Willhelm’s explanation was a little too quick and detailed. He wouldn’t call out Willhelm on the point— it wouldn’t help either of them.

“I see. I can bring that to Father,” Carl said. “I will need some proof of the plots against you, too.”

“Easily done,” Willhelm said. “Alburt?”

“I would like to bring the same to my uncle. I’m not sure he’ll be as quick to act, but…” Alburt trailed off. If he could frame the story as a reason his cousin died and Apoc’s priests having failed to heal him as intentional negligence, that would make his uncle act. The loss of his only son had deeply etched grief into the old man’s heart. Alburt briefly wondered if nudging his uncle to act would tarnish his soul or not.


Chapter Forty-two

July 17, 1888

After the meeting with the nobility, Doc and his family stayed another day in Burlyn before returning to Hamburg. Aldofo and Altina were welcoming, but there was some strain in their smiles. They’d lost a friend during the purge of Dussle, but accepted the reason why. The Kaiser’s speech and subsequent report to the nation helped settle a lot of their doubts and fears.

The moment that the S.S. Fürst Bismarck came back into port, Doc and David arranged transport back to Yorky. The captain was even less welcoming of them, but he was extremely fearful of Rosa, so he dared not say anything against them. Bullun greeted them when they boarded, but let them know he was staying behind to work on the expansion of the fleet. Wishing them a safe and comfortable voyage, the executive was thrilled that Dussle looked to be moving toward equality and freedom.

The trip back to Yorky was safe and sound. When the children were on deck, the dryads called the animals of the sea to show up. That thrilled the youngest, but was also used as a lesson for the older children. Other passengers turned up, but stayed removed to listen to the dryads and see the sights. There was a moment of panic when the leviathan rose from the depths to move alongside the massive ship.

Rosa used one of Doc’s gifts to be easily heard across the ship, calmly telling everyone that it was safe. That didn’t work for the captain, who knew that if the leviathan acted, even the massive cruise ship would be crushed in short order. The leviathan, or kraken as Doc called it, was larger than the ship with its tentacles. The massive appendages looked thick enough to grab and hold the ship even at full speed. When she finished explaining the leviathan’s life to everyone, she bade it to sleep once more. Waving a single tentacle above the water in farewell, it suddenly dove for the bottom, causing a tossing of the ship that quickly subsided.

The captain appeared at the cabin the next morning and politely requested that there be no more demonstrations with sea beasts large enough to be threats to the ship. Doc calmed the captain, explaining that the largest that would swim alongside them would be a whale. Appeased, the captain left, wondering if he could get more from the engines to get the damnable family off his ship faster.

When they returned to David’s estate in Yorky to arrange the train trip home, Rosa told Doc that Mother requested her help. She returned hours later with the news that Vasaland had asked for aid to be free of Apoc. She told him the truth about the situation there— the king of Vasaland was using it to entrench his rule, not to help the people. Doc sighed, as he knew it’d been a possibility. The answer for him was clear, and David agreed with him that unless Vasaland put forth laws to start equality, they wouldn’t get the same business deals that Dussle had.

The trip back to Western Emerita wasn’t as smooth as the trip to Dussle had been. Even with extra security on the train, six attempts to hurt the family were foiled by the crew of the train or the dryads. The worst of them was the attempted bombing of the rail line, trying to force a derailment. Rosa had thought ahead and had a sister check the length of the track a day ahead of the train. That turned up both the bomb and the men lying in wait to make sure to finish the job.

The discussion that happened after that attempt wasn’t as divisive as Doc thought it would be. His wives agreed to stay at home, minus Rosa, if he had to visit anyplace outside of Western Emerita. The children being in danger was what made them agree that it was better for them to stay home where it was safer.

The moment they crossed back into Western Emerita, things felt less stressful. The dryads stayed as vigilant as ever, but the rest of them felt a sense of calm seep in. The sense of safety increased when they reached Furden, then encompassed them when they got back to their manor.

A week after making it home, Rosa again left the family for a day. She returned with news before any information could even leave Belg. The king had died in his sleep, and when the bishop tried to step in, claiming Alburt as a heretic, Alburt asked for her aid. Again, the dryads slaughtered the priests and bishop, though a few dryads needed to be reborn in the process because of a trap that’d been laid for them. The man hadn’t understood what it meant to face Mother’s Voice, and Rosa killed him while his faithful were handled by her sisters.

Alburt was confirmed as king before she left, but she brought with her a treaty and business documents. Rosa gave the treaty to Dodd and the documents to David, Ayla, and Sophia. Where Vasaland hadn’t acted to bring equality, Belg did. Alburt spoke directly to Rosa about his plans, and she agreed that Mother and Luck would bless his ideals.

That meant three nations in the heart of Europa had, within the span of a month, thrown Apoc’s guidance off and declared themselves free for all worship. The nations all around those nations were suddenly questioning everything they’d ever known because the Pontiffica hadn’t smote Dussle, much less the others, for their actions.

~*~*~

Doc walked with Rosa on his arm as he entered the office. “Mr. President, sir.”

Dodd rolled his eyes, motioning them to the desk as he stood up. “I won’t accept that from you.”

Doc chuckled, but he was concerned for his friend. Dodd’s hair was graying and there were lines creasing his face. He knew presidents aged faster— it was an established fact on Earth— but seeing it happening to his friend was shocking. “Nathanial, I was surprised you asked me to visit you here in Radiance.”

“Well, your trip to Dussle brought a host of changes that affected even our nation, Doc,” Dodd said. “Rosa, what will happen if other nations ask?”

“Mother will aid any who want to be free of the darkness of Apoc,” Rosa answered. “We only do as requested by the rulers of those nations. I should point out that just this morning, part of Kanata has asked for the same. We haven’t moved yet, as we’re sure that it will split the northern country in two.”

“The Gaul and Avalon factions?”

“Yes. The faction that was founded by Gaul is seeking help. My sister, who spoke to the leader of the bloc, was informed that they would seek to join Western Emerita, declaring themselves free of Gaul and Kanata.”

Dodd exhaled noisily as he rubbed his face. “Why did I ever agree to be interim-president?”

“For the good of the nation,” Doc said.

“Yeah, that’s true.” Dodd dropped his hands. “You waited to help them?” he asked Rosa.

“We were already coming to see you. I thought you’d prefer to know before we moved. We’re going to, but this gives you the chance to address Congress before their request comes to join the nation.”

Mariam came into the office with a tray. “I brought coffee, dear.”

“Thank you,” Dodd said, giving his wife a tired smile. “You’re too good to me.”

“No, dear. I’m barely good enough,” Mariam smiled softly as she set the tray down, then touched his cheek. “You’ll be free of this soon. A few months, and then we retire to Furden.”

“To raise our children, and I can go back to just being governor.”

Doc was glad the couple had accepted each other. He was sure that Denise would feel the love between them as something beautiful and bright. While the two had a moment, he poured two cups of coffee, setting one in front of Dodd.

“Right. Business.” Dodd sighed, but he caught Mariam’s hand, kissing her knuckles before she slipped away. “Thank you, dear. I’ll call the moment we’re done here.”

“Good, because I’d like to talk with our friends, too,” Mariam said, giving Doc and Rosa a smile. “See you shortly.”

“Business first, then,” Doc said. “What can I do for you?”

“Vasaland has sent a missive asking the government to assist them in their attempts to make deals with your companies. The fact that Belg and Dussle have favorable deals while they don’t has been noted.”

“Rosa, can you explain to them again what we said before?” Doc asked.

“One of my sisters will take the paperwork Ayla and Sophia drew up,” Rosa said.

“What?” Dodd asked.

“They don’t want to give the concessions we asked for,” Doc shrugged.

“It’s just business sticking points?”

“No. We asked for their government to begin to bring equality to the nation,” Doc said. “There’s a sliding scale of deals based on what they agree to do.”

Dodd just stared at Doc. “But… I thought you didn’t want to step into politics? That’s basically demanding a government do what you want.”

“They can have a purely business deal, but it isn’t favorable to them. The more they make life better for their entire nation and not just nobles, the better the deal for the country,” Doc shrugged. “I’ve had to accept that if I want to band nations together, I have to do what I don’t want to do. A hard path needs to be walked, and I’ll keep placing one foot in front of the other to see it walked.”

Dodd sat back, sipping his coffee. “Are you going to support Teddy?”

“No. I won’t touch politics here. Helping a foreign nation be better is one thing, but if I do anything here, it’ll just look like what my opponents have claimed: me running the nation. It’s already a tenuous thing for me to do what I am with Vasaland.”

“Very well. Have you seen the news about the election here?”

“It’s only mid-July. The polls won’t matter until later.”

“True, but Teddy seems to have a good lead. He still hasn’t chosen his running mate, though, which is causing some distress for his backers.”

“I’m sure he’ll find someone who’ll work for him,” Doc said. “I thought he’d ask Homer. They’ve worked well together before.”

“True they did. It isn’t being talked about yet, but… a couple of Eastern Emerita’s states have discretely asked about joining Western Emerita.”

“Which ones?”

“Illinia and Consin.”

Illinois and Wisconsin, Doc translated in his head. “It’ll strain things with Eastern Emerita.”

“If we hold them off until after the election, it might cause more trouble than not, as those states would vote for their country first,” Dodd said.

“A sticky mess, but you’ll manage it,” Doc said.

Dodd set his cup down. “Not the wise words I was hoping for.”

“Dodd,” Rosa said softly, “you’re doing better than any other who would’ve been in your place. Just continue to follow your mind and heart, and trust in Luck to guide you.”

Dodd seemed to relax a little at her words, almost as if a weight had been lifted off him. “That’ll be enough?”

“Even if it isn’t, you’ll have done your best. That’s all anyone can ever ask of another. If you need advice, speak with Mariam. She’ll do everything she can to help, but you haven’t asked her.”

“She shouldn’t have to bear this weight.”

“Maybe she wants to help you shoulder it.”

“But… why am I even thinking about arguing? If anyone knows best about asking a woman for advice and help, it would be you.”

Rosa beamed at him. “Trust me, she wants to help.”

“Very well. I do thank you both for making the trip to speak with me, even if it wasn’t as dire as other times.”

“Sometimes, we just need a friend to speak with,” Doc said.

“I can address the issues later. Rosa, are your sisters moving now?”

“I will tell them to,” Rosa said.

“My wife wanted to chat with you. Let’s adjourn to a less formal setting for that.”

“Sounds good.” Dodd stood up when Doc did, then held out his hand to Rosa. “We’re always happy to visit friends.”


Chapter Forty-three

October 6, 1888

The world was moving faster than Doc thought it would. Kanata split with the half originally founded by Gaul, joining Western Emerita. They wouldn’t be part of the election cycle this time, as that’d been part of the compromise to their joining. The rest of Kanata imposed tariffs and sanctions on the country, but that only hurt Kanata because they wanted what Western Emerita started to produce.

Eastern Emerita also imposed tariffs when two of its member states withdrew to join Western Emerita; there was also an uptick in public opinion in the other border states about joining. Harsh words between the two sister nations came with stronger rhetoric as the elections drew closer.

It wasn’t just Emerita causing world news, though, as a serial killer took the headlines in Avalon. The series of prostitute murders wouldn’t normally make any waves, but the severity of the killings quickly grabbed attention. It also put the squalid conditions of the East End on full display for the world.

The kingdom of Demark saw their king abdicate his crown to his son. Fredik VIII took the throne amid a lot of speculation as to the sudden shift, which was quickly answered two days later when the bishop of Apoc, along with the priests, were killed. Demark joined the nations around it in their coalition of freedom. A week later, news of the laws that Fredik wanted passed was leaked to the media. That started a populist movement to support the ideals being put forth.

Among the biggest changes for Europa was Queen Wilmina taking the Lander Throne. Not quite yet at her majority, she declined a regent to sit in her stead. When the bishop pushed the issue in front of the parliament, Wilmina smiled kindly, then invoked Mother’s aid. Rosa descended like a force of nature, killing the bishop and then a dozen sitting politicians. She and her sisters were gone less than ten minutes later. Wilmina’s address to the country, standing in the bloody chamber, became the talk of the continent. Her speech was a calm one, but spoke heavily to how women were going to have equal chances in Landers. She invoked Mother’s name several times, making what she believed clear.

For Western Emerita, the world news was a tiny blip with the first election rapidly approaching. With only a single month left, the two candidates running for president agreed to a debate in front of the media. The caveat they had was for a neutral moderator, and both tapped Doc to be that man. Doc refused until it became clear they couldn’t agree on anyone else to handle it impartially. Wanting the first election to be the best the nation could have, Doc finally agreed, and the date was set for a month before election day.

~*~*~

“I’m still trying to understand how I got here…” Doc muttered.

“You agreed,” Rosa giggled.

“Not helpful, Weed.”

“But truthful,” Rosa continued to giggle.

“The templars are handling security?”

“Yes. The formation of the Select Service is taking time.”

“I’m just glad we got Wynn to take the job.”

“He was shocked to be asked. He arrived last night and will likely be announced during tonight’s debate.”

“What about his family?”

“They’re coming. Wynn wanted to make sure he had a home for them before they got here.”

A knock on the door stopped the conversation. A second later, Wynn opened it, giving Doc a big grin. “Well, if it ain’t a nobody drifter with a gambling problem.”

“Wynn,” Doc laughed, getting up. “How are you?”

“Good.” The two men met, shaking hands before Wynn laughed and gave Doc a hug. “You damned madman. Cassia just about took my head off when I suggested joining up to fight in the war.”

“I’m glad she stopped you,” Doc said seriously. “Cassia and the kids are doing well?”

“With all the healers who help without payment, of course they are. Luck’s priestesses have been a godsend for everyone.”

“What about your gambling friend?”

“He went up to Heartwood’s Tears. He heard of the luxury hotel and gambling there and opted out of this circus.”

“A fitting place for him,” Doc chuckled. “I’m glad you took the position to lead the Select Service.”

“I was told you suggested me for the job.”

“Having a man of integrity to lead it was important. You are that man.”

“It’s been a wild ride since we met,” Wynn said as the two men took their seats. “How have you been, besides not getting any older?”

Doc shrugged. “Luck’s blessing.” He hadn’t commented on the gray hair and age lines that Wynn had collected since they’d last met. “Life’s been busy, especially this year.”

“If the papers are even half right, you’ve been busier than ever. Trips to Nihon and Europa leading to treaties and trade deals between multiple nations, and that’s not including what Rosa and her sisters are doing. I recall you not wanting the spotlight, yet here we are.”

“I fought it, but in the end, it is what it is.”

“The world’s changing, and you’ve been near the heart of it, Doc. I’ve seen an uptick in rumors that the world’s going to end soon.”

“Happens every time the century comes around. This time, though, it’s closer to the truth than not. Apoc’s hold is slipping, and a new way of living is coming. Long-held ideologies need to be set aside, and that’ll scare people.”

“Already seen that. People were scared of the tribes going wild, then the dryads suddenly claiming men. That second one got worse when they showed up and killed people in Europa.”

“We’ve always been feared,” Rosa shrugged. “Each day a dryad doesn’t appear, they start to think maybe the news was wrong.”

A knock came before a templar poked his head in, informing Doc the stage was set.

“You coming up?” Doc asked Wynn.

“Yep. Dodd wants to introduce me before the debate,” Wynn said.

“It’ll be a side note, but it’s good to get that information out.” Doc looked at Rosa, who hadn’t moved. “Rosa?”

“I will be there, but it is best if I am not standing beside you,” Rosa said.

“Just be safe.”

“I will be, and I will make sure you are, too.”

“They gave me a seat in the front row, right next to Dodd,” Wynn said. “I’ll keep an eye on him, too.”

“Thank you, Wynn,” Rosa said.

“Let’s get this over with so I can go home,” Doc said. “Oh, when Cassia and the family get here, you all need to come visit.”

“I believe our wives were already arranging that,” Wynn laughed. “Cassia was pleased to be only a few hours away by train.”

“It’s always good to have friends close by,” Doc agreed.

~*~*~

Doc sat at one point of the triangle that made up the debate. Teddy was to his right, and Smythe took up the left chair. The two men faced the reporters behind Doc. Dodd had already given his speech and had introduced Wynn. Now, it was time to get to the debate itself.

“Gentlemen,” Doc said. While he was the only one of the three without a microphone, his voice carried easily. “You both requested I sit as moderator for this debate. I have long stated my lack of wanting to be seen as supporting one candidate over the other. Since you want impartiality, I will give you exactly that. Before we begin, did either of you have any concerns about me being the moderator?”

“No,” Teddy said. “You’ve never failed to be truthful that I know of.”

“None,” Smythe said, “though I was a little cautious about asking you to moderate with your previous connection with my opponent. Since you’ve given your word, I accept it.”

“Holyday, I have a question,” a reporter behind Doc called out. “Why have you refused to take part in politics here, but seem to have no trouble doing so abroad?”

“I have not taken part in politics abroad,” Doc said, not turning to look behind him. “My businesses have asked for equality if they’re going to enter into a foreign market. I’m also not here to be questioned, but to moderate.”

“But it’s well known that your dryad has—”

“Stop. You can either be here for the debate or not, sir. I don’t know who you are or what paper you represent, nor do I care. What Mother has asked of her Voice is a question to be directed at Mother’s Voice. If you ask her nicely, she might even speak with you. I can promise, though, that if you push, she’ll never talk with you.”

Silence came, and Doc nodded. “Very well. Gentlemen, let’s start by giving you both five minutes to state your base platform for the record. Smythe, would you like to begin?”

“Yes. I represent the United Party. Unlike the older organizations in Eastern Emerita, we have a broader stance on how a country should be run.”

~*~*~

Doc didn’t let either man go over time, cutting them off if they tried. Teddy looked amused by that, but Smythe was getting perturbed as the debate went on, as he kept trying to sneak past the time limit. Doc also cut in if either tried to expand the question into unrelated topics to keep the debate focused. Here, both men were equally guilty, but Teddy took it stoically while Smythe grew increasingly more frustrated.

“Since we’re closing on time, gentlemen, we should move on to closing remarks,” Doc said. “Rusfelt, you went second for the opening, so please, give us your closing statements.”

“Very well,” Teddy said, looking at the reporters behind Doc. “A new nation needs a man with strong views and will to guide it. I have made it plain what my plans will be if the country elects me. While I think that’s enough for any reasonable person to see the choices before them, I want to add just a little more. In the last few months, our nation has already grown to the north and east. It is entirely possible that we will be asked to accept even more territory into our union. If that comes to pass, then Congress will decide what must be done, not the president like some people have suggested. It is possible that in doing so, we will anger our neighbors. To that end, I say one thing: remember the lessons from the recent past. While we will speak softly and with friendship, we will carry a stick large enough to fend off any attacks upon our sovereignty. Our friends need never fear us, but any foe should pray to their gods for mercy.”

“Smythe, your turn,” Doc said when Teddy stopped.

“Unlike my opponent, I would never think of issuing a threat to our neighbors or the other nations. We should have open hands of friendship with them. As for the idea of accepting even more states or territories of other nations into our new union, I would ask where it stops. Of course, people want to join a fast-growing and powerful nation, but at what cost to our people? Our current government accepted half of Kanata into the union; most of that land is wilderness left to the natives. What good is that to our people? Why did our interim-president lobby Congress to accept the plea? What did it gain us but more animosity from Avalon? By accepting states across the Big River into our union, we angered Eastern Emerita and gave away a highly useful natural barrier if war ever comes again. What did those states have that was so worth the animosity and anger it engendered? The United Party holds that we should consolidate our nation before we accept more. A vote for my opponent is just asking for another war, a war he seems to want with his threats about carrying weapons instead of having open dialogues.”

“Very well. Gentlemen, thank you for having this debate. I’m sure the nation will be eagerly awaiting the news from the reporters behind me. I also believe that there are cameramen hoping to get a photo op of you two shaking hands, if you don’t mind letting the nation see you two united in this debate.”

“Will you stand with us, Holyday?” Smythe asked with a smile.

“No. I shouldn’t impinge more than I already have. People would read too much into how I stood with you. Best to have them focus on you and your words,” Doc said as he stood up. “I wish you both the best in the election.”

“Have you already chosen who you’ll vote for?” the reporter from earlier called out.

Doc sighed, refusing to turn to face the reporters. “No. Both men had clear answers to the questions. Everyone should take their time looking at those and digesting them. Time gives wisdom. My advice is not to rush to judgement, but to take the time to truly learn before deciding. Good day.” Doc walked away quickly, getting just out of view when a cameraman tried to get a photo, only getting a blur for his efforts.


Chapter Forty-four

January 6, 1889

As 1888 came to an end and 1889 started, the first elected president of Western Emerita was getting ready to be sworn in. Teddy Rusfelt had won, with his vice president being Homer Tarbo. The last month of the campaign had seen Smythe try to use good old dirty politics to make up the gap in the polls only to fail and ruin his own name in the process.

Most of the world was settling down, except for one hot spot. The border of Qin and Khazary began to see probes by the Pontiffica’s forces. There was no major offensive, just skirmishes, but it was clear that it was a systematic look at Qin’s defenses. There were no fights on the border of Tsarrus, but that could’ve been because of the harsh winter.

Doc looked over the best world map he could find when he was told. He’d thought Khazary was just the area of Turkey, but it was far more expansive. Khazary was what he thought of as Turkey, plus most of the Middle East. That was why it shared a border with Tsarrus and Qin. It also bordered Indus, but Avalon was an avowed ally of Khazary.

~*~*~

Doc exhaled roughly as he smiled at Ayla. “Good morning, indeed.”

Ayla kissed him before she rolled to lay beside him to cuddle. “I agree.”

“I’m happy you’ve all wanted to start waking me up again, even if our dryads are pouting.”

Ayla glanced over at Sequoia and Rosa before snickering. “They get plenty.”

“But we could always use more,” Rosa said with an outthrust bottom lip.

“I will accept anything you wish to share, mistress,” Sequoia whispered.

Doc chuckled at the dryads. “Rosa, why don’t you grab Ayla’s clothes for her? Sequoia, a basin of warm water, please? We have breakfast to get to.”

“Yes, Voice,” the pair said in unison.

“That’s kind of creepy,” Ayla said, but she snickered. “Or it would be if it wasn’t them.”

“Right?” Doc laughed.

“We do have things to get to after breakfast,” Ayla sighed.

“The trip down to Radiance,” Doc nodded. “Teddy gets sworn in today. Fiala agreed to his request for us to attend, so we’re going.”

“Congress did as you suggested and made sure there wasn’t such a long waiting period for the president to take office,” Ayla snickered. “It used to be in March.”

“The lame duck period was far too long,” Doc said. “Our entire nation just held elections to appoint everyone to office. I know the newly elected leaders will be busy confirming Teddy’s appointments to his cabinet.”

“The water’s ready,” Sequoia said softly.

Ayla smiled at the dryad. “Thank you. Before I use it, come get what you desire.”

“I have your clothes!” Rosa said quickly.

Doc and Ayla laughed, staring at Rosa as Sequoia climbed into bed.

“You can share with her, Weed,” Ayla smirked.

Doc got out of bed to use the basin. “I’m going to remove myself as an easy target so we aren’t late for breakfast.”

“Probably for the best,” Ayla agreed, her breath hitching as the dryads got to work cleaning her up.

~*~*~

“The train is standing by,” Doc told Harrid when his friend showed up in the depot waiting room.

“Thank you for waiting,” Harrid said. “Lucky lost one of his shoes, and it took a bit to find it.”

“We’ve had that happen,” Doc chuckled. “Even with all the dryads, things get misplaced, then shifted about as people move around. Then, when it’s needed, it’s gone from where it had been or should be.”

Lucky flushed, embarrassed at being the reason his family was late. “Sorry…” he mumbled.

“It’s okay, dear,” Ginger said, touching his shoulder. “We made it, and everything’s fine.”

“Let’s head down,” Doc said. “I had the others board while we waited.”

Harrid, Ginger, Apple, and Lucky trailed Doc and Rosa down to the platform. When the conductor saw them, he shouted something into the train. Greeting them, the conductor escorted them to their private car before leaving. A moment later, the train was in motion, leaving Furden for Radiance.

Ginger, Apple, and Rosa joined the other women to chat. Suzanna went to Lucky’s side to find out why he looked so embarrassed. When she heard the reason, she just took his hand and led him over to the others. His joining their game late wasn’t commented on, which helped him feel better.

Harrid and Doc took seats out of the way so they could watch their families while they talked. “I don’t know how your family does it with so many more children,” Harrid said.

“We have far more dryads helping, but even then, we have hiccups like missing shoes. Everything else is good?”

“Yes. Ginger is the perfect wife, and I stand by that even against you.”

Doc just grinned. “I won’t argue the point even if you’re wrong, because my wives are the perfect ones.”

Harrid chuckled as he sat back. “We’ll just have to agree our wives are the best.”

“Done. How have the templars been?”

“We’ve still had a lot of interest in joining. Many of the orphanages have asked about sending their slightly older children to us. I’ve agreed to limited enrollment, but it’s dependent upon the children wanting to join and being free of corruption. It’ll be a year at the closest temple, and if they still want to join, they’ll get sent to Furden.”

“Going to have to expand the campus soon.”

“Already working on it. Same with the brewery; they’re expanding out the other side of the land.”

“I’ve been told that they’ve surpassed every other brand in the country. Small local breweries not included, as those almost always dominate their local market.”

“They’ve had a lot of interest from other countries, too.”

“I’m glad for the clan,” Doc smiled.

“Everyone who backed you grows, Doc,” Harrid said. “David, most of all.”

“He’s become the most influential person to know. Ayla told me he’s surpassed us as the wealthiest person alive, at least as far as we know.”

“Yet he’ll still sit and have a beer with a friend. It boggles my mind. You and he control more wealth than some nations, yet you do… this.” He motioned between them.

“Life is about who you share your moments with. Sure, money makes it far easier to live, but it would be a hollow shell if not for my friends and family. I’ve been blessed with true friends and wives instead of the horror stories I’ve heard of the wealthy.”

“Oh?”

“False friends who only want to use your money and name, or lovers who are there for the comfort and easy life, not for you. My world had an entire industry devoted to splashing the dirty laundry of the rich and powerful across the news so everyone would see it. Rosa’s told me how often people have tried to sneak onto the grounds.” Doc’s face hardened for a moment. “And of the poor staff who’ve had their hearts toyed with by people to try getting closer to us.”

“Apple mentioned that the other day. One of our laundry maids had just started to court a handsome man who was far more interested in my life than hers. He was good enough to fool her, but Apple spotted him when he came to visit her. That’s when it all came out… poor girl.”

“She’s okay?”

“Yes, but Apple said it left a mark. The maid politely refused Apple’s help to ease the pain. She said she’d learn best by remembering the pain.”

“That would hurt… maybe Love will bless her,” Doc murmured. “I do wonder how Denise is getting along in Gaul.”

“You haven’t heard anything?”

“No. There’s news that a following of acceptance for all has started in the working class there. I believe that’s her, but there’s been nothing about her specifically. She doesn’t have a dryad beside her, so Rosa hasn’t been informed, either.”

“I hope she’s okay, then,” Harrid said. “At least Gaul isn’t Avalon.”

“It’s troubling that Avalon’s forces in Indus started to move north.”

“Apocson is going to use them as a true test of their defenses,” Harrid said. “Pawns to be used.”

“I had hopes for Avalon’s queen, but she seems to be firmly entrenched in the church.”

“You’ll never convince all of them, Doc.”

“I know, but I’d hoped. We still have time to get others into an alliance.”

“Not before Qin gets attacked,” Harrid said.

“With the templars you sent to help shore up their defenses, it won’t be as easy as the Pontiffica hopes. He knows if he pushes too hard at Qin, then Tsarrus will push on their border. That’s why he wants to leverage Avalon to help.”

“Do you think your long-term plan will work?” Harrid asked.

“Yes. I would ideally love to have another few years, but we’ll have to see how hard Khazary wants to attack Qin. Tellsall is working hard on the machines I outlined. If we get those, it’ll make going to war with the Pontiffica easier.”

“You haven’t told me much about them. What makes you so certain the machines will help?”

“Because they’re what war became in a few decades back on Earth. The biggest difference is that magic exists here. They’d likely be useless if dryads stood opposed to them. We don’t know what the Pontiffica and his bishops can do on a mass scale. I’ve put a lot behind my ideas, but they might be useless. If they are, it’ll be a far bloodier war.”

“Bloodier than the last?”

“Yes.”

The men fell silent, watching their families. Both of them hoped Doc would be wrong, but they were afraid that he wouldn’t be.


Chapter Forty-five

Radiance was a growing city, but one that’d been planned out in advance. The center was for the government buildings, and around that would be businesses, then residences farther out. The train depot ran to the edge of the business district, so someone could get on an elevated tram to nearly anywhere in the city. Doc expected to take a tram, but instead, there was a small fleet of vehicles waiting for his family.

“Morning,” David chuckled. “It’ll be better if we take the cars to the park.”

“I’m fine with that,” Doc said. “I didn’t consider how busy the trams might be today.”

“Since we’ll be in the stands behind the inauguration, we have to come in separately from the public,” David said. “Rema is waiting there for us.”

“Come on, children,” Fiala said, guiding their family into the various cars.

In the end, Doc, Harrid, David, and Rosa ended up in one of the cars together. The rest of his family and Harrid’s were split among the rest of the fleet. The drive was slow, as even the streets were busy with all the people heading toward the park.

The presidential manor, the Capitol building, and the Supreme Court were at the center of a massive park. Beyond them, the park took up even more space. Space for monuments had already been set aside for when they were needed. A single monument was the only one currently standing, and the black granite caught the morning sun.

“I’m glad they have it up already,” Doc said, staring at the granite.

“The names of the fallen are engraved in as close to alphabetical order as we could get,” Harrid said. “We left space for any names that are found later.”

“I thought the plaque at the front was a nice touch, too,” David said, then cleared his throat. “‘To those who risked their lives in pursuit of freedom. We will always thank you, but here, we commit the names of those who died while defending their homes and families. Let this monument stand the test of time to remind us that when the government becomes a tyrant, you can choose the freedom to leave.’”

Harrid shrugged uncomfortably. “I couldn’t think of anything better when they asked.”

“It works,” Doc said. “Anything Rema hasn’t passed to Rosa that we should know about?”

“Tellsall thinks he’s close to making the tank work. Once we have it functional and have tested it, we can see about producing them. He’s looking forward to the plane you gave him the ideas for.”

“We’ll likely want to sell the plans for tanks to Tsarrus,” Doc said. “Qin can use them, but I don’t know if they can mass produce them the way Tsarrus can.”

“I’ll look at a deal where they can produce them, but they’d also need to sell them to Qin at a reasonable cost,” David said. “Dussle and the others in Europa are building quickly. Do you have a plan if they decide to revert after your deals finish?”

“Mother will warn them against that,” Rosa said softly. “What’s been built can easily be taken back.”

“Hmm… true, but they might call you a tyrant, Rosa.”

“For keeping them from becoming tyrants themselves?” Rosa smiled. “All they have to do is give everyone the chance to be equal in society. If they can’t do that, then should they even be the ones leading their nations?”

“That’s going right to a slippery slope quickly.”

“If she doesn’t ask for anything else, I don’t see why it would be. She isn’t telling them how to rule their countries, only asking them to allow equality,” Doc said. “If she was trying to dictate their policy or economy, you’d be right.”

“We can probably spin it if they try to make it sound differently,” David said. “With Apocson probing Qin, I don’t know if we’ll have the amount of time you hoped for, Doc.”

“It’ll be what it’ll be,” Doc sighed. “I keep hoping Denise will be able to make a difference in Gaul before things get moving.”

“She is, but it’s been quiet,” David said. “They’ll run up against the church soon, and then it’ll look like a revolution again. I won’t doubt her calling on Mother to help her if the church pushes.”

“And Mother will help,” Rosa said. “Before Doc came, none of us or Mother had thought we could do what we are now. But with Mother empowered and Doc’s thoughts to guide us, we have seen that we can make the world brighter.”

“Doc’s thoughts?” David asked.

“The way he sees things is vastly different from how we did,” Rosa said.

“I’m pretty sure she reads my mind all the time,” Doc said, “which means she’s seen all the things I normally try not to think about, too. She’s far more willing to tread some paths that I’m not.”

“I can see that. You’d never have slaughtered the clergy and others the way her sisters have,” David said.

“Still not comfortable with it, but… I don’t control Mother.”

“A point that will have to be made to the world at some point.”

They fell quiet as the car slowed— they were at the checkpoint in the park where they’d have to walk from. Harrid and David got out before Doc and Rosa did. Rema joined David, and Harrid went to his wife and child. Doc joined his wives and children behind the others. He hoped that no one would ask him to give a speech.

The gallery was set up for Teddy’s private guests. They were directly behind where the new president would be sworn in while the press was clustered on the other side of the platform. Behind the press was a growing mass of people. All walks of life and races were standing side by side, waiting to see the event.

Doc, his family, and his friends were ushered into the lowest two rows of seats, putting them right on the stage. Doc found himself sitting beside David and Harrid while the group was bookended by Rema and Rosa. The rest of the group was at the end of the row and behind them. His wives held the younger children on their laps to help keep them calm.

A clock rang out the time, and a band struck up a tune. As the music played, the chief justice walked onto stage from one side while Homer Tarbo and Teddy Rusfelt came from the other side. Both men had their wives beside them, and it was here that Doc found a new surprise. Tarbo had two women with him, not just August. That was a development Doc hadn’t heard about, but the bright smiles that both women wore while they held hands made him happy for the growing family.

When the music died, the chief justice swore both men in. Many pictures were snapped during those moments. Once they were sworn in, Teddy moved to the microphone to give his speech.

“Ladies, gentlemen, and children, I stand here today honored to be chosen as the first president of Western Emerita. Our nation, in its short time, has already changed the world and taken center stage on it. We’re a nation that prizes freedom, but also equality. Looking out at all of you, I am heartened to see every race and class shoulder to shoulder. From today and for the next four years, I will do my best to lead our nation to greater heights. Even before I was sworn in, our nation grew. We accepted people from the south and north under our banner. We even took in other states that saw the truth of the freedom we fought for.”

Teddy paused as the camera flashes went off.

“There are a few major pieces of legislature I will be looking to have Congress pass. Among these is a conservation law. I grew hale and hearty because of the clean, wild air of our nation, and I want to preserve locations in our nation for just that; beautiful, natural places where families can go and soak in the wonder of Mother’s glory. These lands will be overseen by Mother’s children, along with the nearest tribes, to make sure they are treated with the care and reverence they deserve.”

More flashes and noise from the crowd caused him to pause again.

“The largest package of laws I call the ‘Square Deal,’” Teddy went on. “It’ll encompass regulating the food and drug industries, helping mediate labor disputes peacefully and ensuring workers’ rights, and lastly, regulating businesses to protect consumers and curb any corporate abuses, abuses like monopolies that choke out any competition. We must make sure there is always competition among businesses. The largest of these businesses have already broken apart and sold the monopolies I worried about, but I want to make sure that doesn’t happen again.”

Doc and David, sitting right behind him, just smiled. Their companies had been split apart, but David understood how to diversify who looked to control them while still holding a majority in all of them. Ayla had joined him in that, so while on paper, it looked like the companies had been sold off, they still resided with the families. Both major companies had also never stopped smaller companies from starting up, but they did buy into them if they showed potential.

“I will present these laws to Congress in the coming days. However, there are other matters that I will take great interest in, as well. The world seems to be changing rapidly, and if I see it, I’m sure all of you do, too.” He adjusted his glasses, getting laughter from the crowd. “But I do feel like it’s a serious matter. Our nation accepts all people to be created equal in more than just word. Other nations also seem to be slowly warming to this ideal, too. To those nations, I would offer words of advice and the hand of friendship. But to any nation that looks our way in anger or comes with violence in their heart, I warn you to think again: we will speak in mild tones, but if pushed, we will not back down. We will make sure the fight is ended and that lessons are learned so others do not make the same mistakes again. Our brief conflict with Eastern Emerita should’ve made it clear to everyone that Western Emerita will not lose any conflict brought to our door. May the gods bless our nation to stand firm and shine brightly for all the world to see.”

Thunderous applause came when Teddy stepped back. The flash pans for the cameras were blinding, leaving spots dancing in Doc’s eyes. There was a moment when he thought he saw a man raising a rifle in the far back of the park near a tree, but that man was suddenly gone, and Doc frowned. He shifted his head enough to see Rosa from the corner of his eye, and she gave a small nod. Doc exhaled slowly. He wasn’t really surprised an assassin had been there, but he was still disappointed that there had been one. However, it did spark an idea that he should bring up with Wynn.

As everyone began to depart, Doc saw Wynn off to the side and waved him over. “Wynn, did your people see the sniper?”

“What sniper?” Wynn asked, suddenly tense.

“There’s a man dead next to the yew tree over there,” Rosa said. “He brought a rifle and was going to shoot the president. I dropped him into a pit and killed him.”

Wynn exhaled slowly. “No. We thought we had the venue secure.”

“Which brought me to my thought,” Doc said. “You should hire a dryad onto the staff.”

“What?” Wynn asked, eyebrows raised.

“Have one of my sisters join your staff,” Rosa smiled. “One of the younger ones would love the chance to do more. She will abide by the laws, plus any other restrictions needed to hold the position, but she will give you a broader oversight.”

“Hmm… that’ll cause some waves.”

“It will, but you’ll have the best help you can have to keep the president safe. You could even claim her having protected him in the failed assassination today if you wanted to,” Doc said.

“No. If that becomes known, it would raise far more questions,” Wynn sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Ask her to come meet me tomorrow. She’ll have to be dressed like the rest of you. I can’t have a naked dryad running around.”

“She’ll be there. I would also recommend a no-sex policy among your staff,” Rosa chuckled. “At least while on duty. If it’s a rule, she’ll abide. If it’s not, well… we are what we are.”

“I’ll add that to the rules as soon as I get back to my office,” Wynn said. “I have to go.” He nodded toward where the president and vice president were walking away. “See you later.”

“When you bring the family back for another visit,” Doc said, patting Wynn’s back.

“Will that help?” David asked.

“It will,” Harrid grunted. “Dryads can do so much more than most think. I have no doubts that Rema has saved you a few times.”

“Is that true?” David asked Rema.

“Seven times,” Rema said softly. “There was no need to bother you with them.”

“I see. Hmm…” David said as he offered her his arm. “We should speak about making things easier for you.”

Rema’s eyes began to glow. “Yes, husband.”

Doc chuckled as he offered his arm to Rosa. “Let’s go home.”


Chapter Forty-six

June 14, 1889

Doc grinned as he looked at the decorated garden. It was a big day for a loved one, and he was proud to be home to experience it. He had important trips to make, but he’d made sure to put them off until after today. The guests would begin to arrive soon now that the sun was dipping toward the horizon. It was a warm day, but a calm breeze helped keep it temperate. Doc knew Rosa had a hand in that, as she wanted to help Doc make today one to remember.

The moment the first carriage began to roll up the drive, Sequoia appeared beside him. “Sequoia, is something wrong?” Doc asked, looking up at the taller woman.

“No. Rosa is helping, so she asked me to stand in her place,” Sequoia said.

“Ah, I see.” He put his arm around her waist. “Well then, my lovely tree, let’s greet our guests together.”

Sequoia flushed, a massive smile spreading across her face as her eyes blazed happily. “As you wish, Doc.” She knew she wasn’t Rosa’s equal— no other dryad would ever be in Doc’s mind— but he still loved both her and Petal. They were loved by the entire family, especially those they bound themselves to when joining. Ayla would be her mistress for the rest of time, but Doc was Doc, and he would always be extra special. The only one she would disobey her mistress for was Luck’s Voice, and Ayla approved of that. She did feel a little pity for the dryads who’d come to care for the children. Doc had gently declined their requests for a single night together with him— he hadn’t felt right sleeping with them if they would go with his children as they grew older. Yet that same refusal had only made Sequoia and Petal all the happier, because it made them special. Only they and Rosa were allowed to care for Doc the way they were.

“Rosa assures me that the other dryads took my rejection well,” Doc said. “They did, right?”

Sequoia had gone still for a moment, wondering if Doc had learned how to read minds. When he asked, though, it was clear that it was just a coincidence. “Yes. They were disappointed, of course, but they understood. Your word was spread to all dryads when you clarified with Rosa that you were happy with your garden as it was.”

“My garden?” Doc chuckled.

“Rosa calls it your garden, so we do, too.”

“That does sound like my dear Weed,” Doc murmured. “Whatever she calls it, I’m glad that your sisters know.”

“Know and accept. Those who were with you before were the ones most saddened by the news. They’d hoped you might lie with them again one day.”

Doc fell silent for a moment as the carriage drew closer. “For those few… maybe… but not soon. A couple of them have helped a great deal, and if my wives agree… maybe once Apocson is dealt with.”

Sequoia giggled. “You’ve made them very happy.”

“Instant dryad communication,” Doc chuckled. “Better than cell phones.”

The carriage came to a stop before the porch, and Doc smiled as the footmen helped the occupants out. “Onyx, a pleasure as always.”

Onyx and her family, including her children, were greeted warmly. The panda bestial was smiling brightly as she looked at the garden. “Oh, what a night she’ll have.”

“There are refreshments waiting,” Doc said. “Please make yourselves at home.”

As the family went to the garden, Doc turned his attention to the next carriage. He would be greeting people for at least an hour. Every friend in Aurora and Furden was coming, plus some of their older friends from Deep Gulch and beyond. Today was a very important day, and everyone who’d been invited had reserved their spot early.

The sun was setting and the enchanted lights lit up the garden, illuminating the beauty of nature tended by multiple dryads. Doc’s wives had appeared one by one with the children to circulate with the guests. Everyone coming from outside the estate had already arrived, so Doc turned to the front door when it opened.

Olka stood there with Charles. The chef was in a suit with his near-adopted daughter on his arm. Olka was dressed in a bright blue dress that she’d been surprised to receive as a present from Charles. She was smiling, but there was a little uncertainty to it.

“Miss, a pleasure,” Doc said, bowing to her. “A lady such as yourself will likely find many young men to dance with tonight.”

Olka giggled. “Maybe, but tonight isn’t my night, so I’m fine if no one does.”

“Fairly said,” Doc smiled. “If I recall, though, one of the grooms has been asking about your availability to court.”

“Winston,” Olka nodded. “He’s a hard worker. If he asks, I’ll give him a dance or two.”

Sequoia giggled as she was looking toward the garden. “I see him looking this way. He’s been waiting to see you.”

Olka blushed lightly, but she hid it by opening a fan to gently move the air and hide her face. “Father, if you will lead me?”

“Gladly. I should speak with Winston, too,” Charles said.

Doc grinned as the pair headed into the garden. “Winston’s earnest in his interest?” Doc asked softly when the pair were gone.

“He truly is interested in her,” Sequoia nodded. “Excuse me, Doc.” She disengaged herself and walked toward the garden.

Doc was about to say something when Rosa appeared directly in front of him. “She’s ready?”

“And coming down now,” Rosa beamed. “I was happy she asked me to assist in making sure she was ready.”

The front door opened again for Daf to step out. “You certainly make my little girl feel special, Doc.”

“She is,” Doc smiled. “Can Rosa escort you to the party?”

“That sounds lovely,” Daf said.

Doc watched his wife lead his friend off to the gathering before he turned back toward the front doors. He didn’t wait long for them to open again. Posy stood there in a green gown, and she smiled brightly when she saw him.

“Miss, may I escort you to your party?” Doc asked, bowing to her.

“Yes, Poppa,” Posy giggled. “Go ahead, Ambrose.”

“As you wish, mistress,” Ambrose said as she stepped aside.

“Melvin, Masha, you can go, too,” Doc said, addressing the sibling guards behind Posy.

“As you say, sir,” Masha said and headed for the party.

“May I?” Melvin asked Ambrose.

“Of course,” Ambrose grinned as she took Melvin’s arm.

That left Posy and Doc on the porch. Offering her his arm, he smiled. “Welcome to adulthood, daughter.”

“Thank you,” Posy said softly as she looked at the bright lights with all the guests mingling. “It’s like a dream, Doc.”

“A dream you deserve.”

“I wake up some days and wonder if it’s all real,” Posy whispered. “I get scared that it’s not, and I’ll wake up with Momma gone and you never having been real.”

“You’ve never told me this.”

“Ambrose calms me. She’s always there beside the bed when I wake up. Just seeing her helps me, and I know the truth for what it is.”

“I’m glad she’s always there for you.”

“Doc… will I always be your daughter?” Posy asked, looking into his eyes.

“Always. You’re a precious little flower. Your mother said so, and I agree with her.”

Posy sniffled happy tears, her smile bright. “Please introduce me to the world. With you as my father, I know I’ll always be safe and loved.”

“For as long as I live, I’ll do my best to keep my loved ones as safe as possible,” Doc said.

Side by side, the pair walked to the garden party. Posy’s majority bash was also her official social debut to be seen as an eligible young lady. She had no desire to court anyone, but she’d be polite as she declined any advances. Unless they could be half the man her father was, she’d never have an interest in anyone.

Doc led Posy to the party, slowing when they reached the edge of it. Triggering his gift, he spoke softly, though knew his voice would reach everyone, “Ladies, gentlemen, children, and members of the press, it is my honor to escort the young lady of the evening, Posy Hopner. Posy is not just a lady who has reached her majority, but she is also Luck’s arch-cleric. Even more than that, she’s like a daughter to me. I’ve been blessed to watch this precious little girl become a strong, independent young woman who will one day lead others in how to live their lives.” Doc turned to face Posy, bowing to her. “Precious child… no, sorry. Miss Hopner, might your near-adopted father have the first dance with you?”

“Yes,” Posy said brightly, her own voice matching his to carry to the whole estate. “As many as you want, Doc. You saved Momma from death, raised me up as Luck’s cleric, then arch-cleric. If anyone deserves a dance with me, it’s you. I call you Poppa proudly; while you aren’t my father by birth, you’re my father in my heart. If any man ever wishes to court me, they will have to show me they understand my drive to serve Luck. It’ll be a high bar to reach, but only someone devoted to my life’s work will ever have my hand.”

Flashes came as pictures were taken of the two facing each other. With the formalities done, Doc led Posy to the dance floor. The band, which had been playing soft music to provide ambiance, brought the tune to an end. It was time to begin the dances, and they were eager to perform.

Others filtered onto the dance floor. Doc and Posy both grinned when they saw Olka with Winston. Each of them was happy for Olka to take yet another step toward a happy life, far removed from the horrors she’d experienced as an orphan on the streets.

When the music began, Doc led his daughter in her first social dance. No matter what else would come in the future, having the night with his family to see his daughter become an adult would always be a bright memory for him.


Chapter Forty-seven

January 1, 1890

Gaul was in turmoil as the working class rose up under the banner of Love. It wasn’t supposed to be a violent change, but the church of Apoc tried to stamp it out— inquisitors tried to root out Love’s Voice, but they were met with angry men and women who got in their way. When the inquisitors killed them, knives came out of the alleys, and while the deaths mounted, the inquisitors in Gaul were wiped out.

The politicians and wealthy had seen the masses overthrow a government before, so they chose self-preservation. With the backing of those above, the push to oust the church gained ground. The bishop of Gaul declared the country an abomination unto Apoc for thinking the lesser should be loved the same way the pure were. He fled with his priests on a riverboat out of Paree, but the vessel never made it to the coast, becoming a mystery as to what became of him. As for the rest of the priests in Gaul, they were found dead in their churches with no signs of who had killed them.

With the church gone, Love became the worshipped deity of the masses. Those in charge quickly accepted Love as the national deity, promising renovations to the churches. Women rose up, showing off powers to help people find their true love— they called themselves Love’s Maids. Beyond helping point people toward someone they would be compatible with, they also helped couples reconnect to ensure a loving relationship. The Maids, more than anything else, galvanized the wealthy to throw their support behind Love.

With Gaul having left Apoc’s embrace, they sided with the Europa union to resist the Pontiffica. The added pressure of yet another country doing so made the rest of Europa’s nations begin to seriously look at what they should do. This coincided with the bishops and priests of Apoc trying to seize control of the nations where they resided with mixed results. Some killed the clergy and declared themselves free of old ways. Others fell to the clergy, who were then swiftly killed by the dryads, who appeared to execute them.

A year of Doc meeting with representatives behind the scenes finally came to the forefront. Rosa had acted whenever she was asked, and a few other times when the clergy had seized control. It took time for signatures to be collected, but one of the major points Doc had been working on finally came about. That was why a press conference had been called for in Golden Bay.

~*~*~

Doc took slow, calming breaths as he waited for his time to come. Teddy stood at the podium, addressing the media, but also the newest work of technology— the motion picture camera. This was the first ever newsreel to be filmed in the world, and it was something that would set the tone for decades to come.

“That is why the Building of Nations has been built here in Golden Bay,” Teddy said. “The signatory nations have all sent representatives. As we open a new book on world diplomacy, we acknowledge the man who made this possible. He never wanted to lead a nation, but wanted to help the world see a better way forward.” He turned to the side and started clapping, the room following suit.

Doc took one last deep breath before he walked onto the stage. There was a smile on his face, even as he fought his nerves. His eyes slid to the backdrop of the stage where a framed banner was set behind the podium. It had a green background, upon which white symbols sat in the nooks of a star. The symbols represented some of the gods that’d come back to the world: a scale for Wisdom, a heart for Love, a clenched fist for War, a gear for Invention, and lastly, a set of tumbling dice for Luck. He still recalled David asking for Trade to be left off. His friend had always wanted to stay away from being outed as Trade’s Voice. The last one missing was Mother, but Doc thought the green represented her. In the middle of the white star was another smaller blue star. Doc didn’t know why he thought it was important, but he felt it was right and fitting.

Reaching the podium, he shook Teddy’s hand for the camera that was waiting for pictures, then turned to address the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, and for those watching this later, welcome to this press conference. Today will see a massive change in world politics, a chance to forestall future wars between member nations so disputes can be handled peacefully. I know some of you are asking about the symbol of this new organization. The Blessed Nations recognize the gods of old as represented here. Not just those who’ve already turned their gaze to the world, but also to those who will come later. These six are fully behind this gathering.”

“There’s only five,” a random reporter called out.

Doc chuckled. “Are there? Wisdom with her scales of balance and wisdom. Love’s heart to share her namesake with everyone, no matter who they are or who their parents were. War’s fist to protect the world, but also to crush those who would seek to harm all of us. Invention’s gear, which can be seen in the microphone before me and the cameras which capture us in motion for posterity. And, of course, the one I’m biased for, Luck’s dice. I wouldn’t even be here if not for Luck, and because she sent me here, we’re all now gathered in this building. Her toss of the dice on me paid off to bring the gods back to the world. And Mother’s green land upon which we all reside. The green wasn’t just a color choice; it was to represent Mother herself. Without her to support all of us, none of us would even be here.” Doc paused as reporters scribbled quickly to get his words down. He took the moment to scan the room before he smiled. “If you doubt me, let me assuage that. Rosa?”

Rosa appeared beside Doc, a bright smile on her lips. “As Mother’s Voice, he speaks truthfully. Mother has accepted the representation as the green land behind all the gods. She is also the blue star tucked inside and the last line of faith of the Blessed Nations. Even if the gods are forced from the world again, she will be there at the core, ready to protect all of us.”

“Thank you, Rosa,” Doc said.

“Of course, Voice,” Rosa beamed, then vanished into the thin air from which she’d appeared.

“We need to address what exactly the Blessed Nations are and why so many countries have signed on to join this new organization. The signatories have all agreed to freedom of religion and true equality for every race in the world, freedom to reach for the stars and not be held back by chains of hatred. They are all blessed by the represented gods for seeing the best path forward for everyone. As an organization, all nations will strive for world peace through understanding and discourse. Any grievance between nations will be brought forward to be discussed by the entire organization. We also know that not every disagreement can be solved peacefully, even with the wisdom of others to help. There are layers of how to solve any dispute short of all-out war. And yes, the god War has blessed the plans to curtail his namesake.”

Doc paused again as people began to talk to their neighbors about what they’d just heard. He gave them a few minutes before he cut in on them.

“Wait, please. There was also another major point to this organization. For those who’ve studied history and folklore, you’ve no doubt heard the songs about the Darkness, the great entity that eats worlds, leaving them lifeless husks. The elves and dwarves both have stories and songs about it. The Blessed Nations stand in opposition to this entity and its minions. Some of you might be asking why that matters to you. It matters because, for ages now, a major representative of the Darkness has led the world toward destruction. Even today, he’s swayed some nations to attack others and try snuffing out the light they blaze with. To end the faith of Mother and the Gods. Yes, I speak of the Pontiffica, Tiberius Apocson.”

The room erupted with loud voices as people began to try to ask questions or demand answers. Doc let them go for a moment before he cut them all off.

“Quiet, please.”

When silence fell, he smiled sadly.

“I hate doing that, but patience, please. Let me finish before you question or demand answers. Ladies and gentlemen, you have to understand that today, we stand at a crossroads. The dogmas of the past are incompatible with the present. The future is rife with difficulties, but we must band together to rise to the occasion. Together, we’ll gather the largest force ever seen not just for a battle, but to ensure the survival of our world. The fiery trials to come will either see us blaze brightly or snuffed out entirely. We will either nobly save or meanly lose our last, best hope of saving our world. Every nation has seen the truth and has agreed to this outcome. When we bring the combined force of our might to Khazary’s door, we will give Apocson the chance to step down. We don’t aim for war, but we will stop him from spreading his Darkness and corrupting good men and women. If he refuses, then we’ll do what’s best for the world, even if it means facing down the void that devours all life. I will stand with the Blessed Nations on that field, as will other Voices. We do this not to take his place, but to free the world from his grip. When the war ends, all of us blessed by the gods will step back. Your elected officials or chosen monarchs will lead your nations without our interference.” Doc smiled sadly as he set his hands on the podium. “Now, you may ask questions, but please be civil.”

Three men all started trying to ask at the same time, but stopped instantly. Two of them sat back down, allowing the other to ask first. Doc was impressed the men had actually cooperated.

“Holyday, what part did you play in forming this organization?”

“I spoke with national leaders when requested. I spoke to them about what the goal of Blessed Nations was and answered their questions.”

The reporter wasn’t exactly thrilled with his answer, but he sat down so another could stand up.

“Sir, what about rumors that you paid the nations to sign on?” another reporter asked.

“I did no such thing,” Doc sighed. “Honestly, rumors will run around the world before the truth ever gets its boots on. Some of the companies I’m attached to have deals with those nations— that is a fact— but those deals weren’t contingent on them signing onto Blessed Nations.”

“The dryad, Rosa, is said to be Mother’s Voice,” the third man said, standing up. “She’s also registered as a wife of yours, yet we have evidence that she’s led death squads against priests. Why have you tolerated one of your wives to commit murder with impunity?”

“Are you married?” Doc asked the reporter.

“No.”

“One day, you’ll understand something most married men do: you don’t ‘tolerate’ your wife doing something. You can either support her or not. Rosa— as Mother’s Voice, not as my wife— answered when she was called to help. In some cases, she was late, as heads of state were killed by the clergy before she arrived to assist them. In most cases, she showed up with her sisters to stop the priests of Apoc from killing rulers. She didn’t commit murder. She went to assist legal rulers who were under attack. I support her in her goals, even when I might disagree with how she handles them. My wives are their own people. I do not control them. If that’s how you think marriage works… well, best wishes on finding a wife.”

A female reporter stood up, one of the few in the room. “Mr. Holyday, if I may?” she began as the last reporter was still standing up, shocked at the blatant insult. “Your family is quite large, with six wives and twelve children. Some have looked at your family and question if that’s what the gods want, for all relationships to be so large.”

“No,” Doc said softly. “I was just very blessed to be loved by so many. Some chased me, some I asked eagerly, and a few fell in love with me because I stood beside them. But no, not even Love would say you should pattern your own relationship after mine. If you find a single person and love them deeply, that’s wonderful. If your love is shared between two or more, that’s joyous. As long as everyone knows and consents to a larger relationship, where’s the harm? Large relationships aren’t new, but they have mostly been with the wealthy having a spouse and mistresses. The only thing I’d advise people of is to be open and honest with their spouse. Cheating on your loved one is the only thing I cannot condone. Let’s keep the question on the topic of Blessed Nations, shall we?”

~*~*~

The conference went on a little longer before it was called over. Doc stayed in the room as the reporters were led out by Teddy, who was going to show them the rest of the building. Eventually, he was alone with Rosa, who’d come back to him.

“He’ll move now,” Doc said softly. “We’ve just basically declared a united war against him.”

“He hasn’t used his own forces to attack yet, which is concerning,” Rosa said. “None of my sisters can enter far past the border, either. The land there is steeped in Darkness.”

“Which is likely why all the Voices will have to band together when we face him,” Doc said. “Let’s go home, Weed. I want to spend as long as possible with them before we have to leave.”

“They all want that, too,” Rosa said as she took his hand. “The train is waiting for us at the station.”

“If only I could travel like you do… then I could always return home at night,” Doc murmured. “I wish there was a gift to allow that… Annastacia asked for all the faith I could give her for her own gifts. We’re all preparing as much as we can.”

“Nickla is working on something special. He’s even kept Mangrove away from it.”

“We have to trust the others to do the best they can,” Doc said. “Come on, Weed. We’ll cuddle on the trip home.”

Rosa’s eyes blazed as she took his hand. “As you wish, husband.”


Chapter Forty-eight

March 15, 1890

A couple of months that felt far too short flew by. Every day, Doc spent as much of it as he could with his wives and children. All of them cherished the time they had together, from the quiet days inside to the ice skating on the pond. Harrid’s family was beside them most of that time, but the dwarf had a different kind of stress. He’d been setting up branches of the templars in the member nations of Blessed Nations. His top templars were sent to Europa to set up training grounds to help with a major bottleneck in how many templars there were. Furden had been the only training ground, but now, it was expanding. Harrid had allowed it once he’d been able to take a Deed that let the highest tier of templars detect Darkness’ corruptions, ensuring they wouldn’t be poisoned from within.

Avalon had pulled back its forces on Qin’s border, but word was circulating of the crown putting out a call to all its military. The nations that hadn’t joined Blessed Nations all had rumors of armed forces gathering. Everything looked to be heading toward war across the world. Doomsayers popped up all over, declaring the end of the world. Most of them were attributing it to Apoc being displeased with the false demons. The one thing that most of them agreed on was the end coming in fire and brimstone.

Word of everything moving only made the family cling to their time together even more. Doc and his wives purged sleep from themselves more than once so they could have the nights together while they spent every minute of the day with the children. All of them knew their quiet days were numbered, even if they didn’t know when Doc would finally go.

~*~*~

Rosa sat upright as breakfast was coming to an end. “Voice, Apocson is moving.”

“It’s time…” Doc sighed.

Everyone went quiet at the soft declaration.

“Avalon has launched their fleet against their neighbors. They’re split to hit three of the member nations.”

“Iberra has marched against Gaul,” Sequoia added.

“A world war…” Sophia said, the horror in her whisper clear to everyone.

“Twenty years earlier than my world,” Doc said. “Is Harrid coming over?”

“Ginger told him,” Rosa said. “They’re leaving their house now.”

Doc looked over his family, and sadness was etched on each face. His older children were trying not to cry, while the younger children looked uncertain, not fully understanding. Each of his wives had wet eyes from unshed tears. Daf looked worried, her hands clenched on the table. Posy, though, gave him a sad smile, the most composed one there.

“You’ll come home,” Posy said. “We’ll worry because we love you, Poppa, but I know that you’ll come home. My belief in Luck, Mother, and the rest won’t waver on this. All of them know this world was saved because of you. They won’t let you die.”

“My life before his,” Rosa said softly, but fiercely. “I will do everything in my power for that to be true.”

Lia touched Rosa’s head. “We know, Weed. We love you, too, so make sure you come back without needing to be brought back by Mother.”

“Poppa,” Suzanna sniffled, “if Posy says you’ll come home, I believe it.”

Doc couldn’t hold back, and tears flowed freely as he looked at his daughter. “Even if it requires breaking mountains with my hands or swimming across the ocean, I’ll do my best to make her words true.”

“I’ll be back,” Rosa said as she vanished.

“What?” Doc asked, looking at Petal.

“She has gathered our sisters to end the other threats,” Petal replied. “She’s angry, Doc.”

“Furious,” Sequoia corrected her. “Your family is in pain because of them, so she left to remove some of the threats to you.”

“She always does so much,” Fiala sniffled. “We’ll have to spoil her when she comes back, before you go, Doc.”

“She’s asking for us,” Petal said. “Excuse us.”

Doc frowned when both Petal and Sequoia vanished a moment later. The lack of dryads in the room unsettled everyone. It’d been years since they’d been without one of Mother’s children directly beside them. The shock on their faces, plus the absence of the dryads, finally got the youngest to start crying. Everyone focused on soothing them, just managing it when Harrid arrived with Ginger and Lucky.

“Doc, is everything okay?” Harrid asked when they came into the dining room.

“Apple went to help, too?” Doc asked back.

“Yes. Rosa asked me to stay here,” Ginger said.

“It’s bigger than I thought, then,” Doc muttered, before addressing Harrid. “We’re fine. The children were upset when all the dryads left. We should go to the parlor to talk.”

It took a little while for everyone to shift rooms. Doc sat on the floor with his children piled around him, holding onto him. Harrid watched with a set jaw, even as Lucky clutched at his hand tightly.

“I’ll be leaving tomorrow,” Doc eventually said. “Apocson is moving his forces, so it’s time to face him.”

“We’ll need to arrange transport,” Harrid said. “With my top templars away, I’ll need to appoint someone to—”

“No,” Doc cut him off gently. “You’ll stay here and watch over our families and keep your Order functioning.”

“Doc, I—”

“Will stay behind,” Doc said a little harshly before he exhaled. “I need you here. You took up the mantle of Grand Master of Luck’s Bastion. The war isn’t in our nation, but abroad. You’ve sent volunteers, and that’ll be enough. While this war rages, you’ll need to guard the home front. Apocson might have hidden blades ready for us to both leave. My wives would do their best, but I’d be able to breathe a lot easier if they had a true bastion to guard them.”

Harrid’s jaw set, and he was about to speak when Ginger touched his cheek. That single act seemed to take every bit of defiance out of him. “I could do more beside you, Doc.”

“I know, but I’ll have all the other Voices beside me, my friend. Give me peace of mind. Please?”

“Poppa, please?” Lucky asked.

Suzanna sniffled as she let go of Doc to go stand in front of Harrid. “Please.”

Harrid stared at Suzanna for a moment before he gently pulled her in for a hug. “If my son and eventual daughter-in-law ask, then how can I fight it?”

“Doc, you need to take the others with you,” Lia said firmly. “We’ll keep Petal and Sequoia with us, but the rest will go as your guard. If you argue, I will put my guns on again.”

“I agree with her,” Sonya said.

“So do I,” Fiala said, wiping tears away.

“And us,” Ayla said, holding hands with Sophia, who nodded.

“Does he have to go?” John sniffled. “Can’t he stay?”

“I have to,” Doc whispered as he tried not to sob. “Luck said it would take all the Voices to face him.”

The kids broke down into tears. Suzanna went back to the group again, clutching at her father as she joined the crying children. His wives went to the floor to hold their kids and touch Doc.

No one knew how long they cried, but Rosa and the others came back before they stopped. The dryads— all of the dryads who helped the family— joined the group, encircling them. Apple went to Lucky, hugging him as he held onto Harrid’s hand. With the dryads back, the youngest children slowly began to calm down. Bit by bit, the tears slowed, eyes were wiped, and noses were cleared.

“Rosa?” Doc asked.

“Avalon’s fleets are gone,” Rosa said gently. “Iberra’s army and their inquisitors are now part of a new mountain range that separates Iberra from Gaul. Some of my sisters are watching the other nations that have amassed their forces, but haven’t moved yet. We can’t say for certain what Apocson is doing, but his forces have started to push at Tsarrus and Qin.”

“We leave tomorrow,” Doc told her. “My wives demand I take a guard with us.”

“Petal, Sequoia, you two will stay here no matter what,” Rosa said softly. “You are to assist Harrid, Apple, and Ginger in securing the families.”

“As you decree, Voice,” the pair said together.

“Every other dryad who has helped the family will come with us, as our wives wish. They’ll be beside you every moment to shield you with Mother’s will and even their bodies if it’s needed,” Rosa said. She looked at her wives with a sad smile. “We will do everything in our power to protect him.”

“Thank you,” Lia said.

Rosa knelt before the pile of children. “Be strong for your father. He doesn’t want to go, but he has to. The world needs his strength to be saved. Once this is over, he should never have to go again. Your friends will be coming with us to keep him safe, but when it’s done, we’ll all be coming home.”

“Will it be years?” Adrian asked.

“It shouldn’t take years,” Rosa said. “Petal and Sequoia will keep you all informed. You’ll know the moment the war is over.”

The youngest children still held onto Doc tightly, but the older children nodded. They believed Rosa; she’d always done what was best for them. Even if it hurt and they didn’t want Doc to go, they accepted what she said.

“We can still have today,” Doc said. “Let’s go skate. Just the family today.”

A couple of the extra dryads vanished to inform the staff to let them have room. Normally, they welcomed everyone to skate with them, but Doc wanted it just to be the family, so they went to ensure it was. None of the staff took it badly. They rarely asked them for anything special, so they corralled their own children and did their best to ensure the family had space. When the rumor of why began to spread, everyone at the estate prayed for Doc. They had faith in him, but extra faith was never a bad thing.

The day still seemed to vanish in a blink. They let the children stay up until they fell asleep. The dryads whisked the sleepers off to bed, helping settle them in for the night. When the last child finally went to bed, Doc and his wives retreated back to the bedroom. Tomorrow would see Doc heading out for Golden Bay, and eventually, across the ocean to the front lines. For now, he had wives who wanted time with him, so he did his best to focus on them and not on the future.


Chapter Forty-nine

April 1, 1890

The goodbye was rough for Doc and his family. Rosa held him during the entire trip to Golden Bay to ease his mind. They picked up David, Rema, and Nickla there, along with a few massive crates that the engineer insisted on taking with them. When they got to Tsarrus, they found Denise waiting for them. Annastacia was closer to the front lines, doing her best to hold back the massive army that was marching without rest. The group was bundled onto a special train, along with the last of the tanks, to help War’s Voice stop the invasion.

The news that came in over the next couple of days on the ride across Tsarrus was grim. It wasn’t just Tsarrus facing the armies of Khazary, but Qin and the nations in Europa that shared a border with Khazary. The dryads played scout while staying as far back as possible. Mother was starting to panic as the black-clad army marched. She was losing connection to the land they crossed. None of the natives could comprehend how Apocson had an army as large as he did, much less how they could march without rest and ignore injuries. Doc had a thought on it, but he wanted to see a body before he said anything.

They arrived in an abandoned city to find Annastacia waiting for them. Every tank that’d been manufactured was being fitted for combat. The crews were only half-trained, as they’d hoped to have more time before the war started. The few planes sat on an airfield next to a hastily assembled runway. It wasn’t what Doc had hoped for, but Apocson had pushed the timetable forward.

“What can we do to help?” Doc asked when they approached Annastacia.

“I don’t know,” Annastacia said. “You’ve had more experience in war than I have. We can’t seem to slow them down, much less stop them.”

“I’m going to get my crates set up,” Nickla said as he left the others to talk.

“War isn’t exactly my battlefield,” Denise said. “I can at least inspire the army to be courageous.”

“That’ll help,” Annastacia nodded. “Morale is low because we’ve had to keep retreating. We don’t understand what’s happening, how they just keep marching. The dryads have covered the rail lines behind us, but the only people we’ve seen who even seem like they might use them are the priests scattered through their army.”

Doc exhaled slowly. “Did the holy ground slow them at all?”

“Some, but all it did was buy us time to flee. We slaughtered them to start with, but they ignored every injury except to their heads. As those who did fall started to accumulate, the holy ground vanished.”

“Fuck…” Doc muttered.

“Doc?” David asked.

“Zombies,” Doc said. “The fucker’s made an army of the undead.”

“What?”

Doc looked at David, then the confused faces the others had. “Huh… I have no idea when they became a thing… Okay, so these are bodies of the dead reanimated. The only way to stop them is to damage their brain. It explains the ability to ignore injuries and go without sleep. But if none of you understand it… then how does Apocson know about it?”

“Maybe the Darkness uses it on other worlds?” Denise suggested.

“Maybe…?” Doc murmured.

“Is there any way to kill them easily?” Annastacia asked.

“Sadly, no, outside of an amazing sniper who can get a headshot every time. Even dropping them into pits won’t stop them, and I know the dryads have limits on making the earth open and close.”

“We can do our best, but with the size of the army, we would be taxed far quicker than we can replenish our energy,” Rosa said.

“He must have been building this army since he first took over the country,” David said. “It’s the only explanation.”

“How far out are they?” Doc asked.

Rosa looked to the southwest before she shook her head. “I lose connection about thirty miles that way, and it’s a massive front.”

“How fast are they moving?”

“Slowly,” Annastacia said. “A slow march, maybe two miles an hour.”

“So we have twelve hours,” Doc muttered. “Get the tanks set to do a fighting retreat following the rail. Rosa, can you get your sisters to set up an airfield farther back so that when we retreat, they have a place to land? We’ll also need the ground firmed up so the tanks don’t get bogged down.”

“It will be done,” Rosa said as four of her sisters appeared, bowed to Doc, and then left.

“David, please check with Nickla. Tell him what we expect. See if his… whatever, can be moved. Otherwise, it’s going to be one and done more than likely.”

“You plan to retreat?” Annastacia asked.

“Yes. Zombies can be dealt with if you buy time. We have time and land to work with. We need to evacuate everything behind us so no one gets left to them. Where are the templars that came over to help out?”

“Setting up holy ground at the edge of the city.”

“I’ll go see them. Fighting in cities will hinder us more than them. Open ground will work best for us. The undead will just keep marching forward; giving them any cover is a bad idea because it’ll just hinder us.”

“I’ll get things ready to retreat,” Annastacia said.

Doc watched the other Voices go before he exhaled. “We’re missing something… millions of undead are dangerous, but that by itself won’t wipe out the world.”

“He’s taking over Mother,” Rosa said softly. “If he can keep gaining ground simply by his forces marching… he doesn’t need to kill everyone.”

“Which makes giving ground playing into his hands…” Doc muttered. “He won’t group them. Instead, he’ll make wide lines that move together, taking the land as he goes. That explains why he opened up so many fronts, too. We can’t stop them all if they spread out. Like an infection, it’ll branch and keep going. Is Qin’s wall giving them any trouble?”

“No. The largest grouping of priests and bishops seemed to be there. Even with the reinforced walls, they broke them after a week. The army marches into Qin just like here.”

“I thought time was on our side, but I was wrong,” Doc sighed. “Can our ships help at all?”

“The only way into the seas here is past Khazary’s capital.”

“No help, then,” Doc exhaled. “Ask Teddy to send the navy to the Mediterranean. They can bombard the coasts there once the undead push that way, at least. They won’t be able to help on the east coast of Tsarrus and Qin.”

“One of my sisters will let him know.”

“Let’s go see the templars.”

~*~*~

The templars of Luck’s Bastion were building shacks behind defensive fortifications. There were three units of them working their hearts out. Doc approached slowly, watching the men and women work as a cohesive team to build as quickly as they could. It was inspirational, even knowing they’d likely have to withdraw as they had time and again. There was no sign of desperation or defeat in them.

Doc saw one of the men standing back, overseeing the three crews. The insignia he bore marked him as a risen knight in the Order. Doc headed that way, as the risen knight was the highest rank he saw. “How are they doing?”

The man was just over five feet tall, but exceptionally broad. His short beard gave him a mean look, but that façade broke when he saw Doc. “Voice?”

“Just call me Doc. What’s your name?”

“Scott Bastion, sir.”

“An orphan?”

“Yes, sir. I took the Order’s name since they gave me a home and purpose.”

“It’s okay, Scott,” Doc said, patting his shoulder. “I know how that is. How are the troops holding up?”

“As good as they can, sir. It’s been terrible, but we keep falling back and trying new things to try to stop them. But, sir… they don’t seem to care if they die.”

“They’re already dead. Call them in. We need to discuss new strategies.”

“Yes, sir,” Scott saluted, then whistled a specific cadence. The moment he did, the templars all stopped, looking his way before they quickly finished what they were doing to not to lose their progress.

Doc waited for the group to assemble before he spoke to them, trying not to let the hero worship bother him. “Gentlemen and ladies,” Doc said once the last templar arrived, “you’ve done the best you can to this point. You should be proud of what you’ve done. The hardships you’ve endured aren’t your fault. The Pontiffica has used dark magic to command this army. He’s raised the dead, which is why they don’t stop or seem to care about injuries. What we need to do is use this battle to test theories to find what works best. I’m not positive what all your Deeds can do, but we’re going to have a quick discussion on them, then brainstorm new ways to use them. Don’t discard any idea because you think it’s stupid or silly. We need every option to see what we want to try. Understood?”

“Yes, sir!” the entire group shouted in unison with a salute.

“Let’s get started, then. Scott, give me a rundown on the Deeds.”

“Yes, sir.”

~*~*~

Six hours were burned in the ensuing discussion with the templars, and the next six were used to implement the chosen options. All three units worked independently of each other, but were backed by two dryads each to assist them. A trio of chosen templars would stay as long as they could to see the results of the tests; each would have a horse waiting for them to flee once the undead reached the defenses.

Doc made his way back to the others after his talk with the templars. What he found waiting for him made him pause and stare. He had no idea what he was looking at exactly, but the fact that it was built with wheels gave him some hope that it would keep up with them.

“Doc, this is what Nickla brought with him,” David said. “He’s still making sure everything’s connected.”

“It’s a framework with soul stones and wires built on a flatbed truck,” Doc said. “Has he said what it’s for yet?”

“All he’d say is ‘wait and see,’” David grunted. “When I asked if he could recreate it if it worked, he just laughed and told me no. This is one of his gifts from his god, whatever it is.”

“We’ll find out when the time comes, I guess,” Doc sighed. “The templars are going to finish up before the zombies get here. That’ll let us know if any of the ideas we’ve agreed on will work or not.”

“Denise said morale is improving, and Annastacia’s been making sure the train is ready to pull out once the army gets to the city. I’m a little perplexed as to what I can do to help.”

“We’ll need to get all of us together and start going over our gifts,” Doc said. “There’s got to be something in there that’ll help. Otherwise, why did the gods say all of us would be needed?”

“Hmm… I hope you’re right,” David said. “Honestly, I’m afraid I won’t be useful and will only be a burden here. My battlefield is business, not war.”

“I understand. Come on, let’s see if we can’t help shift things around. Some manual labor will at least get our minds off the wait.”

David nodded as he fell into step with Doc. He hoped his friend was right because every passing minute had him closer to wanting to flee early.

~*~*~

The sun was long down when the undead arrived at the front. Makeshift reflectors poured light onto the defensive line, giving the defenders light to see by. Doc stood with the other Voices on a building to see what was arrayed before them. What they saw didn’t do justice to what they truly faced, as most of it was lost to the night beyond what the lights illuminated. That was only apparent as the undead kept marching forward.

The first volley of gunfire rang out from the defenders, but few of the hits counted. The zombies raised their own bayoneted rifles and fired back. A few men cried out in pain, as they’d either been hit or caught wooden shrapnel from a close miss. Doc grimaced; zombies capable of using guns was terrible for them. When a beam of compressed darkness hit one of the lights, snuffing it out, the call for the retreat came. Fighting zombies at night without lights was foolish. It’s why Annastacia had called for most of the men to be pulled back earlier when they realized what the timeline for the army reaching the city would be.

The Voices were the last to go, as they’d stayed to watch until they had to leave. Anything they might see to get an edge was worth them delaying until the end. Doc already had ideas for their limited air force; it would take the truly brave even to attempt it, but it might help. Denise and David were the first ones to leave, then Nickla a minute after them. Doc, Rosa, and Annastacia stayed for a few more minutes before they also headed for the train that was waiting for them.

They’d stayed long enough to see the three templar defensive emplacements be hit. All three slowed the undead that reached them, but one of them was a clear winner, and it didn’t surprise Doc. Even that edge was lost under the relentless march of the zombies, who had no compunction about using a fallen comrade as a walkway.

Doc healed the Voices so they could ignore the loss of sleep they’d endured. It was time to talk about how, as a team, they could stop the massive forces arrayed before them. If they could manage something, it might be able to be copied on the other fronts to at least buy them time.

“None of the gifts within my reach will help,” Denise said. “When we overthrow Apocson, my gifts can help unite the world, but right now, I’m not useful.”

“You can help me,” Nickla said. “My device hasn’t been revealed yet, but it will be tomorrow. It takes energy from a divine-touched being to make it function. Alone, I can’t do enough, but if you and David will stand with me, we can keep it working far longer.”

“The only gift I have that might help is a changing ability. I can expend energy to transmute one metal to another, but the cost of them must balance. If we try to turn steel into mythrium, we’d get a pittance of the expensive metal,” David said.

“Who sets the cost?” Doc asked.

“Trade. She won’t cheat her own rules, either.”

“We can trade down, though, yes?” Annastacia asked. “If we send runners along our route, they can gather anything expensive for you to make it far more useful for us.”

“That is true.”

“The gifts I can reach for are pretty wild. I rarely took anything offensive,” Doc said, “but even pushing deeply into that side of things… I don’t have anything wide-based. Most of it is personal.”

“Mother doesn’t work the way your gods do,” Rosa said softly. “I am just an extension of her will. I can direct her power with a discerning touch as opposed to leveling a city.”

“Which leaves it to me…” Annastacia murmured. “I’ve taken everything I thought was useful before now. To really know what I could even hope for, we’d need to pool all the faith we have.”

“I can help here,” David said. “I just recently picked up a gift for this exact reason. I just need everyone who wants to pool their faith to touch my left hand. Then, whomever I touch with my right will get all of it.”

“Trade wants us to succeed,” Doc chuckled as he reached out to touch David’s hand.

Nickla and Denise did the same. David then reached over and touched Annastacia, who rocked back violently. Everyone started asking if she was okay, but she held up her hands to stop them for a moment. Blinking slowly, Annastacia was clearly reading something only she could see.

“It worked, but it kicked like a horse,” Annastacia said. “If I ever use any gift purchased with shared faith against those who donated to it, it will be revoked. Not that we’re ever going to fight each other, especially not with what our gods have told each of us.”

“About that…” Doc grunted. “For those who aren’t aware yet, it’s time for a quick bit of information about Apocson.”

When Doc finished telling them about War’s lost Voice, everyone was quiet for a moment. Annastacia spoke up to break the silence, “No wonder he seems so suited for attacking and made plans stretching back so far. This must’ve been his plan if everything started to fail: swallow the world with the undead.”

“It paints a far grimmer picture for us winning,” Denise said. “He’s lived for close to a millennium, if not longer. We have no idea what gifts from War he has that still work or what the Darkness might’ve given him.”

“I can say that animating the dead isn’t on my list of gifts,” Annastacia said. “And considering how the undead seem to tarnish holy ground, I’d say that’s entirely from the Darkness.”

“What can you buy with the faith we gave you?” David asked to pull the conversation back on topic.

Annastacia held up a hand as she looked into the distance. After a few minutes, she sighed as she lowered it. “I don’t see where most of it would even begin to help.”

“Lay it out for us. We’ll brainstorm together. Multiple ideas might spark a solution,” Doc said. “It helped me find a way to guide the templars’ defensive emplacements.”

“Okay, firstly there’s…” Annastacia began to list her potential gifts.

David got Nickla some paper when he asked for it. While Annastacia talked, Nickla drafted the gifts she was explaining and how they connected to each other. That helped them all envision how everything was laid out and what limits they’d have if they wanted to piecemeal anything from her potential gifts.


Chapter Fifty

April 2, 1890

The battlefield had been worked on since the army had arrived. They weren’t alone, though, as Rosa’s sisters had come to help shape the land as requested. By the time the Voices arrived, things were well underway. Nickla immediately went to check on his vehicle that David and Denise were going to help with. The pair went with him so they could understand what they should do when assisting him. Doc and Annastacia each had their own tasks.

Doc went to the templars of Luck’s Bastion, who’d been getting some buildings set up to be able to make holy ground. They hadn’t set defenses around them, as they were waiting for Doc’s report on what kind of defenses worked best. When he approached, the templars all fell in before him, saluting as they did.

“At ease,” Doc said, using the term he’d heard during his time among the army. The templars relaxed slightly, but stayed quiet while they waited for him to address them. “The tripwires at varying heights gave the undead the most trouble. With the dryads helping, we’re going to exacerbate their difficulties with the wires. Rosa, who is their contact?”

Rosa motioned beside her, and another dryad appeared. “Larix will work with you to direct our sisters,” Rosa said. Larix bowed her head to Scott, who made sure his eyes stayed off Larix’s nude body and on her face. Rosa snickered and vanished for a moment, returning to hand Larix a sundress. “Sister, wear this while working with them. It’ll keep them focused.” Larix had the dress on in short order. “If there are any problems, Larix will inform me. Work hard, templars.”

“Sir,” Scott spoke up, “are we just getting wires set?”

“Yes. Annastacia is working on our newest weapon. If we’re right, it’ll turn this tide into a trickle. If we’re wrong, we’ll be retreating again,” Doc said. “Luck bless us.”

“Luck bless us!” the templars shouted, coming to attention again.

Doc left them, heading out past the defenses, but stopped when Scott called out to him. “I have my own part to play,” Doc said. “Carry out your duties.”

“Yes, sir,” Scott said, saluting.

Rosa walked with Doc past the army. As they went, dryads began to appear around the pair. Doc didn’t comment, because he knew the dryads on sight. They were the ones who’d chosen to help his children, but had come to keep him safe. During the trip, they’d mostly kept it to a couple beside Rosa, but since they were on the frontlines, Rosa had called for all of them to help protect him.

“How many are far away from us?” Doc asked as they walked.

“None of the chosen, but a couple of my sisters are keeping up a farther perimeter to make sure no snipers get a chance,” Rosa said.

“I’d have called it overkill before the first sniper got me. Now, I know better.”

“So do I, which is why they are out there searching for threats.”

Doc looked back at the army before he slowed. “Quarter-mile?”

“Just over,” Rosa replied.

Doc started walking again. “Stop me just short of a half-mile.”

“Yes, Voice,” Rosa said.

“You didn’t add much during the meeting.”

“I couldn’t help you the same as the others. The plan has potential, but I’m not sure it’ll help on all fronts.”

“One front at a time,” Doc murmured. “If it doesn’t work, we’re going to be hard-pressed to stop this before Apocson takes half of Tsarrus and Qin, plus most of Europa.”

“Yes. Mother is worried about losing so much of herself. She doesn’t know what he’s doing, but she fears it’s worse than just this abomination of life marching against the living.”

“Me, too, Rosa… me, too. We can only do what we can right now. If this works, then we have the chance to maybe do something inadvisable.”

“Attack instead of defend,” Rosa nodded, having been watching his thoughts. “It is a frightening prospect to march into a place where I wouldn’t be able to touch Mother.”

“If I’m right, that won’t be a problem,” Doc said.

“It’s all conjecture for now. We need to break this horde first. Stop here.”

Doc stopped walking. Taking a deep breath, he blessed the land, turning it into holy ground. His gifts were more potent than what the templars could manage. If he were right, then the undead alone wouldn’t be able to break his blessing. The undead, plus Apoc’s priests, might be able to contest them, but he relied on the gift’s description to give him hope they couldn’t. A few seconds later, he turned to the side and started walking again. He had a lot of land to cover and not enough time to do as much as he hoped.

Doc had just finished the second mile of holy ground when Rosa laughed. He looked back at the army to see a man on horse bringing along a spare mount. “Why didn’t I consider that?” Doc chuckled.

“Because none of us can think of everything,” Rosa snickered.

“This will make things far faster,” Doc said, then looked at Rosa with a thoughtful expression.

“No,” Rosa said softly. “I refuse, Doc. Our wives wouldn’t forgive me if something happened.”

“I know, but it would mean we’d get twice as much ground covered,” Doc said. “Your sisters are watching over me, Rosa. We need the battle to be a decisive win.”

Rosa stared at him silently as the horseman slowed to a stop a few feet from the encircling dryads. “Please, Doc, don’t ask this of me. If you get harmed while I’m not near you…”

Doc stepped closer to her, taking her into his arms. “I know, my sweet wife, I know. You can move far faster than me… so what if I go back to camp? Then, you can do it alone.”

Rosa clutched him as she took deep breaths. “Once you are back at camp, I will allow it, but only if my sisters are tightly around you.”

Doc pulled back just enough to see that her eyes weren’t glowing. She wasn’t trying to trick him into anything— she was serious about her request. “Okay. I’ll take a nap, and they can pile on and around me… clothed.” He added the last word when a few of the dryads’ eyes began to light up, which got them to stop. “When you need energy, you come back to me, and we’ll see what we can do. Okay?”

Rosa met his eyes before she nodded. Leaning in, she kissed him softly before stepping back. “I will ride with you back to the camp, then I’ll go.”

“As my wife wishes,” Doc said.

The rider was confused, as he’d been told to bring the horse for Doc to do his job, but now, Doc and the dryads were heading back to camp. The man stayed quiet. It wasn’t his place to question Luck’s Voice or his commander.

The moment Doc was in as secure a place as Rosa could get him to, she kissed him again, then vanished. Doc looked at the dozen dryads with him in the room, then chuckled before he took a spot on the floor. The moment he was reclined, the women all piled around and atop him. Doc just closed his eyes and waited for Rosa to return, doing his best to ignore the barely-clad dryads covering him.

~*~*~

Annastacia walked the entire camp, pausing at each unit. Her new gifts would either be a major reason for their victory or they’d be damned to a long-protracted retreat. They’d kept some faith in reserve, just in case, but the majority had gone toward one major upgrade. At each unit, she called all the men to fall in.

“I have a single question,” Annastacia asked, her voice projecting power as she spoke. “Do you believe in the gods?”

“Yes, ma’am!” The roar from the men and women came back without hesitation.

“Then may your might be blessed by War to not only defend the Motherland, but to drive into the heart of our foe,” Annastacia said, raising her hand. “War’s might!”

Everyone gathered felt the wash of power. They tried to stand taller and straighter to show their righteous belief in the gods upon feeling the touch.

Annastacia saluted, getting the unit to return it before she walked away. She went unit by unit; each stop left her feeling a bit drained, but she kept going until she came to the second to last stop. None of them knew if she could bless the tanks and planes, but they’d all agreed that she should try.

The tankers were doing another check on their vehicles. They’d never been called to battle, and they were starting to itch to be set free to fight. When the princess of Tsarrus, their commander and Voice, called them to her, they marched to stand before her with proud expressions.

“Before I get to why I called you, let me apologize to all of you.”

The unit was shocked to hear her start with an apology.

“We trained you as best we could with the limited time we had, but then we kept you from combat. I know you’re proud to have been chosen for this unit, but we wanted to keep you safe until the Voices arrived, and then we fled again instead of staying to fight.”

Some of those present silently agreed. They were angry at being chained like they had been. Even then, having their princess apologize soothed that anger.

“You will fight when they come later today,” Annastacia went on. “Before you do, I need to know: do you believe in the gods?”

“Yes, ma’am!” The reply came back with the force of conviction.

“Then be blessed by the gods. War’s might!”

A collective intake of breath touched the unit as the power infused each of them. A cry of distress came, and one of the women darted forward to catch Annastacia as she fell. A shout went up for medics, which also had a runner sent for Doc.

The runner was stopped at the door to Doc’s room. When they knew the reason the person was there, one of the dryads with Doc explained what had happened. Doc went to stand, but the dryads kept him pinned. Eventually, they compromised on bringing Annastacia to Doc.

A few minutes later, Annastacia was brought in on a stretcher. Doc was up and waiting by then, so he went right to Annastacia’s side and touched her. A few seconds later, he exhaled in relief. He looked at the doctors, who’d come running to assist. “She’s just exhausted. She’s been blessing everyone for the battle to come. She just needs to rest for now. I’ll keep an eye on her while she sleeps.”

When everyone finally left, Doc sat down near the stretcher. Everyone was getting ready for the battle, and he was here, doing nothing. He cut that thought off the moment it popped into his head. “Not nothing. Rosa’s just doing it for me,” Doc muttered, “because she can cover ground far faster than I can.”

David popped in to check on them before heading back to help wherever he could with changing materials for the men. Denise also came by after hearing of Annastacia’s problem. After she checked with Doc, she went back out to bolster the army. A few were worried that Annastacia had injured herself, and that let doubt seep in. Denise went to quash that so the men were entirely focused on the battle to come.

Eventually, Rosa came back, her hair white as snow. Age lines covered her face as she slumped before Doc. “I did what I could, husband.”

Doc gently stroked her hair and pushed energy into her, giving her half of what he had. During the last year, they’d found the bond of energy ran both ways. Rosa preferred her usual way of being replenished, but knew there were times she needed to be refreshed faster. As Doc tended to his lovely dryad, her age lines slowly faded, and her hair regained a hint of color. “You did well, Rosa. Thank you.”

Rosa glanced at Annastacia asleep and knew she wouldn’t be able to tempt Doc into what she really wanted, so she just leaned into his hand and legs. “I left a few patches closer to the camp for you to get. Give me a few minutes, and then we can go finish them together.”

Doc leaned forward to kiss her head. “I promise to refill you fully later, my love.”

Rosa smiled, her eyes blazing even as she looked at the ground. “Thank you, Voice.”

“Hmmm…? What happened?” Annastacia rasped.

Doc touched her with his free hand. “You passed out. Just rest. I’ll have some food and water brought to you.”

“I still need to finish,” Annastacia said, trying to sit up.

Rosa moved before Doc could, pushing Annastacia flat. “No. You must rest until you have the strength to do it. You could seriously injure yourself, and that would cause Doc distress. If you try before Doc says it is safe, one of my sisters will restrain you.”

Annastacia stared up into Rosa’s eyes, then flushed before she coughed. “Yes… well… I guess I am still tired.”

Rosa’s lips twitched as she stared at the princess. “Good.”

“Rosa’s right,” Doc said gently. “Just rest up, okay? I’ll be back shortly. When we get back, we’ll see about helping you.”

“As you say, Doc,” Annastacia said, closing her eyes again.

The pair left, but one of the dryads had stayed behind. Annastacia didn’t look her way, still embarrassed about Rosa knowing what she’d been thinking. She’d crushed on Doc when he’d originally come to Tsarrus, but she hadn’t stepped forward to speak her mind because Lia had been with him. Over the years, she’d buried that spark, but working with him to save her home, those emotions were burning again. Rosa had seen what she’d been thinking and smirked at her. Taking deep breaths, Annastacia tried to calm herself. She had to save her home, then the world… and then maybe she’d confess to him and his wives… maybe.


Chapter Fifty-one

The sun was starting to set by the time the army reached the prepared battlefield. The line of undead stretched into the distance to either side of the town they’d used to prepare for the fight. To the left of the set defenses, the tanks rumbled in the chill spring air, ready to defend the Motherland. Off to the right and farther back from the front, a dryad stood by to signal the planes into the air when Annastacia called for them.

Annastacia had barely recovered enough to bless the small air force a few hours prior. Doc had done what he could for her, but she was running on fumes for energy because she didn’t share the same synergy with dryads that Doc did. Now, she stood ready to command the biggest battle any of them had ever seen, much less been a part of.

Denise and David were with Nickla in his vehicle, ready to assist as divine batteries. Doc still wasn’t sure what that exactly meant, but the two Voices had seemed positive about it. Doc stood with Luck’s Bastion, right near the frontlines, where he could try reapplying a bit of holy ground if needed. The dryads stood vigil around Doc, ready to step in front of any harm coming his way. Every templar near Doc stood easy; the Voice of Luck stood with them today. They were confident that today would see the turning of their constant retreating.

Two miles from the town, the undead touched on Rosa’s holy ground. They slowed and were pushed forward by the undead behind them. As they continued, the defenders held their breath as people watched with spy glasses. Halfway across the holy ground, the undead were still slowed, and a priest was spotted trying to break the holiness, but seemingly failing. A ragged cheer started up as the news spread. The first bit of good news the army received had bolstered the morale of the outnumbered defenders even as the extreme edges of undead continued to march unimpeded.

At the one-mile mark, Annastacia gave the order, and the tanks began to fire. They knew what was coming, so every tank had loaded as many high-explosive shells as they could. Before, it’d worked, but hadn’t done nearly as much as they’d hoped. However, today was a far different story, as the weapons had been blessed by Annastacia. When the shells hit the mass of undead and exploded, the difference was clear to everyone. Only a few had died the last time, while the rest were injured, but kept moving. This time, the entire radius of the explosion caused the undead to fall like wheat to the scythe. It wasn’t just the explosion, as the shrapnel produced from the shell cut the energy animating the zombies if it dug into their flesh. The leather armor they were wearing wasn’t enough to stop the shrapnel from entering any undead nearby.

They kept marching, but the priests scattered in the mass were suddenly very worried. Three of them made fatal choices, using their dark energy rods to fire at the tanks. The moment they did, snipers opened fire, but only a few rounds came close to the hitting priests at the range where they were standing. It was going to be a problem, as their rods could cut through armor and kill both the driver and gunner of the tanks without trouble.

“Stay here, Doc,” Rosa said firmly as she vanished.

Doc turned to her, but she was gone. His eyes widened when he saw her appear before the tanks. A dryad visible and in front of a preferred target got not just three priests to attack her, but six. The beams converged to cut her down, only to spin around her body before turning silver and flashing back at the priests. Just like that, six priests were killed by gifts Doc had taken years before. His held breath came out noisily as he stared at Rosa, who was suddenly beside him again.

Grabbing his dryad, he kissed her, pulling her tightly to him. He now vividly understood how his wives felt about him doing what he’d done time and again. Breaking the kiss, he pushed her back slightly to stare into her eyes. “Rosa, warn me next time, dammit!”

Rosa smiled at the depth of his love for her before she leaned in to kiss him briefly. “As you wish, Voice. I couldn’t let you go and do it, and you’d never have reached them in time.”

Doc couldn’t argue the second point. He would’ve done the same thing if he could have, and that sobered him on chastising Rosa more. “We do what we have to.”

The tanks fired again, angling their guns to the sides of the previous shots to kill some of the other undead that were now closer. One of the tanks didn’t fire— two of the beams had hit it, which likely meant the gunner was dead. A member of the auxiliary tanker unit was already rushing to check on the people inside the silent tank. The others shifted aim and fired again and again, trying to thin the seemingly endless tide.

Annastacia ordered the army to fire when the enemy got into range before turning to the dryad beside her. A few minutes later, as the army opened fire with their rifles, the planes flew over the right flank, bombs dropping sporadically as they went. Everywhere the army fired, or a bomb went off, the undead fell and didn’t rise again.

Even with their weapons being effective this time, it didn’t seem to matter. As the enemy fell, more kept marching into range, heedless of the danger since the undead didn’t know fear. The flanks slowly began to curl in toward the army, and Annastacia had to order the tanks to focus on keeping their left flank clear. Then, she had to order part of the army to turn to the right flank, too. The planes, while useful, couldn’t keep up with the number of enemies.

Doc did his best to focus on the battle in front of him as the undead finally reached the defenses arranged by the templars and dryads. The staggered heights and tripwires caused them to slow even further, giving the blessed ammunition time to devastate the enemy without fear of being overrun swiftly.

Things weren’t entirely one-sided, though, as the moment the undead got into range to fire back, they did so and kept marching. Men and women were still injured or killed, but not nearly as quickly as the undead were. However, even with the defensive positions, the wounded began to tally up as the battle continued. As little as they wanted to, with the flanks folding in on them, the order to retreat was coming. It didn’t feel as terrible this time because they’d stuck a decisive blow against the undead.

When the order to retreat came, Nickla drove his weaponized vehicle to the right flank. People fell back in order, intent on reaching the train while still doing what they could, but everyone slowed or stopped to watch when the bright flash of Nickla’s weapon went off.

“Fuck, that hurts!” Doc cursed, trying to blink the bright spots from his eyes.

“He created an energy beam,” Rosa said, taking Doc’s arm to guide him.

“Of course he did. Tesla loved his electricity,” Doc snorted, still trying to get his sight back. “Hopefully, he can keep that up long enough for everyone to pull out.”

The next flash of light was ignored by almost everyone. The people who’d been blinded were helped onward by their friends. Even with another retreat, no one thought of the battle as a loss. They’d shown they could kill the undead effectively, and morale was at an all-time high. Everyone who was still alive felt hope that they could and would push back the unending tide in the coming days.

Doc was thinking about what he should do to help the most for the next battle. He’d helped, but mostly, Rosa had helped far more than he had, even if she used his gifts to do it. If he had another Rosa or two, then they could potentially give the army even more time to kill the undead without being flanked as quickly. But Rosa was unique as Mother’s Voice and his wife. Even if his wives were there with them, they’d be just as slow to set up defenses as he was. Only a dryad could cover ground as swiftly as Rosa could.

Lost in thought, Doc didn’t notice Annastacia beside him until they were approaching the train. “How did we do?”

“Far better than we have,” Annastacia said grimly. “We have a way forward, but… even if we manage to break this threat, Qin and Europa will be falling far faster.”

“I know,” Doc sighed. “If we can break this mass, then we might have to take the battle to the Pontiffica.”

“Which will be a problem with many unknowns. Trying to move our people around to help the other nations, though, would take longer and mean far more deaths.”

“I agree. First, we need to end the threat in front of us. Then, we can decide what to do.”

Annastacia looked over the army, boarding the train as orderly as they could. “How many more will we lose until then?”

“More than we want,” Doc said. “But from what we saw today, not nearly as much as we feared.”

“May the gods bless us as we strike at their foe.”

The pair didn’t get on the train; they stood there, waiting and watching. They would board when they had to, but until then, they did more good for morale by standing there. The war wasn’t going to be finished as quickly as the Emeritan Civil War had, but Doc had never thought it would be. If things went right, though, the end of the war would see Apocson fall, and the world get the chance to shine brightly for all time.


Chapter Fifty-two

April 3, 1890

Doc didn’t purge sleep from the other Voices this time. All of them needed to rest and recover from using their energy and gifts, especially Annastacia. He did keep himself refreshed, as he’d dragged Rosa into a separate room to replenish her energy. She’d done so much for him to prepare for the battle, and it just reminded him of how she’d always been there for him since she’d found him in the wilds.

Resting after another round of carnal replenishment, Doc held Rosa as she cuddled at his side. His thoughts again returned to how much easier it would be if Rosa had multiple bodies. She’d be able to cover even more ground with his gifts, seriously hampering the undead, and even help the other fronts… though he’d never be able to keep her energized.

Rosa kissed Doc’s chest as she read his thoughts. “Voice, can I go tell our family what has happened?”

“Sure… but can’t you just pass it to Petal and Sequoia to tell them?”

“Sometimes, going in person is better,” Rosa murmured. “I’ll be back shortly. Besides, you could use a little rest.”

Doc nodded in agreement— he could use some actual sleep. He was low on energy from healing himself while replenishing her. “Alright, my love. Just curl up with me when you get back, okay?”

“Of course,” Rosa smiled, kissing him. “I leave you with my sisters until then.”

Doc laughed when Rosa vanished and a dozen dryads were suddenly piled on and around him. He just pushed himself to sleep, letting the dryads use him as a bed. It wasn’t a terrible way to rest— it actually reminded him of the cuddle puddles he had with his wives. That was a comforting thought as he drifted to sleep.

~*~*~

Soft lips on his woke Doc from slumber. “Hmm?”

“We’re nearly to the next city,” Rosa whispered.

“Okay…” Doc murmured before turning his head to yawn.

“Husband, I spoke with our wives,” Rosa said softly.

“Are they okay?”

“Yes, but they want to help you.”

Doc’s lips creased into a soft, sad smile. “I know. They always do, but they’d have the same limitations I do.”

“Which is why they’d thought you’d accept my suggestion. They’ve already approved, if you do.”

Doc sat up, meeting Rosa’s eyes. “Rosa, it won’t hurt you, will it?”

The worry in his voice warmed her soul. “No. If anything, it’ll make all of us far happier.”

Doc exhaled the immediate concern he’d had. He’d thought she was going to suggest some kind of heroic sacrifice to help him. “Thank Luck for that. What is it?”

Rosa knelt before him, then held out her hands to either side of her. When she did, Sequoia and Petal were kneeling beside her. “Will you accept my sisters as wives?”

Doc sat there, stunned. He hadn’t ever thought of what Rosa was suggesting. Petal and Sequoia were family already, but they weren’t his wives. As his wives, they’d have access to his gifts just like Rosa did. They’d be slightly lesser than Rosa because they weren’t Mother’s Voice, but they could speed up the spread of holy ground. Doc’s eyes widened as he saw a path forward.

“Voice?” Sequoia asked, her voice trembling with joy and worry. “Please?”

“Voice… Doc… we love you, too,” Petal said. “Our mistresses have agreed, but only if you will accept us. We’ll stay as we are the way your Weed has stayed herself for you. We’ve even… made rings until you give us some…” She trailed off and held up a hand to show a rough metal ring of mythrium and soul stone on her hand.

Sequoia lifted her hand, too, showing him an identical ring. “We hoped you’d say yes.”

Doc looked at each of the dryads he’d come to love over the years he’d spent with them. He felt a little bad that he favored Rosa, but he did love them. Seeing their earnest, hopeful expressions, his heart melted for them. If his wives had agreed, then why would he stop the love the dryads had for him? Why sabotage the joy his wives offered to him? It was more than just help in the war; he knew that as he looked at the pair. At some point in the future, his wives would’ve brought this up. It’d just been pushed ahead now because they could help him in his war with the Darkness.

Reaching out, he took their hands, his thumbs touching their rings. “We’ll make sure you get the same rings the others have later,” Doc said. “But yes, I agree, my dear helpers. No longer removed, but fully part of the family as our wives.”

Three sets of eyes blazed green as they looked up at him. Doc’s lips trembled, and then he began to laugh. It was clear what they wanted to make it official. His laughter got the trio to giggle as they leaned in to kiss his legs. Doc didn’t fight them. Why would he stop his wives from loving him?

~*~*~

“Morning,” Doc said as he guided the trio of dryads into the room with the other Voices.

“Petal and Sequoia?” David asked. “Weren’t they staying with your wives?”

“We sent a few of the others back to watch over the family,” Rosa said. “Petal and Sequoia have joined me as wives to Doc.”

“Congratulations,” Annastacia said brightly, though there was a glimmer of pain in her eyes. “But why now?”

“They love each other,” Denise said, her gaze on Annastacia with a speculative look.

“We have a plan, but it’ll take cooperation from others,” Doc said. “Since we’ve reached the next city, let me explain my idea.”

The trio of dryads exchanged glances, all of them knowing why Annastacia was both happy and upset. It wasn’t their place to say anything, but they’d make sure the others knew later. For now, they stood around Doc while he talked.

“They’re going to help us get a more extensive layer of holy ground via my gift from Luck,” Doc said. “But more than that, Petal and Sequoia will be going to the other fronts to assist with slowing things down there, too.”

“Won’t that drain them dry?” Nickla asked.

“Normally, yes, but I’ve already notified the leaders of both other fronts, plus the rulers of Qin and Tsarrus. They can be aided by the public to be refreshed far faster than I can do alone.”

Denise snickered and shook her head. “I very much doubt you’re going to approve of them replenishing their energy the way most dryads do.”

“Umm… no,” Doc said a little uncomfortably. He couldn’t get over his issue with allowing his wives to be with other men. It was a personal failing with the world at stake, but it was what it was. “Blood works just fine, and they can accept blood from anyone, male or female. If centers can be made for them to receive blood from willing participants quickly, then they can do more for everyone.”

“Blood donations for the greater good…” David said, eyes starting to brighten. “You had something like that in the journal you gave me. It was a way to help people who didn’t have medical healing available.”

“Yes, but it was a later point to look at. If we can get people to offer blood to the dryads now, maybe we can continue it later, too.”

“Offering blood for public works,” David nodded eagerly.

“We’re going off-topic,” Annastacia said tightly. “Ladies,” she said, addressing the dryads, “you have my thanks as War’s Voice, but also as a princess of Tsarrus. If Doc is right, then you’ll not only help us here, but buy us the time needed to push into Khazary. Your work will be key in this war.” She curtsied deeply to the dryads. “Thank you.”

“Rise,” Rosa said gently. “We do what we must for Doc, Mother, and the gods. Just as you do, Annastacia. Once we’ve defeated the Darkness, then life can bloom unfettered. In that time, everyone can reach for their dreams and have hope of finding them.”

Annastacia’s cheeks heated as she met Rosa’s eyes. “A world of hope… I will fight for that.”

“We all will,” Nickla said, having no idea about the subtext of the conversation. “What’s the plan for this coming battle, Doc, Anna?”

Doc looked at Annastacia, not understanding the faint blush she had. “You’re the leader, Anna. What’s our plan for this battle?”

Annastacia cleared her throat as she composed herself. “First, we’ll need at least two miles of holy ground around us and running back along the rail line.”

The army was informed and began to prepare for the next battle. They’d been pushed back and back from the border, giving ground to the undead since the beginning, but now, they had hope. Word of more dryads infused with Luck’s blessing was spread, and Sequoia even got a cult following while she worked. Something about her Amazonian stature sparked a fervor in the dwarves who saw her.

Luck’s Bastion showed other units how to lay out the trip wires that’d helped slow the undead more than just holy ground had. The plan was to slow and delay them as much as they could while the tanks and army killed as many as possible. It might mean another retreat at the end of the battle, but they’d carve a hole in the advancing horde and, if possible, turn a flank enough to force any priests to stop and face them.

Denise fanned the flames of brotherhood among the army, helping improve morale and get them ready for the fight. David stayed beside Nickla, doing all he could to help the inventor improve on the lightning car he’d made. Annastacia went out again to infuse the different units, but this time, she knew what her limit was before she’d have to rest.

Doc covered the ground closest to the camp in holy ground first. He could do that without going out, which Rosa approved of. His retinue of dryads was omnipresent, acting as an honor guard for him. When he’d done what he could, he went back to his earliest profession: healing the injured. The army medics were skilled, but few of them were magical healers. When Doc came to aid them, every injured man and woman was healed before being sent out to help prepare the field for battle. The undead should arrive with the morning sun tomorrow, giving them time to make sure things were as good as they could make them.

Petal and Sequoia left as night fell. They visited Petrograd, the capital of Tsarrus, where the Tsar had set up blood donations for them. Infused with energy from the masses, they left for the fronts of Europa. With that done, they returned to Petrograd, then visited the frontlines of Qin. The ruling tribe of Qin had set up blood donations, too, allowing the pair to re-energize themselves again before returning to Doc’s side. They wanted to be there for the battle to help make sure victory was achieved before they left to help the other fronts.


Chapter Fifty-three

April 4, 1890

The sun was just lighting up the eastern sky when the zombies came into sight. That started the battle, as the air force had been waiting. Having taken to the skies before the sun was fully up, the planes had specific directions to fly in to make sure they wouldn’t collide with each other. Now that the false dawn gave just enough light to see the moving tide below them, the bombs rained down.

Muted cheers went up among the army with the first explosion. As the light of day got marginally brighter, they saw what they were facing, and it quieted them. The undead mass was just as thick as before. Their hard work to thin the advancing horde seemed to have been wiped away. The cheers turned into gasps when a dozen beams of Darkness shot up at the planes, scything through wings and fuselages to bring the flying threat down. The planes that survived the first onslaught fled, trying to vary their directions to buy time as more beams fired up at them. Planes plummeted out of the sky, but a handful flew over the defenders on their way back to the airfield.

The quick defeat of the planes deflated the morale of the defenders. It was a grim reminder that it wasn’t just a massive army of the dead they faced, but the priests of Apoc and their powers, too. What was worse was the thing that caught everyone’s attention— it turned out that the air hadn’t been solely theirs when they saw a massive shape floating toward them.

“A zeppelin…?” Doc murmured.

“You know what that is?” Annastacia asked.

“A giant floating ship. It’s probably carrying priests or bombs.”

“What can we do?”

“Can you teleport to it and not be stuck there?” Doc asked Rosa.

“It’s above the unhallowed ground the undead march on. I’m not sure.”

Doc tsked, as he wasn’t about to risk his wives on a gamble. The other option was to sacrifice the rest of the air force with a suicide mission. He was debating it when Rosa touched his shoulder, getting him to look her way. “Rosa?”

“What would have to be done?” Rosa asked, as Doc hadn’t fully thought through what a dryad could do to stop it.

“No,” Doc said firmly, staring her down.

“All of Mother’s children would gladly lay down their lives, Doc,” Rosa said. “If not me and our wives, then another would gladly do so to save our hope of victory. What would have to be done?”

Doc exhaled slowly as he lowered his head. “Tearing the bag open in several places. A bomb would work best.”

Rosa touched his chin so she could meet his eyes. “We know it would harm you if we did it, but trust in Mother to help, Voice.”

There was a sudden explosion, and everyone stared as the balloon burst into flames. The dread the defenders had felt suddenly turned to hope as it fell from the sky. Doc wasn’t cheering, though. He looked back at Rosa, who shook her head. The dryad who’d gone had died in the attempt.

Doc pulled Rosa into a hug, looking at the zeppelin as it plummeted to the ground. A sudden thought tugged at his mind before his eyes widened. “Everyone, down!” Doc’s uses of stand down and wind voice made sure it reached everyone on the front lines. He yanked Rosa under him as he breathed deeply and opened his mouth slightly.

A few seconds later, as people just started to wonder why they were told to get down, the zeppelin impacted with the ground. Thousands of pounds of bombs all went off as one. The ground shook from the explosion, and the shockwave hammered everything in its vicinity, throwing debris much farther afield. The few people who’d gotten back to their feet were thrown to the ground.

Doc stood back up to look out at the field, his jaw dropping when he did. He’d thought the zeppelin might have some bombs on it, but what he saw was something far in excess of that. A crater was burning where the zeppelin had fallen, and everything around it was just char and ash. The undead anywhere near it were unmoving, and those farther away were slowly getting back to their feet.

“War be blessed…” Annastacia murmured as she stared at the destruction. “They meant that for us.”

“Zeppelins aren’t terrible, but they have glaring weaknesses,” Doc said. “It might not have fallen as fast if not for the bomb ripping it open and lighting it on fire. It might’ve glided toward us without that.”

Annastacia turned to Rosa, taking her hands. “Thank you for saving us.”

Rosa bowed her head. “Silver Birch sacrificed herself, but left a piece with Mother before she went. Let your people know what she did and celebrate her for it.”

“I will. We will,” Annastacia said.

Cheers began to go up from the defenders. What would’ve been a massive misfortune had turned into a blessing. None of them knew it was a dryad, so they praised Luck for her intervention. Annastacia let them celebrate for a time before she sent out orders to stand ready. The undead were regrouping and advancing once more. The battle was far from over, even if a substantial blow had been turned against their foes.

The battle began in earnest when the tanks fired. The few priests near them tried to silence them with their entropy beams, but Petal and Sequoia were there with their shared gifts to defend them. The silver beams that were returned slew undead and priests as they flew back. A few hidden priests tried to capitalize, then, thinking the one attack was all that could be returned. Those men died just as quickly, as Doc’s wives had learned from Rosa to be prepared for a second wave. With the priests being slaughtered, the army was freer to attack the massive horde with impunity, and they did.

Like before, the flanks turned in toward the army, but the holy ground had been spread much farther with three dryad wives to help the defenders. That slowed the undead even more, allowing the defenders to reposition and fire on the advancing force without panic.

There was a single moment where Rosa left Doc’s side to deal with a threat. A makeshift command building had been erected as a decoy by Luck’s Bastion. That decoy caught a priest attacking it from inside the holy ground, behind the undead mass. The entropy beam sliced clean through the few guards set up outside of it, a messenger who was acting like they were relaying orders, and the entire building. The moment the priest attacked, Rosa appeared behind the priest to rip his head off, then was back at Doc’s side. Doc held her for a minute after that, again understanding the anxiety people around him felt time and again when he’d been the one in danger.

In the end, they held the undead off, but the horde farther afield was beginning to turn toward the rail line, so the retreat was sounded once more. The tanks drove down the line with the train in case they needed to hold off any attacks. The few remaining planes flew off to the next airfield, the pilots somber as they mourned their friends. The men and women on the ground were ecstatic— they’d lost far fewer comrades than they had before, and if not for the undead threatening their line of supplies and retreat, they would’ve stayed. The Voices gathered after the battle to discuss things and what would come next.

“Rosa, without you and the dryads, we’d have failed,” Annastacia said. “Silver Birch will be honored for her sacrifice, and when she is reborn, the Tsar will wish to meet her. Her tree will be revered in our country.”

“She will be happy to meet with him. This is her homeland as much as it is yours. Even if she hadn’t given of herself before and died her last death, she still would have gone,” Rosa said. “All of us know that if we don’t stop Apocson here, we will all perish.”

“I’ll need time to modify my weapon,” Nickla said. “It can do better now that I’ve seen it in action. David, I’ll need your help again.”

“Of course,” David said.

“The pilots need me,” Denise said. “They lost many friends today.”

“We’ll only call on them if we know the priests have been dealt with,” Annastacia said. “They did their best, but the skies are not safe for them while the priests live.”

“I’ve asked for a few things to be shipped down the rail to us,” Doc said. “I had an idea to help clear the undead even more.”

“Everything that you think might help is welcome. We averted disaster today and won decisively. If not for our lifeline being threatened, we’d have done what we hoped to do. This brings me to a request for the dryads. Can you have a couple of your sisters stay in the safety of Mother, but watch the undead for us? Did they just move more toward us, or is there an endless supply coming from Khazary?”

“I’ll send some out right now,” Rosa said. “I can even have a few go where we’ve been before. Those pieces of ground are still with Mother.”

“Just tell them to be safe,” Doc said.

“They will be.”


Chapter Fifty-four

April 8, 1890

The dryads’ reports on the horde were hopeful. Going back along the holy ground laid by Doc and his wives, they found an end to them. Further investigation found that the undead looked to be consolidating back toward the railroad. Those snippets of intel set the plans for the next battle.

The other fronts were having minor successes in slowing the undead tide, but they really needed Annastacia and her ability to empower units to kill them. Qin was holding off the surge better than the multiple countries in Europa— Europa had already lost a country to the swarm, as they’d been faithful to Apoc and thought they’d be safe. No one could get close enough to verify, but no reports or news had come from inside the fallen country. The countries that’d asked for Mother’s help earlier were still falling, but far slower than they would have, otherwise. A lot of recriminations about every Voice being in Tsarrus were beginning, as entire cities were being evacuated away from the oncoming undead.

The blood donations were still packed with volunteers. If anything, more people had begun to turn up when news of the front was reported. Tsarrus especially had a surge of pride, as their princess was leading the way to stop the Pontiffica. Qin’s donations weren’t lesser, but the mood was somber. They knew they’d lose more ground and people before the Voices could come to help them.

When they got into the next battle, there were fewer priests and no surprises like the zeppelin. That played directly into the Voices’ hands, who broke the tide before Nickla took his modified vehicle toward the far flanks. The undead no longer collapsed toward them, but seemed to be fleeing. Even miles away, the power that Nickla channeled into his creation was nearly eye-searing— he’d even had special goggles made for him, Denise, and David so they wouldn’t need healing afterward. Gathering after the trio came back, the group had to discuss what to do next.

~*~*~

“The tide near us is done,” Denise said. “Do we go after the Pontiffica now, or do we push out to stop the undead?”

“It’s a big question,” David said. “There’s no saying that if we do kill Apocson, the undead will stop.”

“I have an idea to help the fronts, but it would take a lot of work. It would also mean giving ground, as what needs to be built would take time,” Nickla said. “I’m not sure leaders will accept losing their countries to stop the undead from reaching the next one.”

“But you can’t be at all of them, so how would that work?” Denise asked.

“I can modify it for dryads to use. There are enough of them to make it feasible. I wouldn’t have mentioned it otherwise.”

“There are no easy choices,” Annastacia sighed. “We know we are supposed to work together to stop Apocson. We’ve shown that we have a working solution, but it would mean more of the world turning from Mother at this rate. The fronts are too large for us to be effective continuing like this.”

“Rosa, how bad is it for Mother?” Doc asked.

“It isn’t good,” Rosa said softly. “She can endure for another month or two, but the more she loses, the faster he’ll be able to take more.”

“Meaning we don’t have time to go to the other fronts,” Annastacia said. “Even if we took the few planes remaining to bring us directly to Qin, I doubt we’d have enough time to make it to Europa.”

“Then we push into Khazary and hope the others can hold out,” Doc said. “We take what we have here and directly assault the Pontiffica.”

“Will that work?” David asked. “It’s hundreds of miles from here to the heart of his domain.”

“We leapfrog,” Doc said. “Or, more accurately, they leapfrog.” He reached out to touch Petal and Sequoia. “They get to the edge of the corruption and bless it, then jump to the next edge and do it again and again. Mother brings the railroad back as they go, and we head in. It’ll mean they stop helping the other fronts, though, because we’ll want to be as quick as we can. If he realizes what we’re doing, I have no doubt he’ll turn something else on us.”

“That’s a big gamble…” David said slowly.

“One you have to take,” Luck said, appearing in the middle of the room. “You have our backing, but we can only intervene so much. Each of you can call on your patron once. We will sacrifice a piece of our divinity to touch the world fully when you ask.”

“Crush him,” War said, suddenly next to Luck. “You have the tools, so make them work.”

“All things come with a cost,” Trade added, giving War a stern look, then looking over the room. “We can only touch on things that tie to our affinities. Be clear when you ask for us to step in.”

“Hold fast to the bonds you have formed with each other,” Love said, standing behind Trade. “He will try to sever them, to divide you.”

“Leave Nickla behind,” Invention added a few feet from the others. “I will give him what is needed now, but he will have to build it. Arrange for a train with supplies to be brought to him. Bring it by tomorrow so he can build right away. He will not be on the frontline with you, but he will still assist you during the confrontation.”

The others stared in awe as the gods appeared, except Doc and Rosa, who’d been surrounded by them before. “How good are our odds?” Doc asked Luck.

“Together, above a coin flip. If one of you fails to stay true or falls… not good at all,” Luck said honestly. “But faith is not about being sure, is it, Doc?”

“No. It’s about believing in something greater than yourself.”

“Mother can’t aid us like the rest of you can,” Rosa said. “She’s fighting for her life as the undead march and claim pieces of her.”

“Which is why I am stepping in, even though my Voice is not here,” Wisdom said. “I will bring judgement when the time is right.”

“Can we do anything to help the others?” Annastacia asked, her eyes on War.

“Defeat him quickly, and the undead will lose cohesion and the ability to take from Mother,” War replied. “It will be far easier for you and the others to defeat the threat this way.”

“Our way is set,” David said. “Can we call ourselves their Voices if we refuse to listen to them?”

“Yes, you can,” Trade said softly. “We do not wish for you to follow blindly. Your choices must be your own. We would never take your free will from you. But every choice comes with a cost… that is true in all areas of life.”

“I would be displeased if my Voice refused to go,” War snorted. “She will fight for her home, be that a country or the entire world.”

“And for love,” Love added, a teasing smile on her lips.

Annastacia flushed slightly. “I will banish the Darkness from our world.”

“Not banished. Merely reduced back to flickers,” Wisdom sighed. “Free will means anyone can invite in the Darkness. We would be shocked if another Apocson ever rose on this world again, however. It would take an entire loss of history for it to have a chance to happen.”

“We must go,” Luck said. “I can feel the odds shifting.” All the gods but her vanished in that instant. “Do what you feel best, but you have our backing either way.” And with that, she was gone, too.

“Is it really a choice?” Denise asked. “If we don’t go, the Darkness will win.”

“We can choose oblivion,” Nickla said. “It is a valid choice, if the worst one.”

“I’ll send for a train,” Rosa said. “Nickla, is there anything we can do to help?”

Nickla opened his mouth before he grunted, then fell over. Doc was beside him in a second, rolling him over. Blood leaked from his nose, and white froth dotted the corners of his mouth. Doc’s energy rushed into him only to find nothing wrong.

“He’s fine,” Doc said slowly. “I think Invention’s aid pushed his mind to the limit.”

“I’ll tell the men and get people ready to go,” Annastacia said.

“I’ll come with you,” Denise said. “I’m sure they could use a pep talk.” Denise was amused and really wanted to talk with Annastacia. Her goddess had called the princess out, if obliquely, and she was going to see if Annastacia needed a friend to open up to.

“I’ll stay with him, Doc,” David said. “You should get some time with your wives before they begin to lay the holy ground down ahead of us.”

“Thank you. If he needs help, call for me,” Doc said.

“I will.”

As everyone left, David sat on the floor beside Nickla. Rema sat behind him, rubbing David’s shoulders. “You’re worried,” Rema said softly when they were alone.

“Of course. We’re going to face an old Voice empowered by the Darkness in his place of power. The gods only give us an even chance of being successful, even with their aid. You know what I fear.”

“A trade to raise the odds…” Rema murmured, her arms going around David’s waist as she rested against his back. “I fear it, too, my love.”

“Because I’m Trade’s Voice, the choice of what has to be traded is going to rest with me. This is the first trade that truly terrifies me. What if I choose badly? What if I’m right, but the cost is more than we can comfortably handle?”

“We do the best we can and trust the others to handle the rest,” Rema whispered, her arms tightening around him. “What would you trade for the world to live?”

David sat there in silence for a long moment. That was the question that was plaguing him. Would he sacrifice everything he’d built if it was needed? What about a friend? If it meant Denise, Annastacia, or even Doc had to die for them to succeed, could he make that trade? If it meant Rema’s life, or even his, could he make that deal?

No clear answers came. Tomorrow, they’d be on their way into the heart of the dark shadow stretching out its hand over the world. In a week or less, the world would either be saved or damned to nothingness.


Chapter Fifty-five

April 9, 1890

Doc blinked slowly, wiping at his eyes as he woke up. “Weed, are they okay?”

“Yes, Voice. They have made great strides to make the path for us, though they’re concerned about the lack of everything as they go.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s no life in the land they’re purifying. Even as they reconnect it to Mother, everything that was there before is dead. Even Mother can’t bring life back to where none exists.”

Doc rolled over to look at her. “Is it all gone?”

“The foliage and animals are there, but devoid of all life. Touching them has them break into pieces. There’s no spark to rekindle their growth.”

“He really was killing Mother bit by bit, leaving her depleted behind his army.”

“Yes. She weeps, Doc… one of the doctors spoke of people having phantom pain. That is what she is experiencing as my sisters reconnect her to the land. She knows it’s there, but there’s nothing there for her to touch.”

Doc gently pulled her to him, cuddling Rosa to his chest. Mother’s pain was Rosa’s pain, as the two were intertwined in ways a Voice normally wasn’t with their deity. “We’ll just have to help bring life back to the land when it’s over. We’ll bring in fresh soil and plants, reintroduce wildlife… it’ll be a massive undertaking, but we can do it.”

“Thank you…” Rosa whispered as she clutched at him. “I knew you would say it, but hearing it helps.”

“If the land is dying to this degree behind the army, I have an idea… a radical one…” Doc said slowly. “But I’m not sure we should ask her. If Apocson is trying to pull her energy away, asking her to expend more energy might not be the best idea.”

Rosa stiffened when she saw his thoughts. It was world-changing, massive in scale and scope, and he was right— it would drain Mother badly to do it… but the dryads could give their energy to Mother and have it replenished by the blood donors. If they worked it in stages instead of all at once, focusing on the fronts where the undead were advancing faster, it would take them longer to detour around those spots.

“Rosa?”

“I think… I think we can start small and see if we can make it work. People will be appalled at what you suggest, even if it means millions saved.”

“Yeah. It’s possible people will rage at Mother for it. People are shortsighted. In a decade or two, they’d only see the scars and minimize how terrifying the horde was.”

“We should bring it to the others,” Rosa said softly. “I need to mobilize all my sisters for this. All allied nations will need to assist in replenishing them to replenish Mother.”

“No one will be able to look at what’s being done and discount Mother’s power,” Doc murmured.

“Which is both good and bad.”

“How’s the family?” Doc asked to change the topic.

“They’re well. They worry for you and pray to all the gods and Mother. No one has come to the manor with ill intent. The Ironbeard clan has stationed extra guards around the exterior of the estate to help secure it, and some of Mother’s other children prowl the woods near our home to keep the wilds clear.”

“They’ve been told about the plan?”

“Yes. It caused distress, but they believe in you.”

Doc exhaled slowly. “I’ll do my best to see that faith proven true.”

“And I’ll help you.”

“We should get up. If we’re going to implement this, even in small doses, the others should know before it begins.”

Rosa nodded, but raised her head from where it was tucked under his chin to kiss him. It wasn’t the wild, passionate kisses Rosa normally wanted, instead being soft and slow. It was a kiss of deep love that didn’t care about time. Eventually, they stopped to get dressed, both of them feeling comforted by the simple act of love.

“Morning,” Doc greeted the others, joining them at the table for breakfast. “We’re on track to leave?”

“Within the hour,” Annastacia said between bites.

“Nickla is already at work on his new device from Invention,” David said tiredly. “He started the moment the other train arrived. I had to transmute a lot of material for him.”

“You should get time to rest before anything happens,” Doc said.

“The men are ready to go,” Denise said. “They are hopeful, but know that many of them might fall in this mission. They don’t waver in their determination to see this end.”

Doc took some of the food from the platters on the table, but didn’t start to eat right away. “I had an idea for Mother to assist us. It’ll require all allied nations to replenish the dryads, but it might help slow the undead.”

“What are the drawbacks?” David asked.

“Mother using her power, which might weaken her if Apocson is trying to undermine her. This is why we need all nations to organize blood for the dryads. They’ll pass their energy directly to Mother to keep her from depleting herself. And, instead of a single massive shift, it’ll be in segments to keep her as powerful as possible.”

“What’s the plan, exactly?” Annastacia asked, sitting back.

“Ripping magma-filled trenches between the horde and the places she still has a connection to,” Doc said.

“That’ll change entire sections of the world…” Denise whispered with wide eyes.

“That’s far more advanced than the lava tubes she used to help during the Emeritan Civil War,” David added.

“But it would force them to detour, and if those rifts expand out, it would act as a natural barrier,” Annastacia said. “Why lava at the bottom?”

“To kill the undead,” Doc said. “Otherwise, they’d eventually just climb the far side.”

“A good point. How far back from the front is she going to start?”

“I’ll be leaving that to Mother’s discretion,” Doc said. “I wasn’t planning on asking her until we talked. It means some nations will scream later about their land being split.”

“Because it’ll be after the threat is passed,” David snorted. “Yes, that will definitely happen.”

“Mother can bridge the sides afterward,” Rosa said, “but she won’t erase the gaps. We think a reminder of what she did to save them is better than having her try to remove it entirely.”

“It’d also take more out of her, even if a few decades later,” Denise nodded. “A constant landmark will also remind people that the gods are here and not just figments of imagination.”

“We agree to move forward?” Rosa asked.

“Agreed,” Annastacia asked. “Where will she start?”

“Europa. The horde is pushing far harder there than in Tsarrus or Qin, as we’ve blunted the attacks there far more.”

“For the best,” David said. “We need to show there aren’t favorites among the nations. I approve of the plan.”

“It’ll help ease their worries that we’re letting them die to save Tsarrus first,” Denise nodded. “I approve, too.”

“The word will go out, and Mother will begin later today,” Rosa said. “Our travel takes us away south along the eastern side of the Sea of Zalpa. My sisters have covered more than a day of travel for us… but we should tell you why the previous plan was first discussed.”

The others were aghast to hear about the complete lack of life. The fact nothing lived in the wake of the undead was terrifying, and it prompted a question by Denise that was even worse to consider.

“Did Apocson kill all of his people to make his army?”

Rosa paused. She looked into the distance, connecting with the other dryads. “They didn’t see anyone, but they didn’t go searching, either. However, the towns and the single city they passed through didn’t have anyone out.”

“He really is trying to kill everything with this push…” Denise whispered in horror. “If no one lives, then he killed the children, too.”

“Making our plan to attack him directly all the more important,” Annastacia said firmly. “How long will it take to follow the rail line all the way to his home?”

“Four days if we could go without pausing,” Rosa said, “but I’d expect closer to a week. I do not doubt there will be delays.”

“This might be the fastest war in history after all,” David said, trying for humor.

“And the worst to ever happen,” Doc said. “Hopefully, the war to end all wars.”

“I approve of that,” Annastacia said.

“My sisters are moving to tell the governments of the world what has to be done. I’m only explaining what they are doing for Mother, not what we plan to do.”

“Just in case Apocson has spies left behind,” David nodded. “Mother’s move will look like our big plan to isolate the undead.”

The sound of the train whistle blared before it began rolling.

“And so, our course is set. Into the heart of Darkness, we go to fight our foe in his place of power,” Denise said. “With the gods behind us and our dear friends beside us, may our faiths be proven true and the world allowed to shine brightly once more.”

“For our world,” David murmured.

“For our homes,” Annastacia added.

“For our families,” Doc finished.

“Mother thanks all of you for walking in the places she can’t,” Rosa said. “Together, we are the last hope for life.”

The mood was somber as the train picked up speed to take them to Khazary. All of them were lost in their own thoughts about what would come. None of them thought it would be easy, but they all grappled with their own questions about what the final cost would be for victory.


Chapter Fifty-six

April 12, 1890

Those on the train would never forget the trip. The lifeless world around them seemed hostile and foreign. No movement, no sound outside of the train— the utter nothingness of lifelessness. Worry and fear crept into the men and women aboard the train with each passing hour. All of them felt like their lives would be forfeit if they stepped off, like the ground itself would hollow them out, leaving only a husk behind.

Denise worked every day, moving up and down the train to bolster the army. Her stopping and speaking with them helped lift their heaviness, but it would eventually start to build again. Annastacia went with Denise on the second day, which seemed to lift their spirits more. Seeing their princess as sure of their path as Denise was a balm to their ragged nerves.

David had nothing to do during the trip, so he mostly spent it with Rema. His thoughts about the cost the last battle would take were dark when she wasn’t beside him, so she made sure she was always at his side. He was a businessman, not a warrior. It left him out of his element, making him feel like he would be the sacrifice at the end of the trip.

Doc was surrounded by the other dryads most of the time while Rosa, Sequoia, and Petal blazed their path for them. They would come back to steal a moment or two with him, then go get more blood before returning to their task. Doc played telephone with the dryads that kept him company, speaking to his wives through the ones with him and the ones with them. It was the best they could do, but it helped Doc stay calm. Ginger passed messages for Harrid, too. His friends just reiterated that everything was fine at home, and they would keep things safe until his return.

The news from Nickla was also hopeful. The man was working hard on his gifted device. The unit left behind to assist him worked almost as frantically as he did. All of them knew that the sooner things were finished, the sooner Nickla could aid the others, but no one was careless. Everything had to be done right, or the entire thing could collapse and damn the world.

On the third day of the trip, the first hiccup came. Apocson had either planned for them to try to come for him by train, or he’d set up potential hazards on multiple fronts. The Voices were gathered when the dryads came back to tell them about the problem.

~*~*~

“The rail line is missing,” Rosa explained. “A mile of line is just gone, and it wasn’t taken by the earth.”

“We don’t have the supplies to patch a mile-long gap,” Annastacia hissed. “We’d have to go back to the last depot and hope they’re there.”

“It’ll add at least another day,” Doc said.

“That’ll weigh on the army, too,” Denise said.

“I can help,” David said, standing up. “It’ll mean the men need to pack in a little tighter. I can pull from a few of the cars for some of it, but one entire car will need to be given up so I can do this.”

“And it’ll take a couple of hours to get it assembled,” Annastacia said. “Denise, you’ll need to help bolster them.”

“I’ll push the holy ground out farther,” Doc said. “It’ll be less oppressive around them that way, and it should help.”

“We will go back to pushing the holy ground farther down the line,” Rosa said. “The missing length is coming up in an hour, so you have time to get ready. I’ll notify the engineer.”

Everyone went to do what they could except Doc, who had to wait. His lips pursed in thought as he sat there. Was the missing track something Apocson had done all over, or did he know they were coming this way? If he did know, did he have any other surprises waiting for them? Would there be an ambush at the missing track?

“Will one of you ask Rosa to search the ground near the missing track for bombs?” Doc suddenly asked the dryads around him. “I want to make sure there isn’t a trap waiting for us to stop there.”

One of the dryads agreed and told him that Rosa would do as he asked.

Rosa appeared in front of Doc a little bit later. “There were bombs. How did you know?”

“It seemed logical. Removing the tracks would slow us, but a trap left behind might help him break our morale, too. My only question is something we don’t have an answer to and won’t ever have one for. Did he know and set this for us specifically, or are other places similarly trapped, just in case we went another way?”

“Logically, he would’ve set traps in many places,” Rosa said.

“Yeah, and I hope that’s true. If he knows for certain which way we’re coming, things will get bad quickly.”

“A valid point.” Rosa stepped in to hug him. “We’ll do our best to keep our eyes open, but also to check the rail line all the way down as we go, too. Just in case.”

“Thank you, Weed.”

“Anything I can do to keep you safe, my Voice.”

The pair held each other for another minute before Rosa left to go help her sisters again.

When the train arrived at the section of missing track, the men and women poured off. Everyone but the train crew stepped out to make quick work of the task. Doc had his escort of dryads as he expanded the holy ground around the work area. The feeling of oppression lessened and that, in turn, buoyed the spirits of the army even further. David stayed back by the train, exhausted from having turned an entire train car into steel line and wooden railroad ties. Annastacia didn’t stand back and command the men and women. Instead, she helped carry supplies and even helped hammer the spikes in. Denise was behind the working people, encouraging them, which seemed to inspire them to work without tiring.

In a little over an hour, the train had a fresh line and was again chugging down the track. There was a small celebration among the men and women, as they’d overcome a hurdle that had stopped them, if briefly. The Voices gathered for another talk while happiness buoyed the army.

“Rosa, how are we doing for time and distance?” Annastacia asked.

“If nothing else stops us, I’d say two days,” Rosa said. “We haven’t encountered any other anomalies today.”

“But that isn’t going to be the only problem we’ll have,” David said. “We should be prepared for more.”

“That seems likely,” Annastacia nodded. “If they are the same or similar, though, will you be able to provide the materials needed?”

“Yes, but we might need to send some of the army home if that happens. From what Denise has said, it’s already tight back there.”

“They’re cramped, but enduring,” Denise said. “If we lose another car, we either sacrifice supplies or send some of them back. I’d suggest that at the next depot we come to, we take on a couple of extra cars to keep as transmuting supplies for David.”

“That’s a solid idea,” David nodded. “But if it’s before, then what?”

“Asking a unit to walk the tracks back… isn’t ideal,” Annastacia said. “We’d be better off sacrificing supplies. The morale hit would be terrible.”

“We might need them before the end,” Doc said. “If Apocson has defensive emplacements or a personal guard, we’ll be glad to have them with us.”

“We’ll make it work. If that means we’re short on supplies, so be it. We can tighten our belts and fight by hand if we need to.”

“How is Nickla doing?” David asked Rosa.

“His device is growing in height,” Rosa said. “It’s mostly a giant scaffold of steel at the moment. He won’t divulge what exactly it is or what it’s supposed to do.”

“Invention gave him the idea to build it,” Doc said. “We trust in our gods to know what they’re doing.”

The others couldn’t argue that, even if the curiosity over what Nickla was doing was high.

“David, you need to rest,” Denise said. “You are key to us being able to continue by train. Doc and Rosa saved us from potential problems with the bombs that would’ve been waiting for us. I’m keeping morale up, and when we arrive, Anna will lead us into battle. The gods were right— it is taking all of us to make this happen.”

“Doc, how did you even think to ask about bombs?” David asked. “I’d never considered it.”

“An ambush made far more sense than just an inconvenience. That left either undead lying in wait, which we’d have seen and been able to deal with, or bombs. Bombs are something that you can leave behind. The fact that they had advanced pressure sensors is why the dryads are checking for more as they go. We’re lucky there weren’t any before now. We’d have ridden right over them as they’d gone off.”

That sobered everyone up— none of the others had thought about that.

“It’s something we’re prepared for, and that means we won’t be caught by them,” Doc said.

“My sisters just found a stretch of rail that was rigged similarly in the next city. The depot there had a mass of bombs, so no matter which way a train came from, it would trigger some,” Rosa said. “They’re clearing the depot so we can take on another few cars.”

Everyone exhaled at the abrupt news. Doc’s dire words were suddenly prophetic, and they’d been saved from experiencing it firsthand. The threat of danger was growing with each hour they got closer to Khazary. They were all worried about what the next surprise would be. For now, they could only do their best and hope they spotted any other challenge before it cost them.


Chapter Fifty-seven

April 15, 1890

Two days of more bombs and ruined tracks left them moving slower, but still approaching the capital of Apocson’s domain. There was a moment of fear when a second zeppelin showed up, but it was dealt with much the same way the first had been. It cost them another dryad who would have to be reborn, but the zeppelin crashed away from the tracks, far enough back not to cause damage to the train.

They eventually reached the capital city, Khazary, as both country and city shared the name. Rising above the rest of the city was a towering structure that radiated menace. It was a grand statement of who ruled the city— the emblem of Apoc was displayed along its surface, but along with that was another icon representing the Pontiffica himself.

“He really was War’s Voice…” Doc murmured.

The outline of a battle axe, done in silver, stood in the middle of the black circle. It was a simple motif whose meaning had not been recorded, but knowing what they did, the meaning was clear to the Voices.

“And we’ll topple him,” Annastacia said firmly. “We’ll have to approach on foot since the railroad doesn’t enter the city proper.”

“I would’ve thought it an odd choice if we didn’t know he planned for a war like this,” David said. “Leaving the easy transport and shipping hub on the outskirts makes no sense, otherwise.”

“Unload the tanks and prepare to march,” Annastacia ordered the officers near her. “I’ll be around to bless the men before we start heading in.”

“I’ll go invigorate them now,” Denise said before following the officers.

“What do you think we’ll face, Doc?” David asked.

“An honor guard, at least. Zoya fell to soldiers we haven’t seen yet. I think he kept them back as a safety net. They’ll be shod in metal and firing entropy rays. It’ll be a tough push if we have to face them.”

“We will,” Annastacia said. “I’ve been waiting for them since the war began. Two of my gifts were taken with them in mind. It’ll only give us a window of opportunity to best them, but we’ll have to make the most of it.”

“He has to know we’re here,” David said.

“I’m sure he does, which makes me wonder what he plans for us.”

Rosa cried out at that moment, falling to her knees. “Mother…!”

“Rosa,” Doc caught her, “what is it?!”

“He’s… he’s attacking her directly…” Rosa whimpered. “He’s digging into her with Darkness. He’s going for her core.”

Doc froze as the words hit him. If Apocson tainted Mother’s very core, he could fracture the world in so many different ways. It was yet another way he was trying to ensure his victory, and they might’ve played directly into his hands by weakening Mother.

“What can we do?” Annastacia asked worriedly.

“Mother needs more… so much more…” Rosa groaned. “Doc…” She looked up at him with wide, fearful eyes. “She needs me. She needs all of us.”

Doc held her tight for a moment, then kissed her head. “Go. If Mother loses, everything’s lost. Go. We’ll pull him down so she is safe.”

“But—”

“Go.” The word was soft, but held iron. Then, he softened his tone, “For the family, my love. Buy us the time we need.”

Every dryad in the area, even Rema, vanished in the next moment. The army looked around in confusion and fear. The dryads had been their greatest asset in most battles, and now, they were all gone. Everyone looked at the Voices, hopeful they had an answer.

Doc scanned the area, then used his gifts to speak to them all, “They’re buying us time to save Mother. She’s being attacked directly by our enemy. Today, we fight not just to overthrow a vile man, but to save Mother herself. Every life lost will be mourned, but if the cost means we save the world, then everyone— living or dead— will be remembered for all time. Hold strong to your hearts, to your convictions, and safeguard your brothers and sisters beside you. You are not alone. We carry the will of the gods with us today, and we will overcome all obstacles.”

Denise’s voice picked up when Doc stopped, “Love looks on all of us. Open yourself to her heart and know that you will forever live in the hearts of your brothers and sisters.”

Doc rocked in place when he felt the power of Love flood over the group. The doubts in his heart vanished as it did. He might die today, but he would forever live in the hearts of those on the field with him, as well as in the hearts of his family. What else could one ask but to be eternally loved by those he cherished most?

Annastacia’s voice rose up as the army looked renewed with hope and conviction, “We are War’s hand, here to strike down the foe who would see all life ended. Hold strong in the fray, for we are not just beloved by Love, but also War. Your strikes will smite with the power of War’s might, and he will guard you from as much as he can. Fight not mindlessly, but with the cunning and intelligence of men and women who seek victory, not just vengeance.”

Another burst of energy touched the entire army. Cold, ruthless efficiency helped the men and women ignore the danger before them as they turned to get ready for a battle unlike any other. Doc and David looked at each other, but neither had words from their goddesses to impart the way Denise and Annastacia had.

“Guess our cards are still to be played,” Doc said softly.

“Doc… I’m terrified of the trade to come,” David admitted in a whisper.

“And I don’t like the odds,” Doc admitted. “Even if it costs us everything, the cost of failure is far worse.”

David met Doc’s eyes for a long moment before he bowed his head. “True. Compared to the end of everything, what would I not be willing to trade to save the world?”

“When the chips are down, sometimes, you have to trust in Luck,” Doc said with a twisted grin.

David chuckled, then laughed, slapping Doc’s shoulder as his fear ebbed away. The nearest soldiers glanced over and nodded. If two Voices were so unburdened as to laugh and smile, then things would work out. That eased the last remnants of doubt from the army as the story of Doc and David acting calmly spread.

Doc was torn, though, as he looked at the city. It felt wrong without Rosa beside him. Even when she hadn’t been there before, he was sure she’d come back to him. But now, she stood with Mother and her sisters, trying to stave off Apocson’s grab at the world. He was with friends, ready to face battle, but he missed his precious dryad all the more.

Luck, Doc prayed silently, tell me what I can do and when. I trust you to help me weigh the dice in our favor. Even if it means I die and can’t come back again, if the world survives for my family, I’ll take that gamble. No answer came back; Doc just accepted that she’d heard him, but was biding her time to act through him.

It took a couple of hours for the army to be ready to march. The tanks had taken the longest time to prepare, but Doc was sure they’d need them. Annastacia had gone through the ranks again, using her direct gift to bless the army. Without the air force and considering the losses they’d sustained previously, she managed to get to everyone with a little bit of energy left over. David and Denise were in Nickla’s vehicle, which had come with them. The pair were sure they could use it without Nickla there, and it would be a helpful weapon to have in their arsenal. Doc was near the front, behind the templars of Luck’s Bastion— he needed to use his gift to create holy ground for the army to march over.

The last battle had come, and everyone stood ready to give everything they had to ensure victory. The men and women faced the end without fear or hesitation. Blessed by two gods, they were sure they would go to Mother for rebirth. They just had to help the Voices reach Apocson so they could end him and save Mother.

“March!” Annastacia commanded.

The tanks were near the back, which had confused the tankers. When it was explained that they needed them safe to help eliminate enemies who could disable them, the tank crews accepted their orders. They were the spear behind the wall, ready to lance the enemy, even if it cost them friends to shield them.

“For Mother!” Doc shouted, his voice carrying over the city as he stayed in step with the army.

“For Mother!” The return cry from the entire army carried even farther than Doc’s voice had.

~*~*~

They’d only made it two miles into the city before they were attacked. The first few seconds were a mad chaos as a building collapsed toward the army. Luck’s Bastion created a barrier to hold the debris off them, causing it to slide to the side and away from the road, but a second later, Apocson’s heavily armored warriors came into the open. Their weapons fired small blasts of entropy that killed anyone who’d been hit and tore through all protections, even the life-saving barrier— but that moment of safety had stopped the rubble from crushing the people in front, including Doc.

Doc triggered his gifts, and some of the black beams were returned with a silver edge, killing the attackers as surely as the black beams sliced through the army. He was the pillar that withstood everything even as more beams aimed directly at him. Doc closed his eyes, his mind focused on his defensive gifts while he waited for what should come next.

The boom of the tanks going off echoed in the ruined street. The shells, blessed by War’s Voice, exploded, taking chunks out of the attackers’ ranks. Those shots gave the army a chance to hunker down before more armored warriors came marching in. The stone from the ruined buildings gave the army some respite from the entropy beams— they could take chunks out of the stone, but not go all the way through.

The tanks fired again, lobbing the shells out and over the army to hit the attackers again and again. The army took the scant seconds between waves to scramble for cover, including Doc and what remained of the templars with him. Because of the scramble to find cover, they spotted Apocson’s chosen marching down side streets to surround them. They began to fire back, their blessed weapons killing the attackers if they could pierce their armor. It required luck or great aim, because the armor was thick enough to blunt most rounds.

The left flank was given a reprieve when Denise and David used Nickla’s vehicle to send blessed lightning on that side. The center had the full attention of the tank unit, who kept firing to try to clear the front for a continued march. The right flank, though, was not well off. Doc and Annastacia were both on that side, and Doc didn’t have anything to help beyond the few uses of his defensive gifts left.

Annastacia, though, was doing her best to keep the flank clear. She glowed gold as she waded into melee with their attackers. Her sword moved with grace and precision as she found gaps in their armor and cut them down brutally. The return fire of dark beams seemed to vanish when they touched her golden glow, and the few who drew blades were no match against her in close quarters. But her golden light was dimming while Apocson’s chosen seemed to have no end.

Doc felt powerless to help even as he continued to fire into the reinforcements. His glances back at the other two fronts made him worry. The tanks were being silenced by a sniper who was focused on them. The thick black beam killed them one by one. Denise and David were doing their best, but the lightning was slowing as they retreated back toward the others. “Lady, we could use your help…” Doc whispered.

It wasn’t Luck who answered him, though. It was Invention. “Order everyone back, or they shall die.”

Doc blinked, then triggered wind voice and stand down. “Full retreat! Double time!”

Everyone moved to the command, even some of Apocson’s chosen, while the rest of the armored warriors locked up as if fighting two commands. Those few seconds bought the army the time to disengage and retreat. Just as people began to question what was happening, the sky split apart, and the hand of a god slapped the earth… or at least that’s what it felt like to the survivors.

Picking himself up, Doc looked back to find most of the city leveled and reduced to broken rubble. Only the central building still stood, and even that showed structural damage, with pieces of it falling to the ground.

Annastacia wobbled toward him, holding her bleeding side. “Doc… what happened?”

Doc grabbed her, healing her. “Nickla, I think.”

Denise and David came hobbling their way, both of them looking a few seconds from collapsing. “Nickla?” David asked.

“Invention told me to order a retreat, so I made it happen. This is the result.”

The survivors began to help each other, as no one was unwounded. A few were dying in the arms of their friends. Doc was being called for, and he went to aid those he could save from death. He did enough to ensure their survival, but held back his energy, knowing that Apocson was still waiting for them.

The positive of what had transpired was that Apocson’s chosen soldiers were gone. None had survived the blast of whatever Nickla had just done. That allowed the army to regroup and triage their wounds— it would be the barest skeletal remnants of the army that were healthy enough to advance on the tower.

“Doc, we need to go,” Annastacia said.

“I know,” Doc said as he stood up from saving another life. His eyes went over the battleground, and he lamented the lives he couldn’t save. He grabbed the person who appeared directly in front of him, gasping when he saw Ginger.

White-haired, wrinkled like a grandmother, and barely conscious, Ginger smiled at Doc. “You’ve bought us time, but please hurry. We’re all fading fast. They send their love.” Before Doc could ask her anything, she was gone.

The other Voices looked at Doc. He stood frozen for a second before he straightened, his face hardening. Lifting his head, he met their eyes, then turned his gaze to Apocson’s tower. “Let’s finish this.”

The twenty men and women who were fit to fight marched ahead of the Voices as they set out for the remaining structure. The gods had reached down to crush their foes, and while they were bloody and wounded, they were not defeated. Belief soared in the hearts of the survivors as they went to face the last obstacle to save the world.


Chapter Fifty-eight

It took a couple of hours to march through the ruin and rubble of what’d been the heart of Khazary. Doc had to heal four different twisted ankles because of the shifting debris they walked across. The sense of oppression climbed as they got closer to Apocson’s home. A mile out, Doc tried to bless the ground and staggered.

“Doc?” Annastacia grabbed him.

“Stop here. Give me a moment,” Doc grunted. “I need to bless the ground, and it resisted me.”

Everyone waited while Doc took a few deep breaths to try again. If he couldn’t bless the ground, then they’d be forced to traverse unholy ground. Because none of them had dared try to cross the hostile space before, there was no saying what would happen if they did. Everyone waited with bated breath, praying for Doc to succeed.

Doc tapped his gift, lasting holy ground, to try driving the taint of the Darkness from it. The same resistance he felt before was waiting for him again, but this time, Doc was prepared for it. Despair and loss whispered at him as he pushed his intention on the land. Icy fingers touched his spine, the voices growing louder as something hot oozed down his lip. When he licked it away, he had the coppery taste of blood in his mouth. Murmured voices from his allies filled the air around him indistinctly, but worry and doubt filtered into his mind.

He was going to fail them, them and his wives. What made him think that he could stand against the inevitable death of everything? A mere speck of hope on a spinning rock, surrounded by the void of nothing.

“We’re here, Doc,” Annastacia’s voice cut through the whispers when her hand landed on his shoulder.

“You can do this,” Denise said firmly and placed a hand over his heart. “Your love is true and strong. Lean on it.”

“We’ve never lost when we’ve combined our strengths,” David added, his hand on Doc’s other shoulder.

The voices receded, and Doc blinked as the world came back into focus. He was bleeding from his nose, the effort of trying to push back the deeply entrenched Darkness alone having taxed his body. With the other Voices standing firm with him, he could cut through the lies and deceit the Darkness had been using to wear at him. The ground shook as it was purified for the first time in over a thousand years.

Doc dropped to his knees, panting as he looked up at the home of Apocson. The building cracked further, and more pieces fell off and crashed to the ground. “We can continue.”

“Can you?” Denise asked, having knelt to meet his eyes.

Doc gave her a tired smile. “The path might be through fire and blood, but it needs to be walked. If we don’t, everything is lost.”

David held out his hand. “Then we’ll walk it together and pay the price that we have to.”

Doc took the hand, getting back to his feet. “For those we love.”

“We do what we set out to do,” Denise said.

“To stop a corrupted Voice, no matter the cost,” Annastacia nodded.

The rest of the trip to the slowly crumbling structure was without major incident. The once regal, if foreboding, building was cracked and slowly losing pieces of itself. One of the women with them had to dive aside as a fist-sized bit of masonry came tumbling down. It would’ve hit her if she hadn’t moved in time.

The interior of Apocson’s tower was gaudily ornate and expensive. The amount of gold, silver, and soul stones used in it could have bought all of Deep Gulch back when Doc had first arrived there. The ground rumbled and the building shook when they paused in the vestibule. Stairs led up and down while hallways split off in different directions.

“Up?” Annastacia asked.

“Down,” Denise said. “I can feel a wealth of hatred down there.”

“Down it is,” Doc said.

The remnants of the army took point as the group descended. Two flights down, four of them were killed by sudden entropy beams. Everyone retreated back up to the last floor— attacking down the stairs into waiting enemy fire was a problem.

“Suggestions?” Doc asked.

“Sir,” one of the women in the army group said, “I have a charge left… I’m not sure it should be used with the building in the shape it’s in.”

Doc’s eyebrows went up at seeing the bag slung over her back. He was shocked she’d carried it with her the entire way here. The explosive mixture was likely one of Nickla’s inventions, making it safer than it would’ve been otherwise, but it was still a bomb.

“We have to get down there,” David said. “Anna, can you make a shield to stop the beams?”

“Possibly, but it’ll be my last use of the gift,” Annastacia replied. “I think we might need it when we get to Apocson.”

The grim reality was that the Pontiffica was likely waiting for them, and he wasn’t tired, bloody, and spent like they were. If they had no gifts left to counter him, then they were walking to their deaths with no hope of victory.

“I suggest we let her use the bomb,” Denise said. “If things go wrong with the building, we’ll have to deal with that afterward.”

“How’s it set to go off?” Doc asked.

“Plunger… normally…” the soldier said slowly, “but Nickla gave us two paddles to use with them… as a last resort.” She pulled out what she was talking about. “He said once we squeeze it, it’s primed, and when we stop squeezing, it goes off. It’s death for whoever uses it.”

Doc knew what it was: a dead man’s switch. He was shocked that Nickla had made some, as that was well ahead of their time. The soldier was right, though. It would mean death to whoever used it… unless they were immune to being attacked.

“Give it to me,” Doc said. Everyone started to object to Doc’s request, but he held up his hand to cut them off. “I can withstand it. Just wait for me to call back up to you all.”

“Doc, if you’re wrong,” David said, “we’re doomed.”

“I’m not wrong,” Doc said. “Have some faith.”

The soldier handed the bag over, along with the switch. “I can set it for you, sir.”

“Thank you. When I go down, you should all back away just in case any shrapnel comes up.”

Two minutes later, Doc stood at the stairs, the switch held firmly in hand and the bag slung over his shoulder. His plan was risky— he wasn’t positive that him detonating the bomb would count as an attack against him. There was a way to ensure it, but it would require the right timing. He looked back at the people with him, then triggered his immunity bubble and rushed down the stairs. He only had ten seconds to achieve his mission.

The moment he was a few steps down, the entropy beams fired at him before they whipped around his body, became silver-edged, and flung back at the shooters. More beams came when he was almost at the bottom, but they all returned back. Doc unslung the bomb and threw it out, letting go of the paddle at the last moment before he hunched down and covered his head and ears. He saw the dozen heavily armored figures raising swords as they rushed him, but then the world became sound and bright light.

Blinking, coughing, and with his ears ringing, Doc stood up to survey what’d happened. The hallway was a disaster and the ground rumbled, but no one attacked him. When someone touched his shoulder, Doc whirled to find David’s lips moving, but he couldn’t hear anything. Doc waved him off, then focused on healing himself. A moment later, his hearing was back.

“What?” Doc asked.

“Are you okay?” David coughed, putting a cloth over his mouth and nose.

Doc pulled a handkerchief out and held it over his nose and mouth, too. It cut down on the smoke and dust, though he continued to hack a little. “Yeah… We need to keep going.”

The soldiers were already picking their way through the ruin on their way to the next stairwell. Denise and Annastasia had paused beside David to check on Doc. Everyone had cloths either held or tied over their faces to cut the dust and smoke.

The next six floors didn’t have anyone waiting for them, but that’s when the traps started. The first was a small explosive that killed two of the sixteen forward guards. Four others were injured, but the two were dead in seconds, their throats shredded. Doc bit back his anger at not saving them. He only had so much energy to use, and he’d need it for Apocson. He helped to stabilize the wounded before they continued on.

The second trap was fire, a napalm flame that stuck to the three it covered. Another had their arms coated and had to be smothered thoroughly to extinguish it. The dead were again too badly wounded for Doc to save, and the one man just asked for his nerves to be deadened so he could go on with them.

Traps continued every floor, slowly whittling down the small unit with the Voices. When Doc tried to take the lead when his gift refreshed, the remaining men and women stood resolutely before him, refusing to allow it.

“Sir,” the woman who’d handed the bomb said stiffly, “we can’t let you do that.”

“What?”

“What if it’s not something you can stop, sir? Then what happens?”

Doc just stared at her for a moment.

“We knew coming in that our lives might be forfeit, sir. We accepted that cost if it meant delivering the Voices to face the Pontiffica. Are you going to put yourself in danger while we accept the price?”

“Doc, you have to let them accept their own choices,” David said softly.

Doc hated it, but he knew he wasn’t invincible, and if he was wrong, he could die before ever facing Apocson. The men and women who’d come with them had bravely accepted what the price might be for doing so, but they’d come anyway. They hadn’t been ordered to, but had volunteered.

“Very well,” Doc said. “I accept your choice, Sergeant.”

The woman saluted before she nodded to the others. “Two at a time. Let’s cut down our losses.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the remaining soldiers saluted.

“Sergeant Lavablood,” Annastacia said, “you have command until we find him.”

Lavablood saluted her, and then the soldiers began the descent again.


Chapter Fifty-nine

The cost of making it to the last floor, deep into the earth, was the life of every soldier with them. Each floor took more until only Lavablood and one other were left. They were the last to die, and in the worst possible way. Lavablood had been right about the traps— some of them were pit traps and gas. Doc wasn’t sure he’d have survived either of those, but it was the last that was the worst of them. Lavablood and her companion were gassed the way some of the others had been, but instead of falling over dead, frothing at the mouth, they turned back on the group, their eyes blank as blood oozed out of their ears, eyes, and mouth. Annastacia killed both with two shots from her pistol, her face grim.

“Mother, welcome them back to your embrace,” Annastacia said softly. “Your names will forever be with me.”

“Just a door at the end of the hall,” David said once the gas dissipated.

“Hold the cloths firmly and walk slowly and softly,” Denise said. “We don’t want to stir up whatever that was.”

The ground rolled like a ship at sea before it settled. Doc shook his head. “We need to go, and now. Clutch them tightly, but we need to run.”

“I’ll lead,” David said, then he ran ahead of them.

The others rushed after him, their eyes slitted in case the dust stirred up too much. David stopped right at the door, and he could see the small slots around it. “Trapped.”

“I have it,” Doc said. “If it’s barred, we’ll be screwed.”

“Doc, step back,” Annastacia said. “I’ll handle the door. The rest of you should be ready to follow me.”

They shifted in the hall so that Annastacia was at the front. She took a slow, deep breath, then began to glow gold. Her sword glowed softly and then blazed, making the others look away from her. A screech of stone being cut filled the hallway, covering the sound of the trap going off. The small needles fell to the ground, unable to pierce the barrier she held. A minute later, Ananstacia kicked out, and the door slammed open. She went striding in like the avatar of War she was.

“Apocson, we’ve come to kill you!” Annastacia’s voice filled the room, echoing off the vaulted ceiling of the chamber.

“You’re too late,” Apocson laughed. “Even now, I’ve set the end into motion. You’ve given me no end of troubles, Princess, you and those others. My beautiful army should have been enough, but you surprised me by stopping them, at least partially. Then, you took down my zeppelins and somehow defeated my entire praetorian guard. You even made it down to my grand chamber.”

The four Voices had a chance to look at the chamber. Apocson sat in the middle of an elaborate ritual on a throne made of mythrium and soul stone. At twelve points around him were men in bishop robes. They were all dead, their throats opened, each holding bloody knives. The worst part was how uncomfortable it was to stand in the room. It was the vilest, most unholy place they’d ever stepped into.

“Mother is defeated, and I have started for her very core to rip this planet apart like a rotten melon. My task is done, and my reward shall be to start anew on another world.”

“Not today,” Annastacia said as she went to step forward.

David grabbed her, pulling her back as the ritual circle flared up, covering the center of the room in a black globe. “Stop!”

Annastacia grunted. “Thank you.” Her sword swung, but it glanced off the barrier, leaving no sign that it’d hit. The glowing sword, which had cut through stone, was useless here.

“War is such a pathetic god,” Apocson gloated. “As if I don’t know all his tricks. You are useless here, Princess. You should have stayed with your family and married a royal.”

“Doc?” David asked, looking back at him. “Can you?”

Doc exhaled as he knelt. “This’ll be even worse than the last time.”

Denise went to his side, touching his shoulder. “We’ll help.”

David took Doc’s other side. “We need to weaken it if we’re going to have a chance.”

Annastacia slammed her sword into the ground in front of Doc, kneeling on the other side of it. “Grasp the hilt with me, Doc.”

Doc inhaled deeply, then grasped the hilt of the glowing blade. Annastacia’s hands covered his while David and Denise gripped his shoulders. He pushed his gift to cleanse unhallowed ground, making it holy. The moment he did, he bled from his nose again. Worse was that his sight darkened, and he felt his soul pull away from his body.

~*~*~

“You thought to come into the heart of my domain and turn it against me?” Apocson asked, standing a foot from Doc in a starless void. Small circles illuminating both men provided the only light. “Foolish. But I thank you. Delivering yourself directly into my hands will only see me grow in power.”

Doc glanced down to see himself in the first set of clothing he’d entered the world with. He could feel the small pistol in his vest pocket opposite his watch. Looking back at Apocson, he saw a man in Roman battle gear, but with a red cloak and a laurel on his head instead of a helm. The laurel wasn’t made of plants, but eye-twisting Darkness that seemed to shift incrementally. “A battle of wills…” Doc murmured.

“Hardly. Compared to me, you’re a hapless child fumbling in the dark.”

David and Denise were suddenly beside Doc, the two Voices both as they had been moments before. The trio stood together as one, but Apocson just laughed at them.

“You brought them with you? Priceless. I shall be the greatest champion of the Void ever known!”

Annastacia appeared in front of the trio, not facing Doc, but Apocson. Her blade glowed, though it was a faint shadow of what it should be. “Or we slay you, and Mother can fix what you have done.”

“All of you? Wonderful. If only the last had come with, but that’s fine,” Apocson said as he drew his gladius, the blade coated in black flame. “Come, Princess. Feed my blade your soul.”

Annastacia went to step forward, but Doc touched her shoulder. “Don’t. This isn’t real— it’s a battle of wills. Believe in our gods and in me.”

Apocson’s lips twitched down before he chuckled. “Yes, of course. That will surely do it. I’ll just gut you in the meantime.”

Annastacia held her sword up to defend as she stepped back. “I believe in the man who brought us back to the light.”

“Out of the depth of sorrow and into a world of love,” Denise added, lifting her chin defiantly.

“Who gave my family back their lost faith,” David said.

“When the chips are down, Luck blesses us,” Doc said. “Four of a kind beats a joker every single time.” He wasn’t sure it would work, but he pushed his faith against Apocson as he triggered a rarely used gift— all in was supposed to have Lady Luck help tip things in his favor.

The Darkness cracked, and Apocson stumbled. Eyes wide, he looked around in horror as silver light began to bleed into the void. “No!”

Doc felt the power behind the denial. “Yes!” Doc imposed stand down on the world.

The cracks grew more numerous and widened as golden light joined the silver. Then, green began to bleed into the cracks, too.

“No! I killed her!” Apocson screamed.

“Mother is wounded, not dead,” Rosa whispered when she appeared behind Doc, holding him. “You are winning, husband.”

The void shattered, leaving the four Voices back in the ritual chamber. The black barrier had also shattered, and the ground felt welcoming and hallowed. Apocson leapt out off his throne, drawing his gladius as he charged at them. He could still turn things around if he killed them. His undead could still cover the world.

Doc collapsed to his hands and knees, blood oozing from his ears, eyes, and nose. Denise was unconscious beside him while David was swaying on his feet, fumbling for the pistol he’d carried with them. Only Annastacia was upright and ready. Her golden blade clashed with the black flame gladius, but she was pushed back, her eyes widening when she realized she wasn’t Apocson’s match.

“David,” Rosa whispered, her voice cracked and worn, “it’s time for you to make a trade.”

David looked back at Doc and Rosa before exhaling slowly and knelt beside Doc. “Trade, my life for his. Give him my strength to help Annastacia.”

David collapsed to the ground, bleeding as Doc had been, while Doc gasped at energy flooding him. He looked over to see David bleeding and a very old-looking Rosa falling away from his back. “What?”

“Go…” Rosa whispered. “I’ll b-be back… l-later…” She vanished from the room as the last word faded away.

Doc was on his feet in a moment, but he wasn’t ready to sword-fight Apocson. He wasn’t a fighter. All he had was his pistol and his derringer. Drawing the pistol, he advanced slowly, waiting for an opening.

Apocson gashed Annastacia’s arm, smiling savagely. “I’ll turn you into a husk bit by bit, then do the same to them.”

Annastacia whimpered as she dashed backward. The wound was causing black veins to spread up and down her injured arm— she knew it would kill her if she left it unattended. Pushing some energy into her arm, the blackness was expelled, but the glow of her blade dimmed.

“A major flaw in War’s gifts, isn’t it?” Apocson sneered. “I’ll—!”

The gunshot was loud and the bullet slammed into Apocson’s back, but it didn’t penetrate his armor. Doc grunted as he fired again and again, but the bullets from his pistol did nothing.

“Luck is even weaker than War. You might have managed to break my hold here, but I’ll fix that soon enough!” Apocson snarled. He beat aside the thrust from Annastacia and advanced on her again. “Wait your turn! I have a princess to kill.”

Doc tossed his empty pistol to the side before he strode forward, drawing his derringer. He’d jam the damn thing into Apocson’s neck if he had to.

Annastacia was forced back as more and more wounds were inflicted on her. Her blade stopped glowing, having expended everything to purify her injuries. Wobbling on her feet, she staggered back from Apocson, her faith wavering. She was a Voice, but four of them hadn’t done more than annoy him. How could they possibly win if all they could do was bleed?

“Yes! Give in to despair!” Apocson laughed as he drew back his gladius to skewer Annastacia.

“Never!” Doc growled as he grabbed the Pontiffica with his free arm, his derringer pressing into Apocson’s neck. “Die!”

The gun went off just as Apocson shrugged Doc off him. Blood spurted from Apocson’s neck, but his blade was coming around to disembowel Doc. The blade swung through mist— Doc vanished just before the blade could bite into him. What was more, a silver glow engulfed the blade and traveled down Apocson’s arm to his gut. With a howl of pain, Apocson staggered as his stomach opened up, his guts spilling out.

“No! NO! I will not die!” Apocson howled as he dropped to his knees. “Rewind!”

~*~*~

“David,” Rosa whispered, her voice cracked and worn, “it’s time for you to make a trade.”

David looked back at Doc and Rosa before exhaling slowly and knelt beside Doc. “Trade, my life for his. Give him my strength to help Annastacia.”

David collapsed to the ground, bleeding as Doc had been, while Doc gasped at energy flooding him. He looked over to see David bleeding and a very old-looking Rosa falling away from his back. “What?”

“Go…” Rosa whispered. “I’ll b-be back… l-later…” She vanished from the room as the last word faded away.

Doc was on his feet in a moment, but he wasn’t ready to sword-fight Apocson. He wasn’t a fighter. All he had was his pistol and his derringer. Drawing the pistol, he advanced slowly, waiting for an opening. But something was wrong… he felt like he’d done this before. When Apocson turned on him, ignoring Annastacia, Doc remembered what’d just happened. He backed away, firing as he went, his pistol useless. He went for his derringer, but he reached for the wrong pocket. His pocket watch came out instead. Apocson’s sword sheared through Doc’s fingers and his watch before he drew back to skewer Doc.

As the watch came apart, a burst of silver filled the room. Luck’s voice echoed as the silver flooded out to cover every inch of it, “Sometimes, you bet on the long shot, and it comes in. Knowing your opponent helps, though, when making that bet. You always give your champions the ability to rewind time. Well, let us jump forward to what it was, shall we?”

Everything jerked and shuddered. Luck rewrote time over what the Darkness wanted, putting things back to what they had been.

~*~*~

Apocson gasped when his gift failed to work. He tried to use another gift to heal himself, but it, too, failed.

“Judgement comes from Wisdom,” a woman said sternly. “Your soul is forfeit. I will not let it return to the Darkness.”

As the voice faded, a blessed blade came swinging down, taking Apocson’s head from his shoulders. He got to see his own headless body and Annastacia standing over him before everything vanished into nothingness.

Doc dropped to his hands and knees when he came back from being mist. He fumbled for his watch, eyes wide, but all he found was a broken jumble of brass in his vest pocket. It’d been cut clean through. Specks of blood dotted it from where Doc’s fingers had been severed, attesting to what’d transpired. Doc remembered what happened, where time had warped and shifted, and his watch was a silent testament to that.

“Doc, David needs you!” Denise called out to him.

Looking back, he saw his friend bleeding and scrambled to help save him. It took nearly everything Doc had left to stabilize David. The toll of purging the unhallowed ground would’ve been fatal if Doc hadn’t made it to him in time.

Annastacia looked down at Apocson’s body. Something odd had happened when Doc had shot Apocson with his derringer, but she couldn’t remember what it was. The shot went off, then Apocson was falling to the ground because he’d been beheaded… and then… she couldn’t remember. Her gaze shifted to Doc. She knew he’d saved them, but she couldn’t recall how. Bending down, she cleaned her blade on Apocson’s cloak, then sheathed it. They’d done all they could. Now, it was up to Mother to save the world. She’d done what War had asked of her— she’d killed his fallen Voice. Her home was safe, her people would survive, and life would continue. Her eyes softened as she watched Doc use the last of his energy to heal David. Maybe I can have my wish now that the world is saved, she thought as she went to join the others.


Chapter Sixty

April 22, 1890

They eventually dragged themselves out of the ruins of Khazary. The surviving members of the army were waiting for them. It took a little while to get everything organized for the trip back to Tsarrus, but before night fell, they were heading home. Doc was worried that no dryads had come to update them during the trip. Days of healing the survivors gave him things to do to distract him from the lack of information, but each passing hour and day felt far longer.

It was where they’d separated from Nickla that they got information again. A giant steel tower rose sharply into the sky, and at the very top was a massive polished disk pointed directly toward Khazary. As the train came to a stop, Nickla came out of the building attached to the new tower with a proud smile. “It works.”

“That it does, but what would we do with a weapon that flattens cities that can’t be moved?” David asked.

“As much as it pains me to say it… destroy it. This is too much for anyone to have. I’ve set the charges to demolish it when we leave.”

“Any word on the war or Mother?” Annastacia asked.

“Yes. Let us get situated to leave, and I’ll tell you,” Nickla said.

The crew who’d been left behind were already boarding the train— seeing so few survivors hit them hard. Out of the multiple units who’d been on the front with Annastacia, less than two units in total remained. Stories were traded among the army while the train was being loaded.

As the train started rolling again, Nickla filled them in, “The undead are fragmented and far easier to deal with now. It happened shortly after the weapon was fired. I would assume it was when you defeated Apocson.”

“That would make sense,” David agreed.

“The priests with the army died from the undead. When they stopped being focused, they just mindlessly attacked anything near them. I doubt any of those priests survived the hour. For those not involved in the war, rumor says that they all died at the same moment. Bishops still in Avalon and Iberra dropped dead in the middle of prayer services. The lesser priests with them likewise fell over. Mass panic about the end of days has clutched both nations. There are severe riots, but there are also growing movements championing the gods.”

“Good. The hidden helpers are working,” Denise smiled. “I had them staged for when the war ended. They should help sway things for later.”

“The unholy ground is all gone, too, if you haven’t noticed,” Nickla went on. “Qin was the first to report it, but the fronts in Europa also say that the deadly ground has vanished. They’re glad for that, as no one’s seen a dryad since they all went to help Mother. There’s been some concern that even with the war taking a swing for the world, the lack of dryads might mean the worst.”

“Mother is still working to save us,” Doc said softly. “The dryads are all exhausted, but are still trying to help Mother against Apocson’s last gasp.”

“None of them have come to you?” Nickla asked.

“We heard from Ginger and Rosa briefly, but nothing since the battle ended. I thought Ginger went home, but she hasn’t come to talk to us, so I don’t know.”

“What do we do now?” David asked Annastacia. “Do we go to Qin?”

“We split apart to help where we can,” Annastacia said. “I will go secure Tsarrus, then go to Qin. If you, Nickla, and Denise will go to Europa, that will help stabilize the Blessed Nations. Doc?”

“I’ll stay with you,” Doc said. “This divides us evenly, or as evenly as we can. Nickla’s machine will help them clear the fronts in Europa.”

“Shouldn’t we head the other way, then?” Nickla asked.

“No. The tracks are still trapped. They’ll need to be cleared before they can be used, and we don’t have dryads to help right now,” Annastacia said. “Taking a ship around to the Middel Sea would be far better. We’ll have to send a telegraph as soon as we can.”

Doc looked at the floor. He sorely missed the dryads, especially his precious Weed. They would’ve had the message spread already, doing what they’d always done for him, but now, them missing hurt his soul even more.

“It’s not as quick as we’ve grown used to, but we’ll make it work,” David said softly, also keenly missing his wife.

“Hopefully, they’ll return quickly,” Denise said.

“Gods willing,” Annastacia said. “Until then, we do our best to free the world from the undead threat. While they won’t be as dangerous as they were, they’re still a clear threat to all life.”

“They really are,” Doc said. “I’m just glad they don’t spread through bites.”

“What?” The question came from all three of the others.

“Might as well pass the time,” Doc said before he explained the history of zombie movies to them.

~*~*~

Weeks passed as Doc and Annastacia helped fight the zombies in Qin’s territory. Between Doc and Annastacia, they slaughtered the undead by the droves, laying waste to the horde in short order. The pair had recently boarded a ship to take them to Europa to join the other Voices on those battlefields that were spread farther apart.

“Doc, can we talk?” Annastacia asked on the second night out of port.

“Sure,” Doc let her into his cabin. “What can I do for you, Anna?”

Taking the seat at the desk, she turned to look at him as Doc sat on his bed. “After this is all over, you’re going back to your family, right?”

“Yeah,” Doc said softly, looking into the distance. “I’ve sent messages, but without the dryads… I don’t even know what’s happening there. I can’t wait to get back and hold them all again. It’ll be time to stay and raise my kids without all the worry and time away.”

Annastacia chewed her lip before she spoke up again, “Your family is quite large.”

Doc chuckled, refocusing on her. “But full of love.”

“Yes… umm… have you ever thought that another might one day join your family?”

Doc frowned slightly, not having expected the question. “No, I’m not sure that’ll ever happen. Petal and Sequoia are likely the last wives I’ll ever have. To join the family, all of my wives would have to agree to it. It would take a special person to ever achieve that.”

“But if they did get your wives to agree?” Annastacia asked, sitting forward slightly.

Doc studied her before he exhaled. “Anna… you?”

Flushing deeply, Annastacia looked away. “For years, Doc, ever since you first came to my home. I tried to ignore it, writing it off as a passing fancy…” Snorting softly, she shook her head. “But I could never shake the feelings. Then, War came to me and asked me to be his Voice. I thought that was something we could have in common, but I still never gave it serious thought until things got worse and the war loomed. When you came to help again… I knew what my heart yearned for.”

“Anna, I… you…?” Doc started, but trailed off twice. He hadn’t seen the question coming; Rosa had always been there to warn him about things. The fact that she still hadn’t come back tore at his heart.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked, not when you’re missing them,” Annastacia said, jumping to her feet to leave.

Doc was just about to reach for her when his arms were suddenly full of Rosa. Eyes widening briefly, Doc realized what was happening at the same moment Rosa’s lips crashed into his. Rosa pushed Doc back onto the bed, derailing him from any thoughts about Annastacia.

Seeing Rosa, white-haired but safe, Annastacia’s heart ached, but was also gladdened. Doc’s family would be whole again, even if she was jealous of the dryad at that moment. She slipped out of the room, giving the reunited lovers their space.

~*~*~

Doc was sleepy when he and Rosa stopped for the night. They’d come together time and again to bring some green back to Rosa’s hair. Her taste was pine once again, not the sharp chill of winter, and Doc was beyond happy his precious Weed was alive and well. “You worried me, Weed.”

“I’m sorry, Voice. I hurried back as quickly as I could,” Rosa murmured as she held him. “The others are back with the family, but they’ll need some time to recover. I promised Petal and Sequoia time tomorrow.”

“Gladly,” Doc yawned. “What happened?”

“Apocson was gripping the core of the world. He’d driven a spike of Darkness under his home and into Mother’s heart. We fought against his intrusion for days, but he kept pushing it deeper and deeper. Every time we felt like we were starting to push him back, he surged forward again.”

“He was sacrificing his bishops,” Doc murmured, remembering the ritual chamber. “That’s probably why it felt that way.”

“Maybe. Ginger exhausted herself, replenished herself with Harrid, and then did it again and again. At the very end, we were all husks. I went too far when I went to you and told David he had to make his trade.”

“Why did you?” Doc asked.

“Because I knew you would find a way. When it comes down to you losing us, you will break everything to ensure we live,” Rosa whispered. “I bet on my husband being who he has always been.”

“Mother was able to stop his plan?”

“He triggered a cascade to her core. It would’ve torn the world apart. That’s why all of us were gone for so long. Half of my sisters are going to take decades to be reborn. We stabilized the core while Mother got it to calm down enough to no longer be a threat. She used what she could to fill back in some of the canyons she made.” Rosa sighed softly. “We nearly cost everything with our plan to stop the undead.”

“Yeah. When he gloated, I was afraid that we’d caused us to fail.”

“Our wives are calm now. Petal and Sequoia have received blood from everyone at the manor. Ginger has been with Harrid and should be fine in a few days. Rema should be getting back to David right now… ah, she made it. Good. He loves her so much.”

“Like I do you.”

“Yes. You brought so many of my sisters to meet their loves.”

“Did you tell our wives what I’m doing?”

“Yes. They understand, but hope you’ll be home before the end of the year.”

“I hope to be. Everything should be good now that my precious Weed is here with me again.”

“Oh? Again?” Rosa gasped when Doc rolled her onto her back.

“Once more, my love. We’ll sleep after this.”

“As you wish, husband,” Rosa murmured happily.


Chapter Sixty-one

August 1, 1890

The last of the battles in Europa had been far easier with Rosa beside them. Petal and Sequoia joined in to help spread the holy ground, severely slowing the undead without the boost from Apocson’s unhallowed ground.

When the fighting finally ended, it was time for the Voices to head home. Denise was off to Gaul to once again spread Love’s influence there and beyond. David was heading to Golden Bay; he’d vowed to spend at least a few months doing nothing but loving Rema. Nickla was eager to get back to his workshop and create new things that were not tied to war. Annastacia had never mentioned her conversation with Doc once Rosa returned. She acted like it hadn’t happened and went back to Tsarrus to help her people rebuild.

That left Doc heading back to Furden with Rosa beside him. They sailed with David and Nickla, and even took the train most of the way together, but parted in Furden. Stepping off the train, Doc found Clyde and Harrid waiting for him.

“I wasn’t sure if everyone would be here or not,” Doc said, shaking Clyde’s hand before giving Harrid a hug and back pat.

“It was a close thing, but Fiala said it’d be easier for them to wait for you at home,” Harrid said. “The others deferred to her on that point. Any luggage?”

“I donated most of it to the less fortunate on the ship when we docked. I have just this one bag,” Doc said, picking up the suitcase he’d dropped to greet his friends. “It feels kind of like when I originally arrived in Deep Gulch.”

“I’ll take that, Doc,” Clyde said, extending his hand.

“Okay.” Doc handed it over to the badger bestial. “Let’s go. I’ve been missing my family.”

“They’ve missed you, too,” Harrid said. “The time without any of the dryads was the hardest for everyone.”

“It was unpleasant in many ways,” Doc agreed as they walked together toward the exit. He ignored the people who stopped to stare at them. All he wanted was to see his wives and children again.

When they got to the front of the depot, Doc slowed. Sitting right outside with a templar standing guard wasn’t a carriage, but a car. Doc chuckled, as he was sure David had sent it to the house. Clyde got the bag into the trunk while the templar opened the back door for Doc’s group.

“I thought you’d be the guard for the trip,” Doc chuckled.

“Our homes both have a small contingent of templars to act as guards for any trips,” Harrid said. “I recently was able to select an extra Holy Deed. This one can be used to protect any vehicle they travel in, but it costs them their energy. Keeping our families safe might’ve influenced my choice.”

“I’m sure our wives approved,” Doc said.

“Ginger demanded it. She expects Lucky and your children to have a templar beside them when they grow up and step away to start their own lives. It’s an extra layer of protection.”

“I wouldn’t speak against it.”

“Fiala said much the same. I’m taking my time to select the chosen guards for each. We have years yet before it becomes a problem, but while you were away, it did prompt a change.”

“What change?” Doc asked.

“Melvin and Masha both joined the Order.”

“Posy doesn’t have a guard?” Doc asked with concern.

“She has one of mine until they finish training. Then, they’ll revert back to her as guardians.”

Doc exhaled in relief. “I see. So they can have the extra boons.”

“It’s been suggested that we place a permanent templar with each priestess, too,” Harrid chuckled. “That suggestion came from an unusual source. Riker Coalton approached me about it a couple of months ago.”

“Onyx’s husband? Hmm… I can see where it makes sense.”

“Then, he joined the Order,” Harrid chuckled.

Doc laughed along with Harrid. “At least he had conviction about it. How did he even get to the point of asking?”

“Posy mentioned her guards training to Onyx when having tea with her, and Riker was there to overhear it. Two days later, he was at the training grounds to see me.”

“I’m glad he married her,” Doc said. “He’s been a great husband for her.”

“He’s dedicated like we are to our wives. It’s touching to see. A side effect of my new Deed was Wynn asking about getting a few templars as drivers for the president.”

“Smart man. That’s forward thinking. If the templars are the drivers, then the president will always be protected when on the move.”

“Which is exactly what he said. He did ask that they leave the regalia off and dress in uniform with the others. This would make it harder for them to be picked out by anyone wanting to do harm, and it would also make it harder for outsiders to know what’s happening. He did say he’d have to read in his second and his successors when the time comes. It’ll come out eventually, but for now, it’s a secret safety measure.”

“That’s fine. Did the kids do alright while the dryads were gone?”

“It was rough,” Harrid said honestly. “They’ve grown so used to their friends being there all the time… a lot of tears and fear welled up. Since they’ve come back, though, everything’s fine again.” Harrid looked at Rosa. “Thank you for sparing Ginger as much as you did. She told me that you used her as little as you could and then placed her in the safest places at the very end. I know I told her to thank you, but I’m doing it, too.”

Rosa smiled at her friend. “Mother wouldn’t willingly take her away from you after bringing her back. I just ensured it, because Mother was busy. Your happiness matters to us, Harrid.”

Harrid dipped his head. “You will always have my thanks, as does Mother. I treasure every day with my Ginger beside me.”

“We know,” Rosa said, reaching over to touch his shoulder. “And that only makes her happier. Your love sustains her heart.”

Doc looked out the window as they left the city behind and the car sped up. “Won’t be long to get home now.”

“It goes so much faster,” Harrid agreed. “You did say that cars would replace the horse and buggy.”

“In time, yes, just like phones will replace telegrams. From here, technology will begin to run ahead of society. Every generation will start to fall behind the curve. Our children will adapt faster, and their children faster still. I just hope we can hold to civility and kindness better than my world did as the information age ran away from us.”

~*~*~

The moment Doc stepped out of the car onto the porch, the front door opened. A single word from numerous throats got him to fall to his knees. “Poppa!”

“My darlings!” Doc cried as he opened his arms.

The children piled on, all of them wanting to hug him, to feel him, and be assured that he was there for them again. Doc kissed heads, squeezed his children, and cried as they mostly made sure everyone had a chance to get a hug and kiss. Fiala had to help direct them, especially the younger ones, but no one was left out.

Rosa went to their wives, hugging and kissing each because she’d never come back to them once she went to Doc. She refused to be parted from him, and his wives didn’t blame her for that. Eventually, Rosa called the children to her for hugs, and Doc was allowed to stand up to wipe his face and blow his nose.

Stuffing his handkerchief away, Doc embraced Fiala first. “I’m home, my love.”

“I know. Now you’ll stay, right?” Fiala asked, sniffling as she held him tightly, her tail curling around his waist possessively.

“Yes. No trips for years, and when I do go, we can all go together again.”

“Good.”

Sonya was next, and she didn’t hide her tears while she squeezed him. “We missed you, Doc, and we missed our new wives, too. Please… no more wars.”

“I’ll do my best, Sonya. I promise that.” Doc kissed his dwarven wife to reassure her.

“I won’t be happy if you break it,” Sonya said when their kiss ended and she passed him to Ayla.

“None of us will be,” Ayla said, then leaned into Doc. She inhaled slowly as she rested her head against him. “I missed you. Your pillows and clothing have all lost their scent. We traded them around with each other to have anything to help keep you closer.”

Doc gently tilted her chin up so she could meet his eyes. “I’ll have to make sure to stay close so you can have that again. I’m sorry it was hard on all of you, my dear banker.”

Ayla closed her eyes and Doc took the invitation, kissing her passionately before easing her into Sophia’s arms for a moment. Ayla cuddled into Sophia as Doc turned to Lia.

Lia grabbed Doc by the vest, pulling him roughly to her, her eyes bright. “If you ever have to go to war again, husband, I will pick my guns back up. It killed me when we lost all contact. I feared…” Tears suddenly spilled from her eyes. She lost the ability to speak as she began to sob.

“Oh, my dear warrior…” Doc cried with her as he held her tightly. “I’m so sorry…”

The pair cried together until Lia pushed Doc out a touch, grabbed his head, and pulled him in for a kiss. Need and passion flared in both of their hearts as Lia demanded he give her the love she’d missed.

Eventually, Rosa gently separated them. “Sophia needs her kiss, too, Lia,” she said softly.

“Yes. Of course, Weed…” Lia murmured as she let herself be pulled back.

Doc wiped his face, then turned to Sophia, who was waiting for him. “I’m sorry, my dear.”

“No,” Sophia said. “We all missed you. There’s no need to apologize for this. I’ll want to hear everything later.”

“I know, and I’ll hold you while I tell it to you so you can record it for posterity.”

The couple embraced softly as Sophia leaned her head into the crook of his neck first. She inhaled deeply, just like Ayla had. Doc smiled at that, as Ayla and Sophia were alike in so many ways. He gently stroked her soft feathers while he held her. When she eased back, he found her lips with his. It was softer and sweeter, but still held the edge of passion that Sophia had running deep in her heart.

When the couple finally separated, Doc blinked as Petal and Sequoia were bracketing him. The confusion on his face got chuckles from his wives. Shaking his head, he pulled the two dryads into his arms. They were his wives, too. He’d need to see about getting them rings to match the others.

“Fiala,” Rosa giggled, “he thought about it.”

Fiala giggled with her. “Of course, he did. He loves all of us. Doc, look at their fingers.”

Doc glanced at the dryads’ hands, which were raised for him to see. Matching rings decorated their fingers, making them equal to all of his other wives. “A good wife thinks of everything, and my wives are the very best.”

Harrid coughed loudly from where he stood with Ginger. Laughter filled the air as everyone looked his way.

“Some others also have very good wives,” Doc laughed.

“Acceptable,” Harrid grunted.

“Doc?”

Doc immediately turned his head. Posy stood to the side, waiting patiently as a young woman should. No longer the impulsive child, she’d waited to greet him.

“Posy…” Doc said softly. When he opened his arms to her, she stepped in quickly for her hug. “How’s my adopted daughter?”

“Better now,” Posy sniffled. “We were all worried, but I knew you’d be back. Luck wouldn’t let you leave us.”

Doc felt the tears come again as he held Posy. He knew how thin the line of success had been. Luck had bet on the long shot— not just in Doc, but in him keeping the watch she’d given him. The thing that he’d never questioned or thought about from the very first day on the world had been the key to victory in the end. He still wondered why he’d mistakenly pulled his watch when he had, but it made sense. Luck stepped in and adjusted the odds. He hoped she was doing well, as he hadn’t heard from her since the fight, but the world was truly saved with Apocson gone. He could finally set down his fears and enjoy his new life with his loved ones.

Squeezing Posy, he looked at his wives, children, and friends. He’d walked the path, difficult though it had been at times, through fire and death, to come to where he was now. Closing his eyes, he sent a prayer to Lady Luck, thanking her for giving him the chance to be her Voice.


Epilogue

January 1, 1910

Doc frowned as he looked around, surrounded by nothingness. “Oh, come on… I already dealt with you.”

“And what a deal it was,” Luck said, appearing beside him.

Doc glanced at her, a smile coming to him. “It’s been a few decades.”

“I overextended to help you in the end,” Luck shrugged. Waving her hand, they were in a parlor much like his at home. “Let us talk.”

“Have you been okay?” Doc asked as he took a seat.

“I was diminished for a time, but I am coming back to myself. My peers were kind enough to cover for me during my downtime. This is the first world we have saved in… ages. They have already begun to ask me if I can find the next world to gamble on.”

“I’ll pass,” Doc said softly. “No offense to them or you, but I’m happy.”

“I was not going to ask you, Doc. You did more than I thought you would… though I did set plans in place, just in case your stubborn streak kept you moving forward.”

“You surprised the hell out of me at the end. All that time, I carried your watch as a reminder, and it had that power in it all along?”

“I planted a seed in it that was tied back to me. When it became clear you were going to face him, I used the connection to empower it fully.”

“Did you tip my hand in the end to pull it instead of my derringer?”

“I nudged probability. It was not certain, just very likely.”

“There was another way for us to win, wasn’t there?” Doc asked. “It’s been bothering me.”

“If you had fallen… yes, but the cost… no Voices would have walked out alive. A pyrrhic victory in that regard, but Apocson was dead the moment the four of you entered his ritual chamber. If you had all fallen, things would have been ugly until Wisdom Holyday rose to adulthood and claimed her rightful place as Wisdom’s Voice.”

Doc’s smile was bright. “She’s a good girl. Smarter than any of us and dedicated to her namesake. Sophia’s been giddy every day that her daughter is the sitting judge on the Blessed Nations bench. I was worried that people would claim we were trying to replace Apoc at the time, but her arguments before the council were spectacular.”

“She is her mother’s daughter and her goddess’ Voice,” Luck chuckled. “She will uphold her namesake, even when she does not like the outcome. Sometimes, those you love are wrong.”

“She apologized for breaking our companies down into smaller pieces. I just told her she did the right thing.”

“That soothed her heart more than anything else could.”

“Why come to me now?” Doc asked after a small pause.

“Because I could. You have done a lot in the twenty years since the last war. I was happy you included Anna in your family.”

Doc smiled softly when he thought of his last wife. Annastacia had thought the matter dead, but Doc’s wives weren’t going to let it stay unresolved. Rosa told them all about Annastacia’s wish, and together, they started a plan to see if she would fit into the family as a wife, all while Doc was oblivious. When Annastacia began to visit periodically, he’d been happy to have her come by. Then, the visits lasted longer and longer. When their last child moved out, Fiala brought Annastacia to him. “I’ve never been so loved, and I don’t know if even the characters I used to read about truly had the love I do.”

“I am sure Love could speak to that, but she has been happy with your family, too. You all are a good example of true love among a group and not a pair.”

“Denise has certainly spread Love’s name and ideals across the globe. I’m glad she found a husband who can accept her.”

“Not as much as she is. Were you surprised that Nickla accepted a wife?”

“Mangrove was always there, then she was helping him, and finally, she wore him down,” Doc laughed. “So many of the Voices have a dryad as a loved one. Mother has flourished, reclaiming the last of the blighted lands because of the acceptance the world has for her.”

“Mother is unique. Few of the worlds we made so long ago have a core like hers. Her ascension into being a demigod is unmatched. We all blame you for that.”

“Me?”

“You and Rosa.”

Doc laughed, as he knew his precious Weed had been a big part in Mother’s rise. “I’ll accept that. My ideas and Rosa’s determination and love.”

“Yes. Truly a love story for the ages, as Love tells me. A lonely dryad who sought only a meal, but found the one to spark love in her, instead. Sure, it might border on obsession, but you are all accepting of her.”

“Our poor, broken, needy Weed…” Doc murmured happily. “We wouldn’t want her any other way.”

“And she does not want to be changed at all.”

Silence fell between them for a moment before Luck spoke up on another topic, “There is one thing we should discuss, Doc.”

“So there was a reason,” Doc chuckled.

“Your healing,” Luck said softly.

Doc sucked at his teeth. “I know. My family will be immortal the way we’re using it.”

“Yes, which will create another set of problems for the world if it continues.”

Doc hesitated, as he didn’t want to let go of his life with his family. “Can we continue until we reach the age of ancient elves?”

“That is acceptable. That means you have hundreds of years to live and love each other. I would not ask you to give up all that time.”

“All of us?” Doc asked to make sure.

“You, your wives, and children, but your grandchildren will not be able to heal as you do. They will live half as long unless they have more elven blood, and it will slowly degrade with each generation until the ability to stop cell death is no longer a thing.”

Doc exhaled slowly. “I understand.”

“I can offer another option, one for you to speak to your family about.”

“I’m listening, Lady.”

“Two hundred years, and then I will take you to another peaceful world where immortality is not a problem. It is a retirement planet for special cases like you. You, your wives and children, and even your grandchildren if they wish it.”

Doc sat back. Two hundred years… it would still be a long time, and most of his original friends would have passed by then. “What about Rosa and the dryads? Aren’t they tied to Mother?”

“I can arrange it to be allowed without hurting them or Mother, though they will have to adjust to the new world and not be tied to it like they are with Mother.”

Doc rubbed his face before he nodded. “I’ll ask. Why even offer?”

“Because, Doc, you did something wondrous. Against all the odds, you stayed true to yourself. Even when it would have been easy to stop, you never did. Then, in the end, you would have given your life for your family and friends without hesitation. Few souls are so beautiful, and I would rather give you a chance at eternal life with your loved ones.”

“Thank you. Not just for the offer, but for everything.”

“Thank you, too. Go back, sleep, and when you all decide, let me know. A simple prayer will tell me all I need to know.”

“I’ll always pray to you, just like I have since the first day of our deal.”

“I have heard them all, even the ones you did not mean to be prayers,” Luck smirked.

Doc coughed, looking away. “Sorry about that.”

“It is fine. It just lets me know that you are loved and healthy. Very healthy.” The last two words were snickered.

“Three dryads do that to a person. Add in six other wives, and well… it’s a lot of love.”

“All of which you deserve. We will speak again once you decide… and Doc? No matter what you choose, I am happy for you.”

Doc smiled back at her as the room faded away. He’d have one last choice to make in regards to Luck, but he’d be happy either way.
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Mother’s Magic: Able to manipulate natural elements like a dryad. Energy cost is dependent on what you are doing.
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Raising The Order: You have established an Order of Templars devoted to Luck. Select your Grand Master Templar. This person will be the one to guide, grow, and protect the Order.
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Replacement Limb: You can use your healing to regrow missing limbs. This heavily taxes energy. If no energy is available, you will use your vitality. If no vitality is available, you will use health. Using health in this way can lead to death.

Missed Me Again: Aiming won’t help. “Missed Me” becomes usable three times an hour.

You Keep Missing Me: Maybe I’m invincible. “Missed Me” becomes usable ten times an hour.

Can’t Touch This: Can’t touch this… I mean it. “Missed Me” cooldown is now ten minutes instead of an hour. Combined with “Missed Me Again” and “You Keep Missing Me,” you may use this ability ten times per ten minutes.

I’m Rubber: You’re glue; this is going to hurt. Anything that would damage you when using a defensive gift is returned to your attacker.

Blessed Ammunition: Any ranged attack you make is imbued with a touch of the divine. Anyone touched by Darkness will not be able to heal the wounds with magic.

Holy Retribution: Don’t blaspheme. Any attack returned by “I’m Rubber” now contains divine energy. Anyone touched by Darkness will not be able to heal the wounds with magic.

Wind Voice: Your voice carries with the wind. Amplify your voice so it can reach your allies and foes within a mile.

Cleanliness: Cleanliness is next to Luckiness. You will be instantly clean anytime you wish, for a single energy.

Childcare: Your children are blessed by Luck. All your children will get gifts selected by their mothers.

Raise the Voice: Death can be held back by faith. Your ability to be brought back by Luck is shortened to once every twenty-eight days.

Perfect Memory Recreation: Anything you recall can be perfectly replicated on paper.
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A big thank you to my editors, Sammi Katt and Sarinia Phelps. Also props to Geno Ferrarini and Sean Hickinbotham for being my Alpha Readers. I’d be remiss if I didn’t include my beta readers, in no particular order: Ian McAdams ~*~ Dame ~*~ Jay Taylor ~*~ Zee ~*~ Scott Brown ~*~ Kevin Kollman ~*~ Justin Johanson ~*~ Kenneth Darlin ~*~ Rob Bunting  ~*~ Aoife Grimm ~*~ Peter LaFemina ~*~ Tanner Lovelace ~*~  Dimitri Shadow ~*~ Matt Case ~*~ Richard G Stahl ~*~ Cheyene Adams ~*~ A Madsen ~*~ Jeremy Stone ~*~ Megan Grueloh ~*~ Aaron Preston ~*~ David Hoerner ~*~ Todd Kibler ~*~ Tetsu-nii  ~*~ Brad Schultz ~*~ Derek Morgan.

The cover for Luck’s Voice 9: Blessed Nations is brought to you by Anthony Bishop, a very talented artist. You can find him at https://grimmhelm.artstation.com/

A big thanks to my Patreon supporters who have gone above and beyond in their support:

Kori Prins ~*~ Dennis Erwin ~*~ Khamla Khongloth ~*~ John Cothrin ~*~ David Florish ~*~ Michael Moneymaker ~*~ Otis Coley ~*~ Scott Baxter ~*~ IntheRaccon ~*~ Michael Pelman ~*~ Kyle Pettay ~*~ James Murphy ~*~ Christopher Gross ~*~ Calidia ~*~ Kurt Borek ~*~ Zifferix ~*~ Matthew Kelly ~*~ Charles Demarest ~*~ Joel Wilkinson ~*~ Cheyene Adams ~*~ Michael Shearer ~*~ Eric Hontz ~*~ Mark Kewer ~*~ Spencer Jefferson ~*~ Council of Nine ~*~ Matthew Parikka ~*~ Dances with Kobolds ~*~ Cody Creager ~*~ Christopher B. ~*~ David ~*~ Riley Dunn ~*~ Dedalus Inventor ~*~ Deme Darling ~*~ James Domec ~*~ Ryan Luttinger ~*~ Gregory Johnson ~*~ Richard Papst ~*~ Jeff Gaebler ~*~ Michael Mooney ~*~ Exempt Pie ~*~ Sith ~*~Dwinald Lint III ~*~ Clinton Wertzbaugher ~*~ Christopher Cales ~*~ Tyller J ~*~ Stefan Holze ~*~ Jeff Ford ~*~ Jerrod ~*~ Stephen Juba ~*~ General Raith ~*~ Tetsu-nii ~*~ Craig Mather ~*~ No0neSpecial ~*~ Brian Biggers ~*~ Ron Abitz ~*~ David Taylor-Fuller ~*~ David Hoerner ~*~ Robert Shofner ~*~Brett Hudson ~*~ Taefox ~*~ Tanner Sealock ~*~ Kevin Kollman ~*~ Gregory Lamberta ~*~ Zachariah Miller ~*~ Tanner Lovelace ~*~ Erin Jordan ~*~ Influenza ~*~ William Simmons ~*~ Kenneth Darlin ~*~ Brendon Quinn ~*~ Terry Wood-Davies ~*~ Lui Adecer ~*~ Damien Osborne ~*~ Matthias Meilahn ~*~ Benjamin J Russell ~*~ Jose Caudillo ~*~ T3iain ~*~ Matthew Malkin ~*~ Barry Dirickson ~*~ Matthew ~*~ Rafnar Caldon ~*~ Masta Manta ~*~ Don Jinkins ~*~ Travis Hilliard ~*~ Michael Jackson ~*~ Aaron Blue ~*~ Abrham Madsen ~*~ Brad Shultz ~*~ Rey T Nufable ~*~ Chace Corso ~*~ Robert Owen ~*~ Darkserra ~*~ Derek Raines ~*~ J. Patrick Walker ~*~ EthanK ~*~ David Morissey ~*~ David Peers.

Other Series written by Daniel Schinhofen:

Aether’s Revival

Luck’s Voice

Antecedents’ Legacy

Heavenly Chaos

Binding Words: (Completed)

Dungeon Walkers: (Completed)

Apocalypse Gates Author’s Cut: (Completed)

Alpha World: (Completed.)

Last Horizon: (Completed.)

NPC’s Lives: (Hiatus)

Resurrection Quest: (Hiatus)

I would like to point you all toward some fellow authors whose works I enjoy:

William Arand: Author of the complex interconnected series in the genre which all starts with Otherlife Dreams.

https://www.amazon.com/William-D.-Arand/e/B01AY7PSG4

Scottie Futch: King of over-the-top parody zaniness. He has always made me laugh with his books.
https://www.amazon.com/stores/Scottie-Futch/author/B00NCSEN28

Eden Redd: Queen of lewd content. If you like some spicy action she has that in spades.
https://www.amazon.com/stores/Eden-Redd/author/B00I8X8BCK


You can also find out more about LITRPG stories at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/
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