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Previously…

Doc left Furden to embark on a grand plan to unite the west of Emerita by rail. He had hopes of what could be done, but what he didn’t account for were the unintended consequences. His allies, whom he’d made shamans, had made it home; former Madam Lin Zu was welcomed back by her tribe in Qin. Having a shaman back— even a half-elf— set the country aflame with belief. The same was true for Svetlana Molteneyes. When she reached Tsarrus, word of Luck spread like wildfire. Both rulers praised the new shamans and informed their countries to worship Luck, praising her Voice for giving them shamans again.

Those booms of faith set Doc’s plans careening ahead at a breakneck pace. He empowered every tribe and clan he came across as he went from territory to territory, securing the legal rights to build railroads. Doc wanted to do what America had never done— connect the west by rail. He was sure that, in time, the Church of Apoc would push the country to stop him. If that day came, he wanted to control travel on the western half of Emerita.

Doc wasn’t alone in his plan. His ally, David Roquefell, was busy locking up the telegraph system and putting the telephone in place. It was a huge business endeavor, but as David was Trade’s Voice, he had an inside track to make it work. The two of them were working together to ensure that travel and communication were stable for any potential conflict.

All of that drew more attention to Doc, especially when his old foe, Strongarm, approached the church with news about Doc. With a known and recognized Voice again in the world, the church sent out their inquisitors to find and kill him. They sent first one, then a few, before over a dozen zealots spread out over the west to find him.

It was in Pacifica that the inquisitors finally ran Doc to ground, or more accurately, to sea. On a ship just off the port, waiting to ship out to reach Pale River in Kanata, Doc confronted the inquisitors in full view of the port. Rosa worked her dryad magic, and Doc spoke strongly, creating a tableau that would be talked about for years. When a giant whirlpool caught and crushed the boat the inquisitors were on, it instilled faith in Mother and Luck in those who were receptive to it and shook Apoc’s hold on far more.

But that wasn’t the last brush Doc would have with the church. They knew his plans, and they sent a full templar order to kill him at Pale River. A battalion of zealot templars with a half-dozen inquisitors and a high inquisitor took the field against Doc and his allies. Just as winter was fading, the battle was fought. When the dust settled, Doc’s side was victorious, thanks to planning and faith. The church, however, had silenced Voices and killed shamans since their inception, which is why they always had a hidden ace to make sure things went their way.

When the assassin’s bullet blew Doc’s brains out, faith wavered in the onlookers. Even his wives, who knew of his gifts, felt fear and doubt clutch at their hearts. Rosa went mad, leaving the field to kill the assassin, ripping him apart piece by piece in her grief and rage. While the dryad raged, Mother’s hand rose from the ground to shelter Doc’s body. That was when Luck, bathed in silver light, descended from the heavens to raise Doc from the dead.

That was the last straw for Doc— he knew he had to do something drastic to give his plans time to come to fruition and to protect his family. Ayla and Sophia, both newly pregnant, went back to Furden to be with Fiala and Sonya, who were raising children of their own. Harrid was raising the Templar Order of Luck’s Bastion there and would protect them for Doc.

It was with just Lia and Rosa beside him that Doc vanished into Tsarrus and Qin. He needed to buy time, and both countries and their people were happy to welcome him and shelter him through the six years he spent with them. If not for Rosa being able to pass word and small items back and forth with his wives, Doc wouldn’t have lasted being separated so long from his four wives. It gnawed at his soul that his four legitimate children were being raised without him. That was when he set sail via the Anastacia to return to Emerita.

It was time to go home, but the church would be waiting for him. Conflict was coming, but Doc had hoped for a peaceful resolution. The Church of Apoc didn’t care about peace— they would divide Emerita and start a war if that’s what it took to kill the Voice of Luck.


Chapter One

Doc woke slowly— his dreams had been fragments of the last six years. His trip to Tsarrus, the time spent with the dwarven clans, meeting the Tsar, and seeing Svetlana again. Two years into his visit, an assassin managed to kill him, but Luck again came down to raise him back from the dead. That act had been witnessed by hundreds in the middle of the capital of Tsarrus, further inflaming faith in Luck.

After that, he made his way south to Qin. He was accepted with joy by the elven tribes, especially by his old friend, Lin Zu. Zu had been raised as near equal to the ruling family of Qin, easing the disdain held toward half-elves. The former madam had many apprentices under her as she worked with the tribes there. Doc toured the entirety of the country, even seeing the famed wall that’d long held the dwarven clans at bay when they’d warred in millennia past.

It took three years in Qin before the next assassination attempt— they got both him and Lia that time. To have two hands of Mother rise and Luck restore them back to life inflamed the country’s faith. That had Doc wishing Qin farewell before heading back to Tsarrus. The Tsar threw him a feast when Doc informed the ruling monarch of his decision to finally head back to Emerita. He tried to talk him out of it, but bowed to Doc’s plan in the end.

Before Doc left the eastern countries, another deity sent a Voice to the world. That delayed Doc’s departure, as he made sure to greet the new Voice and speak with them at length for a month so they could know each other’s plans. Doc was still hopeful that War’s Voice wouldn’t need to take a field of battle, but he knew that they would be far more potent in aiding a war than he would ever be.

The six years away from his wives was hard, even with Rosa passing messages and occasionally going in person to see them for Doc. News of how they and the children were doing made his heart ache, but also made him happy that the Church of Apoc had never gone after them. The Templar Order of Luck’s Bastion, led by Harrid, had grown and branched out to the western states, so every state had a branch of the Order. Dwarves, elves, bestials, humans, and half-bloods of all kinds joined; they wanted to see things change from what was to what they were taught by the shamans and templars.

Twice the templars had to push against the church when their inquisitors attempted to break some of the smaller branches. The templars defended themselves, but never attacked first, as was in line with Doc’s views. The two times conflict did come, the inquisitors and mobs they raised were crushed. The templars then took action in the community to ease any hardships the conflict had brought, earning goodwill from those who hadn’t taken part. Even the families of those who’d died had slowly come to understand that Luck’s Bastion only wanted to help, no longer blaming the templars for the deaths of their zealous loved ones.

David’s message just before Doc embarked back to Emerita had given Doc hope. His “rail-laid plans” had come to fruition, as the west was connected by Trade and Luck Conveyance. The country was now also fully connected by Trade and Luck Communications, as David had locked up the telegraph company that’d formerly been Western Expansion.

With the continued wealth funneled into the businesses and his personal account, Doc was one of the wealthiest men in the world. Ayla had put the money to work for Doc, making sure he had homes and security waiting for him in every major city he might visit. That was why he was waking up in a grand home in Golden Bay, Califia.

“It was a long time away, Voice…” Rosa said from beside the bed, her green eyes not glowing at the moment.

Doc turned his head to see his lovely dryad. Her skin was patterned off the Ponderosa pine, her namesake. Her tangled thatch of blue-tinged green hair was as wild as always. Her bright smile warmed his heart; she’d been one of the keys to keeping him going over the last few years. “Come here, Weed,” Doc murmured, patting the bed.

The naked dryad was quickly under the blankets with him, holding him. “Yes, Voice?”

“I just want to hold you and thank you for helping me.”

“Lia will be coming back soon,” Rosa murmured, her eyes starting to glow.

“To wake me up. We’ll be seeing David today, then getting on a train to Furden.”

“Back to our wives and our family…” Rosa whispered.

Doc closed his eyes, struggling to hold in the fear that his family might not want to see him. What if his children, who’d he missed the earliest parts of their lives, ran away from him? What if they didn’t accept him, or if his wives didn’t want him back?

“No,” Rosa said firmly, bopping his nose. “Stop it, Voice.”

Doc blinked, jerked from his fears by Rosa doing something far outside her character. When he met her eyes, he shuddered as the fears melted away under her loving gaze.

“You know they all want you back, as I’ve told you time and again. The children are eager to meet you, too. Fiala, Sonya, Ayla, and Sophia have raised them with stories about you. Add in Harrid, Ginger, Onyx, and the others who speak of you, and they want to meet you. Petal and Sequoia both told me how the children fear you hating them, or that you’ll steal all their mothers’ time from them.”

“Thank you…” Doc whispered, then leaned in to gently kiss his precious dryad.

Rosa moaned as she kissed him back. He wasn’t doing more than kissing her, but her soul sang for him. She was Mother’s favorite child for all she’d done for Doc, but that was a small thing compared to the love Doc gave her every day.

“Hmm… we do have some time,” Lia said when she slipped into the room.

Doc broke the kiss to look over at Lia. Her jade eyes held mirth and lust as she brushed her long blond braid over her shoulder. Her fingers were already working to strip her buckskins and pistols off. Her lean, firm body was exposed as she shed her clothing.

Lia had been the second pillar helping keep Doc going over the last six years. He’d offered her a child again, but she’d declined, saying she’d finally have one when the church was dealt with. Doc had left it alone, telling her he would whenever she was ready; neither of them would die of old age soon, not with Doc’s healing and their heritages.

“Weed, down. Get him ready for me,” Lia commanded as she got into bed, crawling toward Doc with heated eyes. “Husband, I find myself in need of your pliant nature.”

Doc’s breath caught as Rosa did exactly what Lia wanted. The eager dryad was working him eagerly to make sure he was perfect for Lia. “I submit to your needs as always, my deadly wife.”

Lia’s eyes glittered when she lay down beside him, kissing his chest. “Thank you, as always, for letting me embrace my desires. Other men would balk and claim that you should be making me pliant to you, not letting me make you bend to me.”

“They don’t know you. I do,” Doc said huskily, doing his best to focus on Lia while Rosa’s head bobbed under the blankets. “There’s no greater joy than making sure my wives are as happy as they can be.”

Lia inhaled deeply before she kissed him with all the love and passion she had in her heart. Doc had saved her and her tribe years ago, and he hadn’t asked for anything from her when he did. She’d denied her attraction for him even as he unknowingly completed the elvish rites to ask a woman for her hand. When he finally finished the rites, she bowed to her own wishes and married him. When they’d come together as husband and wife, she worried that he would try to force her to bend to him. Her delight that he would allow her to lead their moments together had only fanned her love for him. Ever since then, she was the one who led while Doc worshiped her body.

They had a little over an hour before breakfast, and Lia was going to use every moment of that time. They’d be home soon, and their wives would have priority with him then. It was the least she could do for them since she’d been with him for the last six years. The moment any of them asked for her to join, she would gladly, but she felt bad they’d been waiting all this time.

Breaking the kiss, she stared into Doc’s eyes. “When we get home, you’ll need to make sure our wives are as loved as Rosa and I have been.”

“Always…” Doc whispered.

“Good. This morning is for us to enjoy alone, before we see them again. I’m going to be very demanding today.”

“As you wish,” Doc shuddered as Rosa continued working on priming him for their deadly elven wife.


Chapter Two

Breakfast was decent; not great, but far from terrible. The cook was a half-elf who thanked Doc more than once for the job. It was still a little odd being looked at with the reverence that all the staff seemed to have toward him as Luck’s Voice. Ayla had interviewed everyone with Sequoia present before she’d shipped them to the various manors. This way, she knew all the staff would be loyal to their family.

Doc retired to the study after eating. David would be arriving soon, and Doc was looking forward to seeing his friend again. Lia took a seat near the door, having taken the job of guarding him over the last six years. Rosa knelt beside Doc, happily laying her head against his knee while he stroked her hair.

It was a short wait for David. He was shown in by the butler, who informed Doc that the maid would be sent with drinks shortly. David was smiling brightly as he led his dryad, Rema, into the room. He was dressed in the best suit money could buy, and was wearing just enough jewelry to hint at his wealth. It was clearly to impress anyone David did business with, proving that he had more than enough backing to do what he said.

“Doc, it’s good to have you back in Emerita again,” David said, stepping up to shake hands with him.

Doc shook David’s hand, but then gave him a quick hug and back pat. “I’m happy to know you’re still doing well. Let me check your health.”

“Gladly.”

The two men went to the sitting area by the fireplace, which was burning merrily. Each dryad took position kneeling beside her owner, sharing smiles with each other. Lia stayed by the door, as the maid would be coming in soon. When David looked her way, she just smiled at him.

“You won’t be joining us, Lia?” David asked, slightly confused.

“After the maid has come and gone,” Lia replied. “I’ve been acting as his bodyguard for the last six years.”

“Ah, yes. That makes sense,” David nodded slowly. “I’m sure he hasn’t needed a lot of help, though, has he?”

“Not from close encounters,” Lia said a little tightly. “They’ve kept trying with long-distance assassins.”

“I’m glad that Doc has the gift to come back. I checked my gifts carefully, but Trade doesn’t have that option at all.”

“I doubt any of the others do,” Doc said softly. “I spent tens of millions of faith on it and the upgrade to it.”

“Upgrade?” David asked.

“It used to be that I could come back to life once a year, but I made it once a month. I figured the church might be upping the ante with me back in Emerita.”

David sucked at his teeth for a second. “Yes, they will. The fact that you’re back will end up becoming common knowledge soon, if it isn’t already known.”

“They had a man stationed at the docks to watch for him,” Rosa said. “He never got the chance to realize we had docked last night.”

David’s eyebrows went up. “What?”

“I made sure he wasn’t a problem,” Lia said simply. “Without Sophia around, we’ve been flexible on how to deal with troubles. We love her to death, but she’s too kind-hearted sometimes.”

“Law-abiding,” Doc corrected her gently.

A knock on the door got them to pause as the maid brought in a cart with tea and snacks. The young woman was all smiles as she served them. When she finished, Lia asked her to leave the cart, telling her that they would call for her if needed. The maid curtsied deeply to Lia and then left.

“Hmm… I didn’t know you were so flexible on your morals, Doc.”

“Having been killed a few times has caused me to give them some wiggle room.”

David gave a small shrug. “I won’t cast stones. I’ve ruined more people than you have, just not with a gun or knife. Strongarm, for instance, was destitute when I was finished with him. Everything he’d built, I took and made ours. I figure that might balance the books for him trying to use Calamity… err… Jina to kill you.”

“Asshole deserves what he got,” Doc grunted. “How’s Nickla?”

“Good, if highly focused on inventing things. Again, I shouldn’t cast stones,” David chuckled. “I have been just as single-minded in my own endeavors. He was working on making soul stones reusable. He thinks if we can figure that out first, he can find a way to make something to let people give up memories to run them as a power source.”

Doc just stared at David blankly for a second. If Nickla could manage that, he’d have found a way to power the country without using coal, oil, or other sources that Doc was used to. It would also put less onus on magistrates to yank people’s souls out as often as they currently did.

“Mother approves of his plan, as long as the soul can only be given willingly,” Rosa said.

“As Mangrove told him several times now,” David chuckled. “His dryad is quite… forceful.”

“She always has been,” Rosa snickered, “but I know she cares for him deeply, too. His focus on making the world better for Mother is something they talk of often.”

“Ahh. As long as he’s with us, then I’m sure it will be fine,” David said, sipping his tea. “Lia, how has it been for you?”

“Good. Are you trying to hint at a different question?”

David chuckled. “Blunt it is. Did you not wish to join the others in motherhood?”

Lia had moved a seat to sit next to Doc, with Rosa kneeling between them. “I will have a child once the church learns to leave us alone. Until then, I am Doc’s protector and gun.”

“I see…”

“But once that is done, yes. He’ll be giving me twins,” Lia smiled. “This way, I’ll match our wives, who will all be asking for second children when we see them again.”

David laughed, setting his cup down for a moment. “Well, then, that answers those questions.”

“She’s right,” Doc grinned. “The moment Lia asks, I’ll move mountains to give her children.”

Lia smiled softly, touching Doc’s free hand. “Which is as it should be.”

“Tell me about the businesses, please? Rema and Rosa have helped us stay connected, but give me the big picture.”

“Very well, Doc. All telegraph companies are ours. The telephone is in every major city on the east coast and in every western territory and state. You were right about it spreading like wildfire. We employ bestials, half-elves, and half-dwarves mostly as switchboard operators and line layers. We help give those who didn’t have good lives a chance to step up. It doesn’t always work out, but the majority have been model employees. Your insistence on two days off and only ten-hour workdays has been seen as radical by other businesses, but has paid dividends in loyalty to us.”

“I figured it would, and we have the money to make it work. How many others have tried to cut in on our monopoly?”

“Two companies tried to set up telephone switches themselves. I gutted them. Trade is protective of her Voice.”

“Figuratively, you mean, on the gutting?” Doc smirked.

“Yes. I don’t spill blood; I spill their money. One of them was associated with the church. That did get me a visit from a bishop, odious toad of a man he was. But Trade protects me from their tricks, and he left thinking I was properly chastised. The problem for them is that by the time they try again, it’ll be too hard to break into our hold on that business.”

“Good.”

“On the front of public service, your wives have been very aggressive, but that has also been showing promise. They have set up public education in every place where your businesses have a major stake, along with sanitation services. It’s made a major difference in how clean cities and towns are. Not to mention the opportunities for the children who get a good education.”

“They do a lot for me,” Doc said softly.

“Agreed. Luck and Trade are noted in every business to keep our patrons on the tips of tongues. The few times the church tried to cause problems, the citizens shouted the preachers down. Give people a better life, and they’ll find their own voices to keep it. The most shocking thing for me was the trolley system they set up in every capital.”

“Golden Bay was famous for them where I’m from. If they expanded that to other cities, it’ll be fine.”

“They’ve got the streets that the trolleys service closed to horses and wagons,” David chuckled. “That was a massive undertaking, but if the city wanted the trolleys, they had to agree. Most were quick to agree, and the fines for riding on those streets are steep. The money from that goes to the municipalities, which helps them keep an eye on it.”

“Greed has always been an easy leverage point,” Doc snorted.

“Especially in politics. My brother and I have made ample use of it. Speaking of my brother…” David murmured. “Thank you, Doc. He’s come to me, and we’ve spoken about Trade.” Swallowing the lump that tried to form, he cleared his throat. “He believes now. It’s brought us closer together.”

“Family’s precious. I’m glad he believes, and I’m glad you two have that connection.”

“He knows that we have to keep it a secret, or else we’ll find the same target on us that you have.”

“I won’t be the only known Voice,” Doc said. “We have a fourth now.”

“We do?”

“I was waiting to be here to tell you, as it happened shortly before I left Tsarrus.”

David drained his cup. “More?”

“Please,” Doc set his cup down so David could refill them.

Rema took the teapot and refilled their cups, not letting David do it. David just smiled fondly at Rema as she did. Rosa giggled, making Doc look down at her.

“It’s their game with each other,” Rosa said. “Rema acts as his servant for things like tea, and David tries to keep doing it himself if there isn’t an actual maid present.”

“She’s stubborn,” David chuckled, love lacing those two words.

“I know how having a stubborn dryad is,” Doc snickered.

Rosa looked up with big eyes at Doc, making him and Lia break out laughing. David shook his head, but stroked Rema’s hair and thanked her for pouring.

“You were saying that there’s a fourth Voice?”

“Yeah, one that I hoped to not need,” Doc said, his mood sobering. “War has raised a Voice.”

“War…? Hmm… as much as I would like to not have it be so, Doc… I hate to say it, but the church might force the issue. The west has flourished over the last six years because of the money your wives have pumped into the states under Luck’s banner. The east has started rumbling about why nothing east of the Big River has had the same help. Things might get unpleasant in the near future, especially with you being back.”

“I know. More than that, Tsarrus and Qin have signed treaties with each other.”

“They did?” David whistled softly. “That’s a big step for them.”

“Yeah. They’re going to be forcefully removing the church oversight in the coming year. That might see them at war with Apoc’s righteous.”

“Which might line up at the same time that the church here tries to do something. Two fronts is a terrible place to be in a war. Hmm…” David trailed off, clearly thinking.

“The Pontiffica will have to decide which he’d rather focus his might on,” Doc said softly. “I honestly expect him to look this way more than to the eastern countries. The hold the church has in Tsarrus and Qin has always been tenuous, at best, while Emerita was a burgeoning bed of religion for them. No one’s guessed that the tribes and clans have all regained shamans yet. At most, just the high-profile ones are known, and I’ve cautioned them about assassinations. Svetlana and Zu both assure me that they’ll be as careful as possible. Zu isn’t leaving the Jade Palace anymore, and Svetlana is entrenched at the Tsar’s side now. They would have real trouble getting to them.”

“Which means you’re their only real target.”

“As it has been for years. With me back here, they’ll have more chances to take me off the board. But every time they try and fail, it cripples them more and more. Every major attempt just shows that Luck is powerful and Apoc is not infallible.”

“That show of strength in Pacifica is still being talked about. The shrine at the docks to Mother and Luck… it’s visited often. The church has tried three times to destroy it; they succeeded once, but the next day, it was rebuilt as if it’d never been broken. That only further entrenched the new faithful there. The preacher left Townsend at that point, fleeing a mob.”

Doc chuckled darkly. “That must’ve been novel for him to be on the receiving end of one.”

“The priests in the neighboring towns have been far quieter. The high priest in Olimna has publicly stated he isn’t worried about the shrine. He keeps saying that the false demon will fall in time and will be forgotten in a few decades.”

“They’ll be wrong, but he’s publicly acknowledged it. We can probably spin that.”

“I’ve already taken over the major papers in every western state and territory,” David smiled broadly. “Luck and Trade are talked about in every edition. This side of the Big River, our paper is the most popular one, and the second most popular east of the river. Public opinion will matter if war comes, and I’ll do my best to spin it in our favor.”

Doc sat back, taking a deep breath. “I’ve hoped for the eight years I’ve been in this world to avoid what might come. It’s gratifying to know that I have a friend to help me if things go badly.”

“You brought me to Trade, and I’ll do all I can to repay that, even without her word to do it.” David set his cup down again. “Anything I can do to ensure the world thrives and Apoc is denied, I will do.”

“Four gods in the span of less than a decade…” Doc smiled. “Luck’s wild gamble has paid off for her.”

“I blame her Voice,” David smiled. “He’s a good man who’s done his best to raise people up, not tear them down. That’s been the biggest thing everyone can point to. Where Apoc’s faithful point fingers, cast blame, and denounce, you’ve only held out a hand to help. From a little girl— now a young woman— who had her mother saved from death by an unknown drifter to a businessman who pined for what his family should be, brought back to his faith. Onto the whores given purpose and made into healers who now overseeing entire communities, where love and kindness thrive. Luck’s Voice has brought light and life to a dim world on the point of failure. Praise be to that man.”

Doc swallowed, looking away to wipe at his eyes. “I don’t deserve t—”

Both Lia and Rosa moved, bopping his nose together. “No!” they said in unison.

David’s jaw dropped as he stared at them. Rema smiled softly at the love she could see in the trio across from her.

Doc snorted. He kissed Lia softly, then the top of Rosa’s head. “If my wives say to stop, I’ll listen, but I’ll still contend I’ve only done what anyone should do.”

“If only that were true,” David said softly. “How brightly the world would’ve illuminated the sky?”

Doc shook his head. “Let me tell you about War’s Voice, Zoya. She’s a real firecracker.”

David laughed at the expression, but picked his tea back up to listen to Doc.


Chapter Three

Traces of pain laced Doc’s smile when he greeted the three-member contingent from the Curled Horn Shoni. “Shaman Raindrop, it’s good to see you again. Who’s the child with you and Elder Gray Rabbit?”

“Voice, this is my son, Light’s Blessing,” Raindrop replied. Her smile was shaky as she wasn’t sure how Doc would feel or act.

The boy stared at Doc with wide eyes. “Voice? This is him, Momma?”

“Yes, Light. This is Doc Holyday, the Voice of Luck. Beside him is his wife, Lia, and Caretaker Rosa. Ponderosa gave her neck to the Voice so she could walk with him.”

Rosa knelt, smiling at the child. “Greetings, young one. Would you like a hug?”

Light looked up at his mother, then bolted forward into Rosa’s arms.

Doc pulled his handkerchief to wipe his face before he motioned to the table. “Let’s sit and talk.”

“Thank you, Voice,” Gray Rabbit said. “We were surprised when Rosa came and told us you wanted to meet on your way east.”

“I wanted to check with the tribes on my way home,” Doc said. “It took us all day to reach Elka, and it’s three hours until the train heads to Salton, so it worked out perfectly.”

“As if you are blessed by Luck,” Lia smirked.

Raindrop giggled at the banter. “He blessed many with Luck when he came through here before.”

“Not many,” Doc said softly. “How is he?”

“Good, Doc. Light is a wonderful child, and I thank you for the gifts you let me bestow upon him. He is working on healing,” Raindrop said with teary eyes. “I was so surprised when I got the message from Luck that he could have a gift.”

“All of my children have been blessed. I wanted to make sure they could help their families later. All of my children also have green eyes, which is quite odd, as mine are gray. I can only think that it’s Luck making sure there’s doubt that the children are mine.”

“She does as she wishes, as is fitting for a creator,” Gray Rabbit said.

“True enough,” Doc nodded. “How did the joining of the Curled Horn and Duckwater Shoni go?”

Gray Rabbit smiled brightly at the question. “Dancing Squirrel is with the tribe, leading them while I am here. We became just the Curled Horn Shoni. We had many discussions about the tribal name, but she insisted that her tribe would fold into ours. She spoke eloquently to her people to get them to accept the change.”

Raindrop snorted. “They argued for weeks until he finally relented. The tribes weren’t as stubborn as my father. They accepted it before he did.”

“I wished to make something new together, but she pointed out that one of our tribes needed to stay for the treaty to be legal.” Gray Rabbit dipped his head to Doc then. “Our thanks for your help with that— the government has started making payments again. Your ally, David Roquefell, took it to the courts, and the head magistrate agreed with us. The government had to either pay and make up for not paying us, or the treaty would be void. I do not want to ever visit the capital of Emerita again…” He shook his head as he trailed off.

“David told me it’s steeped in Darkness. It feels unpleasant to be there,” Doc said.

“Yes, an oiliness that tries to seep into the soul. If not for my faith in Mother and Luck, I might have been tainted.”

“The largest church to Apoc in the country is there, so that isn’t surprising.”

“You asked about the tribes,” Gray Rabbit said, bringing the conversation back to an earlier topic. “We thrive. The clans have been as respectful as you said they would be. We have traded with them many times in peace. The few times anger flared, either their elders or ours calmed their emotions and mediated a solution. Having the shamans and elementals helps there; they are constant reminders of what our mission is.”

“Good. Has the preacher or sheriff here been a problem?”

Raindrop laughed. “The two you had trouble with left years ago. Elka’s sheriff is a man with dwarven ancestors, and the church was closed two years ago when the priest left. It became a shrine to Luck and Mother. A woman named Quartz leads service there. She is a lovely beaver bestial who says she knew you in Furden.”

Doc knew Quartz— she’d been one of Zu’s gems. Doc’s lips curled up as he thought of the former whore as a devout follower of Luck. He’d thought she would’ve settled into the springs to continue her former employment, so the fact that she became a priestess in her own way was amusing. “I knew her in Furden. She’s a good woman. I had no idea that she set up to proselytize here.”

“Two years ago,” Raindrop said. “She asked to meet me before she opened the old church. She wanted to make sure she was welcome to spread Luck’s word.”

“I should stop and thank her before I leave…” Doc murmured. “Do you know if others have done the same thing?”

“She told me that many of her old friends have done similar. They avoided the cities and went to towns where the church had left. All of them are in places where your business has a strong presence.”

Doc shook his head in amusement. His glance at Rosa caused her to give a small shrug. Rosa hadn’t heard of this news, either, which meant Doc’s wives hadn’t known. “I have time to see her before the train leaves. But for now, let’s focus on the tribes.”

“Voice?” Light asked, waiting for Doc to look his way. “Can I have a hug?”

Doc blinked, his eyes misting. Shifting his seat, he made sure he could pick Light up. After setting the boy on his knee, he hugged the child. He didn’t let a tear fall, but it was a close thing. His heart trembled as he silently prayed his children would all ask for hugs.

“Thank you!” Light whispered as he squeezed Doc as tightly as he could. “I’ll grow up strong.”

Doc almost broke at that, but he managed to hold back. “I know you will. Luck will watch over you.”

Raindrop sniffled as she wiped at her tears. Seeing her son and Doc hugging was something she’d always hoped to see. Light knew that Doc was his father, but knew to never mention it to anyone.

Lia’s eyes were bright as she watched the moment. She knew that Doc had been worried about his children accepting him— it gave her hope that, if Light did, the others would, too.

~*~*~

An hour before the train was going to leave, Doc walked into the former church of Apoc. The moment he did, he triggered holy ground, blessing the land within a mile of it. At the front of the church, seated in a pew facing the pulpit, a woman had her head bowed in prayer. When the blessing washed over her, she jerked to her feet.

“Quartz, how are you?” Doc asked.

Spinning to face him, the beaver bestial stared at Doc with wide eyes before she dropped to her knees. “Thank you, Luck!”

“What?” Doc asked, shocked at what’d just happened.

“She was praying to see you again,” Rosa told him.

“Why?” Doc asked as Quartz was rocking back and forth, thanking Luck.

Rosa smiled, but didn’t answer. Instead, she went forward to kneel and hug Quartz. “It is good to see you again. Calm yourself now. Doc doesn’t have much time before he has to go.”

Quartz sniffled as she hugged Rosa tightly. “Thank you, Rosa.”

Lia was just as taken aback by Quartz’s actions. She hoped the woman wasn’t going to ask for something Doc wouldn’t agree to. When Doc started to go toward the two women, she went with him. Her eyes roved over the inside of the church, smiling as she took in the décor. The usual stained glass of an eclipse was gone, and in its place was a stained-glass depiction of a coin and a royal flush. The pulpit had been engraved to hold the same image, but painted to give it more life.

Doc took a knee beside the pair hugging each other. “Quartz, are you okay?”

Blinking, Quartz looked over at him, tears falling as she nodded jerkily. “Yes, sir. I just…” She trailed off, trying to form words and failing.

Doc stood, then offered his hand to her. “Come on. Let’s sit and talk.”

Taking his hand, Quartz rose to her feet. She let him guide her to a seat, licking her lips when he sat beside her. Her gaze darted to Rosa and Lia, who took seats on the far side of Doc. Mind whirling, she tried to think of how to tell him everything.

Doc took Quartz’s hand as he sat beside her. “Deep breaths. Calm yourself, then tell me why you wanted to see me.”

A couple of deep breaths helped settle her mind. “To thank you.” It was woefully inadequate, but it was true.

“Okay. That’s a good start,” Doc smiled. “Can you expound on that?”

Quartz had found her mental footing, so she flushed at how awkward she felt. “For everything, but more than that. The last six years have seen people become accepting of others. It’s slow, and there are still many who sneer and act like bestials aren’t equal to them, but change is starting. The people who come here to pray and give thanks to Luck… all of them are kind and smile at me.”

“That’s wonderful news, Quartz,” Doc smiled brightly.

“Most of the gems have gone to help spread Luck’s word of tolerance,” Quartz told him, emboldened by his smile. “We wanted to help the change and acceptance happen faster. Pearl made all the arrangements; she chose the towns and, with help from Nicole Pendergast, bought the old churches so we could do it.”

Doc chuckled as he thought of his business manager in Deep Gulch. “I’ll have to thank Nicole when I see her. Is Pearl at Heartwood’s Tears?”

“She’s a madam there,” Quartz nodded. “She operates the Treasured Trove. All of her girls are named after gems, too.”

“If it works, it works,” Doc smiled, then squeezed her hand. “I’m glad you all found things that bring you happiness. You’re being paid for this, right?”

“Yes. Nicole arranged stipends for us to run the shrines to Luck. We don’t hold services; we just keep the doors open and talk with those who come in. I have to apologize to people when they ask about healing. If they’ve seen Onyx or another shaman of Luck’s, they think I can do the same.”

Doc’s smile grew, but he closed his eyes and began to mentally mark every single gem from Zu’s old establishment. He could picture them all clearly, and then he named all of them as clerics. “Luck bless all of you,” he whispered as he triggered his gift, spread the faith.

Quartz was about to say something when her eyes became saucers, focused on something no one else could see. Her mouth worked without sound. She had a screen floating in front of her, asking her to choose which gifts of Luck she would like to have.

“Look them over and choose carefully, but healing hands and energy reserves are always good,” Doc said. “I’d suggest immunity bubble as the third to help keep you safe.”

The screen vanished as she looked at Doc. She started to panic, thinking that she’d missed her chance.

“Peace, child,” Rosa said firmly. “If you wish it to come back, it will. You just need to focus for it to happen.”

Rosa’s words quelled the fear, and Quartz slumped slightly. “Why? Why me?”

“Because you believe, and the world could use more belief,” Doc said gently. “All of the gems who have gone out have been offered the same choices. It might draw attention from the church, but they’ve been quiet the last couple of years. I hope that means they’ll leave all of you be.”

Tears began to fall as Quartz turned and grabbed Doc, hugging him tightly. “I didn’t… I just wanted…! Thank you!”

Doc rubbed her back, holding her gently. “It’s alright, Quartz. Luck helps those who help her. Don’t proselytize; just do what you have been. Now, you can do more for those that come to you.”

“Yes, I will,” Quartz sniffled as she pressed her face into Doc’s chest. She couldn’t stop the joy in her soul. Doc had healed her, freed her from a wicked man, and then gave her and her friends better lives. Now, he was doing even more by giving them Luck’s blessing. She’d never thought she’d be chosen for that. All she’d hoped for was spreading the love and acceptance that Doc had started in Furden. There was nothing she could do to ever repay what he did before, and definitely not now, but she’d do her best to repay him with her work.


Chapter Four

The stop in Salton for the night was almost a complete repeat of that morning. Wildflower and Bluewing both brought their children out to see Doc. Daybreak, Wildflower’s son, had the same green eyes as all of Doc’s children. Bluewing’s daughter, Dawn, had the same, but she was the more outgoing of the pair. Both children asked him for hugs, and Doc cried as he clutched them to his chest.

Before the night ended, Doc was able to catch up on things with the Grouse of Uta. The two tribes, Spiny Crest and Red Throat, had become a single tribe much the same way the Shoni in Elka had. They’d taken the new name of Red Crest to bridge their tribes into a single one. The two women were hopeful that their children would grow to wisely lead the tribe one day, one as an elder and the other as a shaman. Dawn was always beside her mother, already an apprentice shaman, learning all that she could. Daybreak spent his time with Sunshine, Bluewing’s brother and the elder of the combined tribe.

When they finally stopped for the evening, Lia led Doc to bed. She held him as he clung to her. The fear that his children with his wives wouldn’t ask him for hugs was climbing with each day. He was still hopeful that they’d run to him, call him poppa, and want to be hugged, but it would cut his soul if they didn’t. Between Rosa and Lia holding him and comforting him, Doc found sleep, if broken and not as restful as he hoped for.

~*~*~

They made the train departure time at five in the morning after a hurried breakfast. The private room near the front of the train let Doc doze while they traveled. He’d see the shamans from both the Molteneyes clan south of Grandeur and the Elkhorn tribe, whose reservation was just outside the town.

Waking up sometime later, Doc yawned as he sat up straight. The first thing he really saw was Rosa kneeling at his feet, looking up at him. Her eyes were dim, but she had a happy smile on her lips. Chuckling, he touched her tangled hair with fondness. “Good morning, my creepy Weed.”

“Good morning, Voice. Lia will be back in a moment.”

Doc blinked when he realized that the room was empty besides them. “Bathroom?”

“Yes. The conductor stopped by to thank you, but understood that you were sleeping.”

“Thank me? For what?”

“For the job,” Rosa giggled as she rested her head on his thigh. “Many of the crew for the old train companies thought you’d fire them and bring in new people. When they were all brought in and trained to new standards, but kept their jobs, they were ecstatic.”

“Ayla and Sophia?”

“Just the order. The oversight came down to the managers who run the company. From what Sequoia has seen on the maps and what you knew about trains from your world, there are far more rail lines here. All of western Emerita runs through your companies now.”

“Communication and travel,” Doc murmured, a smile touching his lips. “It all came together just like I hoped it would.”

“It has,” Rosa agreed.

The door opened and revealed Lia, who smiled at him. “Glad to see you woke up before we got to Grandeur.”

“Thanks. I didn’t want to push the tiredness out. If I could sleep through most of this trip, I might just to be there sooner.”

“Subjectively, you mean,” Lia smirked.

“True, but yeah.”

Lia took the spot beside him. “We’re spending the night in Heartwood’s Tears tonight. Tomorrow, we’ll be home.”

Doc took a deep breath, his hands clenching as his fear spiked again. “Does the train not run after we get to Heartwood’s Tears?”

“This one runs back to Grandeur and Salton,” Rosa said. “Your train from Furden runs the route between Furden and Deep Gulch. It’ll have gone to Deep Gulch by the time we get there, and it’ll be coming back up the next morning.”

“I guess I’ll get to see what’s been done with the springs, then,” Doc said softly.

“But before that, we check with the Elkhorn tribe and the Molteneyes clan,” Lia said. “Even that is a couple hours away… to pass the time, I think I’ll distract my husband.”

Doc’s lips twitched. Rosa’s eyes had blazed at Lia’s words, telling him all he needed to know about Lia’s plans. “As my wife wishes.”

Lia leaned in, touching foreheads with him and staring into his eyes. “Good. Rosa, you may begin.”

~*~*~

Their stop in Grandeur was only for a couple of hours. Doc briefly met with the clan and tribe, glad that neither had children waiting for him. The two sides filled him in on how things had been— the Elkhorn had grown in population and power as Windwhip, their shaman, had two apprentices under him. The Molteneyes clan had found rich seams of ore to keep them mining. The offshoot train between Grandeur and Deep Gulch didn’t get a lot of traffic, but it was heavily involved in shipping the raw ore for the clan.

That left them with just the couple of hours leg from Grandeur to Heartwood’s Tears. The train pulled into the hot spring’s station with the setting sun. The moment the train was stopped, the porters had Doc’s luggage off first. They’d all come to know who he was, and they weren’t going to delay the owner. There was an oddity that Doc hadn’t expected, and that was the carriage waiting for him.

A half-elf man stood beside the carriage, holding a handmade sign with “Holyday” written on it. His eyes lit up when he saw Doc, or more accurately, Rosa. “Sir, the manager sends their compliments. Your rooms are ready for you.”

Rosa giggled at Doc’s puzzlement. “The Heartwood Hotel made arrangements for us. Fiala made sure it was set up so you would be comfortable tonight.”

Closing his eyes, Doc said a silent thank you to his first wife. He was so close to actually being with her and the others, and yet he was here for the night, instead. Taking a deep breath, he gave the nervous-looking driver a nod. “Luggage is right behind us.”

“Yes, sir,” the driver said, seeing the porters with the trunks. “This way, gentlemen.”

The trip over the grand bridge and into the growing town didn’t take long, but the views were amazing, especially with the setting sun’s orange glow. It was dark when they pulled up to the hotel. Lights blazed from soul stones to illuminate the multi-story hotel. It didn’t look like the Earth equivalent, but it was impressive.

The doorman at the hotel summoned some bellhops when the carriage pulled up. A small group of men came out to gather the luggage as Doc led Lia and Rosa into the building. Wealth was on display in the rich wood and silver fixtures. The brightly smiling woman behind the counter looked excited when she saw them. Before they reached the desk, she’d picked up a phone and called the manager’s office. She was setting it back down when the group reached her.

Pleasantries were exchanged before another woman came out of an office behind the counter. Doc knew her on sight, and a smile came to his lips. Her fox ears were perked up, and her tail swayed behind her in happiness. “Ruby, how are you?”

“Wonderful, Doc,” Ruby beamed. “I’m the manager here. I’ve got your room all ready for you. Fiala was very clear on when we should expect you to arrive. I do hope you didn’t mind the carriage waiting for you?”

“It was nice. I assume it’s a perk for the special clients?”

“Yes, those who can inform us ahead of time. I’ll show you to your room.”

“Thank you. We’d like to unwind a little before dinner.”

“Of course, sir,” Ruby grinned. “If you’ll follow me?” She got the key to their room before coming out around the counter.

Doc gave her a smile. “Gladly.”

She bypassed the stairs, instead going to something Doc hadn’t expected to see. A man in uniform gave them a professional smile as he shut the gate behind them. Ruby directed the man to the top floor, and a moment later, the elevator began to rise.

“We’re one of the few buildings in the state with elevators,” Ruby said proudly. “Kitanashan thought they’d help present the image of wealth that she wanted to project. They really do make it easier to get to the top floors.”

“I didn’t expect to see them,” Doc admitted. “But yes, they’re far easier than climbing all the stairs.”

When the elevator reached the top, the staff member stopped it smoothly. His training and practice made the trip easy. Doc had forgotten that elevators used to have operators who controlled the speed and stopping them. He gave the man a thankful nod when they got out.

“We have you in the Holyday Suite, named after yourself, sir,” Ruby smirked. “It has two rooms, a dining room, a bathroom, and two balconies. The room comes equipped with a phone to connect you to the staff. I’ll be arranging your dinner once you’re settled.”

“Thank you, Ruby.”

“Of course, sir. Are there any questions I can answer for you?”

“How’s the doctor in town?”

“Ms. Welton is wonderful, sir. She’s always prompt for any issues the staff have.”

“Good.”

Ruby unlocked the door, then led them inside. “Here you are, sir. Your luggage will be up shortly. I’ll arrange for your meal to be delivered in… an hour?”

“An hour will be fine,” Lia said. “Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome, ma’am. Enjoy your time here.” Ruby gave them a hopeful smile, passing the key to Lia on her way out.

Doc took in the room with a small smile. It was the most lavish hotel room he’d ever been in, beating out The Palace in Furden. He’d never been in any hotel similar to this one before coming to this world.

Lia checked the bedrooms and bathroom, returning just before the bellhops came in with their luggage. Doc thanked the men, tipping them all, then closing the door behind them as they left.

“Shall we get clean, husband?” Lia asked with a smirk.

Doc chuckled. He’d spent enough time on the road in Tsarrus and Qin that he’d picked up a cheap gift to always be clean. That made baths more of a ritual and bonding time than a need for actual cleaning. “We should. Odds that someone comes to talk with us before we leave tomorrow?”

“Guaranteed,” Rosa said. “At least Kitanashan and Pearl will want to see you.”

Doc nodded at that. “Good points. Was Ruby thinking that?”

“Yes, though she was hopeful for more time with us, too.”

Doc snorted in amusement. “Of course she was.”

“Ruby was going to inform Pearl and Kitanashan after telling the kitchen to prepare your dinner.”

“It’ll be good to see them,” Doc said. “I need to thank them for everything they’ve done.”

“As they will with you, husband,” Lia said, taking his hand. “Now come on. I want you to scrub my back.”

Doc laughed as he caught her from behind, holding her while they walked. “As my wife wishes.” He punctuated that with a kiss on one of her pointed ears, making her shiver.


Chapter Five

Doc watched the scenery go by as the train chugged along the tracks. The previous evening had been nice. Seeing Pearl and Kitanashan, then hearing what they’d been up to and their plans for the future, had him smiling when he’d retired for the evening. Ruby had been disappointed when Doc hadn’t invited her for fun, but she understood that he was focused on getting home to see his wives.

They’d gotten up early to have breakfast and make the train to Furden. Doc’s nerves were high, but he was holding it together. When they came into sight of the city, he had to take a few deep breaths. In an hour or less, he’d finally be home after years away.

“It’ll be okay, Doc,” Rosa said softly, her head resting on his knee as she looked out the window. “Trust in them as they do you.”

Lia smiled at Rosa, then leaned into Doc’s side some more. “She’s right, husband.”

“I’m doing my best,” Doc said. “It’s not our wives… it’s more the kids. I’ve done my best to be hopeful, especially with the way the others were, but…” He trailed off with a shrug.

“Emotions aren’t rational,” Lia murmured. “I know.”

“It’s just close now. I could keep telling myself that it was in the future, that I shouldn’t worry about it until it happened. But we’re here now… I’m sure Clyde will be here with the carriage to get us, and then, it’s a quick trip out of Furden to the manor. When we get there…” Again, he paused to take a deep breath.

“Our wives will want their hugs and kisses,” Lia picked up the thread, “which we’ll gladly give them over and over again. And then our children will want hugs. Just hold to that, Doc, the image of them with their arms up, waiting for you.”

Doc’s eyes were closed as she tried to burn that hope into his brain to override his fears, but the image of their children pulling back and screaming at him kept trying to overlay Lia’s words.

“Voice, do you want help?” Rosa asked softly.

Doc scrubbed his face as he tried to calm down. “Maybe…?”

“Rosa, please,” Lia said softly.

Doc opened his eyes to find Rosa standing in front of him, leaning in to kiss him. He tilted his head up to allow her to help. Her nectar slid down his throat easily enough, and his emotions calmed, then stilled. Taking a shuddering breath when their kiss ended, he gave her a smile. “Thank you, Weed.”

“Of course, Voice,” Rosa whispered, still standing in front of him. “I live to serve you.”

Doc chuckled, then laughed when her eyes started to glow. Grabbing her, he tugged her into his lap. “You’re a good weed. Very good.”

“Yes, she is,” Lia agreed. “I’m sure she’ll be thanked a few times later tonight, too.”

Rosa squirmed on Doc’s lap. “I hope so.”

Doc held her as he looked back out the window. Furden had expanded over the last few years, and he hoped it’d matured with respect for all while he was gone.

~*~*~

“Doc!” Clyde called out with a big smile. “This way!”

Doc’s smile grew wider when he saw not just Clyde, but also Harrid. The only hint of Clyde’s badger bestial heritage was his hair color and his black irises. Clyde hadn’t had a lot of trouble from his heritage with it being as slight as it was. Beside him, Harrid wore his armor with pride as he grinned at Doc. The breastplate and chainmail were mostly hidden by the tabard he had on over them. The white cloth was decorated with the depiction of a green tree in front of a mountain, a paw print adorning its trunk.

“Clyde, Harrid!” Doc said happily when he reached them, shaking Clyde’s hand before giving Harrid a brotherly hug. “I didn’t expect the both of you.”

“Someone had to ride with him,” Harrid chuckled. “I wasn’t going to miss the chance to at least briefly take my old role back.”

“Gentlemen, this way,” Clyde said, waving to the porters who had Doc’s luggage.

“It’s good to see you, old friend,” Doc said softly, stepping back from the dwarf. “That’s the emblem of the Order?”

“Representing home for everyone,” Harrid nodded. “No one who’s seen it thinks it fails to represent a bastion for them. Tribe, clan, bestial, human; everyone feels peace when they see it… well, minus those touched by the Darkness.”

“A good indicator, then,” Doc said.

“Might I greet our friend, too, husband?” Lia chuckled.

“Sorry,” Doc laughed as he stepped aside.

“Lia, it’s good to see you again,” Harrid said.

“And you, as well. Thank you for being here for our wives and children. It gave us a lot of peace of mind.”

Harrid returned the hug she’d given him. “It was my pleasure and honor.”

Rosa giggled as she swayed in place, the cold winter air not bothering her at all.

Harrid glanced at her, then sighed. “Fine. I was going to wait, but I won’t. Ginger and I are trying for a second child.”

Doc laughed and slapped Harrid’s shoulder, wincing when his hand stung from hitting his breastplate. “Good luck.”

“We’re good to go,” Clyde said once the porters had finished getting the luggage in place.

They got into the carriage, and were soon on their way home.

“Luck’s Bastion is growing fast, Doc,” Harrid said once they were moving. “Every city has a branch of the Order. Towns with enough of your businesses to matter have them, too. Every new recruit must make the journey here to be seen by me first. We’ve had six who were Darkness-touched. Onyx was able to purge them so they could join us, and they’ve been devout ever since. There have also been four attempts by the church to infiltrate the Order. When they were found, they tried to lash out.”

“We heard about those,” Doc said. “You chose well for your Holy Deeds. Defense and healing with only two offensive Deeds, and I heard that you only use those if they’re touched by Darkness.”

“Everywhere the Order goes, we’re soon accepted for our good deeds. We’ve had more resistance closer to Big River, but even then, the church has been losing ground to us.”

“Which will make them act soon,” Lia said.

“Yes. We expected it to happen when Doc came back.”

“Because they can’t just lay down. It goes against what the Darkness wants,” Doc grunted. “The lines are being drawn. Before I deal with any of that, I want to spend time with my family.”

“They’ve been eager for you to come back.”

“My children,” Doc asked slowly. “Do you think they’ll accept me?”

Harrid met Doc’s eyes before he nodded. “They’ve been raised on stories of you, Doc. What you’re doing, why you’re doing it… Your wives have made it very clear how much they love you. Honestly, as happy as your wives are today, your children are probably even more eager to see you. Some of them are nervous or fearful that you might not like them.”

Doc just stared at Harrid as the weight on his shoulders lifted. “I would never—!”

“I know. Your wives know. But they’re children.”

“He’s been in knots over them not liking him,” Lia said. She took Doc’s hand in hers. “See? It’ll be fine.”

Doc bent his head, his eyes closed. “Thank you, Luck…”

“They go to Harrid when they can’t talk to our wives,” Rosa said softly.

Harrid shifted uncomfortably before sighing. “Your sisters don’t do that as often as you do, Rosa.” Coughing, he shrugged. “I’ve been their ear when they’re worried that they did something bad and are afraid of bringing it up to their mothers or Ginger. I bring them to their mothers and act as counsel for them. From the first time when nothing but love was given to them, it’s helped them feel better.”

“They hide behind him as he speaks for them,” Rosa giggled.

“I am their shield,” Harrid said.

Doc chuckled, then started laughing. Rosa glanced at him before she snickered with him. That got looks from both Lia and Harrid, and Doc had to hold up his hand to have them wait for their laughter to pass. “Sorry. A book series I used to read had a wife of the main character who always referred to herself as his shield. It made me think of you as her, and that broke my brain for a moment.”

Harrid’s confusion only made Doc laugh more. Lia just shook her head, but she smiled. She was glad that Doc was feeling better about what was going to be waiting for them when they got to the manor.

“I’m not a wife,” Harrid said.

Which only got Doc to laugh harder as he imagined Harrid as a messenger fairy. Rosa laughed right along with him at the mental image. It was so odd and yet oddly cute to her that she couldn’t help it.

“Just let him have his laughter, Harrid,” Lia said. “He was so twisted with worry that Rosa had to help him earlier. This is vastly preferable.”

“Yes, I see…” Harrid grunted. It wasn’t the welcome back he’d imagined for Doc, but it was enough that he’d returned. Besides, laughter was good for all of them right now. He was sure that, soon enough, war would come for them. That made him afraid of the old dwarven proverb about a good man going to war.


Chapter Six

Doc’s nerves climbed a little more as they got closer to home, but they weren’t as bad as they’d been on the train. Looking out the window, he grinned at the expanded estate. A second smaller manor sat on the grounds, and he caught a glimpse of an extended staff quarters in the background. The gardens were dormant in the winter, but Doc had gotten used to the leaves not shedding like they would have on Earth.

“My home with Ginger,” Harrid said, looking out the window with Doc. “The staff nearly doubled with all the children and our house.”

“Petal’s updates let us know, but seeing it just makes it more real,” Doc said. “It just struck me as funny that you weren’t riding shotgun with Clyde this entire time.”

“Bah. The city’s peaceful; the church gave up on the temple last year, and your wives bought it to turn it into a proper shrine to Luck. It should be finished with its remodel soon, just in time for the Voice to speak at the ceremony.”

“Luck works in mysterious ways,” Doc chuckled.

“Not too mysterious,” Lia smiled. “She works through her Voice.”

The carriage slowed as they turned up the drive to the manor. Doc swallowed when he dropped the curtain back, taking a deep breath. Everything he’d worried about was about to either come true or be dispersed in moments. Rosa rubbed her cheek against his knee, getting him to look down at her. Her smile was bright as she looked up at him. Lia’s hand squeezed his thigh, and his gaze drifted to her calm eyes. These two had kept him healthy, whole, and sane for the last six years. If they believed that everything was fine, he should, too. As the carriage came to a stop approaching the front doors, Doc could hear voices— they were muted, but he could hear snippets.

“Yes, he’s here. Calm yourself, Suzanna,” Fiala said.

“Trust me: he’ll love you, John,” Sonya said.

“He’ll love giving you the same hugs we give you, Elma,” Ayla added. “Just wait and see.”

“Just give him a moment to take in everything, and then you can ask, Adrian.” Sophia’s voice was calm as she spoke to her son.

If not for Doc’s sharper-than-human hearing, he wouldn’t have heard any of it. What he heard calmed the last edges of fear, and his eyes grew moist as he thought of all the hugs he’d be giving out in a moment.

The instant the carriage stopped, Doc was out the door. He froze for a second when he saw the welcoming committee. Ginger was off to the side with her son, and the staff had turned out in force, but stayed back. Front and center were his four wives, their children, and two dryads. All of them were smiling brightly when they saw him.

Fiala’s cat ears flickered, and her tail swished behind her. Her bright blue eyes were wet as she smiled softly at him. Her smile did show that someone had fixed her damaged canine tooth, so now she had two visible when she smiled. In front of her, being held by her shoulders, was a smaller version of Fiala: Suzanna, his first legitimate child. The biggest difference between mother and child was the lack of tail.

To Fiala’s right was Sonya. Her black hair was tied in a braid over her shoulder while her warm brown eyes were filled with joy. She only had a single hand on her son, John. The young boy looked more like Sonya than Doc, but he wasn’t as broad as other dwarven children Doc had seen in the past.

Ayla was next to Sonya, and she shivered slightly when Doc’s eyes fell on her. She was kneeling beside her daughter, holding her. Elma was going to look like her mother, though her ears were more rounded than Ayla’s. Both mother and daughter had the same shade of blond hair, with Elma’s in pigtails while Ayla’s was in a bun.

The last of his wives waiting for him was Sophia. Her orange eyes were bright, and her feathers fluttered as she beamed at Doc. The child she was with was the first one not to have green eyes, but orange like his mother. Adrian had only his eyes to denote his Sagesse heritage— he lacked the bird legs and talons that his mother had, and he had black hair instead of feathers on his head.

Bookending the family were the two dryads that’d been with his wives, Petal and Sequoia. The smaller of them, Petal, was from the Dogwood tree, which was a favorite of Fiala’s mother. She’d been with Fiala since the first time Doc had left Furden. The towering amazon dryad, Sequoia, had joined the family when Ayla and Sophia had gone home pregnant from Pale River. Both dryads bowed their heads, but their eyes blazed with hope that they might again be with the Voice of Luck.

As Harrid helped Lia and Rosa out, Doc finally broke the few seconds of silent motionlessness. Swallowing, he stepped forward, then went to his knees. “Children, I’m sorry. Please forgive me for not being here for you…” His voice cracked, and tears fell like waterfalls as he opened his arms. “Please…?”

All four children lunged forward to hug him. It was almost comical— they all wanted to hug him from the front, but Doc stopped any impending argument by hugging all four of them at the same time. Tears flowed not just from him, but from all his wives and loved ones. This moment was years in coming, and the catharsis for all of them was huge.

His wives drifted forward to stroke Doc’s head, putting a loving hand on their children, too. Soft words welcoming him home drifted past him as Doc’s soul released the knot it’d held for the last few years. His family didn’t hate or resent him and that soothed the deep ache in him.

In time, his kids broke the hug, but it was then that Doc hugged each child one by one, kissing their heads when he did. He was properly introduced by their mother, so he knew why each child was named as they had been. Sonya had opted for Doc’s original name, John, as she didn’t want to make her son a Junior. Ayla had named hers after her mother, who she’d always looked up to. Sophia named her son after her father, who’d been a good man until he fell sick and listened to the Church of Apoc.

After the kids, he hugged his wives one by one, kissing each and not caring in the least if it was improper. They clung to each other, soaking in the love they had right now and had missed over the last six years. Eventually, they finally made it inside to the parlor. When they took their seats, Doc laughed happily when his children all got on the sofa with him.

“I love you… all of you,” Doc said softly. “The entire time I was gone, I worried you’d all hate me.”

“Never, Poppa!” Suzanna said. “We’ve been told why you had to be away. Momma made sure to tell me about how you were here for my birth.”

“We were jealous of her,” John said. “You didn’t see us be born. We know why, but we were sad...”

“Petal made us feel better about it,” Elma added.

Doc’s eyes went to Petal, who lowered her gaze. “They asked, Voice, and their mothers agreed.”

“Removing their jealousy of anyone in the family wasn’t something we thought would be a problem,” Fiala said. “It’s done nothing but good for us.”

Doc couldn’t chastise them for it. He hadn’t been here; he didn’t know how bad it’d been. His wives had all agreed that their own jealousy being taken away had been the best for them, too. Exhaling, he nodded. “Okay. I just worry about snipping away emotions while they’re still growing.”

“We’d never harm them, Voice,” Sequoia said softly. “It would hurt them, your family, and you. That’s antithetical to what Mother wants or what we want.”

“Poppa, did we make a mistake?” Adrian asked.

“No, son! No…” Doc said quickly. “I just worry that it might hinder your emotional growth.”

“He has worried about all of you every day,” Lia said from where she sat with the other wives. “Your father’s a good man who loves his family deeply.”

“We know,” Elma said. “Our mommas told us the stories. Posy did too. Will she come visit to see you? We love big sis Posy!”

“She’ll be here tomorrow,” Ayla smiled. “We wanted the first day to be just us.”

Doc bowed his head, swallowing back the emotions that tried to drown him. The love and care his wives had taken for him coming home just reinforced how much he’d missed them.

“It’s okay, Poppa,” John said, patting his back. “Tears are good.”

Doc hiccupped that his son— his son— was already wise enough to accept that. He let go of the tears and leaned back to cry. Both John and Suzanna, being right beside him, patted his knees soothingly.

It was going to be a day of tears; mostly joyous, but tears all the same. Rosa scooted over to rest her head on his knee, having been giving Doc room. Her head helped center him more. His precious Weed was always with him, helping anchor him to the world. Rosa’s eyes burned softly as she lowered her head. The fact that he viewed her that way made her own core sing with joy.

The door opened, and Bernard stepped in quietly. “Excuse me, sir and madams. Charles and Olka have informed me that lunch is prepared. Should I have them set it aside?”

“No…” Doc said softly as he pulled back his emotions. “I missed the food those two make. Let them know we’ll be there shortly.”

“Yes, sir,” Bernard said, bowing slightly. “And sir, on behalf of the staff, welcome home.”

Doc’s lips twitched as he held back more tears. “Thank you, Bernard. It’s good to be home.”

When the butler stepped out, Doc hugged Suzanna and John to his sides. “Thank you for welcoming me home. I’ll make sure we have plenty of time to talk and play.”

The two beamed as they hugged him and then got up. When they did, Elma and Adrian slid over to get their hugs, too. Everyone in the room wiped away tears of relief and joy as they got to their feet. They’d put on brave fronts for the children, but had been a little worried that Doc might be distant to them. The dryads had reassured them many times, but it was different to see that love in person.

When he’d finished hugging all of his kids, he got up, the last one in the room to stand. “Let’s go have our first family meal. The first of many.”

The children let out cheers as they led the way for him.


Chapter Seven

Doc woke up slowly; he’d been exhausted before they’d finally gone to sleep. He’d finally found his limit. Three dryads and five wives had drained him of his energy, along with some other things. The glow to his side got him to chuckle, making him look over to find Rosa. She wasn’t alone, as both Petal and Sequoia were with her.

“Such pretty eyes…” Doc murmured. “I won’t be asking for an encore this morning. We’re going to have guests, and I need to be awake.”

The trio of dryads just giggled and grinned at him.

“Hmmm? The silent treatment? Or do you know someth—?”

The door opening got him to look that way. Fiala and Sonya came into the room before closing the door behind them. “Ladies, is it a double wake-up?”

“Husband,” Fiala nodded, turning toward Sonya so she could get the buttons on her dress for her. “We’ll be doubling up on waking you and switching partners as we go until all of us feel better about having had more time with you.”

The giggling from beside the bed increased.

“These three obviously knew this was going to happen,” Doc chuckled.

“You were asleep when we discussed it,” Sonya smiled. “All three will get to be here today and tomorrow, and then it’ll only be one or two.”

“If that’s what my wives want, then I’m fine with it.”

“Good. We also discussed having more children, but have decided to hold off until after the church has been dealt with.”

“Which we’re fine with,” Fiala said, “because none of us are aging. We’ve kept an eye on it over the last couple of years. I should be into my third decade, but instead, I feel like I’m barely twenty.”

“It’s the same with all of us,” Sonya said.

“They’re very much like us,” Petal said softly. “Your healing can halt the aging of the body if it’s wanted. Just like we rejuvenate our bodies every time we have enough energy, they can do the same. It’s why you haven’t felt any of the pains you’ve expected to crop up. It isn’t just your elven-dwarven body, but your magic.”

Doc nodded. “It won’t affect the kids when we heal them, right?”

“No,” Sequoia said. “We had this conversation with your wives. They want the children to grow up, so they aren’t stopping them from aging inadvertently.”

Doc exhaled in relief. “Thank Luck for that.”

“We do,” Fiala said, crawling into bed, her tail lashing lightly behind her, “along with so much more.”

Doc’s mouth went dry. He could live for a thousand years, and Fiala would always be beautiful to him. His gaze also drifted to Sonya as she climbed into bed. Firm and thickly built, she was just as beautiful, just in a far different way.

“They’d love it if you said that to them, Voice…” Rosa murmured.

“They really would,” Sequoia agreed.

Both of his wives smiled brightly as they began to pull the blankets down. “Tell us what?” Fiala giggled.

“Yes. Do tell us, Doc,” Sonya murmured.

“I’m just thinking about how beautiful you both are. Even in a thousand years, I’ll still think the same as I do now. Seeing you both climbing into bed… well…” He motioned at what they’d just uncovered.

Both of his wives beamed at him. The fact that he loved how they looked and would, for a long time, made their hearts race. They felt the same for him and began to tell him while they kissed up his uncovered legs.

~*~*~

“Breakfast was just about to be served, sir,” Charles smiled, pausing outside the dining room to let Doc, his wives, and the dryads in first.

“Luck favors me sometimes,” Doc chuckled as he led his wives in and sat them before taking his seat. “What have you two made for us today?”

“We’ve gone with pancakes and sausages this morning, sir,” Charles said. “Olka was the lead today, and I was just the helper.”

“Oh?” Doc asked. “Something happen?”

“No, sir,” Olka said. “I just asked if I could take the lead this morning. With you being back, I wanted to stretch myself a little.”

Doc smiled at her. The young, scared woman with the stutter was long gone. The Olka here right now was confident and had no trace of her old stutter. “I’ll enjoy the meal, and Olka? I’m glad to see you’ve grown.”

Olka blushed, but she was smiling broadly. “Charles has been a wonderful teacher, and your family has only ever shown me kindness. This is the best life I could have ever hoped for, sir. Thank you.” She choked up, then bowed deeply to him. “Thank you so much for this chance all those years ago.”

The tears took Doc by surprise, but he understood the gratitude she felt. He knew what it was like to finally feel like you had a home. “Olka, you’ll be welcome here for as long as you want. You’re like family to us; I’m sure all the staff are.” His gaze went to Fiala, who nodded. “So please dry your eyes. I offered, true, but you were the one who took the hand when it was offered.”

Sniffling, Olka wiped her nose with the back of a hand. “Yes, sir. I’ll stay forever.”

“Which might happen,” Sonya said, “as we do heal the staff. We made sure he knew that all of us are unageing.”

“Not us, though!” Suzanna said. “We have to become grown-ups, first!”

“Yes,” Lia said. “That’ll happen all too soon, at least from our point of view.”

“Not soon enough…” John muttered.

Doc chuckled as he added a little butter to the stack of pancakes that Olka had served him. “We all felt that way growing up.”

“Even I did when I was on the streets,” Olka said, moving down to place a plate in front of Fiala. “Not that being older would’ve really helped me, but the desire was still there.”

“You’ll reach your majority soon enough,” Sonya told her son. “Just over another decade from now…”

“Posy will be having hers soon,” Lia said.

“She’s looking forward to it,” Sophia laughed. “Doc, so you know, Posy’s asking to legally change her last name to Holyday.”

“She wants to be our big sister,” Elma grinned. “We love her and want her as family!”

Doc’s heart warmed when he learned that his unofficial eldest child was already so loved by his children. “We’ll talk with her when she gets here. When’s she coming today?”

“It’ll be an hour or two. The train has to run,” Ayla said.

“Enjoy the meal,” Charles said when Olka had finished serving. “We’ll have a feast tonight to celebrate your family and friends being here.”

“They’ll all fit?” Doc asked. The dining room was bigger and the table had empty spots that it hadn’t when he’d left Emerita, but if everyone came, he didn’t think they’d fit.

“Those that we invited will fit,” Fiala smiled softly. “From Deep Gulch only. Posy, Daf, and Sonya’s family will be coming.”

“Ahh, got it,” Doc said. He felt a small twinge as he’d half-hoped his other children would come, too. He’d wanted to distance himself from them, though, so it made sense that they wouldn’t be coming with the others.

Rosa touched his knee, giving him a soft smile when he looked down at her. “You can always go and see them, Voice.”

Doc nodded. “I know. It’s fine. A stray thought, was all.”

His wives exchanged looks. They knew what he’d thought; it’d been obvious. They would do their best to help him with whatever he decided.

~*~*~

With breakfast done, Doc spent time with his children. There wasn’t any school for them that day because family was coming in, so they got out of their lessons. Instead, Doc took a walk with them across the property. Rosa and Sequoia trailed them, ready to help if needed.

Suzanna was the leader of the group, being a year older than John, who was a year older than Elma and Adrian. With Doc showing interest, she took him to all their favorite places. The first stop was at the treehouse that Petal and Sequoia had crafted for them into a towering pine. It was snug with Doc and Rosa added to the mix, but that just meant he got to hold his children.

They then took a trip to the pond on the back of the property that Petal had made for them to learn to swim. It was only a couple of feet deep, so the kids could stand up and be safe, but also deep enough and wide enough for them to swim. Since it was winter, it was currently a small ice rink. Doc had a momentary wish of being able to create things magically, so he could craft impromptu ice skates.

“You could have them made easily enough, Voice,” Rosa said. “I’m sure the children would love it.”

“Love what?” Suzanna asked.

“Ice skating,” Doc smiled, answering his daughter, but turning to Rosa. “I’ll ask the Ironbeards to make some skates. How thick is the ice?”

“Solid. There are only two inches of water at the bottom,” Sequoia answered instead.

“Perfectly safe right now, then.”

“What’s ‘ice skating,’ Poppa?” Adrian asked.

Doc chuckled, then he did his best to explain the idea of strapping metal blades to their shoes and gliding over the ice. “Your mother might know about it. In some places in the world, they used it to get around during the winter.”

“You’ll teach us to skate?” Elma asked with hopeful eyes.

“I’ll have to see about getting skates made first,” Doc smiled at his children, “but if they get them done before the ice melts too much, yes. Just remember to make sure the ice is thick enough. Any of the dryads can verify that. Don’t skate if it’s not safe; that can lead to accidents.”

“Oh?” Suzanna asked. She was sure she knew what he meant, but the others hearing it would deter them later.

“It isn’t uncommon for the ice to break if it’s too thin. Then, you go into frozen water and get trapped under the ice,” Doc said gravely. “Our family,” he motioned to the dryads, “would get you out, but if you were feeling scared, you might breathe in water, and then you’d need to be healed quickly.”

The children stared at him with wide eyes. His goal of ensuring they took the risks seriously had worked.

“But that’s all later. Let’s head inside. Maybe Charles will have made some cocoa.”

“Cocoa?” John asked.

“Hot chocolate,” Rosa said, having seen it in Doc’s mind.

“That’s special. It’s expensive,” Suzanna said. “Momma only lets us have it on ‘special occasions.’”

“Right. That makes sense…” Doc murmured, trying to remember when chocolate bars had become a thing. He knew he’d mentioned it to David, so the man would know what to look for, but he just couldn’t remember when it’d happened on Earth. “I think today, I can make an exception. A cup for all of us.”

The children cheered him as they headed back toward the manor.


Chapter Eight

When the carriages came rolling up to the door, Doc was grinning widely. The moment Clyde stopped the carriage, Doc had the door open. “Welcome to Holyday Manor.”

“Doc!” Posy shouted as she was helped out, then hugged him tightly.

“Let me help the others out, and then I’ll give you a better hug,” Doc told her softly, giving Posy a squeeze.

“Okay!” Posy stepped back and waited.

“Thank you, Doc,” Daf said as he helped her out. “She’s been excited since she heard you were back. She might be older, but she’s still the little girl who looks up to you.”

“It’s good to have you all here, Daf.”

“Thank you, Voice,” Ambrose said as she was helped down.

“You’re welcome, Ambrose. Thank you for looking after Posy for me.”

“Always, Voice.”

“Ahh, thank you, sir,” Masha said as Doc helped her down, too.

“You and your brother both deserve my thanks, Masha. I’ve been grateful every day that you both stood beside her to keep her safe.”

“Not that we’ve had to do much for that,” Masha said.

“It still gave me peace of mind,” Doc said, shutting the door before turning to shake Melvin’s hand. “As I said, thank you, too.”

“It’s been my honor, Doc,” Melvin said.

The next carriage rolled up when Clyde moved out of the way. Doc opened the door to it, helping Greta out first. “Mom, welcome.”

“Doc, it’s wonderful you are back,” Greta said as she stepped out. “It’s just me. Otto and Sigfrid stayed in Deep Gulch. Otto’s been excited to be an elder, and our son follows him around all the time, so it was easier if they stayed.”

“A pity, but understandable,” Doc said.

When Doc shut the carriage door and turned back around, he saw Posy waiting for him. The young woman— as she was nearly an adult now— was bouncing slightly, waiting to hug her adoptive father. Doc smiled when he saw her in good health and dressed in the latest fashion. “I’m glad you’ve been doing well, Posy. Welcome home.”

Posy lunged in when he opened his arms. “I missed you, Poppa!”

Doc rested his head on hers, between her quivering rabbit ears. “How’s the prettiest flower in the world?”

“Better now…” Posy whispered. “When we heard about all the times the church tried to kill you, my heart hurt. When Ambrose told me you came back every time, it eased, but fear still lingered for me. What if you didn’t come back…?” She sniffled as her long-held fears were finally set down.

“I’m sorry to have worried you. I’m glad the couple of inquisitors never stayed in Deep Gulch long enough to cause you trouble.”

“They always left as soon as possible. The town being holy ground drove them off.”

Easing her back, Doc gave her a smile. “Good. I hoped you’d be safe and left alone.”

“Welcome, everyone,” Fiala greeted them from the doorway. “We have hot drinks waiting. Come on in. I see two more carriages coming, Doc.”

“I got them,” Doc said, letting Posy go.

“I’ll wait here,” Posy said, not moving too far away.

“Let him greet the others. We’ll have plenty of time to catch up,” Daf said softly. “Come along.”

Posy sighed, but nodded, doing as her mother wished. She just wanted to spend as much time with Doc as she could, because she knew that he might have to leave again. The excited voices of the children when they called out her name brought a smile to her face again. She would be the best big sister, just like she told Doc she would be. Laughing, she went to hug each of them.

The first carriage up was a pair of old friends. Doc helped Heather down, giving her a hug before shaking Peabody’s hand. “It’s good to see you both again.”

“Good to see you, too, Doc,” Heather beamed. “Got any new songs on you?”

Doc laughed. “I’ll put some together for you, but from what I’ve heard, your original songs have been the hottest thing in the country.”

“The phonograph has helped that a lot,” Peabody said. “Now everyone can hear her songs whenever they want.”

“David did say he helped push her recordings,” Doc grinned.

“There she is! No children?” Lia asked as she came out to the porch.

“Left with the nanny,” Heather said. “Since we were leaving the baby, it didn’t feel right to bring our eldest along.”

“We’ll have to make a trip to see them soon, then,” Lia smiled. “We’ll be here for a while, at least.”

“Wonderful!” Heather beamed.

“We have refreshments inside to warm us up,” Lia said, leading the way.

Doc let them go before turning back to the second carriage but saw another behind it coming up the drive. Opening the door, he helped Iona Ironbeard out of the carriage, then shook Alaric’s hand. “It’s good to see you both again.”

“The pleasure is ours, Shaman, though your title as our shaman passed to Karl before you left,” Alaric chuckled.

“I’m sure he’s done a good job,” Doc said.

“He has.”

“I have them, husband,” Sonya said, coming out to collect the guests. “Come on in. My mother’s here, and she was hoping to speak with you again, Iona.”

“It’s always a good conversation with her,” Iona beamed as she let Sonya guide them into the manor.

The last of the carriages pulled up, and Doc smiled at the panda bestial who was beaming at him. “Onyx, how are you?”

“Good, Doc. Very good.”

Right behind her was her dryad. “Wita, a pleasure to see you again.”

“The joy is ours, Doc,” Wita smiled.

Behind both of them was Onyx’s apprentice. “Miss, a pleasure,” Doc said, helping the half-dwarf out.

“Thank you, Voice,” Emma beamed at him. “It’s my pleasure and honor to meet you.”

Doc turned to the last person out of the carriage, Riker, Onyx’s husband. The dwarf had been sweet on her and pining for Onyx before Doc had left the country. Over the years, Onyx had finally come to accept the earnest man as her lover, then as her husband. The pair even had a child, who was being watched by his family for the evening.

“Riker,” Doc greeted him with a firm handshake, “I’m happy for you.”

“Thank you, sir. Every day I wake up, I thank Luck for my good fortune in Onyx’s acceptance of my love.”

Wita giggled, which drew Doc’s attention to her and Onyx. Onyx was red, but smiling happily. “She feels the same since she came to accept him, too.” Wita then stepped back and put her arm around Emma’s waist. “And Emma is thrilled they are courting her, too.”

Doc chuckled as he took in the awkward family. “Nothing wrong with more love. I should know.”

“You truly should, husband,” Ayla laughed. “Come on inside. We have hot drinks waiting. Doc, the last carriage is here.” She motioned before guiding the guests inside.

Doc turned to the carriage; he was sure he knew who it was. The Tarbos were in the capital, as Homer had become a senator for the state. Doc gave a small prayer for the couple, as he knew they were facing tough times with their affiliations with him. He managed to put a smile back on as the last carriage came to a stop.

“Welcome to our home, Mrs. Dodd,” Doc grinned.

Mariam’s wolf ears twitched as she smiled. “Why thank you, Mr. Holyday. It’s always a pleasure to visit with friends.”

“It is,” Nathanial Dodd said as he shook Doc’s hand when he stepped out. “Doc, it’s been too long.”

“It really has been. I’m sure we’ll catch up on everything tonight,” Doc said, guiding the couple toward the door. “Everyone else is here, so let’s go warm up.”

“Wonderful!” Dodd grinned as he led his wife into the home.

~*~*~

The group mingled for a short while before dinner was called. The meal was a feast, just like Charles had said it would be. He and Olka had done their very best and delivered a dinner to be remembered.

When dessert was over, the dryads took the children off so the adults could talk in the parlor. The only child who stayed behind was Posy, as she was nearing her majority and was Doc’s arch-cleric.

Everyone wanted to know about his time away, so Doc told them all about his trip. He mentioned the good and the bad, horrifying a few of them with how often he’d been killed. Heather had a notebook out and was scribbling notes; Doc was sure she was going to try building a song around his time overseas.

When he finished, the others gave him summaries of what was going on in their lives— the children who were born, how well the clans were doing, and more. Dodd was the last one to speak about things.

“We became a state while you were gone. Many of us western territories were brought into the full union,” Dodd said. “There’s been a lot of strain because of it. Your businesses favoring the western states have not gone unnoticed. It clearly favors the far west, but has crossed the continental divide and has been heading east. A few edges have reached the Big River.”

“We filled him in a little,” Ayla said, “but we have more to cover with him.”

“I keep in touch with Homer, since he’s one of the senators for the state,” Dodd said after nodding to Ayla. “From what he’s said, the animosity toward the western states is climbing quickly. He’s seen a lot of preachers and even a bishop in the halls of the capital speaking to the senators. It’s been making him feel like something’s in motion.”

“We’re ready for many different attacks,” Sophia said. “We’ve ensured that the legal frameworks are in place to protect the business. The church doesn’t care about the business, anyway. If they attack it, it’ll just be to get to Doc more easily.”

“But we have made sure he won’t have to deal with the business at all,” Ayla said. “Doc doesn’t want to be in charge of it. It was simply his means to an end.”

“True. I just needed the money to act as leverage to make people see things differently. The fact that I’m personally worth more than some nations is just… odd to me. My business accounts for half of the national tax?”

“Not quite, but more than any other six businesses combined,” Ayla said. “My staff of accountants has worked the system to make sure we pay fairly, but not too much. Tarbo’s tax bills have helped a great deal. They brought in more for the government, but also gave me clear lines to make sure they can’t swing anything past us.”

“You all do so much for him,” Mariam sighed. “I wonder if I could do more for Nathan?”

Dodd put his arm around her waist. “You do more than enough for me, my love.”

“Will Homer be safe in the capital?” Doc asked.

“He should be, but he’ll leave if things get too bad. The states that you’ve done so much for all look to him. If he goes, then most of the senators and representatives for the west will go with him. It would put a crack in the union.”

“That’ll be up to the church and the government,” Doc said. “We just want people to have light in their lives. If things go bad… well, Tsarrus has their own Voice now.”

Doc hadn’t told their guests about War’s Voice, yet, and he knew they were all paying attention. “Luck sent me, Trade picked David, and Invention has Nickla Tellsall, but a little before I left to come home, another Voice was sent. War picked a woman named Zoya to represent him. The Molteneyes clan welcomed her like family, and she took their last name.”

“The Voice of War…?” Dodd murmured. “That certainly puts a new look on things.”

“Here in Emerita, only those of us here and David know that a fourth Voice has appeared. If the church pushes, they’ll find more than just Luck against them.”

Posy shivered slightly when she felt an ill wind touch her spine. If war came, Doc would be targeted the most, as the church had no idea that David and Nickla were Voices. Her father would be dragged into bloody troubles, and she feared for his safety.


Chapter Nine

Breakfast was finishing up when the small talk turned to plans for the day. “I was thinking I would see Aurora today,” Doc said.

“But Poppa…” Suzanna started plaintively before trailing off.

“You have lessons today,” Fiala said softly. “Besides, he’s just going for a few hours, then he’ll be home again.”

“I know…” Suzanna said, looking at her plate petulantly. “I’m sorry.”

“Hey,” Doc said gently, and she glanced up, “I get it. We’ll have plenty of time, I promise. I have to go by the smiths to see about ice skates, anyway.”

Suzanna’s lips twitched, and she ducked her head farther. “Yes, Poppa.”

“All of you make sure to pay attention to your lessons,” Doc said. “When I get home, we’ll play some games, okay?”

The children all smiled brightly, but none of them cheered, as that would be bad manners at the table. Doc was a little surprised at their lack of vocal happiness, but he could see it on their faces.

“Posy will be here shortly,” Sonya said. “Are you going to take her with you?”

“Probably,” Doc nodded. “Your mother will visit with you, I’m sure.”

“Of course. I wish my father and brother had come, too, but it’s fine.”

“Tomorrow, we should go over the businesses more,” Ayla said.

“That’s a good idea. I should know what we have in the works and where,” Doc said. “Could Wenn and Cassie not make the visit? I was going to ask last night, but got distracted.”

“They moved, Doc,” Sophia said. “Last year, Wenn’s family asked for his help in Airzon.”

Doc’s head snapped in her direction. “Where in Airzon?”

“Gravestone. Why?”

“I need to send him a telegraph!” Doc hissed. “He’s going to have a shootout there. The timeline’s off, but the location fits if he’s Earp…!” He trailed off, clearly thinking.

“Doc, can you explain that, please?” Lia asked.

Doc rubbed his face for a moment as he gathered his thoughts. “I’ve used knowledge from my world to help here. Earth had an infamous shootout in Tombstone, Arizona, which sounds like Gravestone, Airzon here. It involved a family of lawmen known as Earp. One of those men was friends with Doc Holiday, the man whose name I took when I came here. Doc was a gambler who helped the Earps with a gang of men in that town.”

“So you think you should be there to help him?” Sophia asked.

“Yes.”

Fiala spoke up slowly, “Doc, we don’t want you to go, but we know who you are. If you need to go help him, we understand.”

The children looked upset, and the youngest two were on the verge of tears. His wives weren’t exactly happy, either, and Doc was torn. If he didn’t go help Wenn, then he might die in the shootout. If he did go, his family would be upset, and he’d upset them enough.

“Good morning!” Posy beamed as she came into the room, then slowed upon seeing everyone’s expressions. “Is something wrong?”

Doc explained what he’d just told the others.

Posy smiled as she shook her head. “No. Doc, Wenn made a friend named John Henry in Deep Gulch. John went with him to Gravestone.”

Doc knew the name, as John Henry was the original Doc Holiday’s name, and part of his name on Earth. “About my height, but a smoker with a cough?”

“Yes, but I healed his cough,” Posy said, “and his lungs. I told him to stop smoking, but he ignored me.” Her petulant expression said all she needed to about what she thought of being ignored about healing.

Doc exhaled, then smiled. “Thank you. I’ll be staying here after all. The timeline was years off, but not everything is a perfect match.”

The relieved happy smiles from his family cleared the heavy air that’d been over the room.

“She always races ahead when it’s you, Doc,” Daf said as she caught up to Posy. “Did she yell this time?”

That brought Suzanna’s birth to mind, and Doc laughed. Posy blushed in embarrassment; she knew why Doc was laughing, and she’d never done that again.

“Not today,” Doc chuckled. “Posy, I’m going to tour Aurora while the children have their lessons. Would you like to go with me?”

“Yes!” Posy nearly shouted, then slapped her hand over her mouth.

Everyone laughed at her exclamation and reaction, making her blush deeper red.

“Very well. Family, I’ll see you soon.” Doc got up and then went around the table. Each wife was kissed, each child was hugged, and each of the dryads got a head pat. When he finished, he gave his guests a smile. “I’ll be back, but my wives are looking forward to visiting with you.”

“I’ll actually be in the kitchen,” Daf said. “Charles and I have been sharing recipes, and since I’m here, I’m going to cook with him.”

“My home is your home, Daf. Enjoy your day.”

He did pause to hug Greta and wish her a good day, too. In the end, he was in a carriage with Posy, Rosa, and Ambrose. As they left the estate, Posy giggled.

“What?” Doc asked her.

“Momma’s sweet on Charles,” Posy grinned. “She thinks I don’t know, but I do.”

“Oh?”

“She left one of his letters out once. It wasn’t just cooking that was hinted at.”

Doc grinned. “If it makes her happy, that’s a good thing.”

“It is. I’m not sure how to bring up that she should take the chance. I’m pretty sure she’s holding back because of me.”

“But you’re okay with it?”

“Yes. He’s a good man, and he and Momma are about the same age, not that either of them really looks it with all the healing. I am worried, though, because I think Olka likes Charles, too, and I don’t know where they stand together.”

Doc frowned, as he had no idea, either.

“Olka and Charles aren’t together,” Rosa said softly. “She sees him as a father, and he sees her as a daughter. Olka also knows about the letters and has been hopeful that Charles will make a move. When it became known that Daf was coming, Olka suggested taking a day off so Charles could have the kitchen alone with Daf to cook.”

Doc laughed. “She’s a sharp one. If she and Posy team up, then the pair will surely find themselves together.”

“Good!” Posy smiled.

“Doc, I should mention that Harrid is hopeful for you to come by to see the templars,” Rosa said. “You were making plans but haven’t mentioned that yet.”

“Thank you…” Doc murmured, stroking her hair. “Please make sure Ayla knows I need to do that, too.”

“I will, Voice,” Rosa whispered, enjoying the attention. “She might switch that to tomorrow.”

“As she wishes.”

“Doc, is it going to be okay?” Posy asked softly.

“With the church?” Doc asked to make sure he knew what she was asking. When she nodded, he exhaled slowly. “I don’t know. They’ll likely try to kill me again at least once more. What I fear most is the church pushing the government to make a move. If that happens… it’ll be a civil war. This country hasn’t had one, and I hoped it wouldn’t. Instead of north-south like it happened on Earth, it’ll be east-west. Not state rights and slavery as the catalyst, but religion. Holy wars are the worst, too, as that’s when the real zealots come out, and then other factors will come into play. Will other nations get involved? How much will the Pontiffica dump inquisitors and the like into the country to help? What they don’t know is if they make this move and the church forces the issue, then Tsarrus and Qin will break the tenuous hold the church has in their countries and will go to holy war, too. That’ll take it from an Emeritan civil war to a world war.”

Posy nodded slowly while she listened. Everything hinged on just how much the Church of Apoc wanted Doc dead, and Luck’s name rubbed out.

Doc snorted. “I’m glad I’m not an archduke in Sarajevo.”

“What?” Posy asked.

Doc shook his head, then explained what was considered the start of World War I.

“I’m glad you’re not an archduke, too,” Posy said as the carriage slowed.

“Me, too, but I might still be the catalyst to war,” Doc said softly. “But for now, let’s greet our friends, then see Aurora.”

“Yeah!” Posy grinned.

Masha opened the carriage door, having been riding with Clyde. “Onyx is home, Doc.”

“Thank you,” Doc said as he got out, then helped the women out.

“Doc, hello,” Onyx said, opening her front door. “I’m ready.”

Onyx was bundled up and ready for the day. Doc had mentioned visiting the town, so she’d made sure she was ready for that to happen.

“We’ll be taking a slow ride to start with,” Doc said as he kept the carriage door open. “We’ll stop anywhere you think we should.”

“Oh! Umm… okay,” Onyx beamed. “The carriage will be a little snug with all of us.”

“We’ll be kneeling between you,” Rosa smiled. “It’ll be fine.”

“Very well,” Onyx said, then turned back as Wita and Riker came to the door. “She could use some more energy, husband. Please make sure she’s good for me.”

Wita giggled as she lowered her eyes. “Thank you, Mistress.”

Riker’s face heated, but he nodded. “As you wish, my dear.” He kissed her cheek. “We’ll be here when you return. Enjoy your day.”

“Thank you,” Onyx said, then kissed his cheek and Wita’s. Turning back to Doc, she smiled. “Shall we?”

Doc helped all the women back into the carriage before climbing in again. “Where to first?” he asked Onyx.

“Victory Square,” Onyx giggled.

“Very well, ma’am,” Masha said before shutting the door.

A moment later, the carriage was rolling away from the home. “Victory Square?” Doc asked.

“It’s where you put on the boxing match with Strongarm,” Onyx explained. “It’s a park that’s being used for celebrations now.”

“Huh… okay.”

Ambrose giggled but didn’t say anything.

“I think there’s more since we have a giggler,” Doc chuckled.

“You’ll see!” Posy grinned.

Doc shook his head, but looked out the windows as they slowly rolled through the town. It was gratifying to see the small town that he’d started had become a city. They were in the oldest section of Aurora at the moment, but it all looked practically new, as it was well-cared for.

“How are the people?” Doc asked.

“Good. Everyone who lives here is kind and understanding, or they hide it well,” Onyx said. “We mostly have bestials and partial-bestials, but have enough half-dwarves and half-elves to make it noticeable. We have a few clanless dwarves, as well, who are working on joining the Ironbeards. A small contingent of Ironbeards live here. No full elves, though, sadly. The humans who moved in mostly adopted tolerance, and we evicted the few who didn’t. Those legal fights always went to us.”

“People…” Doc sighed.

“There have been some issues with those who hate us trying to cause trouble, but the sheriff’s a good man. You know him: Hays McGee.”

Doc chuckled. “Good for him.”

“He’s been sheriff since the first election he ran for. Luck’s Holdings backed him. Since then, the intolerance even in Furden has dropped to record lows.”

“I’m glad.”

“The Hibernians have an enclave in Aurora, too. They’re rowdy and drink a bit too much, but have never started a fight… unless drunk… but that’s who they are. They always apologize the next day and admit to their faults.”

“Can’t take the island out of them,” Doc chuckled.

“Doc, look!” Posy pointed.

Doc had looked at Onyx when she was talking, so he hadn’t seen that they’d reached the park until Posy pointed. Turning, he saw what she wanted him to see, and he groaned. It was a marble statue of him, with a hand raised up in a fist. “Oh, gods…”

“The plaque mentions your victory for the good of all, noting the boxing matches on the site. It talks about your victory against Strongarm for equal rights,” Posy said excitedly.

“The sculptor was very excited to work on it,” Onyx said. “I believe they also made the statues up at the training grounds.”

Doc groaned again as he thought of being immortalized in stone. “There’s more of them?”

“There are two up there,” Onyx grinned. “One of you and one of Harrid. Harrid’s isn’t as obvious as yours, though, as it’s not at the front of the grounds.”

The fact that it wasn’t just him helped. “I’ll see them soon enough.”

“Let’s head over to the local market. We can walk the shops.”

“Please,” Doc said, wanting to leave the statue behind.

“You don’t like it?” Posy asked.

“I’m not fond of statues of me. I’m just Luck’s Voice. I’d rather there be a statue to her.”

“No one has seen Luck, Doc,” Posy said.

“Not true,” Doc murmured. “She’s been there every time I’ve had to be resurrected. Hmm, maybe…” He trailed off with a smile on his lips. There was a very inexpensive gift that he suddenly had a reason to get.


Chapter Ten

The previous day had been nice, if a bit awkward. The residents of Aurora knew him, and they all wanted to thank him. Doc wondered if this was how celebrities felt when people recognized them. He shook hands and said a few words to each, not wanting to be ungrateful for them believing in Luck. Posy was grinning the entire time, loving that people knew her father and wanted to thank him.

Before they returned home for the day, Onyx explained how his wives had visited Aurora years back and blessed the entire town. Inquisitors had not liked being in Aurora at all, and when the preachers left Furden, they’d done the same to the city, too. Furden was the most blessed city in Emerita, at least as far as Luck was concerned.

Doc didn’t forget his promise to play with his children when he got home. They played one of the few original American board games that’d made it to Emerita: The Mansion of Happiness. It was a trippy game, even if it was simple to play. The fact that it was split between sins and virtues of Apoc was really odd. Doc instituted a house rule— probably the first in Emerita— that inverted the sins and virtues. After all, for Doc, marrying a bestial was a virtue, not a sin, and tithing to Apoc would be a sin instead of a virtue. His children liked the game far better with the rules reversed.

After games and dinner, Doc spent a little time making notes about board games to pass along to David. He wrote about older board games that were simple and fun, like Sorry! or Scrabble. For the kids, he introduced them to Hangman, which would also help them with spelling and word recognition. He made sure that they understood the words had to be spelled correctly, and be able to be guessed by the player. Setting out to completely stump someone wouldn’t be as fun.

When Doc finally turned in after dinner, he talked with Ayla about plans for the next few days. She agreed that visiting the templars would be a good idea, and he could push off talking business for a day. That was how Doc found himself heading to the Ironbeard brewery and templar grounds the next morning.

~*~*~

“It was a little awkward at first,” Harrid said as the carriage rolled toward the outskirts of Furden. “At the start, we had no buildings, but still had dozens of orphans to join.”

“You made it past that hurdle,” Doc chuckled.

“Indeed. I brought in some workers to help build the first barracks. Instead of having them do it, I had them supervise while the squires built it. It’s a tradition I continued. Since we do good deeds in the name of Luck, having the squires learn how to build has been a blessing.”

“It’s a solid plan. I fully endorse the idea of building being a core of the order.”

“Not just building; all infrastructure. We hired people to teach about irrigation, laying pipes for sewers, roads, and more.”

“Like the old legions of Rome,” Doc smiled. “They were built to last the ages.”

“They learned from dwarves,” Harrid snorted. “That was back before Apoc took over everything.”

“Huh… Sonya and I didn’t cover that when she was teaching me clan history. It’s good to know, though.”

“What the Order built will last, too,” Harrid said. “We don’t do the same as the old legions did, but we build better than most. A testament to stand the test of time.”

“How did you structure the Order?” Doc asked, idly stroking Rosa’s hair when she leaned against him.

“There’s me as Grand Master. Under me are the Elder Knights. There are only three of them, and they’re the council to help direct things. I realized that I can’t do everything, especially as the Order has grown.”

“Delegation is key,” Doc chuckled. “I’d be lost if I didn’t have my wives and the managers they’ve hired.”

“Yes, they’ve helped me greatly, too,” Harrid nodded. “Under the Elder Knights, I have the Risen Knights. These are stalwarts who have proven themselves able to shoulder command. Each state has at least one depending on how many branches are there. They report to the Elder Knights, and I get the important bits from them.”

“Officers,” Doc nodded.

“The Risen Knights have the Holy Knights under them; these are the ones who head a branch. They have to have proven their faith to at least three Risen Knights to be considered. Then, we have the core and majority of the Order, the Knights. They do the good deeds in Luck’s name. Under them are the Aspirants, those who’ve passed training, but haven’t been with the Order long enough to be raised to Knight. They’re spread to every branch to learn and assist the Knights. Finally, we have the squires, who are only found here in Furden. These are the ones who are still learning what the Order is, but have passed my personal greeting.”

“Where you can weed out those who are lost to the Darkness.”

“Yes.”

“I look forward to seeing the Order.”

“Our grounds are connected to the Ironbeard brewery. This has helped us be passed over when the church was looking for you years back. The buildings are plain and simple to not draw attention. Even the interiors aren’t gaudy. We’re a simple group not interested in material wealth, only in doing Luck’s work.”

“The way it should be.”

“Exactly. I’ve also instituted a year-long sabbatical for new parents to help the mother and father adapt to their new life. We’ve had a couple of members of the Order ask to step away at that point, which we always allow. If they come back, they’ll have a shorter reintroduction, then become a Knight, even if they were a Risen Knight before leaving.”

“Makes sense to me.”

“I should tell you that, without your backing, the Order wouldn’t have survived this long,” Harrid said softly. “While we’re starting to get donations from other people, your family and businesses are what have continued to let the Order survive and grow.”

“Considering their mission, it’s fine,” Doc chuckled.

“I want to make us self-sufficient, but that might take decades.”

“Having a long-term goal is always a good thing.”

Doc looked out the window, seeing the brewery getting closer. “How’s the brewery been doing?”

“Alaric told you at dinner the other day,” Harrid said.

“From your point of view. Having a second opinion is good.”

“He understated things,” Harrid snorted. “He named it Cool Mountain Brew with an advertising line of, ‘Luck’s Golden Favor.’ It’s enjoyed across the west. It’s the preferred beer for the Order for obvious reasons, and we get a discount buying it wholesale.”

“What about east of here?”

“From what I’ve heard, it’s gaining ground against other beers. In another decade, it’ll likely be the most chosen beer this side of the Big River.”

“Luck favors those who are faithful, as does Trade,” Doc smiled. “I’m thankful every day that you took my offer.”

“So am I, Doc. So am I. The first year was hard because I fought myself on my choice, especially when you left for Tsarrus. As the Order grew, I knew I’d made the right choice, beyond my selfish reason of being with my family.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be with family,” Doc said softly. “I was honestly a little jealous of you. You got to be here for those years. The church would never have let me be, but I wished I could’ve been here every day. Even if the road is long and painful, it still needs to be walked, so I did what was needed, not what I wanted. Now, I hope to have time with my family, but we all know that it won’t last. The church will make an overt move eventually. I’m sure they know I’m back by now, even if we bought some time in Golden Bay.”

“Lia told me about that,” Harrid nodded. “Best not to tell Sophia. She’s a good woman, but she doesn’t condone violence, even when it’s necessary. Your wives are diverse in so many ways. It has to be a blessing to have so many views, but it must also be difficult sometimes.”

“That it is,” Doc smiled softly as Rosa shifted against him. “Still happy with Ginger being your only wife?”

Harrid laughed. “Luck, yes. She’s everything to me. No other woman can catch my eye or interest me. I did have two in the Order try, but I was able to gently correct them. Thankfully, they went on to find other husbands. Ginger isn’t interested in expanding our family in that direction, either. She just wants another child or two, instead.”

“Which you’ve already agreed to.”

“Of course. I’ll give her anything she wishes. If she asked for the moon, I’d need your help, but I’d ask.”

Doc chuckled. “I know that feeling well. Luckily, our wives are practical and wouldn’t ask for the impossible.”

“We’re blessed that way.”

Doc saw the brewery getting closer. Soon, it would be time to see the Order. He wondered if he could swing a tour of the brewery at the same time.


Chapter Eleven

Pulling into the massive walled complex, Doc smiled as he felt the holy ground in effect. “Which of my wives came out to sanctify the area?”

“None. The Order sanctifies any ground we claim as ours. It’s one of the Holy Deeds I selected. We push it out three miles from any structure raised as one of ours. Sadly, it doesn’t count for every building we build, but if we put up one dedicated to the Order, it happens.”

“You should make sure to have prefabricated parts ready to go, then,” Doc said. “If you do end up in a fight, you can slap it together and get the boon of holy ground that way.”

“It’s not as easy as that,” Harrid said. “We’ve tried it, but we have to sink the corner posts, at least, and make sure it can’t topple easily. If the building is removed, then the sanctity vanishes, too, so it’s best to make sure it’ll stay standing. The second drawback is that a templar must stay within the sanctification area. If we all leave, it also stops working.”

“Good to know. Still, a three-mile radius is a big area.”

“It is. We’ve covered most towns when we send them a branch of the Order. Cities still get some coverage, and we’ve found that those who know only hatred in their hearts tend to leave the area.”

“Which raises the reputation of the Order with those who stay.”

“Yes. That, along with David’s near-control of the news and communication, has helped spread the good of Luck… and Trade. Trade’s name is attached to most of what he does. The Order does acknowledge Trade, making sure that every deal we make has mention of her in the contract.”

“David didn’t say,” Doc chuckled. “He does know, doesn’t he?”

“Yes. I’ve told him before. I’m not sure it helps, but if even one merchant starts to do it, then it might catch on and become a perpetuating cycle.”

Doc grinned at Harrid using the word “perpetuating.” His friend was smart, but it wasn’t a word that Doc had ever expected from him. “Growth’s good. I have to wonder if the Pontiffica has figured out that there’s a second Voice yet, especially because of Luck and Trade being so linked together.”

“David hasn’t mentioned anything,” Harrid said.

“Fair enough,” Doc nodded.

The carriage came to a stop, and Harrid got out first. Doc followed him, then helped Rosa out. As he turned back to talk to Harrid, he groaned. In front of the main hall of the Order was a statue of Doc. Dressed in his duster with his hat pulled low and his gun on his hip, he looked more like a desperado than a man of faith. The statue had been carved so that his duster was flared behind him as if blowing in the wind. One hand was resting on the butt of his gun while his other was raised in benediction.

“Yeah… really need to change that…” Doc sighed.

Harrid chuckled. “You don’t like it?”

“I’d rather not be immortalized. Can you get ahold of the sculptor?”

“They aren’t in the city. I believe they’re in Golden Bay right now.”

“Why?” Doc asked, afraid to know.

“Doing a statue for the Order there. A copy of this one.”

Doc sighed again. “Great… I’m going to get a drawing of Luck done. When they get back, have them make one of her instead of me, then replace all of them. We should be venerating her, not having statues of me.”

“You have a drawing of Luck?” Harrid asked softly.

“I’m going to make one,” Doc said. “I just took a gift to let me perfectly draw any memory I have. Since the sculptor used a photo of me for this one and the one in Aurora, they can manage one of Luck.”

“Doc, if you can get a drawing of her… I’ll do better than that, at least for this one.”

“Huh?”

“The Bronzehammer clan has a highly skilled metal crafter. If I can get Ayla to sign off, I’ll have a mythrium statue of her made. We’ll put soul stones in for her eyes. I can then get the enchanter who stayed, Victoria Glint, to get her eyes to shine.”

“She’s the one who made our rings, isn’t she?”

“Yes,” Rosa said.

“You said she stayed?”

“The others who didn’t like you left a few years back. She’s the only enchanter in the city,” Harrid chuckled. “I saw her last year when getting healing rings made for Ginger and Lucky.”

Doc grinned at Harrid’s son’s name, as it always made him smile. “How is Lucky?”

“Good. I’ve kept him home the last couple of days so you could have time with your children. If it’s okay, I’ll let him go back to play with his friends again.”

“Absolutely,” Doc said. “I’d like to get to know my best friend’s son, too.”

“He was allowed back today. I’ll tell him it’s okay.”

“Good. Now, back to that last part: Victoria’s the last enchanter in town? What happened?”

“The others left when the church did. The city isn’t… ‘clean’ to Apoc.”

“Good,” Doc snorted. “I’ll get the drawing made up in the next couple of days, and I’ll let Ayla know about the expense. I’d try to replace the statue in Aurora, too, but… I won’t. That’s dedicated to me making a place for everyone. But here, in Luck’s Order, it should be her statue.”

“Very well. If you make me two pictures, I’ll have the sculptor go back and make new ones of her for the entire Order.”

“Thank you.”

“I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable, Doc. It was the best I could do as a rallying point for Luck. You’re her Voice and as important a figure as we can have. You technically outrank me. I won’t remove your statue; I’ll just move it near mine. If you make a second Order of Templars, it would make that abundantly clear.”

“I guess that’ll work, but I’m not going to make different Orders, Harrid,” Doc said. “One’s more than enough. It’ll grow to be the largest in the world, all about building and helping, not war and death.”

“Grand Master Lopert, we…” A dwarf coming out of the main hall started, but trailed off when he saw Doc.

“Ahh, Doc, let me introduce my second here in Furden, Risen Knight Stonehand,” Harrid grinned. “Stonehand, as you can clearly see, we have a visitor today. The Voice of Luck, Doc Holyday, with his faithful companion, Rosa. Doc will be taking a tour of the Order with me.”

“Voice…!” Stonehand said reverently, then saluted, going ramrod straight. “Sir!”

“Easy,” Doc chuckled. “Just call me Doc. I’m bad with discipline that way, but I’m as informal as they come.”

“You really will be,” Harrid agreed with Doc. “Stonehand, go handle things. I’ll be busy today.”

“Yes, sir!” Stonehand repeated. The moment Harrid saluted him back, he turned on his heel, going back inside.

“This is going to be awkward for me,” Doc said.

“A little, at least,” Rosa giggled.

“Probably more than a little,” Harrid laughed. “Consider it payback for all the awkward conversations I got to hear.”

Doc laughed as he clapped Harrid on the shoulder. “Fair, Harrid. Very fair.”

~*~*~

The tour was exactly as awkward as Doc feared it would be. Everyone they met who realized who he was got wide eyes as they watched him. Stiff postures and sharp salutes followed them throughout the tour. Doc did his best to accept it, but it felt wrong. He didn’t want worship or adoration from those who followed Luck. All of that should be directed solely to her, not him.

The Order was as stark and utilitarian as Harrid had said. The ornamentation— the little there was— was made of stone and wood, not gold and gems. Almost all of it ran toward gambling and chance, which Doc approved of completely. The only decoration that wasn’t was one that Doc bowed his head to in respect. It showed a hand thrust to the sky with a ball of light above it. If you looked closely enough, you could just see a body on the palm.

“Who told you?” Doc asked as he stepped back from the image.

“Ayla was the first, but I had Sequoia make this,” Harrid said softly. “When I heard you’d died and come back the first time… I thought I was a failure, Doc. I’d stayed behind, and you’d been killed. When it was fully explained to me, I came to realize that I wouldn’t have been able to save you; none of us could have. If Rosa didn’t know, how could I?” He looked at Rosa. “My deepest thanks for killing the man who did it.”

Rosa trembled slightly as the memory bubbled up. Her voice was tinged with a touch of madness when she spoke, “He hurt the Voice— that isn’t allowed. Not at all. To hurt him is to invite death.”

Doc pulled her into his arms and kissed her head. “Bury it back deep, my lovely weed. It isn’t needed right now. Don’t let the memory bring you distress.”

Harrid’s eyes had gone wide at how feral Rosa had looked when she’d spoken. He knew she was dangerous and deadly— all woodfolk were— but for a moment, he truly knew just how deadly she would be. Coughing, he looked away. “Sorry for that. I just wanted to thank you for doing what I wish I could have.”

“Like we told you the other day, it happened a few times over the six years we were gone,” Doc said, holding Rosa tightly. “Rosa has a hidden root that deals with those problems, a root that stays buried unless we need it.”

“Sorry, Voice…” Rosa sniffled. “It came back as if it’d just happened.”

“It’s okay, my love,” Doc whispered. “Are you okay now?”

“Yes, but maybe another kiss?”

Doc chuckled, then tilted her head up and kissed her softly. His love was bright in his mind, along with his worry for her. That helped her quash the memory and anger at the assassins again. She didn’t want him to worry, especially not for her.

Harrid looked away, just waiting for them. He’d caused this incident, and he wasn’t about to cause more distress to the dryad.

Doc broke the kiss a minute later. “Better?”

“Yes, Voice,” Rosa whispered, her eyes glowing brightly.

“Later,” Doc told her. “Tonight, with our wives.”

Rosa shivered, but beamed happily. “Yes, Voice.”

“Sorry, Harrid. It’s a good image. This would be fine to have at the other branches.”

“It is, but done by crafters, not dryads,” Harrid said, “along with an image of the harbor standoff. I was going to ask Rosa to craft that one for us.”

Rosa stepped up to the wall and touched it. Closing her eyes, she sank her senses into the dead wood. It took time to get the wood to accept her, but when it did, she made it change to match what was in her mind.

Doc and Harrid watched as the wood grain began to shift. Harrid had seen it on a smaller scale, but Rosa was not content with small. Doc just whistled softly, as it reminded him of something. She was shaping the wood to her desires, but it would be draining for her. Doc knew that she’d be fine later tonight, and that she was probably doing so much for that reason.

The image Sequoia had made was lifted and expanded to take up half of the wall. Rosa only had to define things a little more, so it kept the sharp detail, but larger. Then, she turned the second half of the wall into the whirlpool event in Pacifica. When she finally stepped back, hints of white touched her hair, but she was beaming proudly.

Doc pulled her into a hug as he looked at the embossed images. They were crisp, clear, and showed Doc on the side of the Anastacia while a tugboat of preachers was pulled into a whirlpool. “You never cease to amaze me, Rosa. That’s amazing.”

“Thank you, Voice,” Rosa whispered. “I might’ve gone too far…”

“Because you wanted more later. I know.”

Rosa giggled, not denying it.

Harrid shook his head, the byplay snapping him out of the awe he’d felt. “Umm… yes… shall we continue?”

“Yeah,” Doc chuckled. “I wanted to see the brewery after this, too.”


Chapter Twelve

The next morning after breakfast, Doc was in Ayla’s office. Ayla and Sophia sat at a pair of side-by-side desks with Doc across from them. Both desks had a couple of books on them, but also a lot of paperwork. It was clear that this was their workspace, and they used it regularly.

“I won’t get the minutia,” Doc was saying as he sat back in his chair. “It’ll be best to give me broad strokes. When it comes to all of this, I trust both of you to have done your best. I just need enough to be able to carry a conversation about things. If need be, I’ll fall back on my extended trip and say that I’m still catching up.”

“Very well, Doc,” Ayla smiled. “We’ll begin with the biggest part: the mines. The Pale River mines alone made you one of the wealthiest man in the world. When we add in the other mines that you set up before your trip and the ones you told us about while you were gone, well… it gets difficult to explain how absurdly wealthy you are. This is personal wealth, not the business, mind you. When we add in the business side of things, it gets pointedly lopsided. Your businesses currently contribute the lion’s share of funding to the government, which might explain why the church is having a hard time pressuring things in Congress.”

“No one wants to upset the golden goose, after all,” Sophia said.

“Now, the outlay from the businesses is extreme, as well, but even with everything going out, we’re still running high profits. Expenditures— besides the operating costs— run mostly to philanthropic endeavors and taxes. As I said before, you’re funding most of the government, but it’s the philanthropy that has made Luck and Trade household names. Every capital in the west has the best public systems imaginable. Between Nickla’s inventions and your money, it’s become a blessing to live in a city that Luck favors.”

“That’s good. Just the cities?” Doc asked.

“No. Anywhere with a rail hub has seen a slow build-up, too, and you have the rail connecting most places in the west. Small nothing stopping points have bloomed into towns. Everyone who’s had a rough life before has moved into those towns for fresh starts, and they’re blossoming into ideal places to live and raise families.”

“Sagesse judges and clerks have mostly moved to the west, taking up key positions. My extended family has quietly backed Luck, but legally, so no one can call them into question,” Sophia smiled. “Add in the federal judges who are Sagesses, and things are poised to favor us if push comes to shove.”

“Good to know…” Doc murmured.

“Every place that has a majority of faith has a branch of the templars, which is another expenditure of the business and personal family,” Ayla went on. “We know why they’re needed and have made sure they have the backing for training and equipment. Harrid’s requests have all been approved, too.”

“Oh, right, before I forget about yesterday,” Doc said. “I want to fund him replacing the statues of me at the branches and here in Furden. The one here, he was thinking of using mythrium with soul stone eyes.”

“Expensive, but we can manage it with what comes from Deep Gulch alone,” Ayla said slowly. “What statue is he going to have made?”

Doc pulled out the drawing he’d made the previous day. “Luck.”

His wives looked at the page he placed on Ayla’s desk. It showed Luck, smiling as she held one hand up. Her other hand was out, as if offering something to the person before her. The detail of the drawing was crisp and clear, showing the painted aces on her nails and the galaxies swirling in her eyes.

“Goddess…” Ayla whispered in awe.

“Doc, did she give you this?” Sophia asked in a hushed voice.

“I drew it, which reminds me… I’m going to be doing a family portrait for us if you can get me the paints for it.”

Both of them looked up in shock.

“It was a relatively cheap gift, and I wanted Luck to be immortalized, not me. It was also because I remember the talk of a family portrait before I left and still want one. The one created when I was gone is a little too stiff for me.”

“I’ll get it arranged today,” Ayla said, making a hurried note. “We could just have a photograph taken now that you’re here, too.”

“It would work if you can get a photographer in, and then I can paint it from the photo. We can have both.”

Sophia took the drawing of Luck in hand with a wistful look. “You’ve never met Wisdom, have you?”

“Only ever Luck. Sorry, dear.”

“It’s fine. My family has drawings from older times that depict Wisdom, but there’s always the question of whether they’re really Wisdom or her Voice. I just think of how fervent the support from my extended family would be if Wisdom returned.”

“With Luck, Trade, Invention, and now War here, I’m sure she’ll be along in time.”

“I’ll keep hoping for her to send another Voice, but I’ll also hope you get to meet her. This way, we can finally have a real depiction of her.”

“We’ve gotten sidetracked,” Ayla said. “Not too surprising, but let’s move back to the main topic for now.”

“Right. Sorry, Ayla.” Sophia smiled at her wife.

“Sorry,” Doc added. “Go ahead and bring us back.”

“The templars are the biggest drain of our personal wealth, but Harrid has been starting to receive donations. In a decade or two, they might be able to stabilize themselves.”

“Which will really depend on what the church and the government decide to do,” Sophia said. “If war comes and the templars have to march, then the costs will go up dramatically. We know your feelings on helping the families of those who die.”

“Especially if they die in a holy war,” Doc said.

“It’s been factored into our estimates,” Ayla said, “all the way up to the entire Order being killed. It wasn’t what I wanted to project, but I did it just to be sure it could be accounted for.”

“Thank you, Ayla.”

“Of course, husband. We’ve bought up church property they’ve left. You talked with Quartz, so you know some of it. We’ve tried to put the branch Orders near those spots to help link the two in people’s minds. Supporting Luck means more help from the Order, but for the bigger temples… well, this is a subject we wanted to talk to you about.”

“Harrid said something about me being back in time for the temple here in Furden to be rededicated, but you haven’t mentioned it yet.”

Ayla shook her head. “The churches in major cities that’ve been abandoned have been bought and are being renovated to better reflect Luck. We were considering expanding that to include the other gods. Not knowing if they would want that is what held us back.”

“If I talk to Luck again, I’ll ask her. I know David and Nickla have been reserved in stepping out for good reason, but War already had a shrine going up in the capital of Tsarrus.”

“Okay, I’ll table the expansions for now. As for the temple here, we plan on it opening in a couple of weeks. Onyx is going to move into it as a full priestess of Luck. She knows it’ll put a bigger target on her, but with the city behind her and the templars supporting her, she’s willing.”

Doc hesitated. The thought of the friendly panda bestial being hunted by inquisitors made him angry. She was a good friend, and she had a growing family. “She wants this?”

“She’s the one who brought the idea of the temple to us,” Sophia said.

Exhaling slowly as he let that thought sink in, he nodded. “Okay. I’ll support her.”

“On that note,” Ayla said, pulling another paper out of the pile in front of her, “we have fifty volunteers to man churches and temples to Luck across the west. All of them have met Harrid. They wanted to spread Luck’s name, but didn’t feel right in the Order.”

“Why?”

“They’re pacifists. While they’d help the Order, they can’t imagine having to pick up weapons,” Sophia said. “I understood their view and have met with all of them, too. If you agree, we thought having them all come to the temple opening would be best. You can bless them as clerics there, then give a speech about sending them off to spread Luck’s word.”

Doc considered it for a minute. “They know what it could mean?”

“That inquisitors might come hunting them? Yes. But they’ll all be near a branch of the Order, and that makes them far more accepting. Even then, if they are killed, each has accepted it as a sacrifice to bring greater good to the world.”

“It’s your choice, Doc,” Ayla said.

“I want to meet them first,” Doc said softly.

“I’ll arrange for them all to be here in a few days.”

“Speaking of the word of Luck,” Sophia asked, “has she given you any holy words to spread?”

Doc shook his head. “No. That’s not who she is.”

“We should try to at least outline a few things to help the people have a firmer view of how to live,” Ayla said.

“I’ll put together something,” Doc said slowly. “Sophia, you’ll have to go over it when I finish. I trust you to spot any trouble in the way it’s worded.”

“Gladly, husband,” Sophia smiled.

“One last piece of business talk. Fiala’s makeup business,” Ayla said.

“I’ve heard it’s doing well,” Doc said.

“A vast understatement,” Ayla snorted.

“We’ve fended off over ten lawsuits from companies who made the old powder, and sued another twenty who’ve tried to take what she began. Natural Beauty— what the company has been branded as— has become the way to beautify oneself in society, but also among the poor. Not just in Emerita, either. It spread to Kanata first, then jumped to the continent and spread like crazy. At the same time, Tsarrus and Qin got interested in it, probably because of you talking about Fiala. We’ve had letters from the Tsar’s wife and from the Empress of Qin.”

Doc grinned. “I’m proud of what she did and is doing.”

“She’s mostly handed off the business to managers. Now, she just works on new colors and ideas with Petal,” Ayla giggled. “She became the grandest of Dames in the west. The fact that she’s a bestial has everyone confused back east, we hear. A couple of great Ladies of society came to meet her two years ago.”

“Rosa told me,” Doc grunted. “They learned not to talk down to her.”

“Did they ever,” Ayla snickered. “I don’t think you got the tidbits that followed that. Others came and praised her, those with minor traces of heritage, but the most important Lady to visit was the daughter of Lady Fullerton.”

“Fiala’s mother worked for them,” Doc said, recalling the fact Fiala had mentioned years before.

“Yes, Annabella Fullerton was a young girl when Fiala’s mother left. She recalled the bestial who was always kind to her. When Lady Fullerton came to visit, Fiala broached the topic during their meeting.”

“It was so sweet,” Sophia murmured.

“Annabella cried, then hugged Fiala, and they spent an hour talking about her mother. The pair write to each other periodically.”

Doc’s smile was soft. “Sometimes, Luck touches our lives in ways we don’t expect. I’m glad she had that moment. Why didn’t Petal tell Rosa?”

“It likely just got missed during their talks. Not everything could be shared all the time, as it was.”

“Fair. It was still nice to be in touch as often as we were. I wouldn’t have lasted as long without it.”

“It helped all of us, too. Having Rosa bring small items with her or us having Petal bring them to you was also a boon. We were just sad that they could only bring something the size of their hands and non-living,” Sophia said.

“If I could’ve traveled like them or with them…” Doc sighed. “I did try, but I’m not ‘of Mother’ so I can’t do it, no matter if I can do a lot of magic that dryads can.”

“We can’t have everything we want in life. That’s a good lesson for everyone to know.”

“Even if we can have more than almost anyone else…” Ayla murmured.

“Was that everything?” Doc asked.

“Yes,” Sophia nodded. “It covers the broad strokes.”

“It should be enough unless you want a more detailed retelling?” Ayla asked.

Doc’s smile grew crooked. “I was thinking that we have an hour or two before the children’s lessons end. Maybe I should just lock the door behind me and give my two hard-working wives a little extra quality time.”

“Please, sir?” Ayla whispered as she bowed her head.

“We’d be very grateful, sir,” Sophia added.

The pair of sweet submissives were eager for his offer. Doc didn’t make them wait or tease them— he was on his feet in the next instant. Before he reached the door, he paused and looked over his shoulder. “Should I summon Sequoia, Ayla?”

Ayla looked up, then nodded. “If it’s okay, Doc. I enjoy embracing both sides of my desires, and she helps with that.”

“As you wish, my darling wife,” Doc smiled.


Chapter Thirteen

The next couple of days were spent at home. Doc played with the children, even sitting in on a lesson with them. He made sure to spend time with each of his wives, mostly with him just being with them all day, but also for intimate moments, too. The photographer, the same one who’d taken Doc’s picture before he’d left Furden, came out and took a family photo for them. Doc then used that to paint the larger family portrait to hang in the main hall of the manor. Life was good, and the family all soaked in the love that permeated the home.

~*~*~

“I’ll never have a bad meal here,” Doc sighed happily. “Charles and Olka are wonders.”

“They’ve kept us very well fed,” Fiala agreed.

“Doc, my mother will be leaving today,” Sonya said. “You’ll meet us at the station when it’s time, right?”

“Of course. I’ll be sad to see her and the others go, especially Posy, but they all have their own responsibilities,” Doc said.

“That’s after we go see the temple and speak to the hopefuls,” Ayla said.

“Doc also promised to do an interview with Sean Douglas of the Mountain Herald,” Sophia said. “It’s the premiere paper of the area, and owned by David.”

“It’s kind of sad the Tribune went out of business. Did the reporter get pulled into the Herald?” Doc asked.

“Gavin Welter is with them, yes. He was an easy choice with how fair he was before.”

“Glad to hear that. He was far better than the third guy… can’t recall his name.”

“Paul Laspia of Furden’s Truth,” Fiala said with displeasure. “The man was slimy and unpleasant. When the paper folded and he left, it was better for everyone.”

“Agreed,” Sonya said. “The lies he printed about Doc and Luck…” She shook her head angrily.

“Are we announcing the temple being rededicated to the papers today?” Doc asked.

“That was the biggest reason for the interview,” Ayla nodded, “but he’ll likely have plenty of other questions.”

“Newsmen always do.” Doc gave his children a smile. “I heard back from the clan; they have the first attempt at ice skates done. I’ll see about bringing them home later.”

The kids all beamed, thanking him.

“If things don’t go badly, we’ll try them out tomorrow after your lessons,” Doc told them. “Unless your teacher gives me a reason to withhold them.”

None of his children looked worried at that. They weren’t prone to misbehaving or failing their classes.

“Time to go,” Doc sighed as he stood up. “But first, kisses and hugs.”

~*~*~

He cuddled with Ayla and Sophia on the way to the temple in Furden. Rosa and Sequoia were across from them, actually in the seat for once. Sequoia was a big woman, and if she tried to kneel in between the seats, she took up a lot of space.

“I’m glad Lia’s getting time with the children,” Sophia murmured. “She looks so happy when she’s with them.”

“It’s the family she never had the chance to have before,” Ayla said. “It’ll be very emotional for her when she has her own.”

“It will be,” Doc agreed. “She’s intent on waiting for the church issue to be settled, though, so it won’t be soon.”

“Sadly,” Sophia sighed. “Didn’t Luck herself say that the world is saved?”

“If I faded away, the world would continue to survive now,” Doc agreed, “but the division of society would remain. Bestials, elves, dwarves, and their children would still face a rough life. At least in most parts of the world.”

“Our husband’s heart is as vast as the sky,” Ayla said. “Another reason we love him as we do.”

“True,” Sophia agreed.

Doc wondered briefly if he should stop. Luck wouldn’t blame him; she’d told him that herself. He could take his family and friends and retreat to an island. Mother would make sure they were safe from reprisals, but it wouldn’t make the world better. If he did it now, War’s Voice would step forward and push things by herself. David and Nickla would stay as hidden as possible and help the world grow, but society wouldn’t change quickly, or at all.

“You don’t want to,” Rosa said softly. “As much as you question yourself, Voice, you don’t really want to stop.”

Doc closed his eyes, pulling his wives a little tighter to his sides. “Yeah… but by not stopping, my life is constantly in danger, which hurts them.”

“No, Doc,” Ayla whispered, then kissed his neck. “We’re not hurt. There’s fear and doubt sometimes, but we know why.”

“All of us support your decision,” Sophia added. “You want the world to be bright and full of acceptance. None of us would ask you to not work toward that. We accept the risks of what could be because the future will be so much better with you doing what you are. Never think you have to stop for us.”

Taking a deep breath, Doc let their words sink in. His wives wouldn’t lie to him, so he had to accept what they told him. “I love you all so much.”

“And we you.”

“All the love,” Ayla agreed with Sophia.

“For all time,” Rosa added.

Sequoia nodded in agreement, even if she didn’t say anything.

~*~*~

Getting out at the temple, Doc looked over the edifice after helping his wives and the dryads out of the carriage. The exterior never held any specific ornamentation to Apoc, so they hadn’t had to change the stonework. The stained glass had been replaced, but it was currently covered so as to not give away what it was.

Climbing the low, wide stairs to the doors, Doc made a mental note to add a ramp. His Earth sensibilities demanded access to those who needed a wheelchair. The moment he thought of it, though, Sequoia split away from them to work on it. He slowed when he saw her separate from the group.

“She’s going to create the ramp you thought about,” Rosa said softly. “Sequoia is eager to assist, Doc.”

“Ahh, I see.”

“I’ll stay here with her for a minute,” Ayla said. “Go ahead, husband.”

“Thank you, dear.” Doc kissed her cheek before again heading for the double doors of the church.

The doors had been replaced. They had been white oak with the dark circle of Apoc, with images of people kneeling below the eclipse. Now, they were maple wood with inlaid cherry. The inlays were simple decorative ivy patterns that climbed the edges of the doors. It was a far cry from the previous doors, and Doc really liked them.

Entering the vestibule of the temple, Doc smiled at the candles and lanterns that illuminated the space. The walls showed depictions of all the races happily going about everyday tasks. Doc looked up to where the stained glass would be above the doors. With the light inside and what filtered through the covers outside, he grinned. The stained glass showed the world surrounded by light, almost the exact opposite of Apoc’s symbol.

Stepping into the temple proper, Doc slowed his pace, as the hopeful clerics were already there. Onyx stood at the far end on the small dais while she spoke to them. Her smile upon seeing them grew, but she didn’t stop what she was doing.

“Luck’s Voice will speak with each of you. In two weeks, the church will be opened to the public during a ceremony. It is then that Doc will bless each of you who are faithful. And, as it so happens, he has arrived. Voice, would you care to speak to them?”

Doc walked to the front with Sophia and Rosa on either side of him. He gave the people waiting smiles and nods as he passed them to join Onyx. Sophia and Rosa stepped off to the side where Wita was. Turning back to face the church, Doc paused as he looked over their faces. Hope and joy filled every face as they stared back at him. It was then that Doc realized something: out of the entire group, there were only three men.

“Thank you, Onyx,” Doc said. “I’m glad we have a mix of all races and sexes here. It shows that Luck has touched everyone. You all spoke with my wife, Sophia, and with Harrid, the Grand Master of the Order. They’ve both vouched for each of you, and I trust them with my life. It still behooves me to speak with all of you myself. You’ll become clerics of Luck in the coming weeks, then be sent off to various churches to help those who come to you. Helping others is a calling of the soul. It’s why Luck chose me to be her Voice. Each of you would’ve been taken into the Templar Order, but you’re gentle and don’t want to harm anyone. There’s no shame in that,” Doc said when he saw the embarrassment on their faces. “My dear wife,” he motioned to Sophia, “is also someone who shies away from violence. Knowing yourself is a blessing. Never apologize for who you are.”

The crowd bowed their heads, glad that Doc understood their stance.

“I thank all of you for being willing to raise your voices to Luck. We all know that the Church of Apoc will be unhappy with you, that they might even try to attack you. If you’re willing to walk the hard path of being the calm, peaceful speaker for Luck, even with the threat to your health, then I will bless you to do so. Your churches will have templars nearby, and they will watch over you, but you have to accept that you might come to harm, even death. Luck is our goddess, but she is not infallible. If the gods were, Apoc would never have grown like they have. If you’re still willing to walk this path, then come speak with me. I’ll be in the office over there. Sophia or Ayla will usher you in one at a time. While you wait, Onyx will continue to speak with you.” Doc bowed slightly to them. “May Luck bless you, even if you turn away from this path today. There’s no shame in that.” Standing back up, he gave them a kindly smile. “Talk with you soon.”


Chapter Fourteen

Doc welcomed Sean Douglas to the temple. “It’s been a while. How’s the news business?”

“Good,” Sean replied. “Been busy at times, but we have our lulls, too. Thank you for taking the time for an interview, Mr. Holyday.”

“Call me Doc. Please, have a seat.”

Sean did as requested, but his eyes went to the others in the room. “I’ve met your wives and Mrs. Coalton before, along with the dryad Sequoia. I remember the other dryad with you, but I don’t think I was ever told her name.”

“Rosa, short for Ponderosa,” Doc answered fondly.

“That explains the pattern on her skin. Very distinctive.”

“She is that,” Doc chuckled. “Did you want to start with questions?”

“That will work,” Sean said, pulling out his notebook and pencil. “I had a few ready. Let’s start easy… Your mining businesses are the most extensive and profitable in the world. You started with a smaller one here in Coalrud, down near Deep Gulch. Was this what got you committed to mining?”

“No. Mining’s just a means to an end,” Doc smiled. “I was lucky to figure that out. It allowed me to help a dear friend save her home.”

Sean made some notes. “Rumor has it that most of the early money from that mine went into buying up property in Deep Gulch. Your portfolio of owned land is even extensive than your mining claims. You own personal and business property in every western state, don’t you?”

“Homes and businesses,” Doc nodded.

“Many of our readers will wonder what you do with all the wealth you have. Our inquiries have shown us that you’re currently paying more tax than the next three businesses combined to the government.”

“Six companies,” Ayla smiled. “Just so the facts are straight.”

Sean made a note. “I’ll make sure it’s correct when we go to press.”

“I employ many people from my personal wealth. All of the personal properties you mention have people to care for them. Then, there’s the philanthropy that I dabble in, such as setting up Aurora.”

“‘Dabble in’?” Sean chuckled as he wrote it down. “Our best estimates put you outlaying at least a quarter of your monthly income to charitable endeavors.”

“Twenty-eight percent,” Ayla added, getting Sean to make another note.

“That’s staggering, considering what the estimated monthly income from your businesses is,” Sean went on. “Why the generosity?”

Doc smiled softly at what he saw as a softball question. “Why? Why help our fellow man? I think it’s odd you even have to ask. It’s been my goal since coming into wealth to help others out of poverty, out of bad breaks, and terrible pasts. It’s what my goddess, Lady Luck, believes in, so it’s also what I believe in.”

“You’re fine with just giving away money to the poor?” Sean asked, scribbling notes as quickly as he could.

“Giving away? It’s not exactly given away,” Doc said. “I give opportunities and help, but I don’t give money. Just handing people money doesn’t help as much as some would think. Hand someone a stack of money, and most will spend it, but their situation doesn’t really improve. Give someone the chance to have warmth, food, and the opportunity to find their feet, and it’s possible that they can start moving down a better path in life. Ayla?”

“Most of our charity is toward housing, food banks, and education with job opportunities afterward,” Ayla said. “As my husband once told me, ‘a hand up is preferable to a hand out.’ That’s what we strive to do: help people up, then give them the chance to move forward. Sometimes, they fall and need help again, but as long as they’re putting in effort, we’ll help.”

Sean paused, making sure he got the quote right before he asked his next question, “You’re committed to helping people no matter their heritage, correct?”

“I never agreed with the Church of Apoc’s stance on people other than human,” Doc said. “Luck doesn’t believe any race is better than any other. We all live in the same world, we all breathe the same air. The biggest difference is our opportunities to advance. For the longest time now, the Church of Apoc has held that only humans are fit to lead and that the other races are inferior. That’s odd, as there are whole other nations of those races that are just as advanced as Emerita.”

“A good jump-off point,” Sean said. “You were out of the country for years. Rumor says you were in Tsarrus and Qin. Any truth in those rumors?”

“I visited both. I visited friends and met with the rulers of both countries. I was even offered citizenship in both and asked to stay so they might learn more about Luck. Emerita has been my home since my first breath on this world; I’ve done a lot to try to improve the life of my fellow Emeritans, and will continue to do so.”

“Your wealthiest mining operation is Kanata. How’s the government there been?” Sean asked.

Sophia cleared her throat. “The Kanatian government has been understanding and happy to work with us. The fact that they get their taxes from the business might have something to do with that. The native tribes have been working hand in hand with us to minimize the impact to their native lands, too. We respect Mother and her bounty and don’t want to harm her.”

“Speaking of Mother,” Sean asked after a moment, “can we touch upon the Legend of Pacifica?”

“Legend?” Doc asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Oh, yes. It was news across the country a couple of years back. It took some time to travel, but once it did… it was a major topic, but the accounts differed wildly. I thought if we asked you, we might get the truth.”

“I don’t mind giving you the truth, but the Church of Apoc will dispute it. As is doubtlessly talked about by now, I’m Luck’s Voice. She tasked me with bringing the light back to the world. You see, when all the Voices were killed off, Mother’s brightness dimmed as people turned away from the original gods. Luck took a gamble to save this world from fading into the Darkness. I found that the best way to spread Luck’s name and bring the light back was by helping the downtrodden.” Doc exhaled. “But helping is what brought me to the church’s attention. I’m a heretic to them because I worship Luck, not Apoc. Instead of having a discussion about different theological points of view, they sent inquisitors to kill me.”

Sean was writing as quickly as he could, but he was falling behind. When Doc paused, he was grateful, as it gave him a chance to catch up.

“They caught up to me in Pacifica, in the town of Townsend. My wives and I were there, waiting to leave for Alyseka. The ship was anchored off the dock while we waited for a riverboat to arrive; it was needed for our trip into Kanata. That was when the inquisitors arrived with a mob on the docks. They’d expected us to be on land, so they had to board a tugboat to come out to us. This is probably where the accounts really start to diverge.”

“It is,” Sean nodded, catching up again.

“The inquisitors shouted at the captain to hand me over. I was a heretic and doomed to death. Being an honorable man who’d taken payment already, he hesitated to do anything. He would either break faith with the church or with his own honor. Before he had to decide, I borrowed his bullhorn to speak to the inquisitor. They threatened me and my wives while I warned them that Mother herself, the very planet, would protect me. The leader of their group used one of their unholy relics to try to strike me down. It was the first and last attack he made.”

“The inquisitor attacked you?”

“Yes, with one of their rods of Darkness. Don’t know if you’ve seen one before.”

“No.”

“It’s entropy given form. It’ll break the bonds of the body, killing a person. It hit the sail instead of me, and a portion of it vanished into dust.”

Sean scribbled as quickly as he could.

“With his attack, he angered Mother. She swallowed the tugboat under the water with a whirlpool. From what I know, none of the inquisitors or the armed men on the boat made it out of her embrace. Mother rarely acts like she did then, as she’s prone to benevolence. However, I’m her chance of survival, her chance to beat the Darkness of the void and let the light grow. She did what she had to for survival— she defended me.”

“So any attack on you will be met by death by Mother?” Sean asked.

“No. Mother is safe now. Even if I die today, Mother will no longer fall to the Darkness. That’s why I went on my trip, to give her time to be stable and safe. If the church kills me now, it won’t matter to the survival of the world. Even with that known though, they won’t stop. They can’t. I’m everything they aren’t. Where they want to divide and crush others, I want to unite and build people up. Strife and harm are what the church preaches, while Luck’s only concerns have been care and acceptance. Now, I’ll continue to defend myself, but if they do manage to strike me down, it won’t gain them anything but a martyr.”

“I had one other question,” Sean said when he finally paused, shaking his hand out. “Have you heard of the ‘Lost Legion?’”

“No,” Doc said, not bothering to hide his confusion.

“The same time you were going to Kanata, the church dispatched a full order of templars into the same region. Their last sighting was in the last town before they left the beaten trail to head into the wilds. Nothing of theirs has turned up, even with searches to find evidence of them.”

“The church sent a full order of templars into the wilds of Kanata in the dead of winter?” Doc asked with a raised eyebrow.

“They left the last town in April.”

“Hmm… I feel bad for their families. Not having closure can haunt a person. I’d pray for them, but no templar of Apoc would want that of me, and I respect their wishes enough to not push my beliefs on them.”

“Yet you’re about to open a church to Luck, aren’t you?”

“I have other places of worship, but this will be the first temple to Luck,” Doc smiled. “There’ll be a ceremony at the end of the month. After the ceremony, there will be other churches and temples that open, as well. All across the west, Luck’s faith will be open to any who want to hear. It’ll be up to each person to decide if they come listen or not. There won’t be anyone handing out pamphlets or deriding people for not attending; that’s not Luck’s way. If anyone does that, they aren’t a cleric or shaman of Luck.” Doc chuckled. “I’m sure that those who oppose Luck will try to use falsehoods and sympathizers to tarnish Luck. The truth is that the clerics and shamans will only speak of her in the churches or if asked. They’ll never push Luck’s faith on anyone.”

Sean finished with his notes. “Doc, I want to thank you for this interview. I’ll have it published in two days. I was going to ask if we could get a picture of you up on the dais.”

“Sure. Your cameraman’s here?”

“He’s been sitting in the pews,” Sean said.

“After you,” Doc said, standing up.


Chapter Fifteen

Leaving the temple behind, Doc was pensive. He wasn’t sure that his interview had been a good idea. Regrets of calling the church out flitted about in his head. The church would have to respond. With the story of Pacifica being talked about again and Doc in public view, it would undermine them even more than they had been.

“It’ll be fine, Voice,” Rosa murmured. “We will protect you.”

“What’s wrong?” Ayla asked.

“I’m having second thoughts about the interview,” Doc answered. “I hadn’t meant to be as vocally aggressive toward the church. It just paints a bigger target on me, and honestly, on the soon-to-be clerics.”

“But it’ll also really highlight some of those points you made about acceptance,” Sophia said. “The papers and telegraphs will spread that farther and faster than the church can.”

“Further dividing Emerita.”

“Perhaps, but you can’t stop them from what they do, Doc,” Ayla said softly, holding him. “Choices are always made by the individual. The status quo is being called into question, and that means change is coming. Change always comes at a cost. The church has to decide what that cost will be. They could just sit back and do nothing, letting the populace decide who’s right.”

“They won’t. No one in power wants to give their power away,” Doc sighed. “My interview does just that. It questions their supposed power, pointing out they aren’t all-powerful. They have to respond if they want to hold that power. The only question is how much will they push…?

“I think it’ll come to war,” Sophia murmured. “History suggests that it will. Did you mention that it was useless to kill you to try and dissuade them from that?”

“Not intentionally; it was just the truth. If they could kill me and keep me dead, I’d become the martyr they’d lose to. It would be the flashpoint to a holy war that’d encompass the world. Apoc can’t win that, not now. I have to wonder if the Pontiffica knows that yet or not?”

“Would he?” Ayla asked.

“The Darkness is sentient. I know because it’s tried to get me to join it before. It had me thinking over the last few years, what if it’d succeeded? …Sophia, who is the Pontiffica?”

“The history of his rise is cloudy,” Sophia said tightly. “Many books were confiscated or burned during his early years. It was postulated that that was to shroud who he was. We only know him as Pontiffica Tiberius Apocson. He’s human, but has repeatedly claimed that the will of Apoc keeps him alive to make sure the world follows Apoc’s word.”

“Ruling the world from Rome,” Doc snorted.

“Rome?” Ayla asked.

“No, Doc,” Rosa said. “He doesn’t reside there. He resides in Khazary in the city of Tiberia, which borders Europa and Asiya. It’s a dark spot that Mother can’t touch.”

“His only home for fifteen hundred years,” Sophia said.

“‘Istanbul was Constantinople…’” Doc mused, a smile on his lips as the song ran through his head.

“What an odd song…” Sequoia murmured.

“But catchy,” Rosa smiled. “That’s the right place. There was a map in his mind for a moment.”

“It had a storied past on Earth, too,” Doc said, becoming sober again. “I thought for sure he’d be somewhere else.”

“Roma, the capital of Italus,” Rosa said, watching his mind.

“Not much difference there. Rome in Italy; it was where a religious leader ruled on Earth. They’re different religions, but some of the names and history just felt so similar. But Apoc’s church isn’t Christianity or Catholicism, so I shouldn’t be surprised, either.” Doc shook his head. “On the other hand, if that’s where the Pontiffica is, then he’s far closer to Qin and Tsarrus than I thought. Zoya will have a far easier time causing trouble for him… though I have to worry about what Apoc might’ve gifted him. Hopefully, she thinks of that, too.”

“I’ll make sure your worries are passed along,” Sequoia said. “It should caution her against rash acts.”

“I hope so…” Doc murmured.

The slowing of the carriage alerted them that they’d reached their destination. It didn’t take them long to file into the shop. A dwarf stood there, beaming at them. Doc greeted the owner, Will Ironfoot, before shaking his hand.

“The pleasure is mine, sir,” Will grinned. “I hope these are what you wanted.”

Doc took the offered ice skate. He examined the closure system, along with the sizing slide on it. Nodding, he set it down. “You have all of them?”

“Yes, sir. I pulled in everyone to get them done quickly for you, and each was double-checked by me. Umm… is it okay to sell them to others?”

“We’ll bring a contract over in a couple of days,” Ayla told Will.

“Your shop will produce them as part of Luck’s Holdings. This way, our lawyers can shut down any cheap knockoffs. It’ll be Ironfoot skates or nothing,” Sophia added.

“Thank you!” Will’s smile grew wider.

“Thank you,” Doc said, shaking the man’s hand before carting the box out to the carriage.

A minute later, they were on their way to the train depot. “Doc, do you plan to skate tomorrow?” Ayla asked.

“After their lessons,” Doc nodded.

“Can you teach us, first, so we can help them learn, too?”

“Please?” Sophia asked. “I saw the pair you had made for me.”

“Anything for my wives,” Doc murmured, then kissed each of them.

~*~*~

Arriving at the station, Doc led his party up to the VIP lounge. The group he was looking for was chatting while drinking tea together. Fiala and Sonya were laughing at something Greta was saying while Posy, Ambrose, and Daf were shaking their heads. Doc caught just the tail-end of it.

“He’ll never live it down!” Greta grinned. “Oh! Hello, Doc.”

When all the women looked his way, he slowed his pace. “I really hope that story wasn’t about me.”

“No. Otto,” Greta smiled.

“Thank Luck for that,” Doc smiled back. “I’m glad we made it before the scheduled departure time.”

“It’s a good thing you did,” Daf said softly.

“Something wrong, Daf?” Doc asked as he took a seat with Fiala and Sonya.

Ayla and Sophia took the last remaining seats nearby while the dryads knelt at their feet. That made them really stand out, as there were now three dryads with the party. The five others in the lounge kept looking over in curiosity.

“Wrong, not as such… but…” Daf trailed off with a sigh.

“He won’t say no,” Fiala smiled.

“Not at all,” Sonya snickered.

“Umm… about what?” Doc asked slowly, unsure of what he was going to agree to. He knew of a few things that Daf could theoretically ask that he wouldn’t be willing to agree to.

“Momma?” Posy asked with wide eyes.

Sighing heavily, Daf squared her shoulders, then met Doc’s eyes. “Might you help me find a home here so Posy and I can stay closer to your family?”

The two seconds of silence seemed to stretch forever for Posy, who was watching Doc with hopeful eyes. Smirks and smiles dotted every other face besides Posy’s and Daf’s, as it was obvious what his answer would be.

“Ayla?” Doc asked with a smile.

“We have a small house in Aurora they could move into for now. If you want, we can add a small cottage onto the manor grounds, too,” Ayla grinned.

“How does that sound to you, Daf?” Doc asked.

“Yes!” Posy shouted, jumping up to slam into Doc’s seated form. “Thank you!”

Daf sighed. “We accept. As you can tell, Posy wants to stay closer.”

Ambrose giggled, earning a glance from Daf, but not saying anything. Rosa and Sequoia joined in, and Daf blushed slightly when they did.

“You can come over and cook as often as you want,” Fiala said with a smile at Daf. “Charles will like it if you do.”

“I told her that, too,” Posy said happily.

Doc gently pushed Posy back. “You know the risks of being closer to me, right, Posy?”

“Yeah, but Melvin and Masha will be with me all the time, like Ambrose,” Posy said. “I want to be near my family more. All of my brothers and sisters will be better off having me close.”

“What about the others?” Doc asked softly.

“I’ll keep an eye on them, and I’ll help,” Greta said, “just as I will take over for what Posy was doing in Deep Gulch. It’ll be officially handed off when we get back.”

“I’ll make sure the town knows. Then, once me and Momma are packed, we’ll come back!” Posy beamed.

“Okay,” Doc said, gently touching her head. “My life will be brighter with my adopted daughter close by.”

A whistle went through the room before a voice came over speakers that Doc didn’t know about. The group was informed that the Deep Gulch train was now boarding. They got up and headed down to the platform to say their goodbyes.

Because Posy would be coming back soon, Doc found it far easier to say goodbye this time than all the previous times. Only Greta wasn’t going to come back soon, but even her goodbye with Sonya was calm. It was easy for them to see each other with the train running between the town and the city. Greta promised to visit again before another year passed, and to bring her husband and son next time.

In short order, their friends were on their way, and Doc was heading home with his family. Both carriages were in use, as their group was too large for one with the dryads included. Ayla and Sophia took the dryads in one while Doc rode with Fiala and Sonya in the other.

“We knew you’d say yes,” Fiala giggled. “She was so cute when she asked. Even as she’s getting closer to her majority, she’s still the sweet little girl she’s always been.”

“Agreed,” Sonya smiled. “Daf wanted to ask herself, but didn’t want to impose. I believe before another year passes, she and Charles will admit that their relationship is more than friendship.”

“It’ll be good for her,” Doc said softly. “And for Posy.”

“Posy will only ever have one father, and that’ll be you,” Fiala said gently. “Even if Charles and Daf marry, she’ll love him for giving her mother happiness, but he’ll be Charles, not ‘Father’ or ‘Poppa.’”

Doc shook his head, but he didn’t refute her. His near-adopted daughter was his first child, just as Suzanna was his first legitimate child. Posy would always hold a special place in his heart, and he was okay with that. If his children had been jealous of her instead of loving her as a big sister, it might’ve been different, but they did love her. The days they’d spent together had shown that all of his children loved Posy as family, and wanted her around.

“Things will be coming to a head once the article gets published and the temple opens,” Doc said after a moment. “I hoped for so long to see peaceful changes, but I worry it won’t stay peaceful.”

“We’ll be here with you, no matter what,” Fiala said.

“And we won’t let you go without us again, either,” Sonya said firmly. “We’ll face everything together.”

Doc exhaled slowly, then pulled them tighter to his sides. That made him worry for them and the rest of his family, but he didn’t want to be separated again, either.


Chapter Sixteen

Breakfast was lively, as the children were eager to try skating. They had to have their lessons first, but come that afternoon, Doc promised to teach them to skate. Doc planned on helping his wives learn first so they could assist with the children. When breakfast ended, Doc walked the kids to the small schoolroom built onto the servants’ quarters. It wasn’t just his children, but the staff’s children who had lessons, too. After hugging them goodbye, he made his way to the frozen pond.

“So, the first thing we need to do is get the skates on,” Doc said. “Maybe having a bench here would help.”

Rosa knelt, and a minute later, a wooden bench rose from the ground. It was large enough for three people to sit on comfortably, and had a back so no one would fall off. Petal and Sequoia did the same when she’d finished, giving plenty of space for everyone to attach skates to their shoes. As his wives sat to get their skates strapped on— or in Sophia’s case, over her talons— he realized that he didn’t have enough for the dryads.

Rosa giggled. “We’ll be fine, Doc. We can do limited shaping of our bodies. Adding edges to the bottom of our feet will not be difficult.”

“Right… You haven’t used the horns in some time.”

“You haven’t wanted them,” Rosa murmured. “I will gladly bring them out if you want them.”

“Not right now,” Doc laughed as he took a seat to strap his own skates on. “Maybe later tonight.”

Three sets of glowing eyes lit up the area, earning laughter from all of his wives.

“Doc, can you help me, please?” Sophia asked. “I can easily see how theirs go on, but not mine.”

Doc stopped getting his skates on to go help her. Kneeling in front of her, he took one of her clawed feet in hand, resting it on his knee to pick up one of the skates made specifically for her. Looking over the device, he got it fitted to the bottom of her foot. Her talons lightly curled around the base, but above the blades. Strapping the first one in place, he held her foot in his hand to show her.

“I see. I didn’t think of having my feet curled like that. Thank you.”

He set her foot down, then stood up and collected a kiss. “Always glad to help, my love.”

Sophia smiled brightly as she started to get her second skate on. When she caught Ayla smirking her way, she blushed. She hadn’t really needed Doc’s help, but she’d asked just to be pampered a little. When she looked toward their other wives, they were also smirking at her, deepening her blush.

While Doc was oblivious to the real reason she’d asked, he was smiling, happy to have helped. As he’d been delayed, he was the last one with his skates on. “Okay, this’ll be easier with a bar to help get to the ice.”

All three dryads were still kneeling, so they crafted what he saw in his mind.

“Thank you,” Doc chuckled. “Skating’s all about balance, but to get to the ice, use the bar.” He put action to words, using the newly-made railing to get from the bench to the ice. “We’ll stay next to the edge, holding the bar to start.”

Once he was on the ice, he paused while his wives made their way down to line up with him. The dryads glided smoothly out onto the ice, acting as though they’d been skating since they’d first opened their eyes. That got Doc to chuckle, but he ignored them for now.

“Having a little bend in your knees will help with your balance. You can use your arms to help, as well, but don’t panic.” He let go of the bar and showed them. “When you go to move, I’ll be by each of you one at a time. First, find your balance, and then we’ll try movement.”

“We can assist,” Rosa said, “or you can let Doc teach you.”

“Rosa, assist me,” Lia smirked. “I believe our wives want our husband’s gentle hands to guide them.”

Rosa glided over to Lia. “Gladly.”

It took time, but Doc got each of them skating slowly, but surely. None of them were terrible; just a little unsure to start with. Sonya was having the easiest time with her more compact stature. The pond was barely large enough for all of them to try skating, and Doc was worried about when the kids would arrive.

“Would you like us to make the pond larger, Voice?” Petal offered.

“Can you? Without degrading the ice?”

“It’ll just take more from us,” Sequoia smiled brightly.

“Which means we’ll need your help later, Voice,” Rosa giggled.

“It would be good for the children,” Fiala said. “Not any deeper, mind you, but wider and longer is a good idea.”

“Agreed. We want more room for all of us to enjoy this,” Ayla nodded.

“When they get older, we can deepen the pond in spots for summer swimming,” Lia said. “But for the winter, it’s best to make sure it’s frozen as thick as possible.”

“The ice is getting pretty ragged as it is,” Sophia said, looking at where they’d gone back and forth over it.

“We can easily smooth that,” Sequoia smiled. “Please step off the ice for a few minutes.”

“Excuse me?” Olka called out from near the benches. “I brought out some coffee to warm you all up.”

“It’s a good time for a break,” Doc said.

They left the ice to the dryads, taking seats as Olka served them, but she kept glancing at the skates and the ice.

“I’ll see about getting some more skates after my wives get the contracts signed,” Doc chuckled. “After that, any of us,” he motioned to his wives and the dryads, “can teach anyone who wants to learn.”

“Oh! Thank you, sir,” Olka said bashfully. “I’d like to try it, at least. It looked very elegant.”

“It can be,” Doc said. “There were sports that used ice skating. One was based on dancing and being scored on the tricks someone could pull off.”

“Tricks?” Lia asked.

“I can’t do them,” Doc chuckled. “I’m good at normal skating, but not that. Our lovely dryads might be able to recreate it once they finish.”

“We will,” Rosa said, pausing to look at Doc.

It took them a half-hour to finish the expansion of the pond, getting Doc’s interest as he followed what they were doing. Bringing water from the river to the pond was the hardest part, as the incoming and outgoing channels they had were frozen. That meant widening them a little to let fresh water in, then solidifying it again. Olka was collecting their coffee cups when the dryads stood up. Their hair was lighter, but not showing white when they faced the family.

“This is what Doc was imagining,” Rosa said.

“Figure skating,” Doc said, remembering the name.

All three dryads began a dance around each other. When Rosa launched into the first axle, the wives all gasped. Each of the dryads copied the moves they saw in Doc’s head, from the spins to the jumps. When Sequoia skated with Petal, she picked up and tossed the smaller dryad into a spin.

“Goodness, that was amazing!” Ayla said when the dryads stopped.

“Yes, it was,” Sophia was quick to agree.

“Normally, it’s set to music,” Doc said, “then choreographed so the jumps and spins tie into it. But that’s all way more advanced than most skaters will ever manage.”

“It was beautiful,” Olka said. She bowed, holding the tray of empty cups even as she did. “Thank you for letting me see it. I’ll go start getting more coffee and chocolate ready for the family.”

Doc grinned when he heard the kids heading their way. “Thank you. It seems our children are here to learn to skate.”

The kids came into view, walking quickly, but not running. Behind them, the other children were with them, eager to see what had the Holydays all excited.

Doc leaned over toward Ayla, “Have them expedite another set of what they already gave us.”

“We will,” Ayla nodded.

Doc got to his feet, holding the rail as he did. “Okay, we don’t have enough skates for everyone, but as you can see, the pond’s been expanded. In the future, we’ll have enough skates for everyone. The first rule is that no one can skate without an adult— which includes the dryads— present. This is just in case anyone gets injured. It’s easy to hurt yourself on the ice between the falls and the sharp skates. Is that understood?”

His children chorused with a “Yes, Poppa,” while the other children had gone with “Yes, Mr. Holyday.”

Doc grinned when he saw some of the adult staff coming closer to see what was going on. “You’re adults and can risk it if you want, but I’d still suggest making sure someone who can heal was here. Now, children,” Doc turned to his family, as each had gone to their mother, “your mothers will help get your skates on. Then, we’ll teach you the same way I taught them. You might slip and fall, but that’s okay. I did a lot when I was learning.”

“Will our mommas be teaching us, or will you, Poppa?” Suzanna asked.

“Mostly them, but I’ll be going to each of you,” Doc said softly. “Our precious trees will be assisting, too.”

The children nodded as they took seats to get their skates on.

Doc looked at the growing crowd. “Come on over and have a seat once they open up. Just no laughing. If you do, you’ll be getting it back ten-fold when you go to learn. Learning to balance on thin blades of metal isn’t easy.” Doc walked onto the ice, then slowly began a loop of the new pond. “But once you learn, it’s easy to keep doing.”

~*~*~

Doc was smiling as he climbed into bed with his wives. It had been a wonderful day. There’d been no big accidents or injuries. His children were exuberant while learning, and that carried on into dinner and the gaming they did afterward. He was sure there’d be a lot of ice skating in the next few days— he knew that a new toy was always played with the most.

“That was fun,” Ayla said.

“The children loved it,” Sonya smiled.

“We’ll be asked to let them skate often now,” Fiala chuckled.

“A burden we’ll happily endure,” Lia murmured. “A happy family… I’ve missed it for so long…” She sniffled, her eyes growing wet.

Everyone turned to touch and hold her.

“And we’ll have more family in the future,” Sophia said gently. “We understand why you want to wait.”

Lia exhaled slowly, regaining her center. “Thank you. Thank you for being strong enough to have our children. I know being without Doc was difficult, but you managed it. When I eventually have a child, I hope you’ll all help me learn about being a mother.”

“Always, Lia,” Fiala said, hugging the elf.

“Whether that’s tomorrow or a hundred years from now, we’ll gladly help,” Sonya said.

“As we know you’ll help us with our children, too,” Sophia said.

Lia exhaled slowly. “I want to have a child, but I want to be there to help protect our husband, too.”

“I’m as protected as I can be,” Doc said softly, sliding over to sit near Lia’s feet, rubbing her leg. “The choice is yours, my love. It always will be.”

“Not yet,” Lia whispered, then took a shuddering breath. “I wouldn’t survive if you died and I wasn’t there to help.”

“Then we’ll wait,” Doc said gently.

Looking at Doc, Lia took a slow breath. “Thank you, husband. Will you please show me your love tonight?”

“All of us will,” Ayla said. “Will you allow us to shower you in our love?”

Lia nodded. “I’ll give myself to my family.” The glowing eyes from the side of the bed got her to look at the three dryads. “And our lovers will collect what they need from us to replenish themselves.”

“Thank you, mistress,” Rosa murmured.

Doc shifted so he was leaning over Lia. Eyes fixed on each other, he spoke softly, “My darling wife, thank you for every day you’re with us. All of us love you, and will always love you. Relax and let us bring you to the heights of pleasure.”

Lia smiled, then closed her eyes as Doc leaned down to kiss her.


Chapter Seventeen

What felt like comfortable, lazy, happy times seemed to slip away for Doc. Spending two weeks with his family gave him a taste of what he hoped for in the future— not just for him, but for everyone. The previous day, Posy and Daf had moved into their temporary home in Aurora, Onyx’s old house. Onyx had moved into the temple, taking up the living space that was attached to it.

Heather worked with Dodd to arrange a concert, making the opening night the same day as the temple opening. She had at least one new song she wanted to debut. Doc promised that his family would attend, but that would be later that evening. Doc had plenty of other things to take care of first.

Breakfast was full of excitement for the children, as they wouldn’t have lessons. They’d be going into town for the grand reveal of Luck’s temple. Doc was surprised when he found out that his family had three carriages now. The Driver brothers and Clyde were their drivers, but they had templars to ride shotgun with them. Harrid explained why during Doc’s trip to the training grounds, and he hadn’t refuted the logic. Harrid’s own family had two templars acting as driver and defender for their own carriage, just reinforcing that point.

On the way into Furden, Doc picked up Posy and Daf to ride in his carriage. That meant his was almost completely full, while the two with most of his wives had them, their children, and the dryads. It was nearing midday when the carriage rolled up to the back of the temple grounds. Helping his family out of the vehicles, Doc smiled at the sound of a band from the front of the temple. His wives and Onyx had arranged for the whole ceremony; all he needed to do was give a speech. Some of his time the last couple of weeks had been spent making sure that he was ready for that.

“Holydays, Loperts, and Hopners, welcome to the temple,” Onyx beamed as she greeted everyone. “Things are ready for the announcement.”

“How is the place?” Doc asked, giving his friend a quick hug.

“Wonderful, but I had a lot of input into the home quarters,” Onyx chuckled. “The bells should start sounding soon, and we want you to give your speech right after that.”

The trip through the rear of the temple took them past the living area and offices, then into the nave. The pews were empty right now, but fourteen people were waiting for them in the vestibule. Twelve of them were templars in full regalia, like the ones who’d acted as carriage guards. With them were Riker and Wita, smiling happily when the others joined them.

“A far bigger group than I thought,” Doc said. “Is there an order we’re coming out in?”

“Yes,” Onyx said. “You’ll lead. Behind you will be your high priestess— Posy— and me. Then, Harrid will be with the templars to show the Order backing the temple. Finally, the families will come out to stand behind us all.”

“You give your speech, then Harrid’s, and then mine?” Doc asked to make sure he understood the order.

“Correct. After the speeches, the crowd will be invited into the church to hear about Luck.”

“I hope I don’t make a mistake during mine…” Harrid mumbled. “Still not used to speaking to large crowds.”

“It’s definitely a fear for some people,” Doc said. “I’m not at my best with them, either. It’s easiest for me to look just over everyone’s heads and try not to think about how many people are listening.”

“I’ve gotten used to it,” Onyx grinned. “I’ve spoken for almost every event in Aurora.”

“While I just give welcoming and parting speeches for the templars,” Harrid exhaled.

“I had more than a few during my trip, but the butterflies still fly in my gut when I do,” Doc said.

Before anyone else could chime in, the bells of the city rang the noon hour. Everyone got ready, and as the last bell was struck, the templars opened the doors. Doc strode out with a smile on his lips, waving to the crowd, trying not to react to how large the crowd was. A podium was set at the top of the stairs for the speeches; the newsmen were in the first row with cameramen beside them. The entire front of the temple ground was full of people of all races and social strata. Doc gave his friends who were near the front a small nod, glad that they were there.

Taking a spot to the left of the podium, Doc waited. His eyes roved over the crowd, which was far too big to fit into the temple. The templars would need to slowly let people in and out with as busy as it was. Harrid and Onyx took their places at the podium, but they waited while everyone got into place behind them. Once they were ready, Onyx held up a hand to get the crowd to settle so she could speak. It took a minute, but the crowd eventually quieted down.

“I wasn’t prepared for so robust a turnout,” Onyx beamed, her voice easily carrying to the crowd with the use of a gift she’d taken. “It makes my heart light to see so many here for the first temple of Luck to open. For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Onyx Coalton, a faith healer of Luck, and now, high cleric of this temple. My home is here at the temple, and I will still gladly tend to any injuries you have. However, my main mission will be spreading the word of Luck to those who come to hear of her. Before we unveil the glass or open the doors to the public, two others are going to speak. I give you Grand Master Harrid Lopert, the head of Luck’s Bastion, the only templar Order of Luck.”

Harrid took the spot that Onyx had vacated for him. He kept his voice level— one of his bonuses as Grand Templar was being able to speak to crowds without having to raise his voice. “Some of you know of Luck’s Bastion; we are an Order focused on helping communities. Unlike the templars of Apoc, who are geared toward war, we build and assist those who ask. Communities across Western Emerita have branches of our Order, and there’s one here. The templars at the temple will take any requests for aid you have. Like Luck, we believe in raising people up. It doesn’t matter who you are or who your parents are or were. We’ll help anyone who comes to us in good faith. If you’re interested in joining the Order, speak to the templars. We welcome any who haven’t been touched by the Darkness that has plagued our world.” Harrid paused, then grinned. “I step aside now for the last person to speak today: the founder of the Order, Luck’s Voice, Doc Holyday.”

Doc patted Harrid’s shoulder as he traded places with him. Looking out over the crowd, he wore a smile. It wasn’t the largest crowd he’d spoken to; that was a close one between the capital in Tsarrus and the capital of Qin. Doc stood there for a few seconds just slowly scanning the crowd. He found that every person his eyes even briefly traversed over seemed to think he’d looked at them specifically.

“Ladies, gentlemen, and children, it’s a pleasure to stand here today. Look around you. Beside you are people from every walk of life and every race. Diversity like this is what Luck wants to see. No anger, hate, or fear between you, just hope for the future.” Doc paused for a moment, again scanning the crowd. “Most of you have likely heard of me and the companies I own, if you didn’t know me before that. Some of you might think that it’s easy to speak of togetherness when you have everything, but this wasn’t always my life. When Luck found me, I was destitute. I didn’t have a penny to my name, and was walking in the night between towns. But she came to me and offered me a chance. I was given a choice to walk on alone, or to become her Voice. I didn’t just jump to her offer, though. We talked for a good bit, letting me get to know who she is. It was only after our talk that I agreed to become her Voice.”

The crowd was silent while they listened, hanging on his every word.

“A life of no family, no love, and constant pain had been all I’d ever known. Even with her warning of the pain and hardship that would come, I promised her that I’d walk the road of being her Voice. From that day on, Luck has been my constant companion, and she was right: pain and hardships did come and continue to happen. But to live is to keep pushing through all of that. I’ve been stabbed, shot, and hounded by those who call me a heretic. None of that stops me. Luck has shown me, that by my actions, I can make the world a better place. Just look around you right now. See who’s beside you here today. Would you have been happily mixing with those around you ten years ago?”

The crowd did look at their neighbors, thoughtful expressions coming to many as they did.

“Even with my goddess being Luck, my life isn’t always blessed. For years, I had to leave my family behind because zealots hunted me. Multiple times has my life been a razor’s edge away from ending, all because they’d rather see all of you at each other’s throats than working together. There’s no greater threat to their control than all of you thinking for yourselves. I’m not telling you to follow me; I’m only asking you to think for yourselves. Look at what’s said by those in power, then consider if they really want to help you, or if you’re just a pawn to them.”

More of the crowd looked thoughtful, but they were still quiet.

“We are here today to open the first temple of Luck. She doesn’t need a temple or a church to listen to you, yet the laws are clear that there must be a church if we want to speak about Luck. To adhere to the laws, we open this edifice today. Formerly a church to Apoc, it has undergone renovations to bring it back to the light. Luck only wishes for the world, Mother, to live a life filled with light, which is represented in the windows of the temple.”

At that, the cloth that’d been hiding the stained glass dropped, revealing it to everyone. Murmurs went through the crowd as they stared at the images in the glass.

“Luck asks for very little from those that believe in her,” Doc went on after a moment. “Give a prayer to her when you can. Spread kindness to those you encounter in life. Do your best to live a good life full of love and acceptance. The reasons for this are simple: when you die, your soul will return to Mother, not go into oblivion. When your soul comes back into the cycle, what your next life is will be weighed on your current actions. The more kind and accepting you are today, the better your life will be next time. If you hate and disparage and hurt others, things will not be as good for you next time. Now, no one’s above the occasional thought, word, or deed that’s less than accepting and kind. Even I have my moments— it’s just how life is— but you can redeem those moments by trying to do better after that. The hurt doesn’t go away, but you can balance it out with more good deeds and words. Treat others as you would want to be treated. Speak to others with the same respect you want to hear. Think of others with love and acceptance so your soul is as bright as it can be.”

Doc paused again to look over the crowd, giving them a moment to digest what he’d said.

“But now, I’ve talked enough. We’ll be opening the temple to all of you in just a moment. Before that, I’m here to raise the other clerics of Luck who will take up residence in other churches and temples across the west.” When he finished speaking, the new clerics came out of the temple, dressed in simple white shirts and black pants. The vest over their shirts was decorated with images of the aces from a deck of cards. All of them were a bit cold, as they didn’t want to cover their vestments with a jacket. “Let me do this quickly so we can all come in out of the cold,” Doc announced.


Chapter Eighteen

They’d all returned home in time for dinner. Afterward, they got dressed for the concert. The children all got hugs and kisses before Doc and his wives left for the concert hall. Doc did promise them more ice skating tomorrow, as he wanted to see their smiles before leaving.

Unlike the trip to the temple, there were only three carriages in total, not four. Doc was with Posy, Daf, Rosa, and Fiala in one. His other wives took up the second, while Harrid and Ginger were in theirs. Without the kids, they hadn’t needed more room, and the children were still a little too young for the late-night concert.

The concert hall was busy, busier than Doc remembered it being before. His was the second carriage in line behind Harrid’s. When it was their turn, he went to help his wives and guests out, then waited to help his wives out of the third. The crowd grew excited upon seeing Doc and his family. Doc was dressed in the latest fashion; Fiala had made sure everyone had the best so their social standing was unquestioned.

Doc grinned when he saw Harrid dressed in a very similar outfit. Seeing the dwarf in a tuxedo was just amusing to Doc, who’d only ever seen him wear a suit once before. The doormen were ready to allow them in, handing them off to an usher to be taken to the private lounge. The usher was the same one who’d helped them years before.

“Kyle, I’m glad to see you’re still here,” Doc greeted the usher.

“Sir, I’m flattered you remember my name,” Kyle said, honestly surprised that Doc had recognized him.

“You were a good man when we talked last. How’s your brother and family?”

Kyle blinked dumbly for a moment before guiding them to the lounge. “Good, sir. Very good. Mother’s relented on her stance over the last few years. My brother and his wife spent the last holiday with the rest of us. Can I mention you asking about them?”

“That’s fine. I just remembered our last conversation and hoped they’d weathered the rough patch.”

“They have a little one with a second on the way already,” Kyle smiled brightly. “Their daughter is the cutest kid I’ve ever seen.”

“No wife and child, yourself?” Doc asked.

“I’ve been courting someone for the last year, sir. Do you think Luck would bless us?”

“Luck blesses everyone who has faith. It doesn’t mean an easy life without pain and worry, but she does her best for everyone.”

“Thank you, sir. Enjoy the evening,” Kyle said as he led them into the lounge.

“There they are,” Dodd said. “Holydays, it is good to see you all again.”

“Thank you, Governor,” Doc chuckled. “Will you introduce me to the new faces?”

“Gladly.”

The lounge didn’t hold any of the animosity it had the last time he was there— the people who’d sided with Strongarm weren’t in attendance. When Doc discreetly inquired, he found that most of them had left Furden, while the others had fallen on hard times.

During the rounds of meeting people, Doc learned that Strongarm had sold off his property a couple of years ago. That area was now the riverwalk that Doc had suggested it become, but it was also where expensive shops had popped up to take advantage of the scenery that drew people to it. One of the years that Doc was gone, the river should have flooded, but it hadn’t been a problem because the dwarven clan and dryads had worked on the banks for years. It would take a true catastrophe for the river to ever flood the city again.

Doc answered a lot of questions about him being a Voice. Many were politely skeptical, but those who’d personally been healed by Doc or had found faith in Luck were quick to speak up. What Doc enjoyed most before the concert was introducing Posy around. She was smiling brightly the entire time, as Doc introduced her as his near-adopted daughter.

After an hour, Kyle came to get Doc. “Excuse me, Mr. Holyday? The singer is asking to see you.”

Doc chuckled. “I’m pretty sure I know why. Posy, please excuse me.”

“It’s okay, Doc. I’ll stay with the others,” Posy beamed. “Thank you for letting me come.”

“You’re almost an adult. It’s good for you to have a social debut,” Doc grinned. “Besides, I enjoyed introducing you to people.”

“As your near-adoptive daughter,” Posy snickered. “That confused a lot of them.”

“A little confusion isn’t a bad thing. I’ll be back before the concert starts.” Turning to Kyle, he nodded. “I’m ready.”

Posy went off to tell Fiala and the others what Doc was doing while Doc followed the usher out of the room. They took the back hallways toward the dressing rooms, where Kyle knocked on the star’s door.

“Mrs. Peabody, Mr. Holyday, as you requested.”

“Heather, you want a duet, don’t you?” Doc chuckled as he asked.

“You know I do,” Heather grinned. “Come on.”

“Where’s Oliver?” Doc asked as he trailed her out of the room.

“Stayed home tonight. He wanted time with the little ones.”

“I figured he’d be a great dad.”

“He’s the best man I could ever have found,” Heather said softly. “If not for you, my life wouldn’t be what it is today. I’d still be in Deep Gulch playing music, but not these new songs, not with Ollie, not—”

“It’s okay,” he cut her off gently, putting a hand on her shoulder as they kept walking. “All I did was show you music. You took it and made it more. When Oliver came, I remember how awkward he was. You accepted him for who he was; not many women would’ve done that. So while I might’ve set something in motion, you two did the rest.”

“You still don’t take credit well, huh?”

“I just want to make sure everyone takes the credit they should.”

“The new style of music has grown wildly over the last few years. I’ve been asked to travel to play at various places, including a brand-new music hall that Carnegg is funding in Yorky. He’s billing it as the ‘premiere music hall of the future.’”

“Carnegg?” Doc asked with a smirk, figuring he knew who that was.

“David’s friends with him,” Heather said. “The pair have done a lot of philanthropy on the eastern side of the country. My few letters with him have hinted that he’d like to meet you. He said his mother’s family would bless Mother for your actions.”

“If it’s who I think it is, he was born in Hibernia,” Doc said. “I’d guess he doesn’t show much relation to his heritage to do what he has. He’d be one of the richest men in the country; he was an iron magnate on Earth. He’s right; Carnegg Hall will be a notable name in music for generations.”

“He didn’t call it Carnegg Hall.”

“It was renamed that after a few years of being opened,” Doc chuckled. “It doesn’t open for at least a year if the timelines are right, but if you want to do that, then it’s good to plan now. Set an itinerary that’ll let you pick other venues to and from it.”

“Ollie was looking at that,” Heather smiled. “He wants us to go, to showcase the music in Luck’s name.”

“Do it in your own name,” Doc said softly. “Keep Luck out of it. If things go badly, being associated with Luck might not be a good thing if you’re in the eastern half of the country.”

Heather chewed her lip. “Because of the church?”

“I believe they’re rousing the government to make a run at me.”

“You think it’ll be like it was in Tsarrus?”

“Assassins? Maybe. Probably a little of everything. What I expect is for them to destabilize and then destroy, honestly. The business will come under fire, the churches we’re setting up will get harassed, and finally, they’ll target me again. My only question is when and how much they’ll push.”

They exited onto the stage where a piano sat waiting for the show. Sharing the bench, they played a few songs together. The pair laughed and reminisced over the other times they’d done similar in Deep Gulch, and upon this very stage. In time, Doc excused himself, as he needed to get back to his family before the show was supposed to begin. Heather hugged him, thanking him again.

Returning to the private lounge reserved for the wealthy and influential, Doc came out of the back with Kyle. “Thanks again.”

“My pleasure, sir. I’ll be back to guide your family up to the boxes.”

Doc thanked him one more time, then headed for where Fiala was. She was speaking to a few men he hadn’t seen earlier. Ayla and Sophia were beside her, which made Doc feel better, but he still wondered who the men were.

“Here he is now,” Fiala smiled. “Husband, let me introduce a couple of your peers. This is Andy Carnegg, and this is Pierre Morgun.”

Doc wasn’t positive about Morgun, but he thought he’d placed him. “A pleasure, gentlemen. I didn’t expect you two to be here.”

“We took the fastest trains we could,” Carnegg said, the barest hint of a Hibernian accent practically unnoticeable in his voice. “The moment Roquefell told us you’d returned to Furden, we set out.”

“Yes. Business waits for no one if they want to get the best deals,” Morgun added. “The pleasure has been ours. Your wives are very knowledgeable and pleasant company.”

“You’re Morgun, the banker, correct?” Doc asked.

“You’ve heard of me, even being out of the country?”

“I have insights into many things,” Doc smiled. “We’ll have to talk later about what was so urgent to bring two esteemed businessmen like you to see me.”

“Yes, that’s what we hoped for. When we arrived yesterday and heard of the concert, well, we had to come. I’ve tried to entice Mrs. Peabody into being a headliner when a music hall I have backed opens,” Carnegg said. “To get here just in time to share her music with Morgun? It was surely fate, or maybe the best of Luck.”

Doc took the sentence as a nod to his goddess, especially when Carnegg’s eye twitched on the last word. “Luck favors those in tune with her.” The chime letting people know that it was time to head to their seats sounded. “Is tomorrow afternoon good for you both?” Doc asked.

“Perfectly acceptable,” Morgun nodded.

“We’d be happy to meet. Where should we arrive at noon?” Carnegg asked.

“My manor would be best,” Doc smiled.

“Whoever you have as your driver should know the way,” Fiala said. “We look forward to seeing you then.”

Goodbyes were said before the rest of his family and friends came over. Kyle was there a minute later to show them up to their boxes for the night.

“I didn’t expect them. Not yet, at least,” Ayla told Doc as they left the lounge.

“But you did expect them?”

“They’ve both made inquiries to meet you before, but to travel all the way here so quickly means they have something big to talk about.”

“We’ll deal with it tomorrow,” Doc said. “Tonight’s about music with my loved ones.”


Chapter Nineteen

The concert had been a huge success; Heather’s two new songs had been a mix of folk and rock styles. Doc’s eyes misted for the first, which spoke of a man separated from his family to keep them safe. The second was all about believing in your chosen faith to raise your life higher. She didn’t mention Luck specifically in either song, meaning she could deflect questions later if needed.

What Doc hadn’t expected was when a small band joined her in the second half of the show. The musicians came from all races— the bass player was a dwarf, the fiddler was a half-elf, the banjo player was a fox bestial, and the guitar player was a statuesque human. The one thing the band had in common was that all of them were women. That’d caused a stir, but when the music began, it quieted down. The songs backed by more than just a piano had a greater impact on most of the audience. The only problem was that Heather was muted under the instruments, but Doc was sure an enchantment could fix that.

After the concert, Doc mentioned to Heather his idea of a magical microphone. This way, he’d passed it along. Her eyes widened, and she thanked him, clearly eager to talk to the local enchanter about trying to figure out how to make it work.

~*~*~

The next morning, Doc spent time with his children before they went off to their lessons. Then, he made sure to spend time with Fiala and Sonya. They didn’t have anything planned for the morning, so they just relaxed together and chatted about life and love.

Just before midday, Fiala made sure that the staff was ready for guests, Ayla and Sophia had potential paperwork in order for the meeting, and Lia and Sonya drifted off to make sure someone was watching the children when their lessons finished. That gave everyone time to be ready when the carriage came rolling up to the manor a little past noon.

“Gentlemen, welcome to my home,” Doc greeted Carnegg and Morgun. “Please come on in. We have refreshments set out.”

“Very hospitable,” Carnegg smiled. “Can’t think of the last time I was greeted by the host when I arrived.”

“Decades, at least,” Morgun nodded. “We were informed that you were fairly informal, so it isn’t too surprising.”

“David told you about me?” Doc asked as he led the gentlemen into the study.

“Bits and pieces. He’s always been reserved in his talks about you.”

“He was a little more forthcoming with me,” Carnegg said. “I knew that you were the Voice of Luck before yesterday.”

“I’d heard rumors, but nothing substantive on that front,” Morgun said. “The church will be vexed that you’ve announced yourself so publicly.”

“They’re vexed, anyway,” Doc chuckled. “Ladies, our guests have arrived,” he announced as they entered the room. “Gentlemen, you met my wives last night, but a brief reintroduction: Fiala, the Lady of the house and the head of the latest makeup craze to sweep the world; Ayla, our empress of figures who keeps the businesses and house above board, and finally, Sophia, the queen of law. If not for her, we’d no doubt be in far more trouble legally. Wives, our guests are the businessmen Carnegg and Morgun, both highly influential and wealthy.”

Greetings were exchanged as everyone took their seats, and the maid came forward to pour drinks for them. Once everyone was settled, Doc sat back on the small sofa he shared with Fiala. Ayla and Sophia shared another across the table from Doc while their guests took the chairs to fill out the square around the table.

“Gentlemen, what can I do for you?” Doc asked. “I’ll admit my surprise to meet you both here in Furden.”

“Straight to it, then,” Carnegg chuckled. “I don’t mind. Business between my company and yours is what brings me. You might not be aware of it, but I’ve done my best to lock up as much rail on the eastern half of Big River as possible. That, along with my metal concerns, have made me among the wealthiest in Emerita, though far short of your heights.”

“While I come with a proposition of my own,” Morgun smiled, “but one that’s tied into Carnegg’s concerns.”

“By all means, let’s lay the cards out,” Doc said. “No need to do more than be straight about the details.”

“Very well. Carnegg approached me about splitting off from my family to begin my own banking venture. His dealings would require a concerted effort to make it happen. My family doesn’t fully believe in his efforts, but I do. I’d be asking for beginning capital from you to get my business off the ground. Normally, Carnegg would back me, but his money is going to be tied up.”

“David suggested that I approach you,” Carnegg said. “A lot of his own capital is tied up in his newest endeavors. He thought a silent partnership would work for us, and with your coming out as a Voice, I can see why he’d suggest it that way.”

“What are you looking for in terms of finance for your new banking entity?” Ayla asked Morgun.

Morgun sat up straighter, meeting her intent gaze. “I’d need at least two million.”

Doc had mostly adapted to what things cost since his arrival in the world, but the ask for a million reminded him of Earth. His brief overview of the businesses with Ayla had been enough for him to know they could, but he stayed quiet.

“That’s a big ask,” Ayla said. “We’d need rigid terms on payment and concessions in interest in the company.”

“I have a preliminary contract,” Morgun said. He pulled a sheaf of papers from his inner jacket pocket. “I’m willing to leave them and meet again on this matter. Before you decide, know that this is what my banking and investment firm will use to be reputable enough to combine with Carnegg’s interests.”

“What interests are those?” Fiala asked politely.

“To finish securing the rail on the opposite side of the country, but to also corner the steel market,” Carnegg said. “I’ve had enough people looking into things to know that steel is going to be important to future growth. Rail has become one of the biggest ways to travel and ship, especially since your boom of rail on this side of the country. I wasn’t quite fast enough to match your title to rail baron. The last few rail lines I don’t have control of have upped their prices, making them exorbitant. My choice is to pay them out or to make competing connecting lines and slowly grind them out by running a loss until they fail.”

“The age of the rail…” Doc murmured. “You’re right about steel; that alone makes me interested. Rail needs to be widespread to ensure commercial shipping, and then adding in travel makes sense. This is a far better route for trains than would otherwise be considered.”

“Morgun, can you give me a few moments to speak to him?” Carnegg asked.

“I wouldn’t mind if one of the ladies can show me to a parlor?”

Fiala stood up. “I’ll show you. We can sit and chat until they ask us to return.”

“I would welcome that. My wife is very interested in the new trend, but the rumors from the church are making her wary,” Morgun said, standing up.

When the pair left, Carnegg sat back with a sigh. “Voice, it’s been a lifetime of not speaking about my heritage. If it had come out earlier, it would’ve stopped me from doing what I managed. If it comes out now, it would hurt me socially, but wouldn’t stop me from my business actions.”

“Your mother was Hibernian, wasn’t she?”

Carnegg’s lips pursed before he exhaled. “Yes. How did you know?”

“Has David not told you?” Doc asked.

“He figured out my past and told me of you being the Voice of Luck. My family back in Hibernia also told me of the re-emergence of a shaman, making it clear that a Voice had truly come back. It was with David that I started my plan to control the railroads. When I mentioned my drive to corner the steel market, too, he was supportive, but suggested I come to you for that. I selected an old ally to act as a financier, someone I could trust. Morgun has had trouble with his family— they are deep believers of Apoc while he is not. That is why he and I have had dealings before.”

“Anything touched by Doc will come under scrutiny and question,” Sophia said. “The church is pressuring the government to move against him.”

“Tying yourself to us at this point might be the wrong move,” Ayla nodded.

“Which is another reason for this little misdirection of using Morgun as the financier,” Carnegg said. “You back him, then he backs me. It’ll strain his family ties, but he’s ready to sever them and stand on his own. With Luck behind us, I’m certain he’ll thrive.”

“Doc?” Ayla asked. “What are your thoughts on this?”

“Andrew Carnegie was a businessman of renown and deeply philanthropic,” Doc said. “If this world does like mine did, he’ll succeed in his steel business. His financier at the time was John Pierpont Morgan. What is Morgun’s middle name?”

“Johnathan,” Carnegg said softly. “The stories of Voices coming from other worlds are true, then?”

“Some, I’m sure. Mine had a period exactly like this, but without any race other than humanity. I’ve used my knowledge of that to make the empire I have now.”

“But you don’t use your money for the reasons most people would,” Carnegg said. “Your philanthropy makes mine look quaint. You don’t talk about it, though, so few know. In the circles I move in with like-minded people, your name is very well-known. One or two are… not supportive; they’re entrenched in the church’s views, but the majority do not care if you are a ‘heretic.’ They also spread their philanthropy to all strata, not focused on just the church and humanity.”

“Can we manage it without strain?” Doc asked Ayla.

“If the terms are right, easily,” Ayla said. “The more lenient you want the terms, the riskier the proposition becomes. We could hand off the money with no terms at all. That would make things tighter this year, but we would manage.”

“Sophia?” Doc asked her.

“Again, it’ll depend on the contract you want. How much do you want back? How flexible do you want things? I can draw up a contract any way you think best.”

Doc turned back to Carnegg. “Morgun doesn’t know about your heritage?”

“He knows, but we’ve never discussed it.”

“How did he enjoy the concert?”

Carnegg chuckled. “Morgun enjoyed it immensely. He was hoping to finance a tour for her.”

“Ladies, I leave this in your hands. You both know far more about what we can allow and how to structure it than I do,” Doc said. “Getting firm business ties in— even if hidden— is for the best.”

“Shall we ask him back and begin, then?” Ayla asked Sophia.

“Might as well. It might still take time, but we can get him a contract before he leaves for the east coast again,” Sophia said.

“I’ll bring him back so you four can hammer out the details,” Doc said, standing up.

Carnegg stood when Doc did. “Thank you, Voice,” he said softly. “Anything I can do for you, I will, even if it breaks me. Mother’s on the mend, and that’s all because of you.”

“Not just me,” Doc chuckled. “I have help. My wives have been instrumental in everything I’ve done here.”

“Fairly said. I meant no slight to your wives.”

“He doesn’t take it as a slight,” Ayla said. “Doc’s just bad at accepting praise.”

“Which is good. It keeps him grounded,” Sophia said.

Doc shook Carnegg’s hand, then went to get Morgun.


Chapter Twenty

It took a few days for his wives to conclude the business deal with Carnegg and Morgun. It was a big outlay to start, but then a couple of smaller ones throughout the rest of the year. The return on the investment would come in the years to follow, but would just add even more wealth to the already absurdly wealthy family. What the real payoff would be was the leverage and influence that both Carnegg and Morgun would use on his behalf if asked. The entire family was sure that would be necessary in the not-too-distant future.

Days drifted one into the next, with Doc spending as much time as possible with his family. Ginger and Lucky made it over more often, as Ginger had stayed home with her son so Doc could have time with his family first. But as February went by, the energetic child was side-by-side with Doc’s children, glad to be back with his friends again.

~*~*~

They were just finishing up breakfast when their butler, Bernard, opened the dining room door. “Excuse me, sir and madams?”

“Something wrong, Bernard?” Fiala asked before the others could.

“A dispatch from the telegraph office,” Bernard said, bringing it to Doc. “It was addressed to you, sir. It was sent by Senator Tarbo.”

Doc frowned, then opened the folded page. Exhaling slowly, he passed it to Fiala beside him. “They’ve started. As of this morning, the Emeritan government has begun motions to strip the business interests from our family.”

“It’s illegal and won’t stand up in court,” Sophia said firmly.

“They’re bypassing the courts?” Ayla asked in surprise, having been the one to read the telegraph after Fiala.

“Trying to, at least,” Doc said.

Sophia read the message, and then stood up. “I’m going to be busy. Excuse me.” She handed it to Sonya before leaving the room.

“I’ll go with her,” Ayla said, hurrying after Sophia.

“Doc, what if we can’t find a legal way to fight it?” Sonya asked, passing the telegraph to Lia.

“We refuse to comply and remove our money from the government. They’ll have to compel the bank— David’s bank— to release the money, and that’ll cause them even more headaches. This won’t be fast. It’ll be a drawn-out, ugly legal fight, even if they are trying to circumvent the law,” Doc said. “If needed, we implement a nuclear option.”

“What?” Fiala asked, the confusion clear on all the faces in the room.

“Sorry. I need to speak with Dodd today. If they want to push hard enough, then we get Coalrud to secede from the government and set up our own.”

“This is what you mentioned before…” Lia said softly. “The civil war?”

“If we go and use the leverage we have, the entire west of the country will go with us. It’ll split Emerita in half. I’m sure that everything west of Coalrud will be with us. Not sure of how many states east of here will follow, and that’ll be a big thing. The more states that join in, the bigger of a problem it is for the government.”

“They can’t let that happen,” Fiala said. “Without half the country and our companies, the Emeritan government won’t be able to pay their debts.”

“The moment we declare ourselves independent is when I send word to Kanata and Iberrita. If they back us as legitimate, then it forces Emerita’s hand that much further. Tsarrus and Qin will declare us legitimate without question. I would expect that Hibernia will start an uprising at that point, as well, which will hinder any help from Avalon for Emerita.”

“Is it just a civil war, then, or does it become a world war like you fear?” Lia asked.

“Hard to say until we see how things move. Honestly, Iberrita might move to throw off Iberra’s shackles at the same time. They would’ve been Mexico by now on Earth, not ‘New Spain’ or ‘Little Spain’ as the name suggests here. So many things can happen from this moment on that I can’t even begin to guess what’ll happen.”

“Poppa, we believe in you,” Suzanna said softly. The other children quickly agreed with her. “If you have to go… we understand.” She said it calmly, but Doc could see the tears held back in her eyes and the tremble to her lip.

Doc didn’t even try to hold back his emotions. Tears fell as he got up and went around the table, kneeling down near his children. They got up and went to him, hugging him tightly. “I’ll do my best to not leave again. I really will. I’ve barely been back for a couple of months.”

“But if needed, you will go,” Fiala said firmly, her own tears racing down her cheeks. “This is your path, and we accepted that the moment we married you.”

“She’s right…” Sonya whispered, wiping her own face. “It’ll sting, but we know you’ll come back once it ends.”

“I’ll keep him safe so he does,” Lia said tightly.

“Mother will help, Voice,” Rosa said. “Much can be done to weaken those that oppose you. Droughts, floods, and other smaller disasters all to show that moving against the Voice will bring her displeasure. It would stop too many from joining Emerita’s side if they knew that Mother would react against them.”

“But that would hurt even the innocents,” Doc said as he held his children to him. “That’s not what I want. Thank Mother, but unless I ask, please request that she restrain herself.”

“As you say, Voice,” Rosa said, dipping her head. She wouldn’t move against his word, but she could make sure that when he did ask, it was clear that Mother was displeased, and it wasn’t just flukes of nature. Things could be prepared ahead of time to make it easier later.

~*~*~

Doc continued holding his children for a good while before he let them go. They had lessons to go to, and he needed to see Dodd. Ayla and Sophia were with him; both of them had a lot of work ahead of them to cut off the government’s plans, but being there for the start of separating Coalrud from the Union was necessary.

“He’s waiting for you, Doc,” Mariam said as she led them down the hall. “I cleared his schedule for the day the moment we got word from Tarbo.”

“Thank you, Mariam,” Doc said. “Today’s likely the start of a lot of ugliness.”

“We have Luck, and they don’t,” Mariam smiled. “I’m not too worried.”

Doc gave her a smile back. “You have a point, but we’re not just against the government.”

“Yes. The backing from Apoc was obvious. The two of them had meetings before Tarbo left to head back for the spring session. To think the very first day of Congress, they would push this through like they did…”

“It took all of us by surprise,” Sophia said. “We knew they might try it, eventually, but it was far sooner than we believed it would be. During an election year is the worst time for them to try this.”

“It’s better for us,” Ayla said. “It’ll make a clear line about what siding against us means.”

“This won’t be settled before the election,” Doc said. “Whoever gets elected this year will face the worst presidency in history.”

“I’d think so,” Sophia said. “Though this Congress might well be remembered for what they did today, too.”

“Doc,” Dodd said, immediately on his feet when the door opened into the office. “Ayla and Sophia, too. I should’ve expected that. Dear, can you bring some drinks, please?”

“I will,” Mariam smiled.

Doc shook Dodd’s offered hand, then sat with his wives. “Today kicks off something I had hoped to avoid.”

“Your wives had mentioned in passing that something like this might happen. Tarbo was concerned about it when he came back during the winter break, too. None of us thought it’d be the first day of session, though, as they didn’t have the backing before the break,” Dodd said.

“They worked on those they could turn during the break,” Sophia said. “Did Tarbo’s message to you give you a count of the vote?”

“No, but it had to have been close.”

“We need to get a tally of who voted for this,” Ayla said. “If any of the senators from the western states voted for it, we have to make sure they’re removed from office this election. Anyone who would vote for this is an idiot.”

“It’s nationalism,” Sophia said. “At least that’s how they’ll sell it. Doc’s personal ideals are too radical to allow him to control the businesses that the government relies on, so they’ll try to confiscate them under the newly minted antitrust laws. I knew those were going to be a problem. They have some good parts, but the clauses for this kind of idiocy were in there, as well. The Sagesse family has been pulling the federal law apart since it was voted into law. Doc, I might need to go to Golden Bay to consult with the group there that was working on this.”

“If you need to, we understand,” Doc murmured, kissing her cheek.

“Your family has always been so… forward,” Mariam said as she brought some tea into the room. “Little displays of love like that shouldn’t be hated by society.”

“They shouldn’t be,” Ayla agreed, “but we were founded by a very strict order of Apoc adherents that thought any sign of affection could lead to moral decay.”

“They would point out that your family is wicked to the very core, just as mine is,” Mariam said, taking the seat beside Dodd. “Because we aren’t human.”

“Let’s not get too sidetracked,” Dodd said, but then kissed Mariam’s cheek. “Besides, our friends understand that point.”

Mariam blushed and grinned as she leaned into Dodd’s side. “True.”

“Governor,” Doc said, making sure it was clear how important his next few words would be, “I’m asking you to bring legislation before the state to secede from the Union. They’ve attacked the very ideals of business and freedom today. Coalrud would be the start of a new nation, one that knows tolerance for everyone, no matter their race, religion, or creed. I’ll be making the same request of every state that has large dealings with Luck’s Holdings. Western Emerita will be similar to what they already know but with less pressure from the church to adhere to their ideals. The benefit of doing so will be clear, as well. All the taxes from Luck’s Holdings will go to the new government, not to the old one.”

Dodd whistled. “That’s a heavy temptation for the states. Cutting the size of the government for the purse that’s collected means more for those that agree.”

“Yes. We won’t punish or sanction any state that doesn’t, but we won’t offer the same deals we’ve had in place. If Emerita or state governments try to confiscate what Luck’s Holdings own, they’ll find they hold nothing but air.”

Dodd’s lips pursed. “I see… Hypothetically, if a state did try to seize through force the assets of yours… what would happen?”

“Mother can simply take what is mine,” Doc said. “The railroads would just cease to exist, the buildings would sink into the earth, undamaged but gone all the same. They’d be missing everything they think they’d gain. I fully expect at least one state to try it. The templars and others who work for me would be compensated to leave and brought where they can continue to live and grow free, including any money that happens to be there.”

“But the banks—”

“David will never allow it, and his is the only bank I use. If needed, we would simply load up all the wealth and ship it to safer locations. Then, he would turn over empty banks to them. Useless on all counts but in compliance.”

Dodd exhaled slowly. “This will reshape the country.”

“The world,” Doc said softly. “The moment Coalrud steps back from the Union, I’ll have to notify our neighbors in Kanata and Iberrita. I’ll already have the recognition for Tsarrus and Qin, but if our neighbors also acknowledge the new nation, it’ll make it harder for the government to just raise an army against us. If the church pushes those governments, it’ll start the dominoes falling across the world. Independence will be declared in many nations; the church won’t be able to hold its power everywhere. Nations will have to decide to follow the church or to strengthen their own ideals.”

Dodd was quiet while he thought about what Doc was saying. “How long have you known something like this was coming?”

“The moment I started empowering others. I’d hoped and prayed for this to not happen. When I opened the temple to Luck, Apoc had to do something. Their attempts to kill me before failed, so they tried the next tactic: remove my money. Without it, maybe I’ll fade away.”

“Instead, you’re going to basically declare yourself equal to the nation and the church.”

“If we’re lucky, they’ll keep it a struggle of money.”

“And if not?” Mariam asked slowly.

“Then an army will be raised to physically seize my assets and break anyone who sides with me. It’ll mean a war. Harrid’s prepared the templars to defend and protect. We won’t have their numbers, but we won’t be attacking. The opposition will have to march into territory that’s unfriendly, places where even the earth itself won’t tolerate them.”

“When do you want me to move?” Dodd asked.

“We need them to make it clear to the nation. Give it a month. David will be spreading the news that they might be trying to suppress. Once the public knows what they’re trying to do, then we react. Defending one’s home and family is something everyone can understand.”

“May Luck preserve us.”

“Luck, preserve us,” Doc agreed.


Chapter Twenty-one

The next month was all planning to stop the government’s plans and waiting for the next step to be taken against them. Doc didn’t stop spending time with his children, though. If anything, he tried to get even more with them. He was sure that, before things settled, he would have to leave again for a while.

What they did find out was who exactly had voted for the push to steal Doc’s businesses away. That got things moving to make sure those senators and representatives in the west who’d done so wouldn’t be reelected later that year. David pulled the center of his businesses to the western half of the country, but kept the companies working in the east. His employees were incredibly loyal to him due to the good treatment and generous pay they had. That helped him get the key junctions on the telegraph system to pass along messages to him that they shouldn’t.

Sophia had taken a trip to Golden Bay to work with the Sagesses there to refute the theft. They’d started the lawsuit in the Califia courts, but it’d quickly been passed up to the federal court, and would likely reach the Supreme Court. Nothing had been confiscated or demanded yet, so they’d only started the legal paperwork and not closed anything down.

The legal letter from the Kanatian government demanding a higher tax rate from the mines in Pale River had surprised them. It showed that the Church of Apoc was working multiple fronts against them. The legal team in Kanata sent back a refusal, as the increased tax had been leveled at only them, making it an illegal tax by the country’s standard.

Everything was starting to reach tipping points. A few of the newly-minted clerics got harassed in the smaller towns, but the templars had been quick to shield them. The local sheriffs, friendly to Luck, were quick to arrest the harassers. Those men were slapped with fines, then set free. There was only one case of physical violence; the cleric was wounded, but was able to heal himself, while the assailant was killed by the templars. The opposition tried to spin the news of that up, but the combined might of David’s news businesses had it buried under facts in short order.

~*~*~

Sophia had returned to Furden the night before, and her family welcomed her back with love and joy. None of them got much sleep, using their healing gifts to whisk away the tiredness they should’ve felt. That meant all of them made it down to breakfast at the same time, something that rarely ever happened.

“It still leaves us waiting for their next move,” Sophia was saying as Doc seated her.

“Annoying, but better than them being aggressive,” Lia said. “This has given us time to get our own affairs in order.”

“I worry that they’re going so slow because they’re making their own preparations,” Sonya said. “David hasn’t sent word of anything bad, though, so maybe I’m worrying for nothing…”

“We can hope,” Fiala said. “I keep having a bad feeling that something is coming, and I don’t like it.”

“I’m with you, Fiala,” Ayla said. “We’ve done all we can with what we know. It’ll just have to be enough for now.”

The children came into the room, going to hug their mothers and Doc before taking their own seats. Sequoia had followed them in, it being her task to make sure they were awake and at the table on time. She knelt between Ayla and Sophia, happy to be thanked for her small role.

The only one not in the room was Petal. She was connected to Mother outside, getting news from all the other dryads. It helped keep them up to date on what Tsarrus, Qin, and Hibernia were doing. Tsarrus and Qin had been quietly preparing for war since Doc’s departure, moving slowly enough not to draw attention from the church. Bran McKenzie had begun gathering the free people of Hibernia, as well. With Yew beside him, it was easy to rouse the tribes.

“Poppa,” Suzanna said, “are you going to come to our lessons again today?”

“I was planning to,” Doc smiled. “I know that your teacher enjoyed me being there.”

“She says you make the learning easy,” John said.

“It’s true,” Adrian nodded. “They make it simple together.”

“And we like it!” Elma giggled.

“Good morning!” Posy beamed as she came into the room.

The chorus of greetings back to her took a moment.

“Momma, Charles, and Olka should be done soon,” Posy said, taking her seat at the table. “We’re so happy to have the home on the estate. This way, I’m always near my family.”

“Doc’s coming to lessons today!” Suzanna told Posy.

“I’ll be working with the older children in the second room,” Posy smiled. “You should be moving to the second class next year, Suzanna.”

“I will. Learning’s easier with two teachers. We always have someone to help.”

“Which is why we’ll be having a second teacher by next year,” Ayla said.

That got some pouts, as they all loved Doc being the one to teach them, but no one said anything. They all knew their father would have a lot to take care of this year and for the next few, but none of them wanted to think about it.

Petal came into the room, but she didn’t go and kneel beside Fiala. Instead, she went to stand next to Doc. “Voice, the Pontiffica is moving his templars. One of the High Inquisitors has a sister of mine who was briefly allowed to connect to Mother to regain energy. The Righteous Fist order departed Khazary and is currently halfway across the continent to Iberra.”

“Likely going to catch ships in Iberra to come here. We should expect movement from the government soon, then,” Doc sighed. He took Petal’s hand in his. “Thank you. Is she okay?”

“No. Olive has long been held by the church. She is a fragment in mind, but what is left of her does reach out for Mother when she is allowed to root. We only know they’re moving because she was rooted in Italus.”

Doc shook his head in sorrow for the dryad. “If possible, we’ll do our best to return her to Mother.”

“We know, Voice…” Petal said softly. “All of us know that you’d rescue and free as many of our captive sisters as you can. Mother praises you every day for bringing her life.”

“Breakfast,” Charles announced, coming into the room.

Petal ducked her head, then went to kneel next to Fiala to get out of the way. She exchanged looks with Sequoia and Rosa, all three of them knowing that the family would need them even more in the near future.

Daf, Olka, and Charles laid out the food for them before Daf took her seat beside Posy. Before Charles and Olka left, Olka drew herself up. “Sir, ma’ams, if I might have a moment, please?”

“Go ahead, Olka. Is something wrong?” Doc asked.

“With Daf helping in the kitchen now, I was considering moving from your kitchen to the Lopert family’s, if both families agree, that is.”

“We tried to tell her there’s no need,” Charles said.

“Olka,” Daf said softly, “don’t go. I’m intruding into the kitchen, and I know that. You don’t need to leave.”

“So you feel that the kitchen is too small, or that you’re underfoot, Olka?” Fiala asked.

Olka glanced at Charles, then looked at Fiala. “I don’t want to hinder him from his courtship, Fiala.”

Charles covered his face, Daf blushed, and Posy giggled. Small smiles accounted for most expressions around the table.

“I see,” Fiala said, managing to keep her voice even. “Charles?”

Dropping his hand, Charles exhaled slowly. “I don’t think Olka needs to leave. If Ms. Hopner and I do start a courtship, it won’t be impacted by Olka being in the kitchen.”

Daf cleared her throat. “Olka, stay. Charles and I are just talking right now. Even if we do court, you not being there would harm him far more. You’re a daughter to him in all but blood and name.”

“She’s not wrong,” Charles added.

Olka looked down, shifting from foot to foot for a moment. “Okay. I just… felt a little in the way this morning.”

Charles went deep red at that. “Umm, yes… err…!”

Daf was also bright red, and the dryads all started giggling, making the two of them almost completely red.

“Well, then,” Fiala said, barely able to hold back her laughter. “Olka, the choice is still yours. If you really want to go, we’ll be sad, but we’ll understand.”

Olka chewed her lip. “Charles?”

“Stay,” Charles said. “If I am like a father to you, then please stay. I’d like nothing more than to share the kitchen with my family.”

Daf’s face, which had been cooling, suddenly blazed and she covered her face with both hands. Posy giggled and hugged her mother. “It’s okay, Momma. You should be happy. I approve of Charles.”

Laughter rang out around the table, as no one could hold back anymore. Seeing the unflappable Daf acting like a shy girl who’d been caught flirting was just too much. Daf eventually hugged Posy back, whispering her thanks to her growing daughter. She’d never thought she’d find someone to love again, but Charles had only ever been welcoming, kind, and shared her deep love of cooking. The years of them visiting had taken their friendship and grown it into something she wanted to embrace again. With Posy’s blessing, she could finally admit that she wanted it, too.


Chapter Twenty-two

“Good job,” Doc congratulated Lucky, who’d just solved the last math problem. “Was everyone able to follow along with what he was doing?”

Nods came from the children at their two-person tables.

“Okay, let’s see if any of you can handle a harder one,” Doc said, erasing the chalkboard with a newly-invented chalkboard eraser. He hadn’t even thought about the simple item until he was helping teach the children. Finding the old school version had made him smile as he thought about everything happening without him. “A three-number problem; it’s handled just like the others.” He wrote out the simple equations, one addition and the other subtraction. Turning around, he found hopeful, eager faces watching him. “John, come on up.”

The other kids deflated slightly at not being chosen, but his son beamed when he came to the front of the room. Taking the chalk from Doc, John turned to the board and frowned at the addition problem. Licking his lips slowly, John broke the equation down to the first set of numbers, solving it first on the side, then transferring answers over to the bigger equation. He did it for the second set, as well, then just had to add in the extra for the final set. Beaming, he looked at Doc, who was wearing a carefully neutral expression.

“Do the other one first,” Doc said gently.

John nodded, turning back to the chalkboard to solve the subtraction equation. Subtraction was harder for him, but he knew how to do it. Going slower this time, he did what he’d done before, breaking the problem into smaller equations to answer it. When he’d finished, he stepped back, then turned to his father.

“Good job, Son,” Doc said proudly. He held out his hand, and John set the chalk into it before going back to his seat. “Let’s walk through these; John here showed you all of his work. Right now, if you need to do this to get your answers, it’s fine. Later, you’ll be able to do this in your head without having to write it out.”

Before he could go on, the door to the room opened, and Posy stepped inside. “Sorry, Doc,” she said. “Your wives need you. I’ll take over the class.”

Doc handed off the chalk. “They’re okay?”

“There’s news from the east,” Posy said sadly, “but they’re fine.”

Doc nodded, then looked at the class. “Posy’s taking over. I’ll be missing the rest of the lessons, unfortunately. Do your best for your big sister.”

Posy giggled at him calling her their big sister. “They always do. Ohhhh, triple numbers! Who answered these?”

“Me!” John blurted out, waving his hand.

“I’m going to have each of you do the same,” Posy said, going to the board to erase the old questions.

Doc slipped out of the room to find Rosa waiting for him. “Weed, what happened?”

“The train depot in Small Stone was surrounded by the army,” Rosa said. “One of the workers sent word via telegraph.”

Doc exhaled slowly as they left the small schoolhouse attached to the servants’ quarters. “So it begins…” he muttered. “I’m sure the other buffer states will be next.”

As they were approaching the manor, Sonya stepped out the back door, looking grim. “Doc, Monks Station was also seized.”

“Today’s about to be busier than they thought,” Doc grunted. “Did word get sent to hold all trains going to and from those locations?”

“Ayla is going to let them know. Ginger’s with her, since she was visiting. They said they’d go up and get Harrid after sending the messages.”

“Later tonight, we’ll be answering their move. I wonder if they’ll try taking the other hubs?”

“I believe they will, husband,” Lia said; they’d entered the study when he was pondering out loud. “Every state down the Big River will likely see them take the hubs in the capitals. All the trains in those states are routed from those stations, so that’s what they focused on.”

“Which means White Cliffs, Thomaston, Jackton, and Iti Humma will be or already are in the crosshairs, too.”

“Taking the western side of the Big River’s railroads,” Fiala said from the desk where a map was spread out. “They can’t move quickly enough to push to the next states, at least.”

“Mother’s waiting, Voice,” Petal said. “The groundwork for your plan is in place. It just requires your consent.”

Doc went to the desk to look at the map. If they were right, then six train stations would be commandeered by the army by the end of the day. Doc had thought about just cutting the lines to and from those cities, but Rosa had suggested a more extensive move, something to make it clear to everyone that Mother was displeased. No one would be able to cover up what the family had agreed to.

“I’m still glad we didn’t agree to Mother’s plan about the ground shakes,” Sonya said.

“So am I,” Doc said. “It would devastate the area far more than the quakes in 1811 and 1812 did. I think there was another major quake that’ll hit New Madrid soon, as it is. I enjoyed the science behind earthquakes, but I’d never wish them on anyone.”

“Mother will move the ground as little as possible for your plan,” Rosa murmured from Doc’s side. “There will still be some movement, but not like she was suggesting. This will take a lot from her, but she’s brimming with energy and hoping it will help you.”

“I’m going to be called a devil and vilified in the eastern half of the country. They can’t or won’t accept that Mother herself is upset with them because they don’t believe in her. Apoc had blinded them to what was. If they push again, that’s when things will get ugly. David’s already promised to make sure the other states know that if the army tries to take their businesses, they’ll also lose the railroads. That’ll make those who are uncertain less eager to side against us. The railroad lines east of Big River will start having trouble, too, thanks to Carnegg. It’s going to cut off their ability to quickly and reliably move people and supplies.”

“An army marches on its stomach, and if you gut their ability to feed the troops, you hamstring them,” Lia nodded.

“How odd it would be to have a war with no shots fired…” Sonya said. “I hope that’ll happen.”

“With news of Apoc’s templars marching and heading for possible shipping locations, it’s unlikely,” Fiala said tightly.

“Dodd will be presenting independence to the state tomorrow,” Sophia said, joining in. “The other states will be doing the same after Coalrud secedes. Then, we’ll have to see how the states east of us decide.”

“If they don’t join, then their infrastructure will leave, too,” Doc said softly. “I won’t let them be an ally to the opposition funded by me. They have a choice to make. They need to decide which hard road they want to walk.”

“Come sit,” Lia told Doc, patting the sofa she was on. “We aren’t doing anything about it until later. We’ll hold you and reassure you until it’s time.”

Doc exhaled, then did as Lia suggested. Taking a seat beside her, he smiled when Fiala took his other side. Rosa knelt at Lia’s feet, leaning into his legs, while Petal did the same from Fiala’s feet. Sonya and Sophia came up behind them, massaging Doc’s neck and shoulders. Surrounded by love, Doc tried not to think of what he was about to condone. He was starting the civil war for this version of America. The government had actually started it, but his actions today would make it a full conflict with his refusal to just lay down for them. At least his family was here for him… all except for Ayla and Sequoia, who were out with Ginger.

~*~*~

Dinner was approaching, and Ayla hadn’t returned yet. The family was getting concerned about her long absence; she should’ve returned at least an hour ago. Doc ordered Clyde to get the carriage ready, as he was going to go find her when another carriage— Harrid’s— came tearing into the yard of the manor. Doc’s blood ran cold when he saw the urgency. He could only think about his wife and her absence.

The carriage horses were blowing hard when they came to a stop. The templars never got the chance to get to the door before it burst open. Doc caught Ayla, who was crying. His arms tightened around her as the fear he’d held vanished.

“Doc… Sequoia… Ginger…! T-they…!” The words were broken sobs, and Doc’s blood went to ice. He looked into the carriage where Harrid was sitting on the floor. In his friend’s arms was… most of his wife. The body, what was left of it, had been practically shredded apart, with burns covering her skin, as well.

“No…!” Doc whispered.

“A bomb,” Ayla sobbed. “Everyone but me… everyone but me is dead!”

Doc’s eyes closed. Ayla was only alive because of the gifts from Luck. She’d have resurrected Ayla, but by the time that was done, Ayla wouldn’t have been able to do anything for Ginger, Sequoia, the Driver brothers… she’d have been alone, surrounded by the aftermath.

The others came pouring out of the home, their joy at seeing Ayla safe vanishing instantly as they took in what they could see and hear. Rosa grabbed Ayla, gently pulling her from Doc’s arms to force the half-elf to drink her nectar and calm her mind. Sophia was right there to hold Ayla, along with Sonya and Fiala.

With Ayla taken care of, Doc went to the open door of the carriage. Lia was right behind Doc, her face cold and set. When Doc occluded the doorway, Harrid looked at him. His eyes were dead. The grief and pain in them had strangled his soul.

“They killed her,” Harrid said softly. “They killed my wife. Why did they kill her? You or me, sure, but not Ginger…”

“Ayla said they bombed the carriage,” Doc said.

“The gate guards heard the explosion,” Harrid said, still holding his wife’s body. “They sent word and went to check. The carriage was shattered. Ayla was just coming back from Luck’s Blessing. The others…” He trailed off, his eyes going to three remnants that were pushed onto one bench.

Doc knew that would’ve been the Drivers and Sequoia. Rosa could make sure Sequoia was returned to Mother so she could be reborn. Ginger and the brothers, though… nothing could be done for them.

“They must’ve thought it was me going to get you,” Doc said softly, guilt lacing his words. “They’ve moved against the railroads. Ayla and Ginger went to send messages, then to get you.”

Harrid’s hands spasmed, but he didn’t further damage his wife’s body. “They… they…!” He tried twice, then exhaled slowly. “Fine… I’ll raise a pyre so high that they’ll know their folly. They killed the best woman the world has ever known, Doc. They took my love from me. I’ll give them war. I’ll march my templars to show them the mistake they’ve made.”

Doc swallowed at that. He knew the dwarven saying that his wives had been carefully trying to keep away from him; it was the biggest reason he’d spent the faith to give them his gifts, making sure they wouldn’t die, or at least not easily. But none of them had considered the saying wasn’t about Doc going to war, but Harrid.

“I won’t tell you no,” Doc managed after a silent second. “Be mindful of what Ginger would tell you. Lucky will be with the family, and we’ll make sure they get more protection.”

Harrid lowered his head, tears falling again. “Yes… thank you…”

Doc stepped back. They would arrange for the funerals, but Harrid needed more time, and he would have it. Turning around, he saw Lia staring at him. He touched her cheek gently. “Not yet. Be soft, please. Our wives need their loving wife right now.”

The cold, emotionless expression Lia had cracked, then softened. “Yes, they do. I can’t kill anyone right now, so I will comfort, instead.”

“We both will…” Doc murmured. He kissed her cheek, then took her hand to join the others still holding Ayla.


Chapter Twenty-three

If things weren’t bad already, it was then that the children came out of the manor. Suzanna was first, with Lucky right behind her. They both saw the carriage and Harrid holding what was left of Ginger. Suzanna stopped dead, her eyes wide in horror; she didn’t want to believe what she was seeing. Lucky screamed in anguish as he lunged for the carriage. Petal caught the young boy, holding him while he screamed and cried for his mother.

That’s what snapped Harrid out of his own grief. He gently set Ginger down, then climbed out of the carriage, shutting the door behind him. Petal handed Lucky to Harrid as carefully as she could. The dwarf clutched his son to him as the pair sobbed together.

Rosa was already kneeling next to Suzanna, making sure the little girl calmed down. The ethics of deadening the memory for her could be debated later, but she could feel the shock Suzanna was going through, and helping her now was what she could do. Fiala let Rosa finish, then picked her daughter up to hold her.

“W-what happened?” John asked softly.

“Our family was attacked,” Sonya said softly. “Aunt Ginger, Sequoia, and both Driver brothers… have gone back to Mother.”

The other children stared at her with wide eyes, their lips trembling in fear.

“Fiala, can you take them inside, please?” Doc asked softly.

Nodding, Fiala went to the door where Bernard was standing. “Children, come inside. We’ll talk and have some chocolate.”

Their other wives helped usher the children back into the home. In the end, it was just Doc, Rosa, Harrid, and Lucky still outside. Doc was making plans in his head, and Rosa was watching his thoughts, already working on doing what he wanted.

After a while, Harrid managed to stop his tears. “Rosa, can you help Lucky?” The question was thickly laced with sorrow.

“Always,” Rosa said softly as she moved over to them. “Lucky, I’m going to help you, okay?”

Lucky was still crying, but he nodded.

Rosa stuck a finger into her mouth, then held it out to him. “Take the drop and put it on your tongue.” A golden bead of liquid was poised on her fingertip.

He hesitated, but then took the drop off her finger with his own, sticking it into his mouth. A few seconds later, he was calm and sleeping in Harrid’s arms.

“Thank you, Rosa…” Harrid whispered.

“I can help you, too. Just give you some distance for now so you can care for him. You won’t forget. You’ll only be a little withdrawn from the pain.”

Harrid took a shuddering breath before he nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”

Rosa lowered her head to her cupped hand for a moment, then pulled back. She extended her hand toward him, showing him the small pool of liquid in it. “You just need to swallow this.”

Harrid closed his eyes for a moment before he shifted so he could get the liquid from her hand. He was glad that she hadn’t tried to kiss him; he couldn’t do that. The moment the nectar went down his throat, warmth spread out inside of him. The pain and sorrow dimmed; it was still there, but he could think clearly for the moment. Taking a shuddering breath, he exhaled slowly. “Thank you.”

“Can she care for Lucky for a bit, Harrid?” Doc asked gently.

Harrid’s arms tightened slightly around his sleeping boy, but he nodded. “Until he wakes up.” He paused, then looked at Rosa. “Will he remember what he saw and felt?”

“Like you, it’ll be repressed, but yes, he will. I wouldn’t make him forget unless one of you directly asks for it.” Rosa took Lucky from Harrid when he held his son out to her. “I’ll be with the others. Doc, if he agrees, we can hold the ceremony whenever you wish.”

The carriage driver and guard stayed where they were. The two templars were mad, upset at the church, but they stayed quiet. They were ready for whatever the Grand Master ordered of them.

Doc led Harrid over to the bench on the porch. “I’m sorry, Harrid. What they did was horrible and unconscionable. I won’t tell you not to strike back at them, nor will I stop you from going to war.”

“I wouldn’t listen if you tried,” Harrid said softly. “Women and children shouldn’t be attacked, Doc.”

“I agree. The church has condemned such actions before, but obviously, they’re moving past that. Before anything else, we need to think of our fallen loves and friends.”

Harrid leaned back against the wall, his head tilted back, and his eyes closed. “Yes… I want her funeral to be public. She was loved by so many for all she did.”

“We’ll have a ceremony held in Aurora and at the temple. The templars can be in full regalia to march with the coffin. We’ll make sure that her unjust killing is known by everyone.”

“Thank you…” Harrid said thickly. “I would’ve been happier if it’d been me.”

Doc patted his friend’s shoulder. “She’d be devastated just as much as you are right now if that happened.”

“I know…!” Harrid choked out, tears falling again. Even with Rosa’s help, the pain and grief were high enough to bleed over.

“We’ll hold the ceremony for Ginger at the temple, but we’ll hold a wake for all of them in Aurora. Afterward, we’ll bury them here. Sophia arranged for a small family plot on the back acreage. We’ll lay her to rest where you and Lucky can visit her as often as you want.”

“Thank you. I’m envious, Doc. Ayla lived… but not my Ginger. I shouldn’t hate you or her or be jealous of your family, but I am.”

“I don’t fault you for that. I’d be the same. Unfortunately, clerics can’t choose the get back up gift. It’s why I spent so much faith on making sure my family had access to my gifts. If I could’ve done anything to grant it to her, you, or Lucky, I would have without hesitation.”

Harrid took a shuddering breath. “I know…” Blinking as tears fell, Harrid sat up straight. “I know, Doc. Ginger would caution me against rash actions. She’d tell me to hold to the faith and do what would give our son the best life. As much as I want to march all my templars to Big River today, I won’t.”

“She was a great woman.”

“The very best…,” Harrid whispered. “I wear the name Lopert proudly. A child is a gift I never thought I’d know until Ginger. Now I have Lucky to raise… alone.”

Doc patted Harrid’s back. “Not alone, my friend. You have us to help. And we’ll march… we’ll make sure the pain they inflicted on our families is repaid, but like Ginger would tell us, we’ll do it smartly.”

Harrid stood up slowly. “Very well.”

“I need to pull Sequoia from the carriage, and then we should go see Digger.”

Nodding slowly, Harrid looked at the two templars on the carriage. The two men saluted him in unison, and Harrid saluted them back. “Help Doc with what he needs. I’ll be back shortly.”

“Yes, sir,” the men said together.

~*~*~

Doc got Sequoia into the small grave Rosa had made to the side of the porch. She and Petal would be working with Mother to renew the Amazonian dryad over the next few months. It would normally take longer, but they had most of Sequoia’s remains, and Mother would work hard on it for them.

When he’d finished, Doc went inside to inform his wives about what he was doing. He told them to have dinner without him. When he and Harrid got back, they’d eat something then. He gave out hugs to all of them and his children. He smiled when he saw Suzanna sitting with the sleeping Lucky; she was gently stroking his hair, wanting to comfort her friend.

Doc met back up with Harrid on the porch. With care, they got into the carriage with the dead. Harrid sat on the floor with Ginger again; he fussed over her body, trying to make her as presentable as possible. Doc didn’t say anything about it, looking at what remained of the Driver brothers. Having been outside of the carriage, they’d not only been hit by the explosion and the wooden shrapnel, but they also looked like they’d been badly battered, too.

Doc had a lot of questions about the attack. The state of the bodies made him think that the blast had come from under the carriage. Since the horses had died at the same time, it had to have been a sizable explosion. Seeing the site of the attack might help him understand it more, but that wouldn’t be tonight.

The undertaker would normally be closed, so Doc directed the driver to where he knew the Digger family lived. They arrived just after sunset. Knocking firmly on the door, he waited for someone to answer.

“Who… Mr. Holyday?” Emily Digger, Grant’s wife, started to ask, but then realized who was there.

“I’m sorry for coming to your home at this hour, but I have something urgent for your husband to handle,” Doc said softly. “Might I see him?”

“Oh, umm… yes. Please come in.”

“If you’ll have him meet me at the mortuary, that’ll be enough. Thank you… Emily,” Doc paused, remembering her name.

“Yes, sir. I’ll send him right away.”

Doc bowed his head to her, then walked back to the carriage. He directed the driver before he got in. “He’ll meet us there,” Doc told Harrid.

“I want the best for her, Doc.”

“She’ll have it. You have my word on that.”

When Grant arrived at the office, he was surprised to see Harrid and the templars. “Mr. Holyday, Mr. Lopert, please, come in.” Grant shook their hands, then got the door unlocked and led them inside. It took him a moment to get the lights on, but once he had, he took off his hat and coat. “What can I do for you two?”

“We need you to handle with care, but also expedite, three bodies,” Doc said. “The Driver brothers, who worked for me. Give them high-end coffins, but make sure the lids are sealed. As for the third…” Doc glanced at Harrid.

Taking a slow breath, Harrid met Digger’s gaze. “Ginger was killed today. She’s… not good. Do your best for her, please? I want her coffin to be the finest you have. We’ll be setting up a memorial for her in three days.”

Grant’s face fell at the news. “Ginger…? Who did it?”

“The church!” Harrid spat with venom.

“The only enemy we have,” Doc said, “but we have no evidence and no killer. They blew up the carriage she was in.”

Grant bowed his head in grief. Emotions had only been known to him for a few years, and this grief he felt was more than any he’d ever felt before. Swallowing, he nodded. He could feel the tears that’d welled up. “She was the gentlest woman who cared for everyone,” Grant said thickly. “She’ll be treated with reverence and care. I’ll make sure the best I can get for her will be here in time.”

Harrid scrubbed at his eyes before exhaling roughly. “Thank you, Digger.”

“I’ll start tonight,” Grant said, rolling his sleeves up. “Will your men help me move them into the cold room?”

“I will,” Harrid said.

“We will,” Doc added gently.


Chapter Twenty-four

The next few days were spent mourning the loss of their friends. Plans for the memorial were handled while Harrid and Lucky stayed close to Doc’s family. The trip to see the site of the attack only confirmed Doc’s thoughts. It’d been a planned ambush— the explosives had been shallowly buried under the road, and more had been placed along the side of it. When it had gone off, the carriage was completely destroyed, the wreckage making it clear that no one was meant to survive. Even with what they’d figured out, there was still no way to say who’d done it or where they’d gone afterward.

Posy sat with the children every day, talking with them. Lucky was angry and sad; he didn’t understand why Luck hadn’t saved his mother the way Ayla had been. Over a couple of days, Posy, Harrid, and Doc were able to help the young boy accept the facts of why. With Harrid and Lucky’s approval, Petal helped Lucky’s mind calm further, as he’d become terrified that his father would suddenly die, too.

News of the attack on Harrid’s wife and her death had gone out. The memorial was set to take place first in the temple, then a wake to be held in Aurora. The bestials of the city were almost rabid with their anger over the attack. Ginger had been the bright light who’d helped them find homes. To have her snuffed out so ruthlessly had many of them waiting for a call to action to repay the attack.

On the wider political table, Coalrud sent their letter of secession from Emerita. The following day, the other western states started to follow suit. Vedana was first and then, surprisingly, Pacifica, before Uta and more did the same. Doc hadn’t expected Pacifica to be second, but the faith in Luck and Mother had only grown since the display of Mother’s power in Townsend.

If that wasn’t a big enough blow to Emerita, their grab for power on the railroads came to a quick, sharp end. One day, the rail lines went from Doc’s businesses to Emerita, and the next morning, the rail lines were just gone. Small earthquakes were reported from all the states that they’d vanished from, but no major disasters came from that. Word of Mother’s displeasure was the biggest broadsheet news, and people began to fear the war they could all see looming on the horizon.

The states next to those that were suddenly bereft of railroads were quick to join the new coalition of western states. The templars and clerics had made it clear that if Emerita tried to take the railroads, they’d be taken back by Mother. With so much of commerce tied to the rail, they had no choice but to capitulate. It was only made easier by the sudden protests against government overreach that started springing up.

~*~*~

Doc stepped out of the carriage before turning to help his family out behind him. The somberness of the day hung in the air. The massive crowd near the temple, waiting to pay their respects, added to that feeling. When Doc and the others gathered on the steps, the crowd began to murmur, but that murmur climbed when Harrid and Lucky got out of the last carriage. Seeing the grieving husband and son drove home the moment even more poignantly.

Doc and his family waited for Harrid and Lucky. The father and son led the procession up the stairs and into the temple. After them, the family fell into line, and then their close friends filtered in. The templars kept the order, as all of them in the Furden area had come in full regalia. The grim-faced men and women of Luck’s Bastion wouldn’t tolerate any disrespect to the deceased.

Onyx greeted them softly when they reached the front of the temple. She led Harrid, Lucky, and Doc up onto the dais first. The coffin was closed for good reason, but beside the coffin was the painting Doc had created a day prior. Ginger’s softly smiling face graced the canvas with an almost life-like quality, Doc’s last gift having done her justice.

Harrid brought Lucky to the coffin first. “Ginger, my love, I know you’ve gone back to Mother. How you spent your life here will mean you have a great one when you come back in the next cycle. I hope we find each other again… I’ll do my best to raise our son in the way you’d have wanted. However, I’ll also do my best to make sure your death is avenged. They took my love, and I won’t let that stand. Please forgive me for what comes, for I’ll never forgive those who took you from us.”

Lucky was crying just as his father was when he touched the side of the coffin. “Momma, I miss you… The Holydays will help make sure I grow up good and strong and help Poppa make the world better. I won’t let hatred win… you told me to not let hatred grow in my heart. It’s hard… but I’ll do my best…” The last sentence was brokenly sobbed.

Harrid hugged Lucky to his side as they stepped next to the portrait, ready to greet those who’d come to pay their respects. If his son had trouble, he’d send him to sit with Suzanna and Posy. Those two had helped Lucky the most over the last few days.

Doc stepped up next, gently touching the coffin. “Ginger, I’m so sorry… They killed you because of me. We don’t have any proof, but we all know why. You believed in a better world. You believed with the depths of your soul in what could be… you even worked to make this small corner of the world into an example of it. If any of us deserve to be remembered for what they’ve done, it’s you. Aurora will never forget you; I’ll make sure of it. Rest in peace with Mother until you come around again.” Wiping the few tears that’d escaped from his eyes, he moved to the other side of the coffin to stand with Onyx.

His wives and children were next, offering words to Ginger. They went to hug Lucky and Harrid before going to their seats in the pews. Ginger’s friends came over next— the people who she’d called friends since she met Doc, and those she’d known far longer. After them, the citizens who wished to pay their respects came up.

With as many people that were there, Harrid had Lucky go sit with Doc’s family. He sat between Posy and Suzanna, his lip trembling at times, but mostly holding his emotions in check. A small part of him was proud that so many people wanted to say goodbye to his mother. It proved what he always knew about her: how much she’d helped others and was loved for it.

People eventually had to leave after paying their respects, as all the seats were taken and the side aisles were at capacity for standing room. The main aisle was left open for traffic so everyone could walk as needed. In the end, the last person shook Harrid’s hand, then left.

With no one else coming up, Onyx went to stand behind the coffin, Doc and Harrid joining her. She looked over the room slowly before she spoke up, “We came here today to say goodbye to a bright light. Ginger Lopert was a kind, gentle soul. Her life wasn’t easy, but she never complained, not even when she had her darkest moments. I spoke with Ginger about her meeting Harrid. Most wouldn’t consider them a pair at first glance, an orphaned dwarf and a rabbit bestial who worked as a coatroom attendant. But she said from that first time seeing him that she was interested. He was somber, serious, carried himself with respect, and had a love for weapons, something she herself was fond of. The pair of them stumbled with their first steps, both shy and uncertain of themselves, but in the end, love blossomed. That love is known by most, if not all, of you. Anyone who saw them saw that love in their glances and smiles. I can still recall Ginger’s joy when Lucky, their son, came into the world.”

The sobs from Lucky were loud enough to cut over Onyx. Everyone with a heart felt the pain in those sobs— the cry of a child who missed their parent.

Onyx swallowed and paused, unable to go on with the lump in her throat. Posy and Suzanna soothed Lucky, calming him enough that his sobs quieted.

“His pain is felt by all of us… nowhere near as keenly as Lucky and Harrid feel it, but it’s still felt in our hearts. Ginger stepped into most of our lives during a tumultuous period in Furden. Strongarm was evicting all of the less fortunate from the slums he owned by the river, leaving entire families without a place to go as winter bore down on the city,” Onyx managed to keep going, but it took all her will to speak as clearly as she was. “Aided by the Holydays, Ginger was appointed the manager of a small community, now known as Aurora. Here is where her kindness, generosity, and warmth shone a light on all of us. Tirelessly, she worked to make sure families were warm, safe, and able to look forward to a better life, not back to suffering. Please, bow your heads and offer a prayer to Luck and Mother on Ginger’s behalf. Let our love of her bright light help carry her back to Mother’s embrace.”

Everyone bowed their heads in silence to do as asked. When their heads rose again, Doc stood where Onyx had been. Tears marked his cheeks, but he didn’t try to wipe them away. He let his pain be seen. When the last head rose from prayer, Doc nodded to them.

“I won’t go on long. I can only agree with what Onyx has already said. However, I’ll speak of Ginger’s passing. Rumors have already lapped the city a few times, so let me set the record straight. Ginger Lopert died on her way to see her husband. The carriage she rode in was blown up with explosives, killing everyone inside of it.” Doc had made sure that no one spoke about Ayla being there; he didn’t want rumors of his wives being immortal to start. “Ginger never deserved the death she was given. She only ever sought a better world for everyone, yet there are those who’d rather see death and pain given to the open hand of peace. Ginger, my friend, I’ll do my best to find those responsible for your death. My family will mourn deeply at you no longer being beside us. We’ll do our best for your husband and son. I give you my word, here in the temple of Luck, on that. May Mother embrace you kindly. When your cycle comes back, I know your life will be one filled with love and joy because you deserve nothing less.” Stepping back, Doc touched Harrid’s shoulder.

Exhaling deeply, Harrid went to take the speaker’s position. “I’ve shed more tears the last few days than all my life before. My heart was torn from my chest and now lies here.” His hand rested on the coffin lightly. “Only my son carries the remnants of my heart now, tattered shreds that they are, much as his own is.” Harrid looked at Lucky being held by Posy and Suzanna. Clearing his throat, he looked back at the crowd. “I want to damn the world for her senseless killing. Why should I strive to make the world better when my own light’s been snuffed out?” He shook his head sadly. “Ginger wouldn’t want that… she’d chastise me if I turned my back on the world now. I won’t do so, for her and for her memory.”

Doc shifted to place his hand on Harrid’s shoulder, showing his support.

Having to clear his throat again, Harrid went on, “Today, we say goodbye to the love of my life. Ginger Lopert, who shared her family name with me, was the best woman this world has ever had.” He didn’t try to hide the tears that flowed into his beard. “I’ll find those responsible for your death, and I will make them pay. You might not want that, my love, but I can’t rest until I know they’ve paid for what they’ve done. Forgive me when we meet again…” When Harrid stepped back, Doc guided him away.

Onyx stepped back into place. “Ladies, gentlemen, and children,” she said softly, “if you wish to share Ginger’s life, please head to Aurora. In a few hours, we’ll be holding a wake in honor of her, as well as the Driver brothers who died with her. There will be food and drink there— Ginger’s favorites— to honor her. Thank you for coming.”


Chapter Twenty-five

The family didn’t leave until the temple emptied out, and when they did, it was with a wagon that carried Ginger’s coffin. It was going to split off and head to the manor while the rest of the carriages continued to Aurora.

Even having left after the temple emptied, they were still there faster than most because of their carriages. Victory Square, the park where his statue was, had been selected as the location for the wake. The spot across from Doc’s statue had been marked out and blocked off with stakes and ropes. There was a sign posted inside it, informing people that another statue was being prepared. A painting of what the statue was going to be was on display; it depicted a smiling Ginger with her hand outstretched, palm up, as if offering her hand to someone. The dedication was there, as well: “Ginger Lopert, who led the way for Aurora to shine.”

Harrid and Doc paused to look at the painting. “You did an amazing job capturing her, Doc.”

“A gift from Luck,” Doc said softly. “I’d rather it was just her here, but she was proud of the statue of me.”

“She was.” Harrid’s lips twitched. “I still remember the discussion she had with your wives about how to best depict you.”

“She was passionate that it should be a triumphant image,” Fiala said from behind them.

“Ginger was right,” Ayla said. “This one evokes an emotional response in everyone. They see the victory in the art, and it fills them with pride that changes are coming.”

“If with difficulties…” Sophia murmured.

“None of that today,” Lia said gently. “Today’s a day to celebrate the life of a friend.”

“Sorry,” Sophia apologized.

“It’s okay,” Sonya said, taking her hand. “Let’s go sit with the children.”

There were places to sit scattered around the park, but a massive table for Doc’s and Harrid’s families had been set up near Doc’s statue. Rosa and Petal were with the children, keeping an eye on them. Doc didn’t go to sit with his wives; because their friends were arriving, he went with Harrid to greet them, instead.

Dodd, Tarbo, and several more made sure to come over to speak with Harrid, glad to have a little more time to express themselves than they’d had at the temple. Harrid took their kind words about Ginger with as much stoicism as he could.

After them, the elders and shaman of the Ironbeards came their way. Alaric was in the lead to speak for the clan. “Harrid Lopert, you have our deepest condolences. While Ginger might not have been a dwarf herself, she was as close to clan as one can be without the Rite. She gave you the name you hold proudly, and for that, she should be praised even more. If the clan can assist you in any way, we will. Just let us know.”

“Thank you, Elder,” Harrid said thickly, bowing slightly. “I have my friends to assist me first, but if more aid is required, I will come to you.”

“Ginger was a bright soul,” Karl Ironbeard, the clan shaman, said softly. “I will admit my original folly of doubting her as a good match for you. She proved me wrong and helped open my eyes to the wider world in doing so. I will always remember her for her kindness, generosity, and compassion.”

Harrid could barely nod as he brushed away his tears. “It takes a strong man to admit his failures, Shaman. Ginger would be honored to know she helped your clan.”

Behind the Ironbeards was Ernst Bronzehammer and his new wife. The shaman of the Bronzehammer clan had come when news had reached their clan. Because he’d had the most contact with Harrid, he was the representative of his clan to make the trip. Words of condolences were passed, along with promises of help if Harrid needed it. Then, the local Molteneyes clan shaman did the same when she took the place in front of him.

Behind them were the Oresmelter clan’s elders and shaman. Greta didn’t try to act stoic when she hugged Harrid. Ginger had been a friend over the years, and she couldn’t imagine what Harrid must be feeling. If her husband died, she’d be lost and broken, even with their young son to help her. Harrid cried with her for a while before they separated to speak.

“Lopert is a strong name, and you wear it with the pride it deserves,” Greta sniffled. “Ginger was always kind to me when we spoke even though, as a clan, we never gave you the one thing you desired: a family name. Ginger should be shown as an example of what Luck wants, a bright light that disregards race and opens her heart to love.”

“She will be,” Doc said softly. “Her statue will be right there.” He motioned to the roped-off area.

“May Mother grant her comfort and a peaceful life…”

More people came forward to have a little more time to express their condolences. In time, Doc and Harrid retreated to the family table to eat. All around the park, people chatted and talked about Ginger. Lucky and Harrid held up as best they could, but tears still rolled down their cheeks.

~*~*~

In small groups, Doc’s wives circulated the crowd, sometimes with their children and sometimes without. When they came back, they repeated some of the stories they’d heard. Harrid would smile sadly or cry silently as he listened to them. Harrid was proud of Ginger; she’d done so much over the years and had touched everyone who met her. He could see all of that today.

The roped-off area for her statue was where most people stopped at least once. Sad nods, emphatic agreements, and other approvals of the idea were clear to anyone who watched those who’d paused by it.

As afternoon turned to evening, the crowd was slowly ebbing away. Doc and his family had one more thing to take care of for the day, so they said their goodbyes to friends. They headed for the carriages at the edge of the park to head home for the burials.

Templars had stood vigil throughout the day, and even now, Doc could see the loose ring of protectors that moved with them. There weren’t enough to stop people from approaching Harrid earlier, but they were omnipresent, just in case. Doc couldn’t fault the Order for the lengths they’d gone to; Harrid was their leader and had already suffered.

Doc came to a dead stop, and his family, who’d been trailing him and Harrid, did the same when Rosa touched a shrub beside her and vanished. “Rosa?” Doc called out to her.

The carriages were just ahead of them. Doc could see Clyde looking their way, puzzled, before the driver’s eyes turned toward something else. A moment later, there was a muffled explosion and a fountain of dirt from the direction Clyde had looked.

Doc, Lia, and Harrid took off running for that spot while his wives and children huddled together and the templars collapsed in to form a protective circle around the group. They found Rosa and Petal standing near an eruption of earth. Pieces of viscera and shrubbery dotted them and the area around them. Rosa turned when Doc came running, her eyes were wide and a little wild.

“Voice, we made sure they couldn’t hurt you or the others,” Rosa said a little manically.

“We felt them crouched in the shrub,” Petal said more calmly than her sister. “When we came to find out why, they fumbled the thing they were holding. We tried to detain them in the ground, but then, it exploded.”

Getting closer, Doc looked into the pit. What could’ve been chunks of bodies were mixed with the dirt at the bottom. Half of a head made it clear that their attacker had been human. “Did they have anything in their minds?”

“Money!” Rosa hissed. “Money only. They were paid to use their expertise with bombs.”

“We saw the men who hired them in their minds. Unfortunately, it was a meeting in a bar, and the men didn’t wear anything to point to the church,” Petal said.

Lia gently pulled Rosa to her, stroking her tangle of hair and whispering softly to calm the dryad. Harrid glared at the pit, seething as he did.

“Were they the ones responsible for Ginger?” Doc asked softly.

“Yes,” Petal nodded. “One of them had been thinking about that moment when we arrived.”

“What were they planning?” Harrid asked tightly.

“To die,” Rosa said, calmer now. “They were paid a lot of money to kill Doc. Since they didn’t get him in the carriage, they were going to walk up and kill themselves… and all of you.” The last four words started to drift toward madness again.

“Both thought of how they were dying, and of their families who would be well off,” Petal added. “They were men with terminal illnesses. They would kill themselves, and were paid to kill you.”

“Not allowed, not allowed…!” Rosa muttered as Lia tried to calm her again.

“Push the pieces in, then cover the hole,” Doc said softly. “Let them lie here unknown forever.”

Harrid nodded stiffly. “I’ll go back to the others.”

Petal and Rosa quickly had the pieces of bodies in the hole, then brought it back to level ground, using the shrub to cover the area. In the future, someone might find the bodies and wonder what’d happened, but there would be no answers.

Doc finally took Rosa in his arms, staring into her eyes. She was calm again, but she was embarrassed to have lost herself. “Rosa, you did good, but you need a tighter hold of it. Can Mother help you the same way you help us?”

Rosa leaned against him before she nodded. “She says yes.”

“Will it hurt you?” Doc asked gently.

“No… Ohhhh?!” Her head snapped up, almost clipping his chin. Eyes bright and glowing, she stared into Doc’s. “She…!”

Doc waited for a moment, then prompted her. “Rosa?”

Rosa swallowed, but managed to finally go on, “She says she can raise a Voice… I… I would be Mother’s favorite daughter… by becoming her Voice!”

Doc stared into the depths of Rosa’s glowing eyes for a long moment. “Is that what you want?”

“Yes, but… would you still love me?” The question was hesitant, afraid.

“Why would I ever stop loving my precious Weed?”

“Because I would be a Voice, not just a dryad.”

“Unless you want our relationship to change, it won’t,” Doc said.

“We’ll always love you and will treasure having our naughty Weed beside us, even if she is a Voice,” Lia said gently. “You can ask the others tonight if you want to wait.”

Rosa nodded. “I want to ask them first. If they agree that I can stay me and be a Voice, then yes. I could do so much more for you, Doc, but I don’t want to lose anything…”

Doc kissed her softly. “You’ll never lose our love, Rosa, no matter how long we live, how many children we have, or if the world changes. Your love of our family and our love of you is as solid as Mother’s connection to the world.”

Rosa pushed into Doc, knocking him over as she straddled him. Her passion and love had just been fanned to heights she’d never known. To be called his world— their world— the center of everything for the family had taken her secret thoughts and made them real.

Petal shivered as she watched them. She worried that she’d be forgotten when Rosa became Mother’s favorite. Why would any of them need or want her when they had Rosa? Her thoughts cut off when Lia pulled Petal into her arms. “I can’t read minds, Petal, but I can read faces. You’re Fiala’s and ours. You’ll only be let go if you ask, and we know you’ll never ask. Now help me stop her; this’ll hurt Doc if someone sees.”

“Yes, mistress,” Petal said, her fears ebbing as she grabbed Rosa, gently pulling her sister from Doc. “Lia says later, Rosa. We have to get home for Ginger.”

Those words snapped the moment for Rosa. She was suddenly on her feet, helping Doc back up. She knew it would hurt Doc if she was seen having him in public like she was about to. There was also the fact that Harrid would hate her if she was the reason Ginger had to wait to return to Mother.

“Sorry, Voice. Thank you, sister.”

Doc coughed as he got to his feet. “I promise we’ll talk with them tonight, but right now, Harrid’s waiting for us.”

“Yes, of course,” Rosa said, looking down.

Doc took Rosa’s hand, leading her back to the family. Lia did the same with Petal, her eyes roving the night that was slowly claiming the park. Her heart trembled at how close they’d come to a disaster. If not for Petal and Rosa, the bombers might’ve gotten far too close to be stopped.


Chapter Twenty-six

The trip back up to the manor didn’t take long, as Aurora was closer than Furden was to Doc’s home. Because of the attack, everyone was a little anxious, but when nothing happened and they arrived home safely, their tension was able to ebb. Instead of going to the manor doors, Clyde and the other driver took them along the hard-packed path that Petal and Rosa made to the back acreage.

The ground had been prepared, and the tombstones had been rushed to be ready for them. The wagon with Ginger’s coffin had come and gone; her casket was already in the ground, just as the Driver brothers were. A short way from them, a small sequoia tree was already starting to grow. The dryad’s body was underneath the roots— she’d be reborn from the tree when it was time, but her branches would forever shelter their friends and family.

It was dark when they got out of the carriages, but the lanterns that’d been waiting were quickly lit. The family gathered in a line to face Ginger’s grave. Harrid and Lucky stood directly in front of it, tears again falling as they stared down at her coffin. Off to the side, the Driver brothers’ graves were prepared to be filled too.

“Today was difficult…” Harrid spoke softly. “I loved hearing how much you changed lives, Ginger. The outpouring of love for you was good… you changed the world more than you believe you did. Not just mine, either. All of Aurora and most of Furden turned out to say their goodbyes to you.”

“Everyone loved you, Momma,” Lucky sniffled.

“You’ll be missed by the people of Aurora, but even more by us,” Fiala added. “And that pales next to Harrid and Lucky.”

Harrid swallowed, then pushed on, “They tried to kill us again today, but they failed. The only good news I have is that the men who killed you are dead, just as the men who hurt you so long ago are.” Lucky cried softly, and Harrid paused to kneel and hold his son.

“I’m sorry, Ginger,” Doc spoke up. “They killed you trying to get to me. The change you wanted is coming, and I’m sad you’re not here to see it with us. By the time you return to the world, things should have improved. You’ll have a great life because of your actions in this one, but hopefully, the entire world is far better, too.”

“Mother promises to care for you while you rest with her,” Rosa said. “Your bright light shone out. She treasures your soul for that.”

“We’ll watch over Lucky for you,” Sonya said with trembling lips. “He’ll be loved as much as we can to help him feel your love.”

“I’ll take care of him!” Suzanna blurted out, tears streaming down her face when she said it. “Forever!”

The parents’ lips twitched at her declaration. Even Harrid found the moment sweet enough to bring his troubled heart a moment of respite. Lucky clung to his father, not showing any sign of having heard her words.

“He’ll grow up with friends and family all around him,” Harrid whispered. “Even when I have to march to war, he’ll have our friends to care for him.”

Lucky began to sob more, his arms tightening on his father.

“I’ll do everything I can to come home and hold him again. He’s our world together, the bright light that we both cherish. We were lucky to meet and find love, and his name was a constant reminder of that for us. While evil men took you far too soon from us, I won’t let them make the world worse for our boy.”

When Harrid began to openly weep, unable to speak, Doc bowed his head. “Luck, your path has never been easy, but Ginger’s death has made it the worst it’s ever been to keep walking. You once said you’d be okay if I set the burden aside because the world is coming back into the light, but this has only reaffirmed my need to push the hatred out of society. Things will be even worse soon, but I pray and hope that the future will be far brighter after the dark we face now.”

Silence fell, broken only by the sobs from those assembled for a minute.

Harrid picked Lucky up, holding his son to his chest. “Until we meet again, my dear Ginger…” Taking a deep breath, he swallowed. “Ladies, please?”

The ground moved when he asked as both Petal and Rosa covered the grave with their magic. It was eerie for Doc to see, but also strangely beautiful. The ground became level once again, then grass grew, along with a fan of rose bushes behind the tombstone.

“Ginger loved these roses,” Petal said. “They’ll bloom year-round, so she’ll always have flowers.”

“Thank you,” Harrid choked out.

After a minute, they went over to where the Driver brothers’ graves were. Fiala was the first to speak for them, “Darren, William, it was an honor to have had you as part of the family. You never balked or complained about what we asked, never commented about how odd our family is…” Her voice caught making her pause before she could finish. “Thank you for everything.”

“You served well and were cared for,” Sonya sniffled. “I’m sorry you’ll no longer be here to tell us tales of your times with the bank. Those stories were always fun to listen to.”

“We never worried in your carriage,” Ayla whispered. “You two were safe drivers and able guards. It took a despicable act to take you from this world.”

“You’ll be missed by us and the others,” Sophia added.

“Gentlemen, I didn’t have as long to know you,” Lia chimed in, “but our wives always spoke highly of you. Your killers lie dead, forgotten to history for all time. May your souls rest peacefully with Mother.”

“Thank you for your service,” Harrid managed.

“Clyde brought you into our lives. He vouched for you, and you both proved him right to do so.” Doc glanced back, then motioned for Clyde to come forward. “You knew them far longer than we did, Clyde.”

“You two were such a pain in the ass,” Clyde said somberly. “You were hard to work with when we were with the bank. Even when we clashed, you were respectful and never failed to do your work. When Doc asked about men he could trust, you were the first people I brought to him. For years, you showed his family why I did that. I was always proud of you as workers, but more as your friend. Every bank driver knows his life might be cut tragically short, yet it was after those years when death came for you. Why? Not because of money, but because of hatred. Every day, I will bow my head in respect to you both. Please make sure Mother has a place for me when my time comes… many years from now, hopefully.” Clyde raised his head, tears falling. “You’ll be missed by me, the others, and by the family we work for and respect.”

When Clyde stepped back, Doc nodded to Petal and Rosa to fill the graves.

“Before we leave,” Lia said softly, “I would like to sing. There’s an old song that is used to send the souls of the loved to Mother.”

“Go ahead,” Doc said.

Lia took a deep breath, then raised her head and voice. She sang, and their hearts clenched. For those who knew Elvish, it told the tale of saying goodbye until the cycle came again. For those who didn’t understand the words, it was still poignant, touching the hearts of all who stood in the night to say goodbye to their friends and loved ones. Her voice carried to the staff quarters and manor, and tears fell from all of those who heard her.

When the song ended, Harrid swallowed. “Thank you, Lia…” The words were thickly said, his sorrow high.

“Of course, Harrid. I just wish I’d never needed to sing it again.”

As they turned to go, Doc asked, “Petal, can you take the children, please? Get them ready for bed. We’ll be along to kiss them goodnight shortly.”

“Of course, Doc,” Petal said.

“Poppa, can I go with Harrid and Lucky?” Suzanna asked.

“Harrid?” Doc asked.

Harrid turned to look at his son, who was exhausted. “Do you want her to come with us?”

“She helps me stay calm…” Lucky whispered. “Can she sleep with me tonight?”

“Of course,” Harrid nodded. “Suzanna?” He held his hand out to her, as Lucky had his other one.

“Momma?” Suzanna asked.

“Helping a friend is always acceptable,” Fiala said softly. “Be good for them.”

Suzanna rushed forward to take Harrid’s hand.

“If you don’t mind, Harrid,” Posy offered, “I’ll come, too.”

“Their older sister is always welcome,” Harrid nodded.

Doc waved Clyde to go, picking up one of the lanterns. “We’re going to walk back to the manor. There was more to the attack than we said before leaving Aurora. We should address it now.”

The others collected the rest of the lanterns; this way, their way was brightly illuminated. Doc explained what’d happened with the attackers, Rosa’s reaction, and then Mother’s offer.

Lia spoke up when Doc finished, “The madness she has when Doc’s injured or attacked hasn’t been getting better. I think this would be for the best.”

“Will you leave us?” Fiala asked Rosa, her eyes wide and fearful.

“Never, mistress!” Rosa said, turning to hug Fiala. “I was afraid you’d all stop letting me be me if I accepted. I don’t want to change my place in the family. Being the weed in the flower garden makes me so happy.”

“Then you will always be our weed,” Sonya said firmly. “No matter what.”

“We’d be lost without you, Rosa,” Ayla said softly. “It hurts so much that Sequoia is gone. If you left, too… I’d be a mess.”

“We never wish to hurt you,” Rosa said, slipping from Fiala to Ayla.

“Mother’s Voice… she’s never had one before,” Sophia said. “You’ll be unique… even more than you already are, Rosa.”

“A special weed,” Lia said, having gone to bookend Rosa with Ayla. “But always ours.”

“Unless you ask to leav—” Doc started to say, but he was tackled by Rosa before he could finish.

“No! Never! Never say that!” Rosa was almost frantic as she stared down at Doc. “Please…! Please never… say…” Her voice trailed off as tears welled up in her eyes.

Doc pulled her to his chest, stroking her hair. “I’ll never say it again, my precious Weed. Not once, no matter how long we live. We love you.”

The others paused, setting their lanterns down to surround the two on the ground. Kneeling, they rubbed Rosa’s back, murmuring their own agreement with Doc.

Rosa swallowed, then kissed Doc gently. “I have to go for a little bit… Not long, but for a bit.”

“When you come back, we’ll welcome you to your place in the family,” Doc said softly. “But with a small change.”

Rosa froze until she saw what he was thinking. Eyes blazing, she kissed him again, passion, need, and love all racing through her core.

The others smiled at them, waiting to hear what Doc had in mind.

It took a few minutes, but when Rosa stopped kissing Doc, she smiled at him, then tilted her head back to the others. “I need to go. Please send me off with love, mistresses.”

The others kissed their lovely dryad, the needy weed they all loved. When Lia broke their kiss, the last of them to do so, Rosa stood up. She hugged each, then held up her hand where her ring was now on her finger. “He wants me to be with you, no longer hidden. Also…” She touched her collar and it fell away from her neck, as Doc had triggered the gems to release her. “The new coalition will allow dryads to be uncollared.”

“I’ll get it started tomorrow,” Sophia said firmly.

Doc got up, collecting his lantern, the others having picked theirs up already. “Rosa, thank you for being the best dryad I could ever have met, first and always.” He hugged her, whispering to her when he did, “I’ll miss you, you creepy, insatiable weed. Please hurry home.”

Rosa kissed his neck before she left his arms and ran at the nearest tree. The sooner she was gone, the sooner she’d be back.

The others stood there for a long moment. It’d been a long day with wild ups and downs. All of them were emotionally drained, physically tired, and now missing a cornerstone of their relationship. All of them hoped Rosa would return soon, but understood that it might take time.

“Let’s go kiss our children goodnight,” Doc whispered. “Then, I’d like to hold my wives tonight.”

“We’d like that, too,” Fiala said, taking his free hand.


Chapter Twenty-seven

When the first day of May arrived, Doc was taking a seat in the parlor, as a guest had come over. “David, how are you?”

“Good, but things have been busy.”

“Yeah. It’s clear that the government is pushing for war.”

“They’ve sent half the army across the Big River. The forts that have soldiers have been buttoned up tight since last month, but they won’t stay that way.”

“That’s why Harrid has been moving the templars. We’re going to evict the forts first. They can leave peacefully or not.”

“The cost of raising the militias isn’t small, but it’s been manageable,” Ayla added. “Every state west of Coalrud has marshaled their people to help in the effort.”

“The Supreme Court ruled that the act of taking depots from us is unlawful,” Sophia chimed in. “The government isn’t sure what to do with that right now.”

“Word from the south is that a revolution is about to start in Iberrita,” Lia smiled grimly. “Iberra will be losing their foothold on the continent, which will stop them from assisting Emerita.”

“We’ve also backed the Gaul parts of Kanata,” Sonya said. “Avalon is having problems there, and Hibernia is starting to look unfriendly to them, too. That takes another potential ally away from Emerita.”

“Busy all over,” David nodded. “The eastern states have tried to get additional support, but my stranglehold on the news has made that difficult. I’m sure they’ll move to replace my people and print whatever they want soon, but there are plans in place if they try.”

“Carnegg and Morgun have shored up their plans,” Doc said. “Steel will be in short supply for the government, and any major train transports on that side of Big River are being delayed.”

“The bad news is that the templars of Apoc have sailed,” Rema, David’s dryad, added.

“It’s been confirmed?” Doc asked.

“As close as we could,” David sighed. “Her sister with them connected to Mother in Iberra, and we know a fleet set sail shortly after.”

Silence fell while Doc considered if he should let Mother do what she’d offered time and again. Even with the power of Apoc behind them, if she wanted to, she could sink their entire fleet. There was just a question of how much it would tax her to do so.

“Rema, have you heard from Rosa?” Fiala asked.

“Not since she left your side. Mother has been quieter than normal since then, too,” Rema said.

“I’d hoped that you might’ve heard something,” Fiala sighed. “Petal said the same.”

“She’s becoming a Voice for Mother,” David said softly. “It’s a first for the world. It’s surprising that it’s taking so long, as we became Voices in a single night.”

“Yeah…” Doc exhaled. “We miss her. At this point, I just hope she’s okay.”

“The coalition of western states has all signed off on the Dryad Freedom Act,” David said to try to lighten the mood. “I was going to free Rema, but we’ve decided to wait for Rosa to come back. Even with the law, it’ll still be smart to always have them with someone. Idiots might try to grab them, but the stories of how deadly they are won’t be overcome quickly.”

Doc nodded, then cleared his throat. “Do we have any support politically over there?”

“Surprisingly, yes,” David smiled. “The important people have started a movement.”

Doc frowned. He’d heard Elvish for a moment in David’s sentence, but his brain had supplied the word that’d been said instead of the translation. “Mugwumps… that tracks with my history. They were against corruption.”

“The actions of the government to strip your businesses from you has been their rallying cry,” David nodded. “If it can happen to you, it can happen to everyone. It’s a flagrant overreach on the government’s behalf. Those politicians who have made themselves known as mugwumps are being harried this year.”

“We can send them support,” Ayla said.

“Legally, too,” Sophia nodded.

“I also found the person you said I should find,” David told Doc. “My initial overture was rebuffed, but I received a telegram this morning saying he would come meet.”

Doc smiled at that. “He was bigger than life and had an impact for generations. If we can get him to side with us, I’ll be pushing to have him as our first president.”

David whistled softly. “I didn’t know you were thinking of offering him that.”

“He loves the outdoors, is against corruption, and was known for being honest and forthright. What’s his name here?”

“Theodoric Rusfelt Junior. He normally goes by ‘Teddy.’ There’s a big problem with your hope, though.”

“He’s anti-monopoly,” Doc nodded. “He set up the Sherman Antitrust Act on Earth, along with the Square Deal. Even with that, he was big for equality and helping the average man rise.”

“He’ll want to break up your businesses.”

“We’ll restructure and be fine,” Ayla smiled.

“The paperwork is already waiting,” Sophia added. “Doc made sure to be ahead of this, and we made it happen.”

“My wives make my life far easier,” Doc smiled, but it faltered when he thought of Rosa again.

“I’ll arrange the meeting when he arrives,” David said. “His coming is odd… I think he’s bringing an offer from the government.”

“Of course,” Doc said. “If I capitulate, then no war needs to happen. I’m sure they’ll just ask for everything I own, but promise not to hand me over to the church.”

“Which we won’t agree to at all,” Sonya said firmly.

“The world is changing quickly,” David murmured. “I can see why some commotion about ‘the end times’ has started up. The century draws to a close while there are massive changes happening? It gives the alarmists ammunition.”

“It’ll happen again and again, like it has before,” Sophia said. “This isn’t new.”

“That’s true.”

Rema trembled, then collapsed with a groan. Everyone jerked in their seats to see the dryad’s sudden change. David was kneeling beside her in an instant, asking if she was okay.

“She comes…” Rema whispered as she leaned against David.

Brows furrowed before Doc shot to his feet. Throwing open the window that looked out on the garden, his smile grew wide. Rosa was coming toward the manor, her smile bright when she saw Doc. Then, between one step and the next, she vanished to reappear directly in front of him. The next instant, she was in his arms as he drew her into the room though the window, their lips locked in a kiss.

Commotion ran around the pair, but Doc could only focus on his beloved Weed. Their kiss was filled with love, lust, longing, and joy. The weeks apart had taxed them, but now, the world felt right again, as they had each other once more. Hands touched them both as their wives surrounded them to hold Rosa.

Doc broke the kiss to stare into Rosa’s glowing eyes. “Welcome home, Rosa.”

“I’m always home now, Voice,” Rosa murmured. “I am… so much more… thank you.”

Doc kissed the tip of her nose, then turned his head. Rosa did the same, only to be kissed passionately by Lia in the next moment. Doc passed Rosa to Lia’s arms, then stepped back. His other wives stayed in place; they wanted their kisses from their dryad wife, too.

“Are you okay, Rema?” Doc asked, going over to where David was holding her.

“Yes… wonderful!” Rema trembled. “The world sings, Doc. Can’t you hear it?”

Doc frowned, but then started to nod. When he focused, he could feel it. He had dryad magic, a connection to Mother from Luck, and that gift trembled in joy. “I do. Not clearly, but yes, I hear it.”

“Mother is a creator now. She’s the most powerful… because she’s always here, not everywhere else. Rosa… she is the conduit for us. Everything we can do…!” Rema shivered. “Every one of my sisters knows, even those who are held by Apoc. Hope flames to life in them again. We can talk and feel each other, even if we are not rooted. It’s beautiful and terrible.”

David stroked Rema’s hair, giving Doc a worried look. “This might make the whole dryad law a bit more problematic.”

“No, it won’t,” Rema said. “We won’t be shackled again, not if we are free. The collars won’t work on us again. Those of us currently collared are still beholden, but Rosa can break them if she can touch them. All of us can be free. Rosa can help speed their rebirth some, as Mother does.” Rema babbled as she kept talking, “So much! She is Mother incarnate! Rosa is our key, our future! She is Mother’s Favorite! All, rejoice!”

David looked worried. “Rema, are you okay?”

Rema looked at him, then kissed him. The kiss knocked them both over and became inflamed passion. Doc coughed, looking back at his wives still kissing Rosa. Taking a deep breath, he let go of the anxiety that’d been in his gut. Rosa was back, and his family was whole again. No matter what would come next, they’d face it together.

~*~*~

Rema and David stopped before things got out of hand. Rosa was eventually done being passed around, too. That had them shift seats, as Rosa wanted to sit on Doc’s lap, and no one was going to deny her.

“I’m so much more, Doc,” Rosa murmured, nuzzling her head to his chest. “I’m more a conduit for Mother than you are for Luck or David is for Trade. I am her, and she is me, but we are also separate.”

“I’m going to need better clarification, Rosa.”

“Weed, please, Voice. Call me Weed. I missed it so much.”

“As my needy Weed wishes,” Doc whispered. “Can you help us understand what happened?”

“I was drawn fully back to Mother. She enveloped me with herself and shared everything with me. I don’t have gifts like you do, but I am everything she is. But I am more because your wives are more. That mixture of Luck’s gifts and Mother’s power… I was able to change how things are seen by all of Mother’s children. No more will we have to connect to the earth, because Mother is in the air, the water, and the land. You showed me how small all of nature can be, and how connected it all is.”

“You can work on the microbe level, or smaller than that?”

“Down to the smallest parts of Mother,” Rosa said softly. “I could do what you’re thinking about when you think of war.”

Doc shivered as the image of the mushroom cloud formed in his mind.

“Yes, that. But you don’t want it, so I won’t do that,” Rosa said quickly.

“Thank you, Weed.”

“I’ll never hurt you, Voice,” Rosa said softly, “nor our family. I want what you want, but also what Mother wants.”

“Did she help with the madness, Weed?” Lia asked.

“Yes. I won’t become… so unstable.”

“Good. We want you to always be here,” Fiala said.

“I never want to leave again, and I never have to, either,” Rosa giggled. “I can cross any distance even without plants. My little sisters can do the same.”

“We can do so much more,” Rema nodded.

“But first,” Rosa smiled sadly, “I have to leave for a moment.” She kissed Doc, then vanished.

“Didn’t she just say she never wanted to leave again?” Sophia said slowly.

Rosa was back a second later, a big smile on her lips. “That’s better. I’ll make more trips soon, but all of them will be short.”

“What did you do?” Doc asked.

“Freed one of my sisters,” Rosa said. She held out her hand where a chunk of amber sat on her palm. “She was being held by an enchanter in Airzon. I will plant her and make sure she starts to be reborn. I’ll be gathering all the fallen that I can and getting them back.”

“All of the lost reborn…?” Lia whispered.

“Yes. I’ll be freeing the captured, too. Mother’s children will no longer be treated as animals and beasts.”

Doc squeezed Rosa to him. “Equality is what I wanted, and that means for all of you, too.”

“Things are going to be different,” David murmured, “but before that, I notice Rosa doesn’t have her collar.”

Rosa got off Doc’s lap, moving to Rema. She touched her collar, which disintegrated under her hand as the soul stones dropped to the ground. “No collar will hold my sisters now.”

“Thank you, Rosa,” Rema said.

“What will the church do once they find out about Mother’s Voice?” Ayla asked.

“War,” Sonya said. “They’ll have to try and stamp us out before things can cascade further.”

“It was always going to lead to war,” Lia said softly.

“But we’ll face it as a family,” Fiala said firmly.

The others agreed emphatically with her. Doc watched his wives with worry. They were united, but if Emerita was divided, it would be bloody and costly. He just prayed that his family and friends would survive it.


Chapter Twenty-eight

When the children saw that Rosa was back, they spent almost the entire day celebrating, warming Doc’s heart. Petal greeted Rosa back with a hug, whispering to her before the pair shared a soft kiss. Everything felt right at home again, and smiles were shared amongst them all. Even Lucky managed a few smiles when he and Harrid came over for dinner.

While the joy in the home was high, the sex that evening was even better. Rosa somehow managed to keep Doc ready without breaks throughout the entire evening. By the time they finally called it quits, it was early morning; instead of sleeping, Doc just used his healing magic to refresh them all.

Petal left first to see about waking the children, her neck gloriously bare of her collar. She loved the fact that she could show her devotion without a hint of doubt that she wanted to be there with them. A few seconds after Petal left, Rosa slipped out to join her in helping get the children ready.

“I’m glad she’s home,” Fiala smiled, getting dressed. “We’d grown so used to having Petal and Sequoia around all the time. The children love having them act as nannies. I still remember Suzanna asking me to just let Petal be her nanny.”

“Which is when the one here went to care for the staff’s children?” Doc asked, thinking back to the snippets of conversations that Rosa relayed to him while he was away.

“Yes. She was happy enough to do so, as it kept her employed here.”

“It’s worked out well for us, but I know Petal must’ve been feeling the strain over the last few weeks,” Sonya said, buttoning Fiala’s dress.

“Lucky has it the worst,” Ayla added in, giving Sophia a smile as her buttons were finished. “Thank you, dear. Your turn.”

Sophia started to get into her dress. “I hope Rosa can help Sequoia come back faster. We all know Rosa will go with Doc if Doc has to travel.”

“That’s true,” Lia nodded, buckling her guns on top of her buckskins. “I will, too. But at the moment, there isn’t a need to worry about if or when he’ll have to go.”

“Harrid’s heading out soon to demand that the soldiers leave the forts. Best to have it start with someone of authority,” Sonya said.

“He wants to do that without me,” Doc said. “He said the first few will likely be the worst, and he was very firm about not wanting me in danger.”

“He had solid points,” Fiala said. “Besides, you have meetings coming up.”

“Governors of the western states first, and then Teddy when he gets in. We’ll have started to evict the army from the forts by then. I wonder how he’ll take that?” Doc pondered as he got his boots on.

“Hopefully, he understands,” Sonya said. “You seem to have high hopes for him.”

“I do. I have no idea how much he’ll be like the one from Earth, but I hope he’s very similar.”

“Even if we do have to break our businesses up,” Ayla said.

“At least we got ahead of that,” Sophia smiled over her shoulder at Ayla, who was helping her dress.

“We can see if Heather would like to put on a concert,” Lia suggested. “This way, he can hear her while he’s here. Let him mingle with the socialites who stayed here to hear from them about the equality in Furden and Aurora.”

“That’s a good idea,” Fiala nodded. “I’ll message David and see about tentative dates to arrange things.”

“His arrival will be delayed for a bit,” Doc said softly. “There are no railroads active in the states by Big River, meaning it’s riding a horse for him. He’s skilled at riding, or should be, so it’ll slow him down, but not stop him.”

“I’ll make sure we can set things up quickly once we know he’s coming. David can get word from the railroads he does use when he crosses over.”

“That’ll work.”

“I’m going to help the dryads wrangle the children,” Lia smiled. “See you all at the table.”

Doc had finished getting ready for the day, but he stayed where he was, waiting for the others to finish. “We’ll be down shortly.”

“She wants to spend as much time as she can with them,” Ayla said softly when the door closed behind Lia.

“Of course,” Fiala nodded. “She wants her own, but also wants to be there for Doc. While she waits, she’ll dote on our children. She’s always wanted them; it’s why the children at The Lily were always so well cared for.”

“I’ve offered more than once, but she’s adamant that she’ll wait,” Doc said.

“It’s her choice,” Sonya said. “It would be wrong for you to force that on her.”

Doc’s lips twitched. “Me forcing Lia isn’t how we mesh.”

“We’re aware,” Sophia snickered.

“But she does bend if we ask,” Fiala smiled. “Not that we do it often.”

“I don’t want her to bend to me,” Doc said softly. “She’s the happiest when I submit to her, and that’s all that matters. What makes all of you the happiest is what makes me joyful.”

“In that case—” Ayla smirked.

“Breakfast,” Fiala said, taking Ayla by the arm. “A great idea.”

The others laughed at Ayla’s shock, but she just went along with Fiala. “Very well.”

Doc got to his feet, offering his arms to Sophia and Sonya. “Ladies, shall we?”

They both eagerly took the offer, agreeing that they should.

~*~*~

When the children arrived, they went around getting hugs and kisses from their mothers and Doc before taking their seats. It was shortly after everyone was there, including Posy, that food arrived.

Daf, Charles, and Olka came into the room with bright smiles. Over the last couple of weeks, the trio of cooks had seemed happier. Just after they’d served everyone, Olka cleared her throat. “Sir, I wanted to thank you.”

“Oh? What for?” Doc asked, puzzled.

“My life has been better since you gave me a place here, but the last few weeks have been even better. I didn’t think it was possible, but it has been. Daf being in the kitchen with us every day gives me the feeling of being around family all the time. I… thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Olka, but I just gave you a chance.”

“You gave me a new life,” Olka sniffled. “You can try to diminish it, but I won’t let you.”

Doc paused trying to find the right words, but Posy jumped in before he could, “Olka, you have every right to feel that way. I feel that way, too. He gave me my Momma; she should’ve died years ago, yet she’s still here to love me because of him. So we’ll both make sure he accepts the good.”

Lia chuckled. “Daf, it seems both of your daughters agree.”

Daf blushed. “Well, I can’t call Olka my daughter, not really. But if Doc can call Posy his daughter, then Olka can be mine in the same way.”

Olka hugged Daf tightly. “Thank you. You’re a great mother.”

“Yeah, she is,” Posy beamed.

Charles was smiling while he watched them.

“If you can be my mother, then Charles can be my father,” Olka said.

“Never thought I’d have a daughter, but if I ever did, I’d want her to be just like you,” Charles said, stepping over to pat Olka’s back.

“While you can’t formally adopt her because she’s an adult,” Sophia said, “you can adopt her in spirit.”

“If Momma and Charles get married, then Olka and I would be closer to being sisters,” Posy said. “Even if I already see her that way.”

Daf flushed, as did Charles, neither sure what to say to that. They’d been courting slowly to be positive that they were sure, but everything had been wonderful.

“They really should,” Olka agreed.

Rosa and Petal both started to giggle, drawing all eyes to them. Rosa spoke up for the dryads, “They’ve been hoping to make it clear that they want that.”

Daf glanced at her daughter, then Olka, before turning to face Charles squarely. “I never thought I’d marry again. You’ve been kind and caring, and have shown love to Olka. I’ve taken your measure and found you to be a good man.”

Charles took a deep breath. “I’ll say that I have enjoyed our time together and our talks. I’d given up on the idea of marriage, but… I’ll need time to go find a ring.”

“Done!” Fiala beamed. “Take the day off. I’m sure Olka will be happy to handle the kitchen.”

“I will,” Olka nodded quickly, then gave Posy a big smile.

“Momma, you should go with him,” Posy said. “I can help my sister in the kitchen.”

Daf blinked at Posy, then smiled softly. “Very well. If that’s okay, Charles?”

“You can take the carriage,” Doc said. “Enjoy a day out.”

“A date will do you both good,” Lia added.

“Charles is due more days off,” Fiala said. “Maybe a week off to really spend time together without worrying about cooking would be good for the both of you.”

“Yes,” Sonya nodded. “A good, long date would be for the best. Posy can use the spare room here, too.”

“I will,” Posy nodded.

“Thank you,” Charles said softly. “Please, enjoy your meal.”

Daf went to take her seat at the table. “Yes. It’ll get cold, otherwise.”

“I’ll make sure dinner’s amazing,” Olka beamed as she left with Charles.

Doc smiled as he started in on his food. Things might be heading toward war with the government, but knowing that those he cared about were doing well and finding even more happiness filled him with warmth.


Chapter Twenty-nine

A couple of days later, the entire family was at the train station to see Harrid and a contingent of templars off. His first stop in removing the Emeritan Army was at the only army fort left in Coalrud, located down in Avondale. Doc had found it amusing that the name had carried over from Earth— that helped him keep his worry from showing as much.

“They’re on a small offshoot of the rail line,” Harrid was telling his son. “It’s a small group of men, so it’ll be fine. My templars will outnumber them at least five to one, and we have Luck behind us. From there, I’m going south into Airzon. I won’t be back for a few months, but our friends will watch over you.”

Lucky sniffled. “I know. Come home safe?”

“I’ll use everything I have to do so,” Harrid whispered, pulling his son into a hug. “Pray to Luck for me, and know that I'll be back as soon as I can.”

“He won’t be alone,” Rosa said softly. “Harrid, one of my sisters will be beside you at every fort. If you need Mother’s aid, they will provide it. Also, I will be happy to pass messages for you two.”

“We will,” Petal nodded.

Harrid looked up at the dryads while holding his son. “Thank you…” The two words were thick. “Keep him safe for me. He’s all I have left to love in the world.”

“With my life, if necessary,” Petal said. “Your life and Lucky’s are important to Doc, so they are important to us.”

“If you want, I can have one of my sisters stay beside Lucky,” Rosa said. “She’d treat him like he was one of Doc’s children. His safety would be her first concern.”

Harrid was torn on that. He’d grown used to the dryads, but to have one of them always there… After a minute, he pulled back from Lucky enough to meet his son’s tear-filled eyes. “Do you want that?”

“She could let us talk every night?” Lucky asked, turning his head to look at Rosa.

“Absolutely. I will make sure of it,” Rosa smiled softly.

“Please?” Lucky asked, looking back at Harrid.

Harrid nodded. “Rosa, please. Someone kind and gentle. I know all of you are, but more so.”

Rosa looked at the closest tree with pursed lips. “Hmm… how about Apple? Her scent would be soothing to him.” A dryad came out of the tree a moment later. Beaming, she came their way with fast steps. The moment she was close, Rosa looked at Doc, who’d taken his coat off to drape around the naked dryad. “You’ll have to get used to being dressed, Apple. We cannot stay naked when we walk beside others.”

“Anything that is required, Rosa,” Apple said before she gave Doc a brilliant smile. “Thank you, Voice.” She didn’t focus on Doc, instead kneeling to face Lucky. “Hello, child. I am Apple. If it pleases you, I will stay at your side as a friend and messenger for you and your father.”

Harrid let his son go, but watched the dryad with concern.

Lucky didn’t have any apprehensions about her; he turned to Apple, and then gave a small bow. “I’m Lucky Lopert, ma’am. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Suzanna was suddenly beside Lucky, taking his hand, her eyes fixed on the dryad. “I’m Suzanna Holyday, and Lucky’s my best friend. I’ll be with him a lot, too.”

Rosa, Petal, and Apple all smiled at Suzanna. They knew what she was thinking, and Suzanna fidgeted under their gazes. Doc and the other adults all exchanged glances; it’d become increasingly clear that Suzanna had chosen Lucky as a boyfriend. They were keeping their eyes on the children, but they’d only held hands occasionally.

“Mistress Suzanna, it is a pleasure to meet you, too. I will be as Petal is for your mother, a constant friend and helper for Lucky. You would be very welcome to help me make sure he’s happy and cared for.”

Suzanna nodded. “Good.”

Harrid stood up, kissing the top of Lucky’s head. “Be good, son.”

“I will,” Lucky said, taking his hand back from Suzanna to hug his father one more time.

“We’ll make sure he’s safe and healthy,” Fiala said.

“And happy,” Suzanna added primly.

Harrid looked from Lucky to Suzanna, then back. A small, sad smile touched his bearded face. “I hope that’s always the case.” Harrid straightened up and faced Doc. “Voice, I go to remove the army of Emerita from Coalrud.”

Doc straightened, then saluted Harrid. “Go with Luck, Grand Master.”

“With Luck.” Harrid returned the salute before turning crisply on his heel and marching for the train.

“He’ll be fine,” Suzanna said, taking Lucky’s hand again. “When we get home, we can show Apple around.” She glanced back at the dryad. “You really do smell like apples.”

“I’m glad you approve,” Apple smiled.

~*~*~

Leaving the train station was a little more complicated. Most of their family was heading home, but Doc, Rosa, and Sophia weren’t. They’d arranged another meeting for the day ahead of time. Once their goodbyes were said and everyone was heading their own ways, Doc turned his focus to what was coming up.

“The governors of the western states that seceded are concerned,” Sophia said. She knew Doc well enough to tell when he was focused on the meeting. “At the moment, we’re just a collection of small governments without a central charter. We’re obviously not going to make a second Union today, but this will begin the groundwork for it.”

Doc snorted at that. “It’s so odd. I’m in no way smart enough to set up a government, yet they’re all coming here to talk about it with me.”

“Because you’re the focal point of change,” Rosa murmured. “They all back you. Mostly because of your money, but some are believers in Luck.”

“You have your old world’s governments to draw inspiration from,” Sophia added. “That’s something that might help more than you think.”

“I just don’t think a religious figure should be making a government,” Doc said. “That’s probably my upbringing, but it kind of bothers me.”

“If it was anyone other than you, I might be concerned, as well. We both know that you won’t twist things, and you aren’t interested in being the ruler of the country.”

“I don’t even run my own businesses,” Doc laughed. “Me being the ruler of a country’s a terrible idea. I know some back on Earth were all for the ‘common man’ being president, but honestly, the stress involved in that job…? Just no.”

“You’ve said before that Emerita was similar to your America. Maybe we can find a middle ground between them that you feel works best?”

“We’ll see what the others have to say, but yeah. I like what America had: a democratic republic, even if the normal person only ever called it a democracy. We just need to do something that America never did, and even Emerita doesn’t do.”

“What?”

“Term limits. I want all of the people who are in the government to not make it the whole of their lives. That starts to feel like a new nobility class. If they can only serve for a set time frame, then they’ll have to take into account what their life after office will be.”

“Hmm… Some of our current senators have been in office for at least twenty years, some even longer,” Sophia looked thoughtful. “What kind of limits were you thinking?”

“I’m willing to give and take on that, but maybe a term in each segment of office? Or something like a combined twenty years of office holding, maybe?”

“We can bring it up and see how people feel. Would that be all public offices, or just federal?”

Doc sat back, considering her question. “I was thinking federal, but I can see how it would just mean they’d sit in state office either before or after. Though I’m not sold that the government should have a heavy hand in state affairs either. That was an entirely different problem for America.”

“See? You’re already helping,” Rosa giggled.

“I guess you’re right,” Doc chuckled. “I can make smarter people do the hard work by figuring out what’ll be best.”

“And we do,” Sophia said with a small smirk.

“You and Ayla really do,” Doc said honestly, then leaned over to kiss her cheek. “I try to express my thanks as often as I can.”

“You do, Doc. I just wanted to play a little.”

“Mmm… play a little…” Rosa murmured, her eyes lighting up.

Sophia and Doc laughed at that. “Not that way,” Sophia said.

“Not on the way to a meeting this important,” Doc added.

“On the way home is fine then, right?” Rosa asked.

“Maybe,” Sophia said, her cheeks heating.

“As my wives wish,” Doc smiled at Sophia, making her blush more.

~*~*~

Doc greeted the assembled governors before taking his seat. Sophia was to his right, with Rosa kneeling between them. Dodd took up Doc’s left-hand side, ready to begin the meeting. The other sixteen men in the room accounted for every state on the western side of Big River, not including those currently having to deal with the army and lack of railroads.

“Gentlemen, thank you for asking me to sit in with you,” Doc said, not addressing the fact they’d sat him at the head of the table. “All of you represent the states that have backed out of the Union with Emerita. We’re now in unprecedented times, as we’re trying to stop the unlawful taking of businesses and worrying about the army trying to force the Union together again.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Holyday?” Governor Wilta of Sikahko spoke up. “The tribes of my state made it quite clear to us that they support you. My only question is, how bloody do you expect this separation to be?”

Doc looked grim as he sat there in silence for a moment. “I wish I could say very little, but honestly, it’ll be a full civil war before they stop. As of today, the Templars of Luck’s Bastion are removing the Emeritan Army from the forts in our states. We asked them to go, but they refused, so now, we’ll ask politely with force. If they capitulate, we’ll allow them to take everything with them. If not… we’ll use whatever’s needed to make sure we don’t have a threat inside our borders.”

“You have my support,” Governor Ernst of Vedana said firmly.

Others began to quickly agree until they all had.

“Very well. Luck’s Holdings will be doing our best to support all of your states through the troubles to come. In the end, I expect that even those states that are currently under siege will join us. Western Emerita needs to begin to make ourselves known. At the moment, we have a coalition, but we need a central government. And before any of you ask, no, I won’t lead it. A man of faith should never lead a nation. I’m sure the right person will step forward. I’ll support anyone I believe in, but I won’t lead. Today, we should start drafting our own government. I suggest we use Emerita’s as a basis, but adapt it to be equal to everyone, without the highhandedness they’ve used recently.”

“I have copies of the Constitution, along with papers, so we can make notes and begin the process of refining things,” Dodd said.

~*~*~

Doc was tired when the meeting was wrapping up for the day, but there was progress during what was being called the “New Continental Congress.” Everyone attending knew that a strong central government was necessary, but that it needed to be balanced.

The knock on the door as people were starting to say their goodbyes stopped everything. A moment later, Mariam Dodd came into the room. “My apologies. An urgent message for Mr. Holyday just arrived from the telegraph office.”

Doc accepted the message, reading it before nodding. “Gentlemen, as of today, Emerita has started to withdraw from our states. Grand Master Lopert informs me that with a small show of force, the army agreed to withdraw.”

“How many died?” Dodd asked.

“No one,” Doc smiled, “but having an entire wall of the fort fall put an end to their thoughts of holding out during a siege.”

“A wall fell?” Ernst asked with wide eyes.

“Mother backs us,” Rosa said, standing beside Doc. “One of my sisters was there to assist. When she toppled the wall, the army was quick to capitulate. Four men have broken bones from leaping off the walls. They didn’t trust my sister to not topple the ones they stood on.”

A heavy air hung in the air for the moment. War had begun, oddly with no bloodshed, but they all knew there would be blood before the end.


Chapter Thirty

Doc’s time was mostly filled with meeting the governors and hammering out the framework of Western Emerita. When he was home, he spent the majority of his time with his children, either reading to them, playing games with them, or just telling stories. He got some sleep, but only after intimate moments with his wives.

Apple did report that Lucky was holding up well with Harrid being gone. The fact that they could pass messages every night truly seemed to help the young boy. Lucky stayed in the manor with Doc’s family, as it was easier to keep him close. Suzanna was a constant in Lucky’s life, one of the first to greet him and the last to say goodnight to him. Rosa assured Doc that Lucky was okay with his daughter’s closeness, so he didn’t try to stop her.

Daf and Charles were officially engaged after a week off. They hadn’t chosen a date to get married, but Charles had moved into Daf’s home at her insistence. Posy was all smiles, happy that her mother was finding her own joy again. That even made her consider what kind of person she’d marry in the future.

Harrid’s messages to Doc were calm— no army unit had resisted past their walls falling. Special trains for just the army units ran them as close to the border as Doc could get them, which was good and bad in its own way. It was good because it removed potential trouble inside the western states, but it was bad because it reinforced the growing army next to Big River. Doc worried that it would just make the coming conflict even worse, but history would show that Western Emerita never fired the first shot.

~*~*~

“More meetings, Poppa?” John asked when breakfast was finishing.

“Not Congress, but yes,” Doc said. “The man I’ve been waiting for arrived in Furden yesterday morning. Today, I’m seeing him and hoping he’ll understand our points.”

“Are you sure we can trust him?” Lia asked.

“As sure as I can be,” Doc said. “Rosa?”

“I’ll be with him, Lia. If he means harm to Doc, I will make sure Doc is safe,” Rosa said.

“We’ll all be worried,” Ayla said.

“Yes, but Petal can tell us instantly if anything happens,” Fiala said.

“I will, mistress,” Petal nodded.

“Apple, you’ll be the only dryad with the children today,” Sonya said.

“I will do my best,” Apple smiled brightly.

“I believe everything will be fine,” Doc said. “A little uncertainty and worry are okay. I’m just a little leery, but I believe that this is the right path.”

Standing up, Doc went around the table, hugging his children and kissing his wives. Each of his wives gave him well wishes while his children squeezed him as strongly as they could. Lucky even accepted a hug, too. That made Doc smile; he was glad that the child was starting to set aside his own fears.

Rosa walked beside Doc, holding his hand all the way out the door. She was all smiles as he helped her into the carriage. Moments like this were still novel to her; she was his wife in public now, and she loved it. When they’d asked her why she kept kneeling at their feet, Rosa just smiled with glowing eyes, answering them without words. The moment Clyde got the wagon rolling, Rosa nestled against Doc’s side.

“I’m surprised Apple hasn’t asked,” Doc said softly after a minute.

“She wants to, but doesn’t want to make things awkward later,” Rosa smiled. “She’s hoping to stay with Lucky and Harrid, even after Harrid returns. If she joins us in that way, she worries that Harrid won’t want her around.”

“Hmm…” Doc murmured as he considered what Rosa said. “Has anyone talked with Harrid?”

“I wasn’t sure if I should bring it to him,” Rosa admitted. “Flatly asking him might be an automatic refusal for Apple.”

“Let’s wait, then,” Doc said. “Apple’s okay, otherwise?”

“She’s perfectly fine. I can pass her energy, so you don’t need to help her.”

“But…” Doc started but trailed off.

“All of us want at least a single night with you, Doc,” Rosa giggled. “You’re the man who brought light back to Mother, the one who’s trying to help us walk freely in society. You are Mother’s favorite Voice, who helped raise her own Voice up.” Rosa nodded as she watched him. “Yes, like that.”

Doc snorted, as he’d been thinking of the famous boy bands with their hordes of screaming fangirls. “So all dryads think of me that way?”

“All of Mother’s children,” Rosa corrected. “None of the men would press you for sex, but all of my sisters would love it. Even some of the se’sxac would be willing.”

“Pass,” Doc said. He’d tried to consider what a female sasquatch would look like, and his brain rebelled instantly at it.

“I will pass the word along that you have no desire for them. It’s best to be honest, so they know ahead of time.”

Exhaling slowly, Doc pulled Rosa against his side. “Thank you, my pretty weed.”

“I’m happy that you still call me that.”

“You’ve made that clear since your return,” Doc chuckled. “It’s something you enjoy, and I love bringing my wives happiness.”

Rosa let out a happy sigh as she stayed cuddled up to Doc. He’d taken her in as a lowly weed, one of many in the garden, but he selected her and nurtured her. He tended to her, nourishing her, and helping her grow alongside his pretty flowers. Then, he raised her higher, even above his other wives when she became Mother’s Voice. She loved their wives and would love them the same way she had since the first days— she’d guide them, nurture them, and keep them as perfect as they could be for Doc. Those flowers are what kept his heart strong and sure, so she’d make sure they never wilted.

~*~*~

Doc chuckled as he got out of the carriage. It’d been some time since he’d last been to the building he stood outside of. The Palace was still the best hotel in Furden and likely would be for years to come. Offering his arm to Rosa, he led her up the stairs to the front door. The doorman was quick to open it for them.

Before he could reach the front desk, a familiar accent called out to him, “Mr. Holyday! This way, sir.”

Doc turned to find a woman with cougar ears wearing a sharp business suit smiling at him. He gave her a smile back. “You’re from Yorkton?”

“The accent gives it away.” She dipped her head. “I’m Mary Simkins, the manager here. I was informed by the owner of your needs and arranged everything.”

“Lead on,” Doc said, going to follow her. “How have you found Furden?”

“I arrived three years ago, and it’s been far more pleasant than I was used to in Yorkton. What this city stands for is nothing short of remarkable. I’m not surprised that the government’s trying to stop you, sir.”

“Doc. Just call me Doc. I’m pretty sure they were helped along to this point.”

“Yes. You represent everything the Church of Apoc abhors,” Mary said. “Yet all around you, life is better, while the same cannot be said elsewhere.”

Doc didn’t have anything to say to that, so he just followed Mary to a room that’d been rearranged to be a meeting space. A small wet bar had been set up along with snacks, while the bed and other normal room features had been removed.

“I’ll make sure your guest is directed to you, sir. If we here at The Palace can do anything at all, please let us know. And, on a personal note, sir, thank you for what you’re doing. My daughter has the chance to grow up without being hated and looked down on.” She didn’t wait for Doc to reply, instead slipping out of the room.

Doc exhaled, then poured a cup of water before taking a seat. “And now, we wait.”

“It won’t be long,” Rosa said, having knelt beside him. “She was thinking that Teddy should be finishing breakfast when she left.”

“Good to know,” Doc murmured, stroking Rosa’s hair. “Luck, please let him be understanding…”

“If he isn’t, we’ll find other paths,” Rosa whispered.

“True, but I want him to side with us. Maybe it’s just the fact that he was such a larger-than-life figure in my history, but I feel like it needs to be this way. A man not beholden to Luck who’ll push for change, but not be unreasonable. It’ll show that we aren’t just setting up a theocracy like the Pontiffica.”

“The Pontiffica does rule his country, and the church controls much more across the world,” Rosa murmured. “You want to try removing religion from this war.”

“If possible, yes. I want to frame it as government overreach and federal aggression against states. I’d even take it being a war of equality, where we just want to raise everyone up. I want it to be anything but a holy war. Those never end well.”

Rosa could see his thoughts, so she stayed quiet. The fact that Doc’s world had known so many religious wars was horrifying. “Do you think it’s really possible?”

Doc exhaled sadly. “No. The templars will march ahead of the militias. We don’t have the standing army Emerita does, so we have to let Harrid’s forces be our bulwark. That’ll make it a religious war, regardless. Maybe history will soften it for us, but it’ll be remembered this way for generations. The only way to lessen it would be for Apoc’s templars not to be involved in the fighting. Word says the remnants of those from Kanata and Emerita have already gathered. Once the others arrive on the eastern shores, it’ll be worse.”

Rosa shifted in place. “They won’t make it, Doc.”

“What?” Doc asked, looking down at her in puzzlement.

“They’ll never arrive. I didn’t ask you for permission, but I sank them while they sailed. It should start becoming clear soon.”

Doc frowned as he tried to think of how long it would take to sail during this time period. “How long?”

“If they only use sails, six to fourteen weeks, depending on the weather. The fleet had a few ships with engines, but not many,” Rosa said. “Those few almost escaped the storm, but they did not. I sank them halfway across when the only other ship nearby was a warship of Avalon. I did my best to spare innocents that way.”

Doc took a minute to breathe and digest what she was saying. “Because you knew it would make things worse if they reached land.”

“Yes. My sister with the fleet died, but Mother broke her collar and brought her back into her embrace. She’ll take far longer to return, as she endured such pain and tragedy…” Rosa trailed off, looking into the distance.

Doc stroked her hair. “Okay… Thank you, Rosa. You didn’t ask because you knew I would waver on it?”

“No. You knew what would have to be done, but it would weigh on you,” Rosa said. “I didn’t want it to weigh on you. This was solely my choice as a free dryad.”

Bending over, he kissed the top of her head. “Thank you, Rosa. You’re truly a good wife.”

Rosa smiled softly. The little fear she had about telling him melted away under his soft acceptance. Hurting innocents is what Doc would hate the most, so she worked to make sure that happened as little as possible. Today’s meeting was important to him, so she’d do her best to help him with it. It would be far harder than sinking the fleet had been, and that hadn’t been a simple task, but she’d do whatever she needed to.


Chapter Thirty-one

When Theodoric Rusfelt Junior came into the room, he walked with firm, confident steps. His thick handlebar mustache and pince-nez glasses were just like Doc knew them to be from the history books. His cane had a hollow sound, making Doc think it might be a cane-sword.

Doc stood to greet his guest. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

“It’s mine, as well,” Theodoric replied, shaking with a firm grip. His eyes drifted to Rosa, who stayed kneeling beside the chair before returning to Doc’s. “I wasn’t expecting to meet like this, but needs must.”

“Please sit,” Doc said, motioning to the other chair. “Would you like some water, tea, or anything else?”

Taking a seat, Theodoric looked at the sideboard for a moment. “Some water would be nice, thank you. It’s too early for much else, and I just ate. Also, call me Teddy. I’ve been told you prefer informality as much as I do, Doc.”

“I do,” Doc nodded. He picked up a pitcher of water and a cup to bring back. Pouring for his guest, Doc then retook his seat. “Thank you for coming, no matter what prompted it.”

Teddy took a sip of his water before sitting back. “I was sent as an unofficial envoy for Emerita. Your little revolution is ill-timed; we just finished taking Cobana from Iberra. The only saving grace is that it looks like Iberra is losing their hold on the south, as well.”

Doc frowned at what Teddy said. The Cuban Revolution shouldn’t be for a decade yet, but he’d noticed that the timelines weren’t exact before. “How did your ride go?”

Teddy looked at Doc for a long moment before sighing. “I wasn’t sure you’d even know. You were out of the country during that.”

“Oh, your actions will be remembered for ages,” Doc said.

“My Rough Riders did the nation proud,” Teddy said softly. “We lost many in our actions, but we took the hill. The greatest losses were among the Buffalo regiment. Jack helped us secure the hill. I’ve never seen a man so calm under fire.”

“Pershing?” Doc asked in surprise.

“Jack Perishing,” Teddy corrected him. “Some call him ‘Beast’ because of his willingness to work with the 10th regiment.”

Doc’s lips twitched. Even with the timeline moved up, it looked like John Pershing had still managed to be there for the battle. Doc hadn’t considered that at all. If that was true, he had yet another commander to be aware of when the war became deadly.

“We might not have taken the island if not for General Lee,” Teddy went on. “The man is a military genius.”

That made Doc’s blood go cold. “General Lee?”

Teddy gave Doc a cool look. “General Edward R. Lee. He’s been a general for decades.”

Doc’s mind raced. If Lee was still alive in this world, he’d be older than he managed in his history. With no civil war, he wouldn’t have been as notable, or would he have stayed with the Union Army and risen higher? Doc questioned himself before nodding. “It took me a moment. Sorry. I know of Lee.”

“He’s massing the army even as we speak,” Teddy said.

“That’s not good news for me,” Doc said. He truly meant that, as it made him wonder just how difficult the war was going to be.

“Indeed, it is not, but this doesn’t need to happen at all. Emerita is asking you to relinquish your control of the railroads on this side of Big River. They’d probably ask if the lines that vanished could be returned, too. Besides that, they want your businesses under control of their oversight.”

“Give up everything I built to them? And then what?” Doc asked.

Teddy looked ill at ease at that. “The bishop with Lee will take you into custody for your sins against Apoc.”

“So not just my businesses, but my life,” Doc snorted. “That seems very equitable.”

“It’s wrong,” Teddy said, then paused to sip his water. “Your company is too massive, though. It holds a noose around the nation, a noose that you’ve tightened to the point that war looms.”

“I didn’t tighten anything. If they hadn’t moved on me, I would’ve just kept doing as I was, which, I might point out, was paying more taxes than all of Congress combined. I did nothing against them until they tried to take what was mine. You surely know this was Apoc’s church, don’t you?”

Teddy set down his now-empty cup to rub his forehead. “You’ve made them acknowledge Luck as a true threat. Your policies are directly against what the church believes. While they don’t set policies, they have a hand in things. You can’t have thought that nothing was going to happen.”

“I did. I knew the moment I took my first breath on this world,” Doc said. “Just as I know you have problems with what they’re doing.”

Teddy’s head snapped up, his gaze going to Rosa.

“She isn’t telling me anything. I just know you, or who you were on my world.”

That got Teddy to focus back on Doc. “You’re saying the old legends are true?”

“I came from Earth, a world much like this one in how much of history seems to be. In that world, Theodore Roosevelt Junior was a man of integrity and foresight. You even became president after your ride in battle.”

Teddy blinked at Doc slowly as he tried to come to terms with what Doc was saying.

“But there are major differences between our worlds, too. There was no magic, no bestials, no elves, and on and on. But even without the other races, humanity still found people to hate and blame for any troubles they had. It’s a sad tale of how we could be more, but never seem to raise each other up. Instead, we’d rather tear each other down.”

Teddy stood up, going to the sideboard. He mixed a drink, then came back to his seat. “If we go with me believing you for now, did I do the right things to help people?”

“You gave America the Square Deal,” Doc said. “That gave workers a better standing to negotiate with their employers, yet at the same time, you made sure companies weren’t being gutted by unions. You did all of this while taking companies like mine and making them become smaller so no one held a stranglehold on any one resource.”

Teddy nodded slowly, a smile spreading across his face.

“You wanted the less well-off to have a chance to rise up, kind of like I do with my philanthropy.”

Teddy sighed because he had to admit that he’d been a fan of what Doc did with his money. Teddy wasn’t a devout Apoc follower, and he severely disliked the single-minded hatred the church pushed. If not for the way Doc could cripple the country, all on his own, he would’ve sided with the affable man. But when push came, Doc had taken half the country out of the Union by force of money.

“Doc, I’m sorry for coming. Honestly, I think the two of us could be friends in different circumstances. I can’t condone you using your big stick to force the states t—”

Doc laughed, cutting Teddy off. Having the man himself say the words “big stick” had been too much. “Sorry, sorry! The other you was known for a saying: ‘Speak softly, but carry a big stick.’ Anyway, I didn’t force anyone into anything. I’m kind of against forcing people to do anything ever. Why don’t you meet the governors? They’re in the city. Talk to them, hear from them yourself what they think. After you do that, we can meet again.”

“You think they’d tell me that you used your money to leverage them?” Teddy asked.

“I think people do what they want, when they want, for their own reasons. But to also give you more food for thought,” Doc drew the papers from his inner jacket pocket, “these are the plans for what my business will become. You think I want to take over the country because that’s what you were told, right? It’s wrong.”

Teddy took the papers, giving them a quick look before putting them away. “Very well. I’ll have to ask—”

“All of the governors await your visit,” Rosa said, entering the conversation for the first time. “Send a runner, and they will see you whenever you want. I thank you on behalf of Mother. Your love of her wilderness is touching to her. Doc would love to set up wilderness reserves so the tribes and nature can live in peace, while also welcoming respectful visitors to see that beauty.”

Teddy stared at her, but then his eyes grew wide. “You aren’t wearing a collar.”

“No. Doc took it off. The Western states no longer hold to the notion that dryads need to be controlled. I’ve been here and haven’t attacked you this entire time because I’m not a mindless monster.”

Doc let Teddy sit there in shock for a long moment before he spoke up again, “While you do that, there’s a concert this weekend. I had a box set aside for you to attend. You’ve surely heard of Heather Peabody?”

“Yes. The pianist with different songs,” Teddy said, coming out of his shock. “That’ll be nice. Umm… I’m glad to have met you, Miss… uhhh…”

“Ponderosa Pine is my tree, but I go by Rosa,” Rosa smiled. “I’ve been with Doc, collared, for years. When the new western coalition made a law, he took my collar off. There are other dryads in the area who also live peacefully with people. It does you good to accept that I speak the truth.”

Teddy downed the drink that he’d been sipping. “I was sickly when I was younger. It was the clear air and beauty of nature that helped me grow into the robust man I am today. I never told anyone about my plans to set up nature reserves if I could. I wanted people like me to have the chance to become healthier. During those times, I came to love Mother’s beauty. I prayed to Mother for her help… I’m only telling you because you’re one of her children.”

Rosa smiled brightly. “Thank you.”

Standing up, Teddy offered his hand to Doc. “I will speak with you again in a week… if that’s okay?”

“Works for me,” Doc nodded, shaking his hand. “I’ll see you at the hall for the concert.”

“Yes, that does sound good. Excuse me.”

“Good day.”

“Walk with Mother,” Rosa added as she stood and gave Teddy a small curtsy.

Teddy turned to her and gave a small bow. “Walk with Mother.”

When he left, Doc took his seat again. “Rosa?”

“He’s shaken, but he’s open to what you said. He wants equality for all, but also wants people like you to be stopped from controlling so much.”

“Good. He’s exactly who I hoped he’d be.”

Rosa took a seat in his lap and kissed his neck. “Did I do good, Voice?”

Doc chuckled as he tilted her head back and kissed her. He thought of how good she did and how much he would reward her later.


Chapter Thirty-two

Doc was smiling brightly as he helped his wives out of their carriages. He’d been told about how Teddy had been in meetings for the rest of the previous day and most of the day before the concert. He was proving that he was not one to hold back if he had things to do. Doc had heard from the governors that Teddy listened intently, asked keen questions, and left thoughtful. That gave Doc hope that, when the time came, he’d be able to entice the outdoorsman to take up the mantle of president. It’d work because Teddy had a home in Sikahko; it was a working ranch that he visited a few times a year.

They’d arrived long before the normal crowds gathered, though they didn’t try to escape notice, either. Doc noticed that Sean Douglas was there with his cameraman, so he paused so that he and his wives could be photographed for the paper.

“You’re here far ahead of the others and long before a powerful figure like you normally would be, Doc. Is there a reason for that?” Sean asked.

“I’ve sponsored the concert,” Doc smiled. “I wanted to check with the star of the evening before the rest of the audience arrived.”

“Rumor has it that Colonel Rusfelt is in the city. Do you expect him to attend?”

“I will confirm that Rusfelt is in the city,” Doc said. “All I can say is that he’s here to speak with the politicians that have gathered under the Western Emerita Coalition.”

“You expect him to try persuading them to rejoin the Union?” Sean asked.

“What they talk about is up to them. I can say I spoke with him about the secession. I made sure he had a box for tonight so he could at least enjoy the music of Heather Peabody. It’d be a shame to be here and miss the concert.”

“The army abandoned the fort after Luck’s Bastion marched,” Sean said. “We’ve had word that Harrid Lopert is leading the order to remove the army from all the forts in the coalition states. To date, no deaths have happened, as the army units have left peacefully. Do you expect the peaceful transfer of power to continue?”

Doc looked sad when he met Sean’s gaze. “I want it to. Truly the last thing I want is what Emerita seems poised to do: starting a civil war. Brother shouldn’t fight brother, father shouldn’t fight son, daughters and mothers shouldn’t argue over this moment in history. While I’d love it if the government would accept that the west no longer wants to be part of a Union that forcibly takes from private citizens, I doubt they will. They tried to seize railroads in the states bordering the Big River. Mother removed those assets, as they weren’t the government’s to take, but they haven’t been deterred by the clear sign they aren’t wanted. Instead, they sent General Lee to mass the army.”

“The militias are being raised,” Sean pressed. “Do you expect the coalition to send them to fight the army and the templars that the Church of Apoc will likely send to assist?”

“I don’t expect them to fight. Again, that’ll be up to Emerita. I’d expect those who want to, will defend their homes and loved ones from unwarranted aggression. They could send diplomats to speak to us. Instead, they bring guns to the border of the coalition.”

“Iberrita is in the start of its own civil war against Iberra. This seemed poised to kick off right when Emerita took Cobana from the Iberrian government. Do you think their war came early because of the uncertainty here?”

“I’m sure the freedom fighters of Iberrita were glad that the Emeritan government has other issues. We both know that Emerita would gladly have swooped in to ‘liberate’ the Iberritian people from Iberra otherwise.”

“Kanata has been strangely quiet about the whole thing. Will they stay out of the conflict?”

“That’ll be up to them,” Doc said. “I honestly have no idea how things will go, but I’d like one thing to be made clear to the entire continent.”

Sean poised his pencil, ready to take the message.

“Western Emerita is forming its own government. The coalition is working on its founding documents as we speak. We welcome the other governments of the world to support us in our separation from the oppressive government of Eastern Emerita. We welcome anyone, no matter their race, social status, or religious affiliation. Give us your tired, your poor, your hungry masses, and we will help them rise up to claim an Emeritan dream of their own. And, I want this to be perfectly clear, I won’t be running for any political office. Should others try to spin it as me wanting to seize control, you’re wrong. I will never— repeat, never— hold office.”

Sean’s hand flew across his pad as he wrote the message down.

“Have a good night,” Doc said, then turned with his wives and Posy toward the doors.

Kyle, the usher, was there to greet them and lead them inside after the doorman checked them off. “Sir, is that true? You won’t become president of the new government?”

“No. There are better men than me who’d be far more suited to the job. I will support those who deserve it, but I will never take office.”

Kyle looked surprised, but led them to the VIP lounge. “Here you are. Sir, the star asked—”

“It’s why I’m here earlier than normal,” Doc chuckled, cutting Kyle off. “Ladies, I’ll be back before it gets too busy.”

“We’ll be here to chat with the others when they get here, husband,” Fiala smiled.

Doc kissed their cheeks and gave Posy a hug before he turned back toward Kyle, who was standing there with wide eyes. “Ready when you are.”

“Uh… y-yes, sir!” Kyle stammered, then hurried away.

“Sorry if that was uncomfortable for you,” Doc said when they entered the hallways.

“No, sir. It’s fine,” Kyle said. “I just didn’t expect it from a man of your standing, is all. Most socialites are very cautious about anything that might tarnish their names.”

“I don’t see how loving your wives can be a bad thing. Sure, a kiss on the cheek is considered ‘very forward,’” Doc chuckled after emphasizing the two words. “Honestly, I’d rather make sure my wives know how much I love them than worry about ‘tarnishing my name.’”

Kyle shook his head. He’d interacted with Doc multiple times, but he still had a hard time seeing the affable man as the railroad and mining baron he was known to be. His interactions with other wealthy men had been far less cordial.

~*~*~

Doc and Heather played music together as had become their custom, but there was a new twist when the band that Heather had formed around her came out to play with them. Doc laughed, as he enjoyed the moment with his friend. Before he stopped, he gave Heather a song he’d been toying with for a bit. He’d had to change most of the lyrics, but he was happy with it. He hoped that the future-Earth band, Poor Man’s Poison, would be okay with him having adapted their song “Hell’s Comin’ With Me.” It’d been a song he’d really enjoyed before he’d come here, and the adaptation had been challenging, but rewarding. He wondered how Emerita would take “Luck’s Comin’ With Me,” though he did think the new title sounded a little risqué.

Heather and her band went right to copying the music over so they could get a few quick practices in on it. Doc left them to it, going back to the VIP lounge so he could chat with friends and be with his wives and Posy before the concert.

The lounge was slowly filling up, but far from where it normally was when Doc and his family arrived most evenings. Doc looked over the room, seeing where people were before he went to join anyone. Fiala and Posy were chatting with Teddy, so he made his way to join them.

“At such a young age?” Teddy was asking Posy.

“Yes, sir,” Posy smiled. “Luck blessed me so there would be a faith healer in Deep Gulch when Doc left.”

“I see. I can honestly say I wouldn’t have expected a young woman such as yourself to be a cleric of Luck.”

“She’s special that way,” Doc said, joining the conversation.

“Ahh, Doc,” Teddy said, shaking hands with him. “I was just speaking to your wife and ward.”

“Two very special women,” Doc smiled. “Fiala’s a business owner as well as my wife.”

“Yes, the new makeup,” Teddy nodded. “My wife loves the stuff.” His happiness dimmed. “Not that she uses it much anymore.”

“Is she sickly?” Doc asked.

Teddy’s head jerked slightly, but then he nodded. “Yes.”

“Have her see the nearest cleric of Luck,” Doc said. “All of them can heal. If they can’t manage it, have her come see me.”

Teddy looked away for a moment, not sure what to say.

“Don’t let your light go out,” Doc said gently. “I promise that her soul won’t be corrupted like Apoc says. Love is precious, and we should nurture it as much as we can.”

Teddy snorted as he met Doc’s eyes again. “I’ve heard that of you. Five wives, is it?”

“Six,” Doc said. “Fiala,” he put his arm around her waist, then pointed as he went on, “Sophia, Ayla, Sonya, Lia, and Rosa.”

“We’ve all been blessed with an abundance of love,” Fiala smiled softly. “To know the feeling even once is something to be cherished and protected.”

“Yes, yes, it is,” Teddy exhaled slowly. “I’ll send her a message. Luckily, she’s in Sikahko, not back in the capital. I believe the church of Luck there recently got their cleric.”

“A great man in my history called his wife’s death the worst thing in his life. I believe the quote was, ‘The light has gone out of my life.’”

Nodding slowly, Teddy got the message. “I see… It would feel that way if she passed. I’ll send a telegraph first thing in the morning.”

Before anyone could say more, Dodd and Mariam came to join the group. “I’m looking forward to tonight,” Dodd said. “Did I hear them practicing something new?”

“Yeah, that was something they were working on,” Doc replied. “Not sure if they’ll debut it tonight, but maybe.”

“Their songs are always so fun,” Mariam said.

“It should be interesting,” Teddy said. “I know versions of this new style of music have been catching on across the country. It’s said that Peabody was the first to play them.”

“She is,” Lia said, having come over to join the group, “down at The Lily in Deep Gulch. She was the piano player there.”

“It seems like Deep Gulch was quite the focal point of change,” Teddy said.

“Luck blessed the town,” Lia smiled brightly. “She sent her Voice to us first.”

Doc chuckled. “She had her reasons. I’m thankful to her. Because of that, I got to meet all of you.”


Chapter Thirty-three

The Holyday box at the opera house was two of the old boxes combined. It let Doc and all of his wives sit together while enjoying the show. He made a mental note of how to change the layout in a few years so his children could come enjoy events with them. That made him smile, as he knew they’d love it. His gaze drifted to Posy, sitting at the end of the line. She was all smiles while she listened to Heather playing.

The concert was a two-halves event; Heather had taken to the idea of it being a two-part concert, so it was just her playing the piano first. The second half would be with her band and the enchanted devices so her voice wouldn’t get lost under the music. She’d shown Doc the enchanted singing stick that she’d had made. Doc was amused that it was roughly microphone shaped, but also vastly different. Her test of it earlier with the band when Doc had been with her proved that it would work.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Heather said, standing after her last song, “there will be a half-hour intermission. When the concert resumes, it’ll feature more than just me and the piano. To make it even more memorable, we’ll be performing a new song tonight. For those who were here early, you might’ve caught undercurrents while we warmed up. I’ll see you soon.” With a small dip of her head, she strode off the stage.

Everyone got up as they were ready to stretch their legs and empty their bladders. Kyle was at their door when Doc opened it, so he greeted the family before leading them back to the VIP lounge. Doc didn’t head off right away. Instead, he found Teddy.

“How are you enjoying it?” Doc asked as he approached.

“It’s quite different. She makes the imposters pale imitations unworthy of their attempts,” Teddy said. “If she played back east, it would likely kick off an appreciation of this new style. I am curious about what she said before the break. Is another pianist going to join her?”

“Not exactly,” Doc chuckled. “I don’t want to ruin the fun, though, so I won’t say more.”

“Hmm… very well,” Teddy said. “If you’ll excuse me, please.”

“Of course.”

When Teddy headed for the bathroom, Doc nodded. He’d be going that way shortly, but he was letting the surge ebb first. Glancing around, he went over to where Dodd was talking with Governor Wilta.

“Gentlemen, how are you?” Doc asked.

“Good, very good,” Dodd chuckled. “How’s our guest enjoying the music?”

“He seems to like it. Governor, are you having a good time?” Doc directed the question to Wilta.

“Yes. I spoke with Rusfelt this morning. He seems to be coming around to our viewpoint. He’s not entirely sold on it yet, but we’ve been reiterating how you were adamant about not holding office and how we’d move against you if you did try.”

“Good. I have a question about the tribes up in Sikahko: how have they been doing?”

Wilta snorted. “You should know, Doc. The Raven tribes have gathered together under the Ravenfoot banner. Their elder has a shaman daughter who was blessed by you to bring the tribe Mother’s blessing again. I’m happy they haven’t decided to go to war with the state. I’m sure it’s only because we’ve supported you that they haven’t. There hasn’t been a lot of kindness for the tribes in the past. The northern tribes of Raven have stayed in Kanata, but they’ve also gathered under a single tribe. They have a shaman who was taught by your shaman, Citrine.”

“Citrine’s a good woman. She endured a lot of hardships before Luck blessed her. If she chose an apprentice to raise, then I’m sure that new shaman is also a good person.”

“I can’t dispute that. The two of them have spoken about tolerance and patience. I think the Raven tribes being so united— along with all the tribes of Pale River being so fiercely loyal to you— is why Kanata as a government is staying quiet about the brewing trouble here. I appreciate that, as they’d love to annex my state if they could.”

“Kanata will not join the war even if Avalon wants them to,” Doc said. “My allies have made sure that they don’t.”

Wilta looked intrigued, but didn’t ask about it.

“Husband,” Sonya said, coming to the group, “there’s an elder from the Darkiron clan that wants to meet you. If you gentlemen don’t mind me taking him away?”

“Not at all,” Dodd said, giving Sonya a small bow. “Good evening.”

Doc let Sonya lead him away. “Darkiron clan?”

“They’re on the far side of the country. Their holdings straddle the country lines in the northeast. They’ve heard about you and sent an elder the moment they heard you’d returned from Tsarrus. This clan isn’t from the Tsar’s rule, but was originally from Dussle. They came here hundreds of years ago, before the colonization by Avalon.”

Doc’s lips twitched as he marked them as dwarven Vikings. “Got it. What’s his name?”

Sonya snorted. “Her name is Erika Darkiron. Her grandmother was the first clan elder when they settled here.”

“I should’ve remembered that not all leaders are men when dealing with dwarves and elves.”

“It’s okay. I know you didn’t mean to belittle her.”

Erika was chatting with Emma Ironbeard, Onyx’s apprentice. She was a striking figure with her blonde hair cut close to her head. It was the pale blue eyes, practically white, that really made an impression when she turned to look at Doc.

“Elder Darkiron, I bring my husband,” Sonya smiled. “Doc, this is Erika Darkiron.”

“Elder, pleasure,” Doc said, dipping his head to her.

“Voice, the pleasure is mine,” Erika replied. Her voice held only the faintest trace of Germanic to it. He thought that maybe in another generation or two, even that might slip away from her clan. “I have been hoping to meet you for years, but I also understand why you were out of the country.”

“I’d hoped that once my businesses were rolling, the government would accept things. Sadly, they didn’t leave me be.”

“The government is culpable for being pawns. We both know who is really behind the impending war.”

Doc just shrugged. “It is what it is. Now, the country’s split when it never needed to be. Beyond that, though, what can I do for your clan, Elder?”

“A shaman,” Erika said. “We request a shaman, Voice. Our last shaman and his apprentice were killed shortly after the colonization. Avalon paid for that in blood when we wiped their first two towns nearest us off the coast. They did their best to make amends, and we were depleted from that small war, so we accepted, but we have never forgotten, Voice.”

“I’m hoping to not see war, Elder,” Doc said softly. “I wouldn’t ask your clan to do that, especially being so far removed from this side of the country. As for a shaman, I can manage that if you have a clan member with you.”

Erika’s eyes lit up. “I am that person, Voice. I will go back as shaman and lay down the role of elder if you agree.”

Doc triggered his gift to make her a cleric of Luck. “Choose your gifts wisely, Shaman.”

Erika’s face slackened in amazement as she stared at thin air. “Ohhh…” The soft word held wonder.

“I will help her, Voice,” Emma said with a smile.

“I’ll stay until it’s time to head back up,” Sonya beamed. “Thank you, husband.”

Doc kissed Sonya’s fingers before letting her hand go. “Anything for my wives. I need to excuse myself, as it is.”

The trio of dwarves watched him go before Emma whispered, “You are a strong woman, Sonya. I would be soft tin under the love he rests on you.”

Sonya giggled softly. “All of us are, but he is for us, too, so it works.”

~*~*~

Leaving the bathroom behind, Doc came back out to the lounge to find Teddy chatting with Sophia. The two were having an animated discussion about the pros and cons of business laws. Doc chuckled to himself as he came up beside his wife, but didn’t interrupt.

“I can see what you’re saying,” Teddy nodded. “I’ll give it some consideration. I just wanted to say that I was impressed with the restructure of Luck’s Holdings. When you implement that, I would fully back it. If the other major holders like Roquefell and Carnegg do the same, it would go a long way to helping the country.”

“Both of them will restructure once Emerita stops trying to steal from owners,” Sophia smiled thinly, “which means it’s unlikely, at least for the short term. Both have agreed to do so with any of the holdings in Western Emerita once the government here is finished being made.”

“Have they, hmm…?” Teddy asked thoughtfully.

“We should be called back to the boxes soon,” Doc said when the conversation lulled.

“Yes. Umm, Doc?” Teddy asked. “If it’s not too much to ask, will you sit and talk with me for a bit?”

Sophia squeezed Doc’s hand. “Go on. I’ll let the others know.”

“Seems like my wife approves, so sure,” Doc said.

The chime to announce the ushers were ready to guide them back to the boxes sounded.

“Just in time, too,” Doc chuckled.

Teddy’s box was one of the smaller ones, but it was just as luxurious as the others. Taking their seats, Teddy cleared his throat. “I wanted to say that the governors I’ve talked to so far are very much behind the new government. As much as they back the idea, none of them want you in power.”

“I told them I didn’t want it, so I’m glad they agreed with that,” Doc chuckled.

Teddy sat back in his seat. “You really don’t want power at all?”

“I have more than I’m comfortable with being Luck’s Voice. If I took up the mantle of president for Western Emerita, then it would be a theocracy. That’s something I’m personally against. Government and religion should be separated, and far more than Emerita and Apoc are. I’d rather see a meritocracy; this way, those who push and do well can excel. Everyone has a chance to shine with what they are best at. Will it ever come to be? Probably not, but that’s the dream for me.”

“You’d like to see everyone given an equal chance, regardless of who they are?”

“Of course. I think my record on that is clear.”

They paused when Heather came back out onto the stage with her small band. While they got set up, Teddy leaned over slightly. “This is different.”

“It should be entertaining,” Doc grinned when he saw Heather set up the magical microphone. “Just wait.”


Chapter Thirty-four

Heather started out with some of the favorites the crowd had come to know; it was always nice to warm them up before giving them something new. She and the band were confident in the song Doc had given them. It was a song about a Voice coming back to the world to save it, specifically Luck’s Voice. She thought it would invigorate the audience, so she planned for it as the halfway mark in the band’s set.

Things were going well, as all of the songs went flawlessly. The others in the band were all smiles when they paused for the song that they’d all been looking forward to. Taking a moment so Heather could address the crowd, they all admitted that the enchanted stick really helped.

“Before we continue,” Heather said, having signaled the band of her intentions, “I want to thank you all for coming to hear us. This next song is brand new. You might’ve heard snippets from our warm-ups earlier. I’ve danced around the edges of belief in songs for years, but this one is different. Why am I doing this now? Because if you’ve read the news, then you know what’s happening. The western half of Emerita has seceded and is forming its own government, and one of the big reasons for this is the equality that’s seen a surge to help raise people up… a surge that started because of one man. This song is for him.” She turned back to face her piano and poised her fingers over the keys. With a nod to her fiddle player, Heather waited for the count to start.

Heather’s fingers danced the moment the song started. It started slow, but quickly gained speed. Her voice rang out toward its crescendo finish. The song had spoken to her from the first moment Doc had presented it to her, and she’d felt its power move her. He’d called it folk rock music, and it certainly rocked her soul.

When she finished, she stood up and looked at Doc’s box, but then shifted her gaze because he wasn’t there. She saw him sitting with another man and smiled. Her smile slipped, becoming horror in the span of a second. She never got the chance to say anything before the gunshot rang out.

~*~*~

Doc had been chatting with Teddy, but they’d both gone quiet when Heather spoke about the new song. He was all grins while it played; Heather and the others were clearly loving the music, and it showed. As the song came toward the finish, it drowned out the soft opening and closing of the door to the box. When Heather stood up at the end and looked up at the boxes, Doc grinned back at her. As her expression shifted, he suddenly felt a cold finger travel up his spine. He didn’t have the time to trigger a gift before the world became pain, then emptiness.

Teddy threw himself sideways when the gunshot rang out. Yanking at his cane he drew the blade from it. The shooter had cracked open the two-shot, reloading as quickly as he could. Teddy wasn’t going to let that happen— he lunged from his knees, skewering the gunman through his chest, but failing to pierce his heart. The gun snapped shut as the killer wheezed. He’d started to bring the gun up again when the door burst open, and the templars from the hall rushed in. They buried the killer in bodies; one of the templars felt the blade skitter off their armor, as it had completely punched through the man on the floor when they piled on.

“Doc!” Confusion filled the audience, but the single voice that rose up was one of rage.

Teddy scuttled backward, his sword having been ripped away when the attacker was buried. He backed away farther when Rosa was suddenly in the box. The peaceful, smiling dryad wasn’t here. Instead, this woman was wrath incarnate with a wild snarl on her lips. She tossed the templars away as if they weighed less than a child. The moment the killer was visible, she hoisted him into the air, staring at the bleeding man.

“Who?!” Rosa’s voice echoed. Everyone stared up at where she held the dying man near the railing.

Held by the throat, the assassin couldn’t respond, but his thoughts told Rosa everything. When his thoughts started to slow, she dragged him back and dropped him at the templars’ feet. The dwarven men and women backed up a step, not going to do anything with Rosa looking the way she was.

Rosa turned back to the crowd that could see her. “Mother’s Favorite, Luck’s Voice, will never be stopped by a killer sent by the church. This is the fourth time they’ve tried, and all have failed to stop him. Look up and witness a miracle.” Her voice had modulated back toward normal, as she had far greater control of her rage now that she was Mother’s Voice.

All eyes turned up as silver light dawned just under the vaulted ceiling. There were gasps when a woman formed from that light. She had strawberry-blonde hair, strange clothing, and a sad smile on her lips. “I sent my Voice to save your world from oblivion. He has brought Mother back from the brink of death, and helped other Voices be brought to assist in stabilizing the world. Yet he has been the target of assassination so many times. Why? Because he is making the world better. Would you rather go back to the Darkness, or will you continue to rise into the light? The choice is yours.”

Teddy stared at the woman in shock and awe. The feeling radiating from her was like nothing he’d ever experienced, but he felt warmth, comfort, and hope in the air. When Doc stood back up, his jaw dropped, his mind refusing to accept what he was seeing.

“My Voice will not be silenced so easily,” Luck finished with a smile. “I bring him back to continue the good work he has started.” Then, she was gone almost instantly.

“Thank you, Luck,” Doc said softly. He stood at the railing with Rosa hugging his side, his arm around her waist. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’ve long tried to avoid conflict, yet people keep trying to kill me. One of those attempts cost my good friends, Ginger Lopert, William Driver, and Darren Driver their lives. Today, they sent someone else to try again.” Doc looked back at the body on the floor. “He came dressed as an usher, allowing him to get past the guards, and shot me in the back of the head. Luck brought me back. War is coming, and as much as I don’t want to fight, I will. Why must we fight, you might ask? To give everyone a chance at a better life. That’s always been my hope.”

Doc’s other wives filed in, taking up the railing beside him. He smiled at each of them, seeing the worry in their eyes, but also the relief.

“My wives and I will not stop trying to make the world better. We detest that it’s come to violence. While we won’t start this conflict, we’ll finish it if needed.” He paused to look at the stage, “Heather, I’m sorry for the interruption. Please, let the joy of your songs ring out again. Please continue this evening to prove that we won’t be stopped, no matter what they try.”

Heather jerked, but nodded. She quickly took her seat, taking a few deep breaths before she was able to start playing. The other band members joined in one by one, trying to do what Doc had asked.

The audience was in shock, but most retook their seats, even as they kept looking up at the boxes. Doc and his wives stepped back as the music started. Lia dragged Doc into the hall before kissing him. Doc didn’t fight her; he wanted to feel the warmth and love as much as she did. He was then passed to Fiala, then Sonya, Ayla, Sophia, and finally, Rosa.

“Thank you, Weed…” Doc whispered.

“I wasn’t here fast enough, Doc,” Rosa whispered. “Never again. Never again will I let you be away from me.”

“Agreed,” Lia said firmly.

The others added their agreement to Rosa’s words.

“As my wives wish,” Doc said. He looked at the templars, who looked ashamed. “Did he come up with something?”

“A tray with a bottle and glasses, sir. We thought one of you had flagged them for a drink,” one of the templars replied.

“Always check them!” Lia snapped before she took a slow breath. “Always check them. It’s no longer a request.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Doc then looked at Teddy. He’d abandoned his sword, the blade bent too badly to fit back into the cane sheath. “You okay?”

“Yes. If not for my time in service, I might not have reacted quickly enough to avoid being shot with you,” Teddy said. “Then the templars came, before…” He trailed off, looking at Rosa.

“He is the world to me,” Rosa said softly, only briefly meeting Teddy’s eyes before looking away. “I react poorly when he is attacked. Doc, like the last assassins, he was just a man paid to do the job. He was not steeped in the Darkness. However, the man who paid him was a bishop with the army in Elvina.”

Doc tilted her head to meet his eyes. “Only him.” It was a command, not a request. “Okay?” That word was softer and filled with concern.

“Yes, Voice,” Rosa whispered, then gently kissed him. “Lia will stay with you, but I will return shortly.”

Doc squeezed her, then let her go. The next moment, Rosa was gone. “Teddy, I’m sorry about tonight. If you’d like to join us in our box, it’ll be better than going back in there.” He motioned to where the assailant’s corpse was bleeding out.

“Umm… yes,” Teddy said slowly. “I want to ask… no… no… I don’t need to know. If I know, then they’d ask why I didn’t warn people if I knew. Yes, please. Your box sounds fine.”


Chapter Thirty-five

The next couple of days had Aurora and Furden buzzing. Rumors, then published news of the assassination attempt, were big. Doc refused most of the requests to speak to him, only allowing the people who he’d dealt with before into his home to do so.

Dodd stopped by and let him know that Teddy had seen the last of the governors, then left the city that day after the attack. It was later that same day they heard from Harrid— via Petal— that the last of the forts refused to surrender. The army knew that the templars were coming and met them with cannons. The Holy Deeds that Harrid had chosen stopped the attacks from landing, but it set the tone. The dryad who was with him broke the two forts, sending the sea-side strongholds into the ocean. Only a dozen men made it ashore, and they were promptly secured and being held prisoner.

Doc was conflicted on the news. Those two forts were the ones that protected Golden Bay; he recalled having sailed past them earlier in the year. With them gone, there were no strongholds to hold off a hostile navy from sailing into the bay. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that Western Emerita wouldn’t really need them right now, not with Mother willing to hold off any armada that might sail against them. Eventually, they’d have to be rebuilt, but it could wait until after the war.

News of the forts spread almost as quickly as the resurrection had. The fact that the Emeritan Army had fired on the templars made it the first shots fired in the pending war. David made sure to run that news across Emerita, including the eastern half. The headlines of the week were all about the army firing on peaceful forces only for the world itself to break those forts in retaliation.

There was also some uncertainty and fear building in the capital, as the templars of Apoc that’d sailed for Emerita were overdue. Congress, which had approved the movement of the army against the western states, was suddenly feeling vulnerable. Like most men in power who felt vulnerable, they just doubled down on their idea. The Emeritan Navy was being gathered to sail around to the western side of the country.

~*~*~

A week after the concert, Harrid returned to Furden, but his templars continued on toward the states closest to Big River. The Emeritan Army was there and looked to be readying for an offensive push, so the templars went to become a shield against an attack. Harrid, however, wanted to see his son before he marched to war.

Doc was at the train depot to meet Harrid in the early morning hours. Only one person stepped off the train before it pulled out, not even five minutes after arriving. In full armor, Harrid walked with firm steps as if he wasn’t afraid of anything. Doc could see strain around his friend’s eyes, telling him how much Harrid was shouldering.

“Harrid, welcome home,” Doc said.

“Thank you, Doc. Came with just Rosa beside you?”

“I figured we could talk on the ride back. Your son will be happy to see you at breakfast.”

The strain around Harrid’s eyes eased slightly. “I’ve missed him.”

“He’s missed you,” Rosa said. “Only Apple helped ease his anxiousness at your being away.”

Harrid reached out, taking Rosa’s hand in his. “Thank you, Rosa. I know it would’ve been far more difficult to endure without that connection. Mother has my thanks for allowing it.”

“Apple will stay with him when you go again. Do not worry,” Rosa smiled, giving Harrid’s hand a squeeze.

“Come on. Clyde and the templars are waiting for us,” Doc said. “Tell me how things went.”

“Everything went fine,” Harrid said. “With just a small display of power— provided by Mother— most forts capitulated. A couple of the smallest didn’t even require the display; they just packed up and left when we asked. That all stopped in Golden Bay. We didn’t even get to offer them the chance to go.”

“They fired while you approached,” Doc nodded.

“If you haven’t been there, the forts were positioned on bluffs facing the bay and the ocean. They had good commanding views on either side of the bay. I marched for one while my second led men to the other. We each had a dryad with us so we could do what we had before. We were in the open ground near the fort, but too far to speak when the cannons fired. It wasn’t just a single shot, but a full volley of every cannon facing us.” Harrid’s lips twitched. “The sight of those cannonballs hanging in the air just short of the men made everyone take notice. Then, they were released to fall to the ground. That was when Mesquite raised her hands, and the ground shook. The piece of land that the fort sat on shifted, walls fell, and waves came crashing up. By the time it stopped, the fort was mostly submerged in the ocean. We raced forward to give the aid that we could, but not many of the men made it out of the fort alive. When I looked across the bay, I could see the fort there had been destroyed, as well. My second informed me that they had done the same with his group. The captured men are with my templars heading to the front.”

“You’re going to ransom them back?”

“One of them is the commanding officer of the fort I was at,” Harrid said darkly, “but yes. I’ll have them as chips that can be exchanged if needed.”

The templars had the doors to the carriage open as the trio left the depot. The men came to attention for Harrid, who saluted them back. Doc helped Rosa in, then got in after her, with Harrid being the last of them to get inside.

“Now, tell me about the assassination attempt,” Harrid said, staring at Doc.

~*~*~

Doc told him everything while Clyde got them heading home. He relayed the entire evening to the frowning dwarf. “I spent a lot of time talking with people afterward.”

“Of course you did. They all wanted to see the Voice who wouldn’t be silenced,” Rosa grinned.

“You don’t believe Rusfelt had a hand in it?” Harrid asked.

“He didn’t,” Rosa said softly. “The attack shook him; what I didn’t tell him was that the assassin was going to kill him, too. It wasn’t ordered, but he thought that if he got both of them, it might muddy the waters.”

“And the assassin was fine with his mission? He had to know he’d never make it out alive.”

“He didn’t plan to. He was dying of an uncontrolled growth that Doc calls ‘cancer.’ The doctors couldn’t heal him, so he sold his life for money for his wife and daughter. He failed, so he only got half, but he’d already given that to his family before he came to kill Doc. I won’t move against his family, as it’s doubtful that they knew what he’d set out to do.”

“Thank you,” Doc murmured, kissing her cheek.

Harrid took a deep breath. “I’ll be heading east to command the templars and militias, Doc. What are you going to do?”

“I have a meeting with the governors tomorrow. We think we’ll have the framework for the government in order to sign off soon, and then it’ll be taking it back to each state to get the legislatures to sign on. If everything works out, the first presidential elections will be held in two years. Before then, one of the governors will be voted by their peers into the position to help hold the office.”

“A big meeting. And after that?”

Doc exhaled as he looked out the window at the pre-dawn light. “I should go with you. This war is because of me. The Templars of Luck are the forefront of our forces.”

“It won’t be safe,” Harrid said, making sure Doc knew it.

“I’ll keep him safe,” Rosa said. “If he goes, so does Mother’s Voice. We won’t be alone. Mother’s children will come to assist.”

“I’ll need to know what that means so I can plan for it, Rosa.”

“We’ll sit and talk later, after Lucky tires,” Rosa smiled gently. “What neither of you have asked is what the tribes and clans will do.”

Doc blinked dumbly, then sighed. “Right. They’ll march, won’t they?”

“Yes, Doc. Every tribe’s warriors will support you. Each clan will send their fighters to aid in your safety. Emerita has never seen a war like the one they have begun. The moment you declare this war, the tribes and clans behind the front lines will harass and harry the supply lines, as well.”

“Zoya will make her move, as well. War’s Voice will marshal Tsarrus and Qin to keep any more of Apoc’s minions from coming to aid Emerita,” Doc murmured. “Hibernia will rise up and throw Avalon from her shores, further hindering aid to the east; Iberra lost an island and is losing Iberrita, so they just don’t have the forces to help; Kanata has already agreed to stay out of it. The Union of Emerita will fall, leaving two countries where there had been one.”

“How hard do you expect them to push?” Harrid asked Doc.

“I’m not sure. None of this is from my world. We had a civil war, but it was the north against the south. That lasted four years, but I don’t think this one will.”

“I hope it doesn’t, either.”

“There’s already one big difference,” Doc went on after a moment. “We have the backing of other governments where the south didn’t. The moment Western Emerita steps onto the world stage, we’ll have signed treaties with other countries.”

“Hopefully, that helps enough so it won’t be as bad as Earth’s civil war,” Harrid said.

“Hopefully.”

~*~*~

When they got to the manor, they’d barely gotten out of the carriage when the front door burst open and a child slammed into Harrid. Harrid had started to spin when the door crashed into the wall, but he’d barely made it around when his son hit him with a hug. Dropping to his knees, Harrid held his crying son, his own tears streaming down his face.

Apple was in the doorway with an apologetic smile. “Sorry, sir. I couldn’t get him dressed before he raced out.”

Doc’s lips twitched up because Apple had been looking at Harrid, not him. A brief glance down showed that the young boy was dressed in pajamas, at least. A scrambling sound behind Apple got Doc’s attention, and his eyebrow went up when he saw his daughter coming toward the front door quickly. “Suzanna?”

She stopped rushing and looked down when she stopped beside Apple. “Poppa, I was just concerned about Lucky.”

“Worrying about your friends is always okay, but he’s fine. Go up and get dressed. Lucky will be along to do the same in a few minutes.”

“Yes, Poppa,” Suzanna said softly. “Welcome home, Harrid.”

“Thank you, child,” Harrid said thickly, holding his son to his chest. “Thank you for looking after my boy.”

“He’s my best friend, and, one day, he’s going to be my husband,” Suzanna said, lifting her chin as if defying anyone who would say she was wrong.

“A strong woman’s a blessing,” Harrid choked out.

“Yes, but obedient children are also a blessing,” Rosa said. “Apple, take her to get dressed, please.”

“Yes, Rosa.” Apple scooped Suzanna up in her arms. “This way, mistress.”

“I can walk! Put me down,” Suzanna protested as Apple carried her toward the stairs. Apple gently set her down. “Thank you. I want to wear the orange dress today.”

“I’ll pull it out when we get back to the room.”

A minute went by as the father and son held each other on the porch. Doc’s heart was tight as he watched the pair. He knew, just like Harrid did, that this was only a brief return. In a day or two, Harrid would be heading east to face off against the Emeritan Army.

More people came down the stairs, and Doc smiled at his wives. They stepped out onto the porch to see Harrid and Lucky holding each other. That was when Harrid stood up, picking Lucky up with him.

“We won’t hold up breakfast,” Harrid said. “I’ll be back down with him after I get him changed.”

“Of course,” Fiala smiled softly. “We’ll be in the dining room. And Harrid? Welcome home.”

Harrid’s smile was a little strained, but he gave her a nod before carrying Lucky into the manor. With the pair gone, his wives came fully outside, shutting the door behind them.

“Is he okay, Rosa?” Sonya asked.

“Harrid is conflicted, but he will leave when needed,” Rosa said softly. “Lucky is overjoyed to have his father home and doesn’t want him to leave again. He is a smart boy, though, and knows that Harrid has to go. He just wants as much time with his father as he can have.”

“I’ll cancel lessons for the children for the week,” Ayla said. “It’s for the best.”

“Yes,” Sophia agreed. “Doc, are you going with him?”

Doc exhaled slowly. It was something he knew would have to be addressed, but he’d tried not to dwell on it. “I should. The church used me as their pretext for this war. Being there for the first battle is important. Besides, I have a vain hope that it might all be avoided.”

“He hopes that if he can speak with General Lee, he can persuade him not to do this,” Rosa said.

“Doc, you know that’s going to be practically impossible,” Lia said.

“I know, but I can hope. Everything I know said the man was a gentleman above all else. If I can’t convince him, maybe I can at least instill a little doubt.”

“He’s known for chronicling his personal feelings,” Sophia said. “They haven’t been published yet, but his biographer is a distant cousin. I’ve exchanged messages since we heard who the commander was. Doc, he won’t lay down his service. If anything, he’d see the secession as the first act of war.”

“I have to try. One last toss of the dice to stop wholesale bloodshed.”

“We’ll pray, then,” Fiala said, coming forward to hug him. “For you, Harrid, and the rest of the world.”

“We’ll worry, but will hold fast to our faith,” Sonya added, stepping up to add to the hug.

“Rosa will keep us updated through Petal,” Ayla said. She also hugged Doc, coming in from Fiala’s other side.

“Of course,” Rosa agreed.

“Just be as safe as you can, please?” Sophia whispered as she joined the embrace.

“I’ll be with him, too,” Lia said. “Try not to worry, my loves. I’ll do my very best for him.” The five of them surrounded Doc when she finished, but he felt a gap in the hug.

“I’ll die a thousand times before he fails to rise,” Rosa said as she filled the gap. “You have my word as Mother’s Voice.”

Doc closed his eyes. It would be a few days until he left for the front, but he felt the pain of parting already. Happy voices were muted through the closed front door, but Doc’s sharp hearing caught edges of them. His children were awake, excited to hear that Harrid was back. Them living in the moment touched Doc; he knew they’d be sad soon enough, so he wanted to keep them as happy as he could for now.


Chapter Thirty-six

Days seemed to flow past like mist— the more they tried to hold onto them, the faster they seemed to slip away. Doc’s children were upset that he was going to leave, but they didn’t act out. Lucky was the one who had the worst time of it, as Harrid was going away again. Even with the lessons canceled, there just never seemed to be enough time.

With only two days before Doc and Harrid left, Doc came forward with a plan for a family day. His wives fully agreed, and when they roped Harrid in, he agreed, as well. They let the staff know so preparations could be made; the children were the only ones who didn’t know what was coming.

~*~*~

As the family was finishing breakfast, Doc announced, “Children, today we’ve come up with something we hope you’ll enjoy.”

All the children looked his way with hope, but also a hint of sadness.

“After breakfast, we’re going to play some games inside. A little before noon, we’ll be changing into our swimsuits and going to the pond. We’ll be swimming and playing horseshoes and a couple of other games for the rest of the day. I’ll also be cooking dinner on the outdoor grill I had set up. After sunset, we’ll get changed, have some dinner, and then go back out for a bonfire and stories.”

The younger children looked happy, but Suzanna bowed her head. “You’re leaving tomorrow, aren’t you?”

That took the joy out of the room, but Doc didn’t shy away from the truth, “I am. Harrid and I will be leaving tomorrow. We wish we could stay, but if we did, things would be bad.”

“I hate them…” Lucky whispered. “They took Momma and… and…” He choked out, then sobbed.

Harrid slid his seat closer to hold his son. “I know, my boy… I know… I’m going to try and stop more children from losing their mothers. If we can stop them, then we can get more people to embrace the idea of respect and love for everyone.”

“Which is why we want today to be full of happiness, laughter, and memories,” Doc said.

Suzanna touched Lucky’s shoulder softly, then looked at Doc. “Will you both be okay?”

“I will be with them, as will Rosa,” Lia said. “We’ll be sending messages every night.”

“Petal and Apple will be happy to tell you all what’s happening,” Rosa added. “I’ll do everything I can to make sure they come home safely.”

“But war is war,” Sonya said. “It’s chaotic, and the unexpected can happen. That’s why we’ll be praying to Luck and Mother, so our loved ones have all the help we can give them.”

The children sniffled, but Lucky continued to sob and cling to Harrid. He calmed down after a while, and in time, the family went to the parlor to play games. The atmosphere was strained; that weighed on the children, but there were no more tears.

~*~*~

Doc was the first one to change into his swimsuit. He was amused, as he’d forgotten about the proper swim attire for this time period. His red-striped one-piece suit would’ve been at home in a Chaplin film. It had short sleeves and went down to his knees; it buttoned at the front and had a built-in belt to cinch the waist.

His wives had similar swimwear, with some modifications— theirs had a built-in skirt over their shorts. The only thing risqué about them might have been their exposed calves. Fiala’s had a place for her tail to come out the back with buttons around it. Fiala’s was green-striped, Sonya’s maroon-striped, Ayla’s a solid dark blue, Sophia’s pure black, and Lia’s was a solid purple. He turned to face the dryads, finding them just waiting with their sundresses. “Rosa, you aren’t going to swim?”

“We swim naked, Doc,” Rosa said slowly.

“With the kids?” Doc asked.

“They have before,” Sophia said.

“Voice, you are thinking about your old world and society,” Rosa said.

“We didn’t mind,” Fiala added.

“We’ve used the hot springs naked, husband,” Sonya pointed out.

“It’s probably just my upbringing,” Doc said. “Society would have a fit, wouldn’t they?”

“If this was a public pond, there would be problems,” Ayla nodded.

“But it’s a private pond on our own property. It can’t even be seen from the road,” Sophia said.

“The tribes all swim naked, or down to the barest of undergarments,” Lia said. “I’m only wearing this to make you comfortable, Doc.”

“Huh…” Doc took a seat on the bed. “The children swam with Petal and Sequoia naked before?”

“Yes, though some of the older boys did have to be reminded about staring,” Fiala said. “They were respectful after that.”

“I never understood the need to hide the body,” Lia said, “but human society made it clear the naked body shouldn’t be seen.”

Rosa went to sit in front of Doc. “Voice, we will wear clothing if that’s what you want.”

Doc frowned as he thought things over. “The others have to be dressed, though?”

“Because we are the mistresses of the manor,” Fiala said. “That’s purely society. All of us would gladly go naked, otherwise.”

“And Harrid might find that uncomfortable if we all did,” Sonya said.

“Yes, he would,” Ayla nodded. “That’s another reason for the rest of us to wear these outfits.”

“I’d honestly be fine if you were all naked, except that Harrid will be there,” Doc said slowly.

“He’s been dealing with my sisters for the last few months,” Rosa said softly. “He’ll accept me, Petal, and Apple being nude.”

“Okay, I’ll be fine with it,” Doc said, standing up. “These swimsuits are funny to me. They’re very much the fashion for this period, but they’re so old-fashioned to me. I’ll have to see about getting swimsuits from my time period made in the future.”

“Oh… I like some of those,” Rosa said with a smile as she stood up to hug him. “I’d gladly wear them for you.”

Doc kissed her softly. “Thank you, Rosa. But right now, we need to go so the children aren’t waiting.”

Doc’s children all wore similar swimsuits while they waited with Petal on the back porch. Petal had on her sundress and a bright smile on her face. When she exchanged looks with Rosa, her head dipped a fraction of an inch. Petal knew what she would do later; it would be a gift for Doc when he returned from the war.

“Don’t you all look ready to swim?” Doc grinned at his children. “Let’s go get wet and cool off.”

Cheering, the children led the way to the pond, with Posy in the lead. Rosa and Petal had raised some stone for the path, making it easier to walk on with bare feet and not cause mud to be trekked around. As they got closer to the pond, Doc saw Harrid, Lucky, and Apple heading their way. The father and son wore matching swimsuits with white and black horizontal stripes, and Apple had her sundress on.

“Harrid!” Doc flagged the other man over.

“Yes, Doc?” Harrid asked when the pair got close enough to talk.

“Are you okay with the dryads going naked?” Doc asked.

“Apple and I have discussed it,” Harrid said. “The others have done so before. I’ll adapt.”

“Okay. I just wanted to be sure.”

“I wouldn’t want to stop them,” Harrid said, motioning with his chin.

Doc looked over; his children and wives were already in the pond. The older kids swam while the younger ones were being helped by their mothers. A soft smile came to him before he looked back at Harrid. “Thank you. If it bothers you, I can get things working so it’s not a problem next time.”

Harrid rubbed his neck before he shrugged. “We don’t know how long this war might last. I’ll deal with whatever’s needed for them to enjoy this, both now and in the future.”

“Well, then, shall we go join them?”

“Yes.”

Lucky was waiting on the shore with Suzanna. The moment Harrid headed his way, he smiled. “Poppa, will you teach me to swim?”

Apple giggled as she watched the young boy lie to his father. Suzanna’s lips pursed, but she didn’t call out Lucky for it, either.

“Of course,” Harrid said. “I’m not much of a swimmer myself, but I’ll show you what I know.”

Doc took in the scene with melancholy in his heart. Rosa came up beside him, taking his hand in hers. “Should we make your children happy, husband?”

Doc glanced at her with a smirk. “Yes, my lovely wife. Go ahead and strip like your sisters.”

“As you wish, Voice,” Rosa giggled.

~*~*~

The day was lovely; laughter and happiness filled the air. Posy was the center of the children, being the older sister for all of them. Doc was grateful for his near-adopted daughter for everything she did. He knew Posy would help his family even more while he was gone; all of this happened because he wanted to help the little girl whose mother was ill.

When it was time for lunch, Doc got the outdoor grill going. He watched his family having fun while he started cooking. The day was wonderful, a memory he’d cherish for the rest of his life. If not for the impending war, he would’ve found it the best life he could imagine.

The day drifted away from the family, turning to evening, and finally bringing them back inside. They bathed but then went back outside to where Doc had set up a fire pit. With the fire roaring, the family took up the blankets that’d been spread out for them. The quiet night grew dark, with only the fire to illuminate them.

“This is what your father does,” Posy said when the conversation died off.

“What do you mean?” Elma asked, snuggled up to Ayla.

“It’s a metaphor, a way to explain something by using a likeness to something else,” Sophia said. “Sorry, Posy. Go ahead.”

“If the night is the Darkness that devours worlds,” Posy said, gesturing at the dark all around them, “then this fire is our world, burning bright with faith. Before Doc lit the fire, we’d have been enveloped by the dark. But he came and brought the spark of faith, and now, the fire burns to keep the Darkness away.”

“My poppa, too,” Lucky said.

“Yes. Your father has a very important task in leading the templars, little brother,” Posy smiled at him.

“That’s why they have to go?” Adrian asked, from his seat in Sophia’s lap. “So he can keep the Darkness away?”

“In a way,” Posy nodded. “The fire here would dim, sputter, and die if it isn’t cared for. Right?”

“Right!” All of the children answered, but it was Suzanna’s voice that led them.

“Doc and Harrid are going to tend the fire. What they’re going to do is make sure the fire stays burning bright… but we should leave that metaphor there.” Posy took a deep breath. “Our loved ones go to do what Luck, Trade, Invention, War, and Mother need them to do. They’ll make sure the world grows to be the brightest light in the night. We need to support them, love them, and pray for them. When they come back, we’ll need to hug them, hold them, and make sure they know we missed them, but that we understand.”

“Like my poppa did before,” Suzanna said from where she sat beside Lucky, who was leaning against Harrid. “We missed him, even if we hadn’t actually met him. He wants to be here more than anything.”

“I do…” Doc said thickly. “I’d rather never have to face those who support the Darkness. But I want your lives to be bright and full of joy, which means I need to go for now.”

“No matter how much it hurts us,” Fiala said softly as she leaned against Doc. “We need to be strong for him, and for each other.”

“But Rosa and Lia are going, too, right?”

“We are,” Lia nodded.

“We are, but before we go, Mother wants us to know that she’ll do everything she can for our loved ones,” Rosa said gently. “…Sister, welcome back.”

Everyone looked where Rosa was. Sequoia was standing just at the edge of the light. The firelight danced along her naked skin as she shifted uncertainly from foot to foot. Swallowing, she came into the light, going to where Harrid sat. Kneeling, Sequoia bowed until her head rested on the ground. “I am sorry…!”

Harrid’s face was stony for a moment before he exhaled roughly. “You would’ve done more if you could have. I don’t blame you. I’d have to blame Ayla for surviving, too, if I was going to blame you.”

“M-momma…!” Lucky hiccupped, then began to cry. He knew that people couldn’t come back to life— only dryads and Doc’s wives could— but his heart ached that his mother couldn’t.

Apple was there, holding Lucky from behind at that same moment. She whispered softly as she rocked the child in place, helping comfort her charge. Suzanna was holding Lucky only a second later, and Apple’s arm opened to embrace the young girl and her friend while rocking them both. The other children looked on, their lips trembling as their friend cried. It wasn’t the ending to the day Doc had hoped for, but it was how the day ended.


Chapter Thirty-seven

Breakfast was somber the next morning. The children sniffled but didn’t cry, though their eyes were wet all throughout the meal. Doc’s wives were looking a little strained, as well, but they did their best to keep themselves composed for the children. Harrid was stone-faced while he kept squeezing Lucky’s shoulder. It was either to reassure his son, himself, or possibly both.

Three carriages were needed to take them all to the train depot. The train was a special one just to transport Doc’s group, plus some supplies to the frontlines. As such, there wasn’t a wait for the train, because it was only waiting on them. Walking out to the platform, Doc nodded to the group of people standing nearby.

“Governor, here to see us off?” Doc asked, being formal with the reporters and cameramen there.

“Of course,” Dodd said. “You’re going to stop the Emeritan Army from trampling our new nation. Luck’s Bastion and the state militias are our only line of defense against the aggressive actions being taken against the seceding states. Soon, they’ll be facing a new nation, not just a coalition.”

Doc and Harrid both shook hands with Dodd while the cameraman took pictures. All three men looked grim in them, underscoring the seriousness of the moment.

“Luck isn’t one for war,” Doc said, “but unfortunately, the Church of Apoc has pushed the Emeritan government to this point.” He looked right at the reporters. “I plainly ask the government of Eastern Emerita to stop this before it goes too far. You’ve been led down a dark path, but you can embrace the light before it’s too late.”

“Do you think your plea will be heard?” Sean, the reporter, asked.

“I hope, but I fear it won’t be. If you haven’t heard, the Emeritan Army fired the first shots against Luck’s Bastion in Golden Bay, but the templars didn’t return fire. Mother rose up in anger, taking the forts into the sea. Most of the garrisons died in that moment, and for what? They were just being asked to leave peacefully.”

“The newsmen of Golden Bay reported twelve survivors, but not what happened to them. Can you tell us?” Sean asked.

“They’re under lock by the Order,” Harrid said stiffly. “We’ll be glad to return them at the end of hostilities, or sooner if we need to exchange people. They’re being well fed, given medical care, and are being handled with kindness. We don’t ascribe to the mistreatment of prisoners, even those who attack us first.”

“General Lee, a heavily decorated general, is said to be leading the army. Do you think your meeting with him will stop a war?” Sean asked.

Doc didn’t answer right away. Instead, he looked into the distance. “I hope it will. Honestly, I’ve heard he was a staunch believer of the Union, staunch enough that even secession was viewed as the first attack of this separation. I’m not sure I can find common ground with him, but I’ll try. What I worry about is the Church of Apoc interfering with the meeting. They’ve all but put a bounty on my head. I’m not certain any of their clergy will abide me speaking to the general.”

“You think they’ll attack you?”

“It’s more a question of when, not if,” Doc replied softly. “Western Emerita, the new nation being founded on this side of Big River, has no desire for this war… but it will defend itself from the aggression of the older government. We won’t cross Big River; you have my word on that. Command’s been told to hold to this bank, but that’s currently a big gap because the army’s taken the states on this side of the river.”

“What if the states currently under garrison don’t want to join the new government?”

“Then we’ll leave them to Eastern Emerita once the army’s withdrawn enough for those states to have their say while not under duress. We respect the sovereignty of each state, but we’ve had calls for aid from them, so we’ll try to help them. Make no mistake: this conflict started with the vast overreach of the Emeritan government trying to seize that which wasn’t theirs to take. They started this ball rolling, and now, we all balance atop it and are waiting to see where it stops.”

Sean glanced to where Doc’s wives and children waited. “You’re leaving behind your loved ones today, heading to a possible war. Do you mind if we interview them?”

“That’ll be their choice, but I’d ask that you wait a day or two before you approach them. Today’s unpleasant for all of us, just like it’s been for anyone who has family joining the militias.”

Sean put his pencil behind his ear. “That’s all my questions. May Luck bless your efforts.”

“She always does,” Doc said softly.

“Doc, we’ll have the government of Western Emerita set up by the end of the month. We’ll be aiming to formalize it on Remembrance Day. It seems fitting,” Dodd said. “Be safe, and we’ll be doing our best.”

Doc shook his hand again. “We will. Good luck on being the interim president.”

Dodd groaned. “I still don’t know why they picked me.”

“Because you led the way,” Harrid said.

Going back to their families, Doc and Harrid hugged their loved ones. Harrid had Lucky in a tight embrace, keeping his son close to his chest. Doc took a knee to hug each of his children. He started with the youngest, Adrian, moving one by one until he reached Suzanna. He whispered his love to each of them, reminding them to listen to their mothers.

“Suzanna, I know how much you care about Lucky,” Doc said softly after the goodbyes he’d given. “You’re his rock; he’ll need you just as much as he did before. In ten years, if you both love each other, I’m sure Harrid and I will be thrilled to see you married. Just be the best friend you can be for him now, okay?”

“Yes, Poppa,” Suzanna sniffled. “You two have to come home, too.”

“With all my will,” Doc said. “I won’t promise, because I never want to break one, but I’ll do my very best. Rosa and Lia will do everything they can to make that happen, too.”

Suzanna stepped back. “Okay. Promise to do your best.”

Doc’s lips twitched as he held out his pinkie. “I promise to do my best to bring us all home safely.”

Suzanna hooked her pinkie around his. “I promise to do my best to help my siblings and Lucky.”

Doc stood up when Suzanna went to stand near Lucky. That let him pull Fiala into a hug. “I love you, Fiala. I’m sorry we’re being separated again.”

“It’s what has to be,” Fiala whispered, her voice trembling as she tried not to cry. “Just come home? When you do, I want another child. A darling baby boy this time.”

Doc kissed her softly, tasting the tears that’d slipped free of her eyes. His heart ached at yet another parting, but he prayed it would be the last. “I’ll be looking forward to it, my first wife.”

Fiala put her lips next to his ear, holding him tightly when their kiss ended. “I’ll miss you so much, but I’ll lead our house in your absence.”

When she let him go, Sonya was there to be held. “Show them their errors, Doc. Be kind where you can, but don’t hold back.”

Doc stroked the braids beside her ears, then kissed her gently. “I’ll do my best not to upset my wives.”

“I want a little girl when you return, husband,” Sonya whispered. “Don’t keep me waiting too long, please?”

Doc stroked her braids again. “As you wish, my tenacious wife.”

Ayla was there the moment Sonya stepped back. Her kiss was passionate; she didn’t care who saw them. She wanted to feel his love one more time before he left. Doc staggered under the assault, but he met it with his own passion. When they finished, they stared into each other’s eyes while resting their foreheads together.

“A son. I want one, Doc,” Ayla told him huskily. “Come home soon to grant all of us our wishes.”

“Demanding, yet pleading, hmm? Very well. I don’t want to disappoint my lady of numbers.”

Ayla blushed, barely whispering the next few words, “I’ll wait for you to demand my body again, sir.”

Doc kissed her softly before letting her go. “I will when I return.”

Sophia was the last of his waiting wives that he was leaving behind. She came forward when Ayla stepped back. She bowed her head as she leaned into him. Her feathered head nestled to his chest, and she breathed in his scent. “Doc, we’ll all pray for your safe return. All of us want a second child, but we want them when Lia has her first. Know that when you do come home, you’ll have much to dictate to us. Your story, of course, but also your love.”

Doc gently lifted her chin to meet her orange eyes. “I want nothing more than for this to end so I can hold you all to me again. When Lia’s ready, I’ll be glad to give all of you children, a whole house full of kids that we can dote on and love. I’ll make sure Rosa lets you know everything every night, but I’ll also make sure we have time when I come back for you to hear every word from my own lips.” He nuzzled her ear. “Including the words that you love when it’s just us, or us and Ayla.”

Sophia shivered at that, clutching him. “Yes, please.”

“Be strong for our loved ones, dear wordsmith,” Doc said, kissing her cheek.

“I will be.”

Doc looked to where Sequoia and Petal stood, then opened his arms to them. The pair of dryads were quick to enter his embrace. He kissed both their cheeks, thanking them for staying with his family, as they’d be needed to keep communication going for the separated groups. He gave them a quick promise to shower them in praise and thanks, making their eyes glow brightly before they stepped back.

Doc smiled when he saw Lia and Rosa both finishing their own hugs and kisses with their other wives. He glanced at Harrid, who was quietly speaking with Apple; she held one of Lucky’s hands while Suzanna held the other.

When everyone was done saying goodbye, the smaller group went to the train. Doc stopped at the door. Looking back one more time, he saw his family with tears on their cheeks, waving goodbye. The flash of the camera got him to see that the reporter was taking a picture of his family. It would make an impact later, a tearful family saying goodbye to a man off to war. Taking a deep breath, he blew them a kiss, then stepped onto the train.


Chapter Thirty-eight

It took three days because of the stops they made along the way, picking up more supplies for the front, but they eventually reached Uhma. The capital of Braska had become a burgeoning hub to the west; its massive train depot and meatpacking companies made up the bulk of its industry.

Uhma was nearly on the border of Braska and Ioway, making it one of the most important locations for the Emeritan Army to secure. With General Lee camped in Tribal Bluffs— a town just across the border and only a mile away from Uhma— it was where Doc had to go.

~*~*~

Breakfast was decent; the staff at Luck’s Lodgings did their best for the group. The former Cozzens House Hotel had been bought out, renovated, and reopened two years previously. It was the preeminent hotel in Uhma since then, at least until the Emeritan Army had camped so close. Uhma felt like a town under siege, which it effectively was.

Everyone who was able to leave had done so. Only those who weren’t financially able to go or those who sided with Luck had stayed. Hundreds of templars accounted for almost half the fighting force. The rest were militias built from the cities and towns of Braska, and even one from Ioway who’d crossed over to oppose the army.

“How odd is it that General Lee wants to meet before things kick off?” Doc asked Lia.

“It’s unusual in this day and age,” Lia said. “Long ago, the shamans would meet between tribe and clan. Humanity has never really done the same.”

“I think he wants to gauge you,” Harrid said. “You’re an unknown to most. He wants to see you, talk to you, and see if you’re aggressive or cautious. If he can understand your personality, he’d use it to his advantage.”

“If I’m aggressive, he’d show weakness, thinking I’d order a rush to take the bait. If I’m cautious, he’ll try to bully me to get me to retreat…” Doc murmured. “Okay, I can see that. But if that’s the case, he should be judging you, not me.”

“No, Voice,” Rosa said from where she knelt beside his chair. “To everyone else, you are the leader. Luck’s Voice is the one they look to for guidance. Harrid will command the field, but only his templars truly know that. The enemy would see you being here as you being their commander.”

“Hmm, alright. He’ll be on the bridge at midday; we can each bring three with us, which is our entire group.”

“Who do you expect him to bring with him?” Harrid asked.

“The bishop that’s with his army and probably his second-in-command, but I have no idea about the third,” Doc said. “It’s the bishop I worry about the most. Our interactions with the clergy and faithful of Apoc have never been very good. Besides the ones we paid off in Furden, all of them have pretty much just wanted to kill me.”

“He’ll likely have his mind shielded from me,” Rosa said softly. “It’s known that I walk beside you as a free dryad. The bishop might have ways to shield the others, too. I might not be as useful as I could be.”

“You’ll be useful in many ways. Just knowing that they can shield themselves is important information.”

Harrid exhaled before standing up. “I need to check on the men.”

“We’ll be here until it’s time to go,” Doc said. “I think the mayor was coming to see me soon, anyways.”

“Yes,” Rosa nodded. “He left a message that he wanted to meet the morning after you arrived.”

“I’ll return,” Harrid said before walking away. The elder templars who’d been eating nearby got up and followed him out.

Doc looked at the ten templars left standing guard around the room. “I guess we can just wait here for the mayor. I doubt he’ll be keeping us waiting long.”

~*~*~

Doc was proven right, as Mayor Stilton was there five minutes later. After greeting him, they’d all taken their places. “Mayor, what can I do for you?” Doc asked.

“I worry about the damage that will occur to Uhma, Holyday. The army’s a mile away, you’re here with the templars, and rumor is that you’re meeting General Lee. Will you at least try to keep the fighting away from the southern side of the city?”

“I doubt the general wants to damage the train depot or the meat packing plants. He wants the transportation and the food for his men.”

“True, which is why some suggested you’d deploy your men near it.”

Doc chuckled. “No, I won’t deploy men near it. If the worst comes and we’re pushed back, the meat plants will be left alone.”

Stilton frowned at Doc. “You didn’t mention the depot.”

“I’ve stated before that I won’t give what I own to Emerita. They can’t steal what’s mine,” Doc said evenly, meeting the mayor’s eyes. “You know what happened to Ioway’s rail lines?”

“They vanished, all of them. You can see where the lines seemed to slip into the ground just across the river.”

“The same will happen here. If Luck’s Bastion is forced to retreat, the railroads will become obsolete behind us.”

“That would cripple this town!” Stilton said petulantly.

“For a while, it probably would, but not doing so invites the army to rapidly move their men farther into the western states. I won’t allow them to use my businesses against me. You do know that the meat plants have all but closed shop, don’t you?”

“Yes!” Stilton snapped.

“For the same reason, those plants belong to David Roquefell. He refuses to assist Emerita in stealing from others. The workers were paid and taken to other states where they’re working. When this conflict ends, most of them will return. Uhma will boom again like it was before this happened; I’ll ensure that the town is helped back up. Braska is going to be one of the founding members of Western Emerita, one of those who have seen the light of a brighter future by supporting Luck and equality. Luck will provide for those that suffered during these years.”

“But for now, the town’s dead?”

“Resting, maybe, but not dead, especially not with a mayor who feels so strongly for it. I admire that, Stilton. I really do. Just keep your focus on the good that’ll come and not the horror that eastern Emerita brings to your door.”

“I see…” Stilton murmured, looking past Doc into the middle distance. “I have your word that Uhma will rise again?”

“As long as I draw breath, it will.”

Stilton blinked, looked at Doc, then began to laugh. “Well, for a man who gets back up after being shot in the head, that’s a promise I can accept.” Extending his hand, Stilton shook his head as he continued to chuckle. “Sorry for my concern, Holyday.”

Doc was grinning when he shook hands with the mayor. “No need for sorry, Stilton. If I was in your shoes, I’d have been concerned, too. You should know one thing, though, which might temper your good spirits.”

“What’s that?” Stilton asked, suddenly wary.

“The tribes will be given more of their land back. Not Uhma, but more of the state will be returned to them. That’s the case across Western Emerita— we’ll honor those who came before. They’ll work with us to live in harmony. The tribal wars are over, and they will be respected.”

“That doesn’t bother me,” Stilton said. “As long as Uhma thrives, I can accept just about anything.”

“That’s good to know,” Doc said as he stood up. Lia and Rosa stood up with him; Stilton’s eyes darted to Rosa in surprise, as he hadn’t seen her kneeling beside Doc. “If you’ll excuse us, we have to make sure we’re ready to speak with General Lee.”

Stilton also got out of his seat, shaking Doc’s hand, then Lia’s. “Of course. Do be careful, Holyday. Everything hinges on you.”

“It’s a weight that I’ve carried for years,” Doc said softly. “The weight grows with each passing day, but I won’t stop walking the path Luck gave me. Even if I have to crawl to keep moving forward, I will. Good day, sir.”

~*~*~

They retreated to their room for the couple of hours they had before the meeting with Lee. The moment they were in their room, Rosa spoke up, “He is leery of losing his place, but he is behind you, Voice.”

“That’s what I figured. He might’ve tried to jump ship to Lee if I hadn’t given him reassurances?”

“Yes. When he first arrived, he was conflicted. When you mentioned the retreat and the loss of everything, he wavered more, but your promise sealed him back to our side.”

“Good. I would’ve hated to remove him for our safety,” Lia said.

Doc exhaled. “I’m glad Sophia stayed behind. There might come a time when that kind of thing has to happen, and it would hurt her.”

“It will hurt you, too,” Rosa whispered. “You can accept it, but it isn’t painless to your soul to agree.”

“I’m glass to my wives,” Doc chuckled.

“We’re all glass to Rosa,” Lia snorted. “I don’t know if I’d ever want to see into everyone’s minds like she does. There are moments I envy that ability, but most of the time, I’m glad to never know what someone’s thinking.”

“Most would be burdened by it,” Rosa said. “My sisters and I don’t think the same way as those not born directly from Mother. I can give the family moments of it, if you want that later.”

“Hmm… everyone?” Doc asked slowly, his mind working overtime at that nugget of information.

“Just our family, but it would also mean the children.”

“No!” Doc said quickly. “That would hurt them. As useful as it might be sometimes, no.”

Rosa bowed her head. “As you decree, Voice.”

“We have about three hours,” Lia said slowly. “Harrid will be gone for at least two.”

Rosa’s eyes suddenly shone bright. Doc started to chuckle at it, but he wore a smile as he looked at his warrior wife. “Did you have something in mind, Lia?”

“Many things,” Rosa answered before Lia could.

“Weed, go lock the door, then sit down and be still and silent. That’s your punishment for answering before I could.”

“Yes, mistress,” Rosa said happily as she bolted for the door.

Lia met Doc’s eyes. “From today on, we don’t know what might happen, or if or when we’ll have moments to ourselves. I want to feel you give it to me before that happens, husband.”

Doc smiled as he stepped into Lia’s reach. “Anything you need, my love, I will gladly give.”

Lia’s smile was bright when she grabbed him and kissed him hotly. Her blood burned with need, but her heart soared with love. Doc always gave her that which she craved the most— control of their time together— and it only ever deepened her love for him.


Chapter Thirty-nine

Harrid returned an hour before they had to be at the meeting. Doc and Lia were dressed and sipping tea when the dwarf found them in the room. “The templars are ready to be attacked. The scouts are spread up and down the river to catch any flanking maneuver that might happen.”

“Thank you, Harrid. I don’t think we’ll see an attack or overt movement today because of the meeting. Tomorrow’s when I expect the battle to commence.”

“Where’s Rosa?” Harrid asked, looking around for her.

“Behind you,” Rosa giggled.

Harrid jumped, jerking around to find the dryad smiling at him. “Godsdammit, Rosa!” Harrid huffed, as his heart had leapt into his mouth.

“Sorry,” Rosa grinned as she walked past him. “I had just returned when you asked where I was.” She went to kneel beside Doc. “My sisters are spread out to keep an eye on every site where a battle might take place, Voice. If a battle starts, we will know long before the general does.”

“Why has David left the telegraph in place on their side?” Harrid asked as he joined the pair sitting for tea.

“Because the government would just install new ones to use it,” Doc shrugged. “At the moment, they haven’t targeted him. This way, we have access to all their messages and have records of them. That might be useful when this war ends, and people question who ordered what and when.”

“Ah. So history has the facts, not whatever version others might try to spread later?”

“Governments are known for writing their own version of events,” Lia said.

“They do, but most victors do the same,” Doc said. “We’ll use the truth. It’ll be better for us in the long run. Everything from my arrival in this world will be highly scrutinized in the future. I’m sure of that.”

“The men are optimistic about the coming battle,” Harrid said, changing the topic. “No one thinks today’s meeting will stop that from happening.”

“Not with the church here to back the army,” Doc muttered. “Even with the templars having been lost at sea, the church hasn’t backed away from this war.”

“Doc,” Rosa said as she sat up straighter, “the navy is moving. My sisters along the eastern coast tell me that a massive fleet has set sail.”

“They can’t get around to the west coast in any real time. The Panama Canal isn’t a thing yet.”

“That was started five years ago,” Rosa said, staring at Doc, looking into his mind. “Four of my sisters, dozens of mages, and tens of thousands of workers are working on it.”

“Ahead of schedule again…” Doc muttered. “It’s not done yet, which means the fleet is either going to the gulf to pressure the states there, or they’re taking the long journey around to the west coast.”

“There are the warships that had been off the coast before the secession,” Harrid brought up.

“They docked in Kanata,” Rosa said. “Five of them aren’t far from Pacifica. Mother’s children watch them from the shores. If they move toward the states, we will know.”

“Today’s just a formality, then,” Doc sighed. “The government has mobilized the navy, and the army’s camped on this side of the Big River. If we hadn’t come to agreements with Kanata, they’d likely be looking to come south. Iberrita’s civil war is the only thing that stopped Iberra from trying to retake Starex back, I’m sure. The people living there wouldn’t have gone down quietly.”

“Not quietly at all,” Lia snorted.

“Are we still going to meet Lee and his advisors?” Harrid asked. “Even knowing that the navy is being mobilized, as well?”

“Yes,” Doc said, setting down his empty cup. “It doesn’t matter today, but it will matter later. History might fight over if secession was the start of the war, but the first shots fired happened in Golden Bay. I still suspect some people will argue that the forts fell before that.”

“To go against Mother is to invite disaster,” Rosa said as she leaned against Doc’s leg.

“As has been shown,” Doc murmured, stroking her hair idly.

“Today’s meeting is a statement for all time,” Lia said. “A dwarf in armor, a dryad uncollared and free, an elf in buckskins, and a ‘human’ man go to speak to Emerita’s chosen general. It shows the unity and diversity of Western Emerita.”

“While the other side will all be human men, one of whom is a bishop of Apoc,” Harrid said.

“We should make sure our things are together,” Doc said, standing up. “Let history remember that we were respectfully on time.”

~*~*~

Fifteen minutes before noon, Doc’s group stood on the edge of the bridge. They wouldn’t walk to the middle until the other group came to the far side. The warm day carried a hint of a breeze, just enough to help bring some cool air. Doc was glad for the awning that’d been erected in the middle of the bridge; it would give some shade to those who’d be talking.

Five minutes later, a group of four men came walking out of the army camp. One was the bishop of Apoc; dressed in ornate black robes with silver sigils, he carried a staff with him that held a piece of amber atop it. Beside the bishop was a man dressed similarly to the high inquisitor who’d been in Pale River. That meant that two higher-ups from the church had come to the meeting. The high inquisitor wore a belt with a rod on one hip and a pistol on the other. He didn’t wear ornate robes, but a shirt and pair of pants that looked to be made of exotic materials.

Rosa shifted, letting out an angry mutter when she saw a piece of one of her sisters adorning the staff. Doc’s hand taking hers got her to calm down, but she would see that staff broken and the amber returned to Mother before the end of the war.

The other two men were military by their uniforms. The younger one walked with a confident swagger, his mustache and beard neatly trimmed and oiled. The uniform was what Doc thought of as representing the civil war. He had on a double-breasted, navy-colored coat that hung down to his knees, and he was wearing pants that were tucked into riding boots. His coat was buttoned up with a yellow belt sash over it. A saber was attached to his belt while a pistol was carried cross-draw at his front, clearly marking him as cavalry.

General Lee walked easily, even with his advanced age. His uniform was a match to the younger man’s, but his held different insignia on the shoulders. The saber Lee carried also had an ornate hilt that was likely enchanted. What he didn’t have was a pistol on his belt.

When the four men reached the end of the bridge, Doc raised his hand in recognition, and then started to lead his group onto the span. The younger man raised his hand back as Lee continued to lead his procession out.

“Two for the church to keep the military against us,” Lia muttered.

“Also to pressure us. Showing two of the higher-ranked is a big display for them,” Harrid said. “The inquisitor is my equal, while they think the bishop is Doc’s.”

“They don’t know of me yet, it seems,” Rosa said darkly. “Good…”

Doc’s hand squeezed hers, as he’d kept ahold of it. “Temper it for now, Rosa. I felt you tense up when you saw the staff. We’ll get her back before the end. If they don’t know about you, it’s best to keep it hidden.”

“Yes, Voice…” Rosa whispered, letting her anger bleed off.

They reached the covered center at roughly the same time. Lee walked ahead of the others with his hand extended. “Doc Holyday?”

“General Lee,” Doc said, shaking his hand. “I wish we’d met under different circumstances.”

“So do I. Let me introduce my companions,” Lee said, turning so the others could come forward when he spoke. “Bishop Augustus Stone, from Botolph.”

“A pleasure,” Stone said with a sneer as he looked at Doc.

“High Inquisitor Steven Arnold from the capital. He’s the right hand of the archbishop,” Lee said.

“A Voice…? Hmm…” Arnold’s eyes were narrowed, but he didn’t sneer.

“And my second in command here, Colonel Jebidiah Stewart Junior.”

The younger man gave a polite bow of his head. “You certainly have a motley group, Holyday.”

“Gentlemen,” Doc replied back levelly, dipping his head to them, “my group: the free dryad, Ponderosa Pine, who represents Mother; Harrid Lopert, the Grand Master of Luck’s Bastion templar order; and my wife, Lia Holyday, formerly Lia Treeheart.”

“Death Flower?” Stewart asked with a raised eyebrow.

Arnold’s hand drifted over to rest on his gun. “I had thought so.”

Lia’s smile was grim. “Gentlemen, I set aside that name. I am Lia Holyday. We come in peace, but do you?” Her hands weren’t resting anywhere near her guns.

Lee gave Arnold a pointed look. “No gentleman would break the sanctity of peace during this meeting.”

Arnold’s lips thinned, but he moved his hand. “Of course not, General.”

“Your father is the famed scout Stewart?” Doc asked.

“General Stewart is my father. He’d normally be here, but he was needed to command elsewhere.”

“Shall we sit?” Bishop Stone asked.

“Yes,” Doc said. “Ladies?” He addressed his wives, moving to the table between the group to seat them first.

Doc sat Lia first, then Rosa, who took the chair beside Lia. She’d rather kneel between them, but she needed to show that she was equal to those at the table. Her gaze kept straying to Stone’s staff as everyone took their seats. She could feel the soul of her sister, who had languished for over a century as the top of the staff. It taxed her not to lash out and take it, but she wouldn’t hurt Doc by doing so. She could and would wait for just the right time.


Chapter Forty

With everyone seated, Lee addressed the topic at hand, “Holyday, I’m sure you have guessed why I’ve even asked for this meeting.”

“Only a few reasons for it, and all of them come down to me giving in to Eastern Emerita and the church, using my position to force Western Emerita back into the Union.”

“Bluntly said, but also the truth.”

“I should just ignore blatant theft and murder, then?”

“‘Theft’ when it comes to the safety of the Union is rather a broad term, Holyday.”

“That’s what governments always say when they take things from people,” Doc snorted.

“Holyday, the Union is what sets us apart from every other country in the world,” Lee said firmly. “Our founding fathers created a government that surpasses all others, yet in the last few years, your company became a major problem. What is a government that can be halted because of one man and his wealth?”

“Probably a dictatorship if that man is in charge or wants to be in charge. I’ve never wanted to be in charge of anything. My wives found and appointed the people who run the various arms of my organizations; they have major oversight on everything. As it is, my company will be restructuring in the coming years to not be as all-encompassing. It’ll be spread out more. I told Rusfelt that. I even showed him the paperwork.”

Lee shifted in his seat. “Yes. I’ve spoken with him. He went to the capital to report to the government.”

“Made it the other day, and then the navy set sail,” Doc said. “It seems the report wasn’t taken well.”

“What?” Lee asked.

“The armada that’d been gathering has set sail, I’m figuring for the gulf. It’d be easy to push into Starex from there, giving you a solid foothold in the south. The five warships in the northwest will likely set out in a few days, but they won’t be enough to do anything on the coast. In fact,” Doc looked directly at Bishop Stone, “you’d be well served to suggest that the fleet returns. Emerita’s navy has just started to be seen as more than a joke, but if they come into this conflict, Mother will let her displeasure be known… again.” The delayed word highlighted the fact that Mother had sunk the missing templar fleet.

Stone’s lips thinned. “That false demon claiming to be the very ground and air the world is made of will know Apoc’s wrath. The fact that you keep praising her has been noted. Did your old false demon cast you aside already?”

Doc laughed. “Luck is far more real than Apoc. I’ve spoken to her personally. Have you ever spoken to Apoc, and been answered in kind?”

“Such ludicrous claims,” Stone snorted. “Your false demons will fail to hurt the fleet. They can’t overcome the archbishop.”

“The fleet sailed?” Lee asked pointedly to Stone. “Why was I not informed the navy was being involved?”

“Apoc’s will,” Stone said. “In case this false faith healer somehow clouds your mind, it was deemed prudent to separate you from those decisions.”

Lee’s lips thinned. “I see…”

“General,” Doc said, pulling the conversation back to him, “as you can see, you and the rest of Emerita are just pawns for the church. Since Colonel Stewart is here, that means his father is leading one of the other divisions. The one in Luisanna, in fact. Grant is in Minsota, Jackson is in Akansa, and Sherman is in Mizora.”

Lee’s eyebrows rose at the clear knowledge of who led his men and where. “You are well informed, Holyday.”

“Better than you think,” Doc said softly. “Stewart is an old ally of yours, as is Jackson. You placed them in the states that they’d have the easiest time, trusting them to act without any oversight on your part. Then, you bookended the other two on either side of you, giving you the best chance to act if either does anything that worries you.”

“I see…” Lee’s lips pursed as he stared at Doc. “Think you have all the answers, do you?”

“No. If that were the case, we wouldn’t even be here. Grant is a military strategist who is at least your equal… if he didn’t drink. His vice has always been his greatest weakness.”

Eyes narrowing, Lee didn’t speak.

“Grant will cause you some trouble, but the real trouble is Sherman. He’s been in your shadow too long, General. He knows that he needs to make a name for himself if he’s going to step into your role, and he wants that dearly. That’ll lead him to do something drastic, something to earn him a name for generations. Something like a hard push through Saskan to try sacking Furden. It would be a huge blow to the morale of Western Emerita, and it would secure him a legacy.”

“Neither of them will be an issue. They are military men, disciplined and proper,” Lee said tightly.

“What would be worse is if one of them didn’t act at all, wouldn’t it?” Doc asked. “What if one or more of your generals was sympathetic to our cause?”

“Keep your lies to yourself!” Stewart snapped. “We will not listen to such blatant attempts to sow dissension!”

“That is what false demons do,” Stone sneered. “They sow lies and deceit to lead good men to their doom.”

“Lies?” Doc asked with a raised eyebrow. “Let’s talk about those, Bishop. Where do you stand on murdering innocent women?”

“We would never do such a thing to the pure,” Stone snorted.

“Never?” Doc asked coldly. “Who’s lying now? General, why are you consorting with murderers?”

“What do you mean?” Lee asked, a hint of confusion on his face.

“My wife,” Harrid said tightly. “She was killed by assassins. Assassins hired by the church.”

“Of course one of the soulless would lash out at us,” Stone snorted. “If your wife was killed, it was likely by someone who dislikes false demons. Do you have proof of us being involved?”

“Not on that attempt, no,” Doc replied. “For the attempt on my life and my wives’ lives during her memorial service? Yes. The assassin gave us enough information to get a sketch of the man who hired him.” Doc pulled out the sketch Rosa had made, sliding it over to Lee. “Seen him?”

Lee’s brow furrowed, but Stewart grabbed the drawing. “Yes.” Stewart turned to the high inquisitor. “He’s with your group, isn’t he?”

Arnold took the paper, looking it over for a moment. “Yes. I will see him disciplined for it. We do not condone the faithless going after those who need to be saved.”

“Lies,” Rosa said softly. “You are the one who gave him the money to pay the man.”

Stone’s staff, which had been resting against the table, was suddenly in his hand, the amber tip glowing. “Wild beasts such as yourself need to know their place! Keep your tongue in your mouth, or I will rip it out!”

“I’d kill you before you tried,” Lia said coldly. “As fast as your magic is, my guns are faster.”

“I’d kill you in the next instant,” Arnold said with a glint of delight in his eyes.

“Stop!” Doc and Lee said at the same time, then locked eyes and nodded.

“General, I suggest you send your clergy back to the bank. I’ll send Rosa and Lia so it’s kept even. Just your right hand, and mine will remain here.”

“Yes. Most of this discussion has ended up well off-topic,” Lee nodded. “Bishop, High Inquisitor, go back to camp. I will finish my discussion, then return.”

“I have to object, General,” Stone said stiffly. “Your mind might be twisted by this false demon lover.”

Lee sighed as he looked at Stewart. “Remove the clergy. This is a military meeting now.”

“Harrid, please escort my wives to the bank,” Doc said. “We need to keep things in balance.”

Stone was white-faced as Stewart rose with a hand resting on his saber. “You would dare lay a hand on a bishop?”

“Not unless I have to, sir, but I have orders,” Stewart said. “Please do as the general commanded.”

Arnold rose slowly, his eyes locked on Lia. “We’ll face each other in time, Death Flower. I’ve long hoped to see if you live up to that name. I’ve planted enough pointed ears in the ground to create a garden of them.”

Lia’s lips thinned, but she didn’t lash out. She rose slowly, making sure her hands were not on her pistols. “That will be the day you rejoin your god.”

Rosa stood up, then took one of Lia’s hands in hers. “His god doesn’t take them. Only Mother welcomes us home.”

Stone was the last to stand. “Your heart will be mine before this war ends, dryad. I could use another to augment my power.”

Rosa’s smile was twisted. “You will lose my sister’s heart and my other sister you have chained in camp before this war ends. All of my sisters will be freed and reborn. That is Mother’s wish, and I will see it done.”

Doc and Lee both stood as the other six went back to their respective sides. Once they were on the way, the two men sat again.

“General, do you want this war?” Doc asked.

“No. I’ve never wanted war. The Union has to be upheld, though, so here we are.”

“But you personally feel more aligned with the equality that Western Emerita is going to promote as a right to all.”

Lee glanced back at where the clergy were, then sighed. “That doesn’t matter. The honor of my family is now tied to me holding the Union together, even if the church is overstepping itself with the navy.”

“They won’t make it to port,” Doc said softly. “The five in the northwest won’t, either, if they move toward the western states aggressively. I never wanted this; I tried to stop it for years. I wanted a peaceful transition from bigotry to acceptance. But then the church and government attacked me, first lethally, and then financially. I had to make a choice, and the good men and women of the west stand with me. You’ll find that your army is cut off and beset by more than templars. At any point you want to surrender, sir, I will accept.”

Lee chuckled. “You start soft, but then say you’ll accept surrender? No wonder Rusfelt enjoyed speaking with you.”

“I still hope he’ll come back to the west,” Doc said. “He’d make a good president.”

Lee’s lips pursed. “Hmm… He undoubtedly would, but he’ll never be accepted in the capital. He isn’t devout enough.”

Doc shrugged. “Maybe he just hasn’t found his faith yet.”

Harrid and Stewart were returning, so the two men waited for their seconds to arrive.

“General, what are we discussing?” Stewart asked.

“Holyday?” Lee asked.

“I want to give you the terms that Western Emerita, which will be a fully-fledged country by next month, is asking for,” Doc said. He pulled out a few sheets of paper and handed them over.

Lee took them to read first. His eyebrows twitched, but he eventually handed them to Stewart. “You know that we won’t just hand back these states and accept Western Emerita as equal.”

“Nothing about reparations at all?” Stewart asked as he finished.

“Not yet,” Doc said. “At the moment, nothing that hasn’t been taken can’t be given back. Until blood is spilled, these are the terms. Once the war becomes bloody, then they’ll change. These are going to be circulated by every paper we can get them to tomorrow. I’ll make sure that it’s known that we weren’t unreasonable.”

“The news has been rather opinionated,” Lee murmured. “That’s why you left the telegraph lines up, wasn’t it? The rail we could’ve used to move people and goods, but the telegraph lines you’re using to spread your views.”

“We don’t have your numbers of soldiers, General,” Doc said, “but we have the hearts and minds of the people who believe. That’s why our militias outnumber yours. We have a full Order of templars, while you have small fragments at best. The clerics of Luck— all healers— are spread out along the front now. They’ll heal any who ask, ours or yours. Even knowing if they’re caught, your clergy will kill them.”

Stewart grunted. “Healers should never be killed, but the church has called anyone who spreads the faith of Luck a heretic, which means death.”

“‘Heretic’ makes it easy for them to brush away their crimes,” Harrid said tightly. “My son is now without his mother because of them. They’ll say they didn’t have anything to do with it, but no one but the church had any reason to use explosives against her carriage.”

“My condolences,” Lee said softly. “The loss of a loved one is always hard.”

“Harder on my son,” Harrid grunted.

“As it would be. We can’t accept these terms. I offer ours.” Lee motioned and Stewart set a thin leather folder on the table, pushing it to Doc.

Doc opened it, reading each page and passing them to Harrid. When they were done, Doc put them back in the folder to give to Lee. “We decline on behalf of myself and Western Emerita.”

“You really believe your states will form a second country?” Stewart asked.

“It’s all but done, and we’ll have other countries recognize us the moment the documents are signed. You do know that Kanata is sitting it out? In fact, their country will see a shift of power soon. Iberrita is starting their own freedom war, so you won’t get aid from Iberra, especially since you took Cobana from them. Avalon will see itself beset soon, so no help from them. Eastern Emerita will have no allies, no help, and your treasury will quickly run dry. Western Emerita will have allies and more than enough money for this war. I agreed to this meeting to hope that you could see the deck stacked against you, and that you’d be willing to fold early.”

Lee shook his head as he stood up. “Holyday, you are a charismatic man, but I have a duty to country and home. I take no joy in what’s to come, but I personally wish you well, sir.”

Doc shook his hand when Lee offered it. “I wish you well, too, sir. From here until the end, you don’t face me. You face Harrid Lopert, Grand Master of Luck’s Bastion.”

Harrid shook the hands of his adversaries. “I take no pleasure in this. Luck’s Bastion is an Order devoted to helping raise people up, but we will secure our homes against invaders.”

With the goodbyes done, the four men turned and headed back to their respective sides.


Chapter Forty-one

Early the next morning, Doc sat in his room as the boom of cannons rang out. It’d begun shortly after dawn, and with the sun now fully up, the cacophony of artillery continued. There were no shallow crossings near at hand, so the war would be fought over the bridges that connected either side of the Mizora River.

If Doc wanted an aggressive war, Rosa and other dryads could easily build crossings for the templars to attack over. He wanted history to show that Western Emerita was defending itself, not attacking; it also played into the strengths of the templars, who would be doing the bulk of the work in defense. Harrid had made sure the Order was prepared for the war, tailoring most of the Holy Deeds just for this event.

“Doc, are you ready for breakfast?” Lia asked.

“Yeah,” Doc sighed as he stood up. “Lee wasted no time going on the offensive.”

“Of course. He hopes to capture you and the town,” Lia said.

“Which is why we’ll be shipping out soon. I have another battle to wage.”

“It’s a dangerous gamble, Doc.”

“It’s worth the risk,” Doc said. “If it works out, it’ll be a coup that’ll be remembered for generations. If it doesn’t, then more people will die.”

“But not you.”

“That’s the hope. We know that every general has clergy and inquisitors with them. The archbishop almost entirely emptied the capital of his pawns. That’ll give David some room to maneuver in politics. He’ll get some of the senators and representatives to start questioning the war, and things should unravel quickly for them.”

“Rosa and Mother sinking the fleets will make it a costly war. Even if they did win, they’d be easy pickings for any other country out there.”

“While our shipyards are nearly done with the battleships that David started before I even returned. That’ll give Western Emerita the sea power to make others question attacking us. We’ll have ships the likes of which the world shouldn’t see for another few decades, at least. Tellsall is going to be known in short order once things come out.”

“Invention will be happy about that. Trade surely has to be with David, while War will be excited as the world turns toward their namesake.”

“Zoya will be getting ready to push the last vestiges of the church out of Tsarrus and Qin. By next month, the world as it was will have changed. The powers that were mighty will be shaken, and new powers will rise to take the stage.”

The pair left the room, heading down to have breakfast. Doc felt the absence of Rosa beside him, but she was helping secure Uhma for Harrid now that the war was officially underway. She’d held back what was to be done, so Lee had to adapt quickly to the ever-changing battlefield.

There was no one beside Lia and Doc in the restaurant as they ate. The only others who would’ve been there were currently leading a battle. Two cooks and four staff members remained at the hotel after Doc’s arrival. Those six were deeply faithful to Luck, and both Rosa and Harrid had confirmed them as being trustworthy. If the town fell, they’d surrender to Lee’s forces and continue to care for the building, no matter who resided in it.

Rosa came striding in with a bright smile as Doc was finishing his plate. “Voice, the rail bridge is secured and impassable. The forces that were attempting to use it had to retreat, though some were pushed into the river.

“Thank you, Rosa. Your hair is still vibrant.”

“Mother is augmenting me, knowing that your need is great right now. When we leave, I will focus on the fleet to sink it.”

“Unconventional warfare. They should’ve feared Mother more,” Doc said, reaching out to pull her into a hug. “Thank you, my precious Weed.”

“Anything for you, Voice…” Rosa murmured happily. “My sisters tell me that the other fronts have begun warring, as well. Sherman went aggressively forward; the others are being held back like Lee is.”

“I figured he’d do similarly to what he did on Earth. Sherman’s march to the sea was in the history books. We made sure his path is mostly clear, right?”

“Yes. Everything should be ready for the trap you planned.”

“Mother has begun to remove the rail lines from his path?”

“As you asked. The moment he pushed on, the ground swallowed the rails.”

“Perfect.”

“Why the gamble on him, Doc?” Lia asked. “I understand his name, but that seems like a thin thread to hang your hope.”

“It is,” Doc admitted, “but it’s the same name he had on Earth, just without the William in front of it. On Earth, he was given the new name when he was baptized, as his Native name was ‘unbefitting.’ If he hasn’t tried to set aside his name, I hope part of him still holds some care for the tribes.”

“He has a regiment of bestials as part of his men,” Rosa said.

“The 10th regiment. That means he has Perishing with him… good and bad there. I’ll cross that bridge when we get there. Perishing would be another major coup if I can swing them both. A fifth of the army would suddenly be negated.”

“If not, it will be bloody and messy,” Lia said.

“But with you and Rosa beside me, we’ll be able to retreat.”

“And then we snap the trap shut on them,” Rosa said with a twisted smile. “They would’ve had the chance to stop, so it’ll be their own fault.”

“Either way, it will be a big blow to morale on Lee’s side,” Doc said. He stood up, pulling Rosa into a full hug. “I’m sure that Stone’s angry today.”

Rosa giggled. “My sister was freed from their camp the moment we left the talks. I just wish I’d been able to get the staff. We will see the bishop again, and then I will make sure my sister is free for rebirth.”

“We will,” Doc nodded.

Harrid came striding into the room. “Doc, the train’s ready to leave with the last of the evacuations.”

“Thank you, Harrid. I’ll pray for you every night. If things go well, I’ll be back in a month.” Doc looked to the dryad that had come in behind Harrid, naked as the day she stepped forth from her tree. “Thank you, too.”

The dryad bowed her head, mumbling as she did. Her wood-colored face was somehow bright red.

“Doc, Hetuck thanks you, but she’s too shy to address you herself,” Rosa giggled. “She promises to keep Harrid safe to her last breath.”

Doc stepped forward, taking Hetuck’s hand and kissing the back of it. “Then you have my deepest thanks.”

Face hot and eyes glowing brightly, Hetuck dipped her head as she shivered in place.

“I’ll do my best to make sure she doesn’t have to return to Mother,” Harrid said. “My son is waiting for me, and I don’t want to disappoint him.”

Doc clapped Harrid’s shoulder. “To the joyous reunions that we both want.”

Harrid nodded. “Agreed. Now let’s get you moving.”

The group left the hotel, having to walk to the depot. All of the horses had been commandeered by the templars for the war, meaning there were no carriages. As they walked, Doc waved to the men and women he could see. Bright smiles and cheers for Luck followed Doc as he went.

“Will it hurt them when they hear I left?” Doc asked Harrid.

“No. It’ll be explained that you trusted them here, but that you were needed on a different front.”

“Truth without giving away information… that’s a good plan.”

“Just be careful, Doc. I know Lia and Rosa will do everything they can, but I still think your plan is a bit mad.”

“As a hatter,” Doc chuckled. “Yet if it works… it’ll be amazing.”

Harrid couldn’t refute that. If Doc’s plan worked, then one whole front of the invasion would suddenly stop. Morale would boom for their side while gutting the opposition’s.

When they reached the depot, Doc looked at the new sharp-faced hill that took up most of the railroad bridge. The stone was still glistening with water from where it’d risen from the riverbed. Rosa as Mother’s Voice would’ve been frightening if she wasn’t the same lovely dryad she’d always been. “And yet, with signs like this, they still persist,” Doc muttered. “That’s zealotry for you.”

“The men fled like Mother was going to eat them,” Harrid said. “The inquisitor with the unit that tried to cross… died, I think.”

“He is entombed in the hill,” Rosa said brightly. “His tools are already being purified by Mother.”

Harrid shivered slightly. Rosa scared him, but he knew she was devoted to Doc, so she’d never hurt him or Lucky. A small hint of happiness that the church lost another inquisitor helped temper his fear. Rosa was helping repay the church for Ginger’s death, and for that, he was grateful.

Reaching the depot, Doc shook hands with Harrid, wishing his friend the best of luck. Lia did the same after Doc. Rosa, though, bowed her head to the dwarf. “Apple thanks you for trusting her with your son, and I thank you for showing your faith in us with such an important task.”

Harrid exhaled slowly. “Thank you, Rosa. Please thank her for me. I’ll relay that again with Hetuck later tonight. He’s my world now.”

Rosa smiled softly. “We know. He’ll be cared for and cherished so you may fight freely.”

A weight lifted some from Harrid’s shoulders— it was time to finally go to war. His family had been wronged, his true love killed. Harrid watched them get on the train as he let go of his worries. It was time to make a prophecy true. It was time for the Darkness to run, and for night to fall, as a good man was finally off to war.


Chapter Forty-two

It took a few days to loop into Saskan. During the trip, Doc heard of Topeca’s fall to Sherman, who was marching his men aggressively west. That was why Doc and company ended up at Junction Township, directly in the path of Sherman.

Rosa coordinated with the templars and local tribes to arrange for what Doc wanted. His gamble would first be tested on whether Sherman would speak with him. From there, some options opened up, but all of them came down to what would happen if the meeting took place.

It gave Doc a few days to speak to the templars who’d been waiting in Junction Township, or who had fled there after Sherman reached Topeca. The militias of Saskan had been held in Junction Township, as Doc hadn’t wanted to contest the capital of the state. Only a token force of the templars had been in the city to lightly repel Sherman before they fled.

The telegraph operators in Topeca had been happy to pass Sherman’s communications to Doc; the general had messaged Lee to tell him about his quick capture and how he was planning on marching through the state with minimal rest. That would give him a strong grasp in the middle of the battleground states, from which he would be able to help others.

What was of more interest to Doc were the inquisitors’ messages from Sherman’s corps. They were displeased with the men under Sherman’s command, as a majority of them were lesser in the eyes of Apoc. A full fourth of Sherman’s men were bestials, half-elves, and half-dwarves. Moreover, the inquisitors had been lashing out at any of the men who upset them. This caused strife with both Sherman and his second-in-command, Major General Perishing. The inquisitors were suggesting both men be removed from command as soon as the war was over for speech against Apoc.

The rest of the war was a bloody slog. Harrid was still holding Lee stalemated in Uhma; ten days had seen the general unable to move the templars even an inch. Harrid’s dryad assistant had stymied the few attempts Lee had made to flank wide, again proving that Mother was the biggest factor that Apoc had ignored.

Grant wasn’t making any progress in Yanktoni, or what Doc thought of as North Dakota. The Raven tribes had rallied with the templars, making one of the biggest units in Western Emerita. Along with that, the dwarven clans in Minsota had gifted Grant ample amounts of their best booze. With the general drunk since the beginning of the war and a massive army opposite him, Grant was far from his best.

Both Jackson and the elder Stewart had crossed the state lines, but neither were making great headway. The tribes, militias, and templars were putting up far greater resistance than was expected. They did their best to push on, but when word came of their entire navy being destroyed, Stewart Senior pulled back into Luisanna. He’d expected the support against Starex, and now, he had none.

~*~*~

Doc read the dispatches with hope in his heart. So far, things have been going well for the fledgling army of Western Emerita. Doc was a little sad that the elder Stewart had retreated— he’d just gotten word that the newly finished battleship, Starex’s Pride, had launched from Hewstein. The plan was to use it to deliver men into Luisanna behind the general, cutting off supplies and stranding him in Starex. The templars would need to adjust, but that was war.

“Good news today?” Lia asked as she finished her eggs.

“The war continues. Some of it favors us, more than I had thought it would.” He pushed the dispatches toward her as he went back to eating.

Lia read through them with pursed lips. “You haven’t called on the tribes and clans in Eastern Emerita yet.”

“Not yet. They’ll be surrounded by enemies if I ask them to help. I’m hoping not to have to do it.”

“The ships in the northwest have set sail out of Kanata,” Rosa said from where she knelt next to Doc. “I can have Mother sink them for you.”

“Leave them be for now. If they come toward any port on the coast without raising surrender flags, then you can sink them.”

“My sisters will be told, and they will ask Mother to do it if required,” Rosa said.

“Doc, leaving them alone will give them the chance to attack our ships out of sight of land,” Lia said. “I know you don’t like killing, but it’ll mean less death if you act now.”

Setting down his fork, Doc sighed. “Yeah, I understand your point. If they wanted to surrender, they could’ve stayed in Kanata.”

Rosa could see his decision, but she waited for him to actually tell her. Today was going to be a day he’d need help with later. She worried for her precious husband; he was not fit to fight a war, but he was shouldering it as well as he could.

“Rosa, please ask Mother to make it as painless as she can.”

“Yes, Voice.”

Lia reached across the table, taking his hand in hers. “It’s the right choice, Doc.”

Meeting her jade eyes, he nodded sadly. “I know. That’s why I agreed. Hard paths need to be walked, but this one is starting to feel like I’m carrying the entire world.”

“You are,” Rosa said. “You have since Luck placed you here, Voice. You’ve just taken more of it upon yourself. All of us love you for what you do. Lean on us. We will help as much as we can.”

Glancing down at Rosa, he smiled at her, then stroked her tangled hair with his free hand. “Thank you, Weed.” He looked back up at Lia. “You, too, Lia. I wouldn’t have made it this far without my family to support me.”

“And we always will, just like you always support us, husband.”

“Excuse me, sir?” a young man in squire regalia asked, coming into the room. “Word just came in that the army is in sight.”

Doc exhaled as he stood up, his breakfast only partially eaten. “Send the messenger.”

“Yes, sir,” the squire replied. He saluted, then left.

“Doc, sit. Eat,” Lia said firmly. “You need your strength, and it’ll be an hour before you have to go anywhere.”

Doc’s lips twitched when he met her gaze. “As you wish, my dear.”

Rosa giggled, her eyes glowing as she looked at him. Lia snickered when she saw the glow, and Doc just shrugged as he took his seat. With Rosa’s eyes glowing, it was clear he’d thought of some of the ways he loved his demanding wife.

“Thank you, Doc. I’ll make sure to thank you properly after we’ve dealt with today’s events.”

“That’d be really nice,” Doc said softly as he picked his fork back up. “I love you.”

“And we you,” Lia murmured with a soft smile. To punctuate her meaning, Rosa’s head leaned against Doc’s knee.

Letting the love of his wives distract him for a while, he finished breakfast, doing his best not to dwell on what was going to happen in an hour or two.


Chapter Forty-three

Sherman had his army stop two miles outside of the town, using a couple of low hills as key positions for the coming battle. When a lone rider bearing a flag of truce came riding slowly toward their camp, Sherman was happy, thinking that the mayor was surrendering. He was shocked to hear what the rider had to say. The ensuing argument between Sherman and the inquisitor with his army was heard by most of those close by in the camp. Perishing had to drag the inquisitor off to end it.

Doc thanked the messenger— a squire of Luck’s Bastion— when he returned with the news and answer. When the boy went back to his duties, Doc looked at Lia. “That gives me hope.”

“A little dissension is good,” Lia agreed, “if they meant it and weren’t just putting on a show.”

“I can’t argue that,” Doc sighed.

Lia stepped directly in front of him, staring into his eyes. “I’ll be watching from the tower. Make sure to keep your gifts up, husband. We don’t want an incident.”

Doc kissed her softly. “I will, my love. Knowing you’ll be on overwatch makes me feel better about this.”

“He’ll be as safe as I can make him, Lia,” Rosa said.

Lia shifted to hold Rosa. “I know, Rosa. Thank you, precious Weed.” The pair kissed briefly before parting.

A templar came their way with a horse. “Sir, the mount for you.”

“Thank you,” Doc said, taking the reins.

Lia nodded before jogging toward the clocktower that rose over the train station. Doc watched her go, then swung into the saddle. He held his arm out to Rosa, who got up behind him effortlessly. As the pair rode slowly out of town, the templars who saw him saluted.

The meeting was between the two sides, a mile out from each of their camps. Without higher ground, snipers would have a near-impossible task of reaching either side. Lia’s position would cover Doc for the meeting, and it would give her the outside chance of making a kill on Sherman if she wanted to try. As long as no one attacked Doc, she wouldn’t be pulling her trigger.

As they got close to the meeting point, Doc eyed the two men riding his way. Both were clearly military men who rode easily. Doc’s lips twitched; as bad as this war was, he was meeting legends from the American military, or their copies, at least.

A hundred yards from each other, the groups dismounted, staked their reins, then walked forward. Sherman was a stern-faced man with white hair and a scruffy beard. His gait was stiff, showing that his age was catching up with him. Perishing was young enough to be Sherman’s son; his dark hair and thick mustache were groomed with care. Doc noted that Perishing wore riding boots while Sherman didn’t.

“You have a dryad as your second?” Sherman asked as the two sides walked closer.

Rosa smiled sweetly, lifting her chin to show no collar. “I am a free woman, and his wife.”

That statement had Sherman’s and Perishing’s eyebrows going up in surprise. The two men exchanged a glance before Sherman nodded slowly. “I apologize, ma’am. There was no word of a marriage between you.”

“Because Eastern Emerita doesn’t recognize dryads as people,” Doc said a bit coolly. “Western Emerita does.”

“There is no Western Emerita,” Perishing said stiffly.

“Not yet, but give it eighteen days,” Doc smiled.

“Remembrance Day?” Sherman asked in confusion.

“It’s the day that Western Emerita becomes a country,” Doc said. “Everything’s in order for it. It’s just been delayed to have a greater symbolic importance.”

Perishing looked like he’d bitten into a lemon. “Do you equate yourself to the founders, then, Holyday?”

“No. I have a lot of respect for the men who helped found the nation, but they failed to make all men and women truly equal. Didn’t they?”

Sherman cleared his throat. “Holyday, are you really trying to push that this war you began is for equality?”

“I didn’t begin this war,” Doc said flatly. “Eastern Emerita and the Church of Apoc did when they tried to take what’s mine and have me killed. All I did was talk to some friends who agreed that the government taking from its citizens was unjust. Those talks expanded to recognize what the old government never did. The native tribes have been subjected to some of the worst conditions this country has ever seen. Apoc’s church has driven a wedge between humanity and every other race. For over a century now, they’ve led people from kindness and generosity to hatred and bigotry. Western Emerita won’t stand for that. We recognize that all people— from dryad to human, elf to dwarf, male and female— are equal.”

Perishing shifted uncomfortably. His willingness to work with the bestial units had branded him as undesirable. It’d been broadly hinted that his career was basically dead because he’d willingly done so. The inquisitor with them made it entirely clear that Perishing was a damned man. His great-grandmother had wolverine bestial heritage; it wasn’t talked about because it was taboo, but Perishing had always loved his grandmother, who spoke so lovingly of her mother. He’d heard about the pain his beloved grandmother had suffered growing up because of that heritage. His mother had done her best to distance their family from that history, and that meant he hadn’t been allowed to see his grandmother often. When she’d passed away, his family hadn’t even attended her funeral, leaving an old pain in his heart.

“When I was young and naive, I felt like you do, Holyday,” Sherman said. “I’ve endured a lot because of my name. My father, bless his soul, never considered that naming me after a tribal chief would cause me such difficulties in life. But the tribes are a shell of what they were. In fifty years, they’ll likely be all but gone. Their birth rates are abysmal; with them having been reduced from what they’d been before the tribal wars, they have no chance to rise again.”

“Have you not heard?” Rosa snickered. “All tribes have been having record birth rates for the last few years. Mother has stretched her hand out and blessed all tribes who still believe in her creators.”

Sherman frowned. “No, but a single boom of childr—”

“Five years in some tribes,” Doc said softly. “The west is growing fast, Sherman. Not just them, but the dwarven clans, too. Dryads walk freely on this side of Big River, along with Mother’s other children. When Western Emerita officially becomes a country, we’ll have treaties with Tsarrus and Qin. Kanata and Iberrita, as well, but Iberrita will be its own country soon, no longer beholden to Iberra. Luck has blessed the world, and Mother is rising again.”

Sherman hated being cut off, but he didn’t try to talk over Doc. If what Doc had said was true, then it was even more important for him to crush the fledgling nation’s capital before it came to pass. That would cement him as Lee’s equal or superior in warfare. At the same time, he hesitated. His father had been saved during a raid by his namesake; that was why he had the cursed name. The two times he’d gone with his father as a young boy to see the tribes, before the tribal wars… he’d enjoyed his visits with them. They were so different from the cities, freer and less hateful. As a young man, he’d considered trying to work with the tribes to ease the hardships the government had inflicted on them, but his wife quickly stamped that idea out. If he’d gone, she’d have taken the children from him. As a devout follower of Apoc, she made it clear that she’d only married him to save him and help him have a better life. She’d passed away last year, and his children had moved on, most not wanting to talk about their father with the tribal name, even if he was a general in the army. Maybe… maybe Doc could do what he’d briefly entertained thoughts of as a youth.

Rosa’s head snapped to the side, and she raised her arm. “Did either of you invite a third?”

Both Sherman and Perishing jerked at that. Their denials were a jumbled mess as they both talked at the same time.

“Who is it?” Doc asked Rosa.

“An attack dog,” Rosa said with a creepy smile. “Perishing, do you want to go see him? He’s just over there.” She motioned in the direction she was looking. “I’d suggest taking the rod away from him.”

“The church doesn’t learn,” Doc sighed.

Sherman gave his subordinate a nod. “Go on. I’ll be fine.”

Perishing took off at a fast walk. Two hundred yards away, he stopped when he found the inquisitor buried in the ground. A single hand clutching a rod and his neck were all that were above the surface of the earth.

“Free me!” the inquisitor hissed. “The abominations need to die!”

Pershing kicked his hand, breaking his wrist and sending the rod flying. The moment it landed, the ground opened and closed like a hungry mouth. Shuddering at that, Perishing glared down at the inquisitor, who was screaming in pain. “You would endanger the general and me? You’ll stay right there until we decide to free you.”

“No,” Rosa said softly, appearing beside Perishing. “He tried to kill Doc. He isn’t allowed to live anymore. Attacking my family means death. I wanted you to see him first, so you knew why he vanished.”

“He’s part of the—” Perishing began, but cut off when the ground opened and closed rapidly. There’d been a brief scream in that span, but then silence.

“The church doesn’t have any rank in the army,” Rosa said simply, then vanished.

Perishing stood there for a long moment, then shivered. If she could do that to one man, could she do it to more? The question ran through his head as he looked back at the army and his men. The regiments he commanded were all bestials who’d all hoped that, by serving, they’d be accepted. He knew the dark truth, though. Even after bleeding for their country, they were never going to be seen as equals. The older men who’d retired were reviled just as much as if they’d never served. He started back toward the Holydays and Sherman. Everything he thought he’d known was being turned upside down. If bestials were truly equal in Western Emerita, then most of his men would gladly march to the other side.

“I heard a scream,” Sherman said when Perishing returned, trying not to think about how Rosa had seemingly teleported.

“Inquisitor Roxly, sir. He, umm… he’s gone now. The earth ate him, sir.”

Sherman stared at Perishing for a long second, then turned to Rosa. “You killed him?”

“He was trying to kill us,” Rosa said flatly. “I do not respond well to people attacking my husband.”

“Sir, the ground opened and closed as if it was alive,” Perishing said quickly.

“She’s killed entire regiments in the same way,” Doc said softly. “Mother works through my wife, gentlemen. We’d just as soon end this conflict, but without massive losses. Why’s equality so dangerous to the church and your government?”

Sherman grimaced. “You’re making it sound like you’re victims.”

“We are,” Doc said. “The tribes are. The clans are. The bestials are. And on and on. Once the west rises as its own nation, it’ll be clear to the rest of the country—and then the world— how wronged we’ve been all along. Apoc’s faith will dwindle and fall, replaced with the older faith of gods and Mother. I would’ve loved it to have happened with no blood spilled, but we’re beyond that now, so now I work to limit the grief and pain. You have a choice to make: do you continue this and work to continue hatred, or will you stop and choose the better path? The choice is yours.”

“If we chose to fight,” Perishing asked while Sherman thought, “will she ask Mother for aid?”

“Yes,” Rosa said. “I’ve said before that anyone who attacks my family will die.”

Sherman cleared his throat. “I can’t just stop my advance because of threats.”

“The choice is yours, General,” Doc said softly. “I’ll be ready to speak again if you want.” He held out his hand. “I wish you a day of reflection, sir.”

Sherman shook his hand. “I’ll attack in two days if you don’t come out to face us by then.”

Doc pushed healing into Sherman, watching the man’s face. “If we do have to face each other, let us be at our best.”

Sherman felt the warmth suffuse him, and his breath hitched. Memories of his father came back to him, long forgotten memories where his father tried to tell him about how the tribes should be respected. When the memories faded, he felt the wetness on his cheeks. “What…?”

“Sir, are you okay?” Perishing asked.

“I… I’m fine,” Sherman said as he wiped the tears away. The aches and pains of old age had faded; he felt as spry as he had three decades previously. “Holyday?”

“I healed you,” Doc said softly. “Don’t let old hurts hold you back, Sherman. If you do face the templars in battle, let it be remembered that you were at your finest.”

Perishing looked between the two men with worry. If Doc had bewitched Sherman, it would taint everything his mentor had ever accomplished.

Sherman stood up straighter, nodding as he stepped back. “Good day to you both. I’ll accept your surrender at any point. Just have a man wave a flag from the tower.”

Doc bowed his head. “Send a rider with the white flying, and we’ll accept yours.”

Rosa took Doc’s arm as they turned away from the two military men, walking back to their horse.

Perishing coughed. “Sir, are you okay?”

“Yes, better than I’ve been in decades,” Sherman said softly. “I also know what I have to do… it’s for the good of my family, my men, and my country. The path is clear, if painful. Back to camp, Perishing. We have an attack to plan. They won’t come to us.”

“Yes, sir.”


Chapter Forty-four

The day after the meeting was spent planning for the battle. Risen Knight Copperhead was in charge of the templars at Junction Township. The soft-spoken dwarf laid out his battle plans, then asked for Rosa’s help. The dryad smiled at being asked before she explained what she planned on doing. The dwarf paled, but thanked her, as it would make a huge difference in how the battle played out.

Lia added her opinion on potential ways that the army might seek to counter each of their plans, as her history of fighting during the Bloody Flower War had given her some insights. Doc could only chip in with bits and pieces of what he remembered from historical battles. By the time they called the meeting off, Copperhead looked thoughtful, but was wearing a hopeful smile when he went to give orders.

The three of them would be well back from the front most of the time, but Rosa would move forward to add in before coming back to them. There was minimal risk of any of them being injured, but in war, anything could happen, so they would be as prepared as they could be. Lia would be beside Doc the entire time, ready to defend him if anything managed to get close to them.

With all their plans made and battle likely coming the next day, the family retired to their room. Rosa was brought back to her peak, as working on her plan earlier had drained her some. Refilling Rosa had them engaged well into the night.

~*~*~

Doc used healing to make sure all of them were refreshed and ready for the day. With only two hours until daybreak, there wasn’t any point in sleeping. They went down to find the single staff member at the hotel already up and preparing food. Doc thanked her, then led his wives to a table to wait.

The cook was just bringing food out to them when Copperhead arrived. “Good morning, Holydays.”

“Just in time,” Doc said, motioning to the last seat at the table. “You have everything ready?”

“Yes, sir. We’re prepared for an attack at any moment. Myself and my officers will be rotating in for food. I won’t be lingering.”

“Have mine,” Lia said, pushing her plate over to him. “We’ll have more time than you.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Copperhead said as he quickly dug in.

Doc slid his over to Lia. “Have mine, dear.”

Lia’s lips ticked up. “Very well, husband.”

Rosa giggled as she leaned against Lia’s leg. “He loves to dote on us.”

“That he does, Weed,” Lia agreed before eating.

The cook was back quickly with another plate. Copperhead was halfway through his by then, eating like a man with limited time to sit. Lia ate more sedately, stroking Rosa’s hair periodically. Doc thanked the cook before finally starting on his own plate.

As Copperhead was finishing, Doc paused. “Risen Knight Copperhead, may Luck guide you and your men today.”

Copperhead bowed slightly to Doc. “Thank you, Voice. We go to ensure the light wins.”

Doc watched the man go before turning back to his food. When Rosa leaned over to rest against his leg instead of Lia’s, he gave her a smile. “Thank you, Rosa.”

The trio were done when Copperhead’s second-in-command came in to eat. They greeted each other in passing, as Doc and his wives were heading for their spot in the town. None of them knew when Sherman would attack, but they were certain it would be today.

~*~*~

It was a little before midday when the first volley of cannon fire rang out. Doc exhaled, his small hope that Sherman wouldn’t attack dying. “War, it is.”

“It always comes down to violence,” Lia said. “Even when it was clans and tribes, we fought more often than not. If not wars, then the shamans would fight. It seems that the default nature of all races is conflict.”

“Not all races,” Rosa murmured.

“Fairly said, Weed,” Lia smiled at her. “Are you ready?”

“I will return shortly, mistress,” Rosa said. She hugged and kissed each of them before she vanished.

“It’s really odd that she can just do that without plants. I’m still getting used to it,” Doc said.

“All of them can. Catching a dryad now will be practically impossible,” Lia said. “Our lovely weed is the mightiest of them all.”

“A world tree,” Doc murmured.

“A what?” Lia asked.

“Since we have time,” Doc said. “She reminds me of Yggdrasil, the World Tree.”

~*~*~

Doc spent the time waiting for Rosa explaining the myth of Yggdrasil to Lia. She smiled the entire time until a massive explosion rocked the countryside. She grabbed Doc before exhaling slowly. They’d been expecting it, but it was still far more powerful than anticipated. The second explosion came a moment later, and the pair held each other as the earth shuddered.

“No more cannons,” Doc said softly. Trumpets sounded, and he shook his head. “And that’s the attack signal.”

Rosa appeared beside them, smiling softly. “They have no more artillery, Doc. The inquisitors were also killed in the blast, as they were trying to empower the cannons to break the Holy Deeds.”

A second dryad appeared a moment after she’d finished speaking. Her hair was stubbly and white. The age lines on her face and the withered look of her skin told them about her health. Rosa grabbed her gently, helping hold her up.

“Doc, my sister wanted to thank you. Please tell her to go rest.”

“Miss,” Doc said, coming closer to them, “please, go rest. Reconnect with Mother. Recover from the horrors that you endured. But take some of my blood before you go.” He took her hand, resting it on his neck. “I want all of Mother’s children to be healthy.”

The dryad tried to talk, but Doc realized that she had no tongue. She didn’t refuse his offer, though, so she sent a single shoot into his neck to pull blood. Doc winced, but stayed still. As she drew from him, he pushed healing into her.

Rosa carefully drew her sister back after a couple of minutes. “That’s enough.” The words were gentle. “Return to Mother.”

Licking her dry lips, the dryad spoke only a few halting words, “Thank… you… Voice…” Then, she was gone in the next instant.

“She’ll be okay,” Rosa told Doc before he could ask. “She was held by the church for decades, kept drained as much as possible. They’d give her a victim to drain dry, then pull the energy out of her in turn. When I killed the inquisitors, I went for her, freeing her before her collar could kill her.”

Doc exhaled as the muffled cracks of gunfire reached them. “Sherman and Perishing will have to decide when it’s time to stop.”

“With the loss of their cannons, it’ll be hard for them to mount any hard offense. They outnumber the templars and militia, but do not have the same support. The Holy Deeds and cannons on our side will make it an uneven battle.”

“We sit, pray, and wait, then,” Doc murmured.

~*~*~

It wasn’t like Doc had nothing to do. Once the fight was underway, he and one of the new clerics of Luck began to heal the injured. Bullet holes, shrapnel wounds, and burns were cycled in. The Holy Deeds of protection were amazing, but even those could only do so much. Doc didn’t push to perfectly restore, as there was a limited amount of energy he could use between him and Rosa.

The cleric of Luck and the doctors of the area worked on helping the minor injuries so those men and women could rejoin the fighting. If not for his gifts, Doc and his clothing would be covered in blood like the clerics were. He kept a smile on his face as often as he could while he worked, as the soldiers responded best to his calmness. Doc took the worst injuries, making sure no one died. He didn’t replace limbs, as that would take too much out of him with all the wounded he needed to help. Instead, his focus was stabilizing them, keeping them out of pain, and letting them sleep.

There were times it sounded like the fighting was getting closer to the town, but then it dimmed again. Doc paid no attention, focusing only on healing with Rosa. Lia left the room twice, coming back both times with an emotionless face and cold eyes. She had mostly thawed with Rosa’s help by the time night fell and the fighting was called off.

Spent, exhausted both emotionally and of his energy, Lia and Rosa helped Doc get back home. Rosa’s hair was a shade of light green bordering on white, even with the blood she’d accepted while she worked. Lia helped ensure that Doc filled Rosa twice before he passed out.

Holding Doc together, the two women worried how he’d react when he was told the news. It was the bloodiest fighting Lia had ever seen, and just the preliminary numbers were edging toward ten thousand killed or wounded.


Chapter Forty-five

Doc woke slowly. He felt groggy and exhausted, but the light coming through the window told him it was past dawn. Using his energy, he healed himself of his sleepiness and rubbed the gunk from his eyes.

“Good morning, Voice,” Rosa said from beside the bed.

“Morning, Rosa,” Doc murmured, then turned his head so he could see her. “Is it a good morning?”

“Lia went to speak with Copperhead. I don’t think there will be any fighting today.”

“Why?”

Rosa licked her lips. “There were far more wounded and dead than anyone thought there would be. Ours are far better off than theirs, but even with you working as hard as you did, we still have a significant amount of injured and dead.”

Doc exhaled as he slid to the side and tapped the bed. When she got in, he held her to him. He could recall all the blood and guts he’d seen the previous day. If there wasn’t magic, it would’ve been far worse. Even when they had to amputate a limb, Doc made sure the wound was sealed and uninfected— just the act of making sure wounds weren’t infected by the other doctors would save far more lives than Earth’s Civil War. Holding her tightly, he breathed in her clean pine scent, trying to stop the tremors he felt at the memories.

Rosa turned in his arms to face him, staring into his eyes with concern. “Doc, let me help you, please?”

Doc swallowed before he kissed her. She didn’t kiss him for long, just long enough to give him what he needed. The taste of her nectar hit his tongue, and he swallowed. The tremors faded, and the emotions dimmed under the influence of her essence. Instead of the horror and sorrow he’d felt when thinking about the last day, he was calmly able to look back. “Thank you, Rosa.”

“It’s one of the things I can do for our family, husband,” Rosa said softly. “I helped Lia last night. She had to go out and help a couple of times when flanking maneuvers got closer than we were comfortable with.”

“Oh… I didn’t even notice,” Doc murmured.

“You were saving lives, Voice. She knows and is grateful that you weren’t anxious for her.”

The bedroom door opened, and Doc looked over to see Lia closing it behind her. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything is fine, husband. Copperhead said that both sides are unlikely to open hostilities today. He’s taking stock of our side and getting ready for tomorrow. From what we can see, the Emeritan Army is far worse off.”

Doc rolled onto his back, pulling Rosa along with him so she was clutching his side. “Would you like to come cuddle?”

Lia’s smile was soft as she began unbuckling her belt. “Just cuddles this morning. We do need to eat, and Copperhead will want to speak with you before midday.”

“As my wife wishes. Cuddles are always welcome.”

“Yes, they are,” Rosa murmured, her eyes not glowing as she held Doc contentedly. “I helped him this morning, Lia. He knows.”

Lia slowed her pace as she was pulling off one of her boots. “I only go fight when necessary.”

“I know. Thank you for keeping me safe. I’ll never judge you for doing what you have to do, my love.”

Sitting on the bed, she pulled her other boot off before she crawled up the bed to hold his other side. “Our family is wonderful.”

“Agreed,” Rosa murmured.

“I’ll agree, too. It really is,” Doc said. He closed his eyes and held his wives. For this moment in time, he did his best to not think about the war and danger that was tearing the country apart, but instead, only about the love he had in his arms.

~*~*~

The family was just finishing breakfast when Copperhead came to join them. “Doc, may I sit?”

“Of course,” Doc said. “Sorry for my late rising.”

Copperhead snorted as he sat. “You saved hundreds of lives yesterday by yourself. Because you took the most injured, that let the others save thousands more. You have nothing to apologize for, Voice.”

“If another attack had come today, then I would.”

“I’d still argue the point, but no attacks are happening today. Between Rosa’s actions against the artillery and the fighting, we’ve badly hurt the army. They have far more wounded and dead than we do. From the little recon we’ve managed, I’d guess that at least half of their men are unable to fight. If we had more men, I would’ve pushed offensively today. By tomorrow, our lightly wounded will be fit to fight, and we will push.” He gave the cook a smile. “Thank you, miss.”

The cook gave a small nod back before going off to get another plate ready as more officers trickled in. Doc gave those men a nod because they’d seen him looking their way.

“We could push them back?” Doc asked Copperhead, pushing his empty plate away.

“Tomorrow, we will,” the dwarf replied between bites.

Doc looked thoughtful for a long moment before he exhaled slowly. “Send a man with a flag out. I want to speak with Sherman.”

Copperhead paused with his fork halfway to his mouth. “Sir?”

“I want to offer peace again. They’re bad off, and he knows it. The church’s oversight is gone. If we continue this, more men and women will die for no reason. Let it be known that after a decisive win, we entreated for peace and understanding, not more blood. We did not attack, but defended in force, then tried to offer terms again.”

Setting his fork down, Copperhead looked into the distance, then smiled. “As Harrid always said about you… ‘Doc’s a man who will help even those who slight him.’” Copperhead looked at Doc. “Very well, sir. I will send one of the squires out.”

When Copperhead started to stand back up, Doc waved him down. “After you eat. While you do, tell me exactly how bad our losses were, please.”

~*~*~

Doc rode out with Rosa holding him from behind. The field between the two armies was a churned mess of bloody mud. Doc glanced at where a flag had been dropped at some point. The flag of Emerita was trampled in a mostly clear spot where some grass still rose above the mud. Small clumps of dirt and a boot print stood out on the slightly tattered flag, making it feel like a statement.

What made a bigger statement was the change in the geography. The two hills that the artillery had been set up on were gone. In their place were small mounds of cooling lava flows, the blackened char left behind still steaming. Doc noticed a few pieces of the volcanic explosion dotted across the field, telling him what’d happened to the artillery.

Sherman and Perishing rode from their encampment, the two men looking grim. Perishing had one of his arms tucked into his coat, a white bandage sling helping support it. If the second-in-command still bore a wound, it didn’t bode well for the men under them. Then again, they likely had more important issues to deal with.

Both sides dismounted and staked their mounts a hundred yards apart before continuing forward on foot. When they got close enough, Doc was the first to speak, “Gentlemen, thank you for agreeing to come.”

“Thank you for not launching an attack today,” Sherman said tightly.

“We aren’t interested in attacking, or in this war,” Doc said sadly. “I didn’t come to gloat or posture. I came out to offer terms again.”

Sherman’s jaw set, and he lifted his chin. “You think you’ve broken us?”

“No. I fully expect you to continue fighting,” Doc sighed. “I came with different terms than a full surrender. Your men who are too injured to fight can carry the white flag and retreat. That’ll let them leave without being ambushed when they go. For those too wounded to even leave, I offer the healing of Luck. Bring them out here two by two, and I’ll heal them, if they give their word to leave after I’m done.”

“You’d heal your enemy?” Perishing asked incredulously.

“Are you my enemy?” Doc asked. “You’re just men following orders, I thought. If you personally have taken me for an enemy, then I’m sorry.”

Sherman exhaled slowly. “Your dryad brought lava up that killed both battalions of artillery we had. The number of injured and dead we have has never happened in a single battle before. I’ll be known as the man who suffered the worst defeat in Emeritan history.”

“Only if the others don’t stop,” Rosa said softly. “What we did to you here can and will happen to the rest. Emerita has no fleet anymore. The warships that were left of the navy were sunk this morning when they tried to fire on Western Emeritan soil. If the war doesn’t stop, Eastern Emerita will have no army left, either. What will happen when Kanata decides to come south?”

Sherman rubbed his face. “I’ll be court-martialed and hung for this.”

“Sir?” Perishing asked.

“We have less than one-third of our men unwounded, Perishing.” Sherman focused on Doc. “What’ll you do if I surrender?”

“Take the wounded in and heal them. Any of those who want to join our side will be allowed to, and those who want to go home can go. I’ll just ask them on their honor to not take up arms in this war again. For you and your officers, I’ll put you under arrest. You’ll be treated as officers and either released when the war ends, if they pay your ransom, or we can exchange you for your equals.”

Perishing stared at Doc before he cursed under his breath. “Apoc, be damned…”

“As commander of this corps, I, General Tecumseh Sherman, surrender to Doc Holyday under the terms you have given,” Sherman said.

Perishing lowered his head. “Holyday… you’ve broken us…”

“No,” Doc said softly. “You broke yourselves against Luck’s Bastion. Please make sure your wounded are ready to be seen once you return. The templars will want to make sure your men are disarmed before I’m allowed inside your camp to heal.”

Sherman unclipped his sword from his belt, handing it to Doc. “I’ll make sure it’s done.”

Doc took the sword from him. “Your men will be treated well, General. You have my word on that.”

Perishing unclipped his sword, handing it over, as well, before he left with Sherman. Doc started to walk away with Rosa beside him, holding the swords in hand as he went. He never thought he’d take a vital role in the actual fighting, yet he now carried the commanders’ swords from the opposing force.

“You offering to care for the men is what did it,” Rosa said.

“I’d rather people live,” Doc sighed.

It didn’t take them long to ride back to Junction Township. Lia wore a bright smile when she saw them. Copperhead had a stunned expression, his eyes locked on the two swords Doc carried across the saddle.

“They are disarming and have surrendered, Copperhead,” Doc said. “Get the doctors ready to tend to the wounded. I’m sure you’ll want to secure the camp before I go help.”

“Yes, we will,” Lia said firmly. “What terms did you give?”

“Good ones for everyone,” Doc said as he got down from the horse after Rosa. “Let’s get inside, and I’ll explain.” He paused before handing the swords to Copperhead. “Can you handle things?”

“Umm…!” Copperhead blinked as he accepted the swords, then snapped out of his stupor. “Yes, sir. Let me give orders, then I’ll join you.”

“Very well,” Doc said.


Chapter Forty-six

There was a whirlwind of events after Sherman’s surrender. It took around a week to heal all of Doc’s and Sherman’s forces, and nearly all of the bestials, half-blood dwarves, and half-blood elves joined Doc’s side. That left only a few thousand Union loyalists to march home. They were warned that if they violated the surrender, they would be met with force. Doc left the officers with Copperhead as he boarded a train for the north.

Arriving in Minsota, Doc joined the Western Emeritan Army there in the campaign against Grant. General Grant had sobered up, his officers having broken the casks of booze the clans had supplied. That’d started to strain the templars and militias that faced him, as he was a crafty leader when sober. Unfortunately for Grant, Doc arrived the day before the next engagement.

Rosa and two of her sisters primed the battlefield for the fight. The morning of the engagement, Grant received a telegraph telling him about Sherman’s defeat. Knowing that at least one major offense was already defeated, Grant was determined to bring good news to Emerita.

When the engagement began, Mother moved, and more artillery was introduced to lava. The church forces with Grant— more robust than ones with Sherman— reacted to mitigate the problem. Rosa used their distraction to free her two collared sisters and bring them out. Now five dryads strong, they overwhelmed the magic of the church, burying the clergy in rocks and lava.

Grant didn’t stop his attack, not knowing that it wasn’t just his artillery that’d been lost. His forward push had his men marching into a jigsaw of concealed pits. Thousands of lives were claimed before the retreat was sounded. As the opposing army retreated, Luck’s Bastion advanced, following the route they’d been shown to avoid the pitfalls. Around a dozen still fell in from poor footing, but the combined might of Western Emerita routed Grant.

The following day, Doc rode out to speak to the general. Again, terms were given and accepted— over a third of Grant’s army had been outright killed, and many more had been wounded. After the terms were given, a lone sniper tried to take out Doc. Having learned from previous attempts, he’d already triggered missed me, so the bullet missed. The next moment, an angry Rosa killed the sniper, bringing his head back with her.

Grant offered his apologies, as he’d had no idea about the man; Rosa accepted what he’d said, seeing that he was telling the truth. The sniper had been part of the church’s contingent that her sisters butchered for the same offense. After that, there was no more killing as the healing began.

When Doc was to leave Minsota, he got word that Stewart Sr. had been defeated by the templars and militias of Starex. Moreover, Jackson was being pushed back well into Akansa near the Big River. That left only one fighting force still strong in the western states: Lee. Changing plans, Doc headed back to Uhma to again see General Lee.

~*~*~

Arriving back in Uhma barely a month later, Doc was shocked at how fast the war was going with Mother’s aid. The Civil War had taken years, and yet because of their overwhelming advantage, it looked like it might end a month after it started.

Doc’s group arrived by carriage, as the train tracks to Uhma had been buried weeks prior just in case Lee managed a foothold. Harrid met Doc, and they spent the day discussing the battles with Lee and the fact that the war had taken a hard turn against their foes. The bridge had been destroyed a day after Doc left, but Harrid sent a man with a flag to the river bank to ask for a meeting with Lee the next day.

~*~*~

Breakfast was a little tense because Doc, Rosa, and Harrid would be meeting Lee shortly. The bishop with Lee, Augustus Stone, had survived, but the inquisitors with him had been killed one by one. That left the only church oversight being the bishop with a dryad core staff, one that Rosa wanted to reclaim.

“I’ll make sure he makes it back safely,” Rosa told Lia. “It’s only the bishop that I worry about.”

“With good reason. He and his inquisitors were the worst for us,” Harrid said. “It’s why we made them priority targets when we could.”

“The other templars will be arriving over the next few days,” Doc said. “If Lee doesn’t see sense today, we’ll try again once we outnumber him.”

“Especially after we have Mother show him her wrath,” Lia said firmly. “It’s worked with every other general we’ve faced.”

“With Rosa and the others, it’ll be far easier,” Harrid said. “Hetuck has done her best, but she and her sister have mostly been used on the edges to stop flanks across the river. I didn’t expect the six other dryads to arrive with you.”

“They’re free of their fights, and now, we can finish things,” Rosa smiled, “without devastating the states across the river. Doc doesn’t want that.”

“Sir, a message,” a squire said, coming to the table and handing the telegraph slip to Harrid.

Harrid read it, then passed it to Doc.

Doc went through it before he looked up. “Western Emerita is a country. Dodd sits as interim president, and we have treaties with Kanata, Tsarrus, and Qin signed. It’s no longer a civil war, but a normal war.”

“Sir,” another squire said, jogging to the table.

Harrid read that squire’s telegraph, then whistled before passing it across to Doc.

“Kanata is moving troops to the border with Eastern Emerita’s northeastern tip,” Doc murmured as he set the paper down.

“They’ll have to withdraw their forces,” Harrid said. “What’s left of them.”

“They have no navy, and their army is tied up here,” Lia’s smile was dark. “They’re going to lose at least one state to Kanata before the army can reach them. As it is, the Kanatian Navy might embargo the coast, making it even more difficult for the country to recover from this war.”

“I hope Lee’s getting orders today,” Doc said. “Either way, we can hand him our dispatches and let him decide his course.”

Lia made sure to claim a kiss from Doc and Rosa before they left with Harrid. She went to the biggest building still standing to take overwatch with the other snipers; they wouldn’t leave Doc completely vulnerable.

As Doc’s group approached the river, Rosa’s sisters created a stone bridge for the meeting to take place on. Doc looked to the far side where Lee’s army was camped. The general had pushed almost to the banks, and he could see some wooden bridges in progress in the camp. Lee hadn’t given up crossing at Uhma; it made sense because if they moved, the templars would, too. No crossing would be open. There was no doubt that Lee had hoped for his allies to pincer Harrid’s army and force a breach.

As the bridge rose, a wave of coldness washed out from where Lee, Stewart Jr., and Bishop Stone stood. The sickening feeling from it had Doc automatically use holy ground. The feeling was disrupted, and Stone glared at Doc. Doc just smiled, as neither of them would gain the advantage of holy ground for either side.

“Doc, Stone’s mind is closed to me,” Rosa murmured. “Lee and his helper are both leery of this meeting. Stone has been poisoning their minds on your ‘treachery.’ Lee still insisted on coming, though, against Stone’s advice.”

“I’m glad he did,” Doc whispered back to her. “It sounds like our telegraphs will probably look like tricks to them.”

“It’ll be their choice as to what they want to do,” Harrid added softly. “Today might see this war end. I’ll pray that’s the case so I can go home to my son.”

“Agreed. We’d all like to go home,” Doc said.

When the bridge finished forming, Harrid led Doc and Rosa onto it first. The trio, looking unconcerned, spurred Lee to lead his group onto it. Tension rose in both armies as they watched their commanders walk the stone span; both worried the other side would betray the flag of peace.

No table or awning was to be had, so the sun beat down on the six people. It was still morning, but it was summer, so it was warm and growing hotter. Doc was as comfortable as a dryad, and Harrid could take far worse heat, leaving the other three to be the ones to suffer the most from the day.

“Holyday, you’ve returned,” Lee said civilly. “I thought you had abdicated the war to your Grand Master.”

“I had full faith in Harrid to hold the city,” Doc said. “While he did, I was needed elsewhere for a time.”

“Heretic, you are a fool!” Stone growled. “Today sees your petty rebellion finished!”

“Silence!” Lee snapped at Stone. “He asked to meet, and we will have a civil meeting.”

Stone’s eye twitched, but he didn’t reply.

“If you haven’t received these yet, I thought you might like to know the news today,” Doc said, holding out the telegraphs.

Stewart stepped in to take them. Reading them, his face paled, and he handed them to Lee. Lee’s brow furrowed as he read them before he nodded. “If these are true, it would be troubling.”

“Your men seem eager for something,” Rosa said. She motioned to where one of Lee’s men was at the foot of the bridge, waving at them.

Stewart gave Lee a nod, then hurried back to the man.

“I know you don’t believe me,” Doc said softly. “I’m not one for trickery or deceit, but I know you’ve been told otherwise. I will tell you that Sherman, Grant, and Stewart Senior have all surrendered. Jackson is in retreat to Big River. Your army is the only one left to fight Western Emerita, sir. I ask you to withdraw and save your own country from the northern invasion that’s going to start.”

“Lies!” Stone hissed.

Lee looked troubled. “Even if what you say is true, Holyday, I couldn’t go without orders.”

Stewart came hurrying back with a stack of telegraphs. “Sir!”

Lee moved away from Doc’s group with Stewart to read the dispatches. As the two military men stepped away, Stone moved a little closer, a twisted smile on his lips.

“Don’t come closer,” Harrid said firmly.

“Stupid dwarf,” Stone sneered. “I was given a message from Apocson himself this morning.”

Doc felt a tingling of danger, and he triggered his gifts. “Oh?”

“Your uprising with Tsarrus is going to be crushed. Yes, War’s Voice is there, but the Pontiffica himself will crush her under his heel. Then, the two countries will finally be brought to ruin for their troubles.”

“I’m sure he’ll try,” Doc said.

“He wanted you to know,” Stone’s smile started to widen into a very creepy one, “that Apoc will reward me well for my service. Both Voices being laid low will bring this world back to the dark where it belongs.” A sickening, oily coldness flooded out from Stone as he laughed. “Take me home, Apoc!”

Doc felt his gifts to stop damage fail, stripped away by the coldness. Voices of madness filled the air all around Doc, Harrid, and Rosa in that same instant. None of the three of them got a chance to react— the moment Stone had finished talking, the end came.

Everyone watching gasped as a ball of the darkest night formed on the bridge, leaving just Lee and Stewart outside of it. It was formed and gone in less than a second. When the ball vanished, the middle of the bridge was gone, the supports barely able to keep what was left intact. Silence settled over both armies as they stared. Everyone was trying to comprehend the fact that four people had either just vanished or died.


Chapter Forty-seven

Doc felt everything stop when the ball of void engulfed him. Nothingness surrounded him. Entropy ate at every fiber of his being, seeking to snuff him from existence. The swirling voices of the Darkness flooded the space around him, trying to permeate his essence with their own will.

“Bend to us.”

“Give in or fade.”

“Join us and rise.”

“Become a beacon of truth.”

“Please, Doc?”

“Don’t you want to make a world right?”

“I will crush you!”

“You are nothing!”

The crash of voices buffeted his soul. Each one was different, from angry to cajoling to begging, male and female, even one child that sounded like Posy. He felt the energy from Luck inside him trying to hold back the Darkness, but he felt it weakening against the sheer onslaught.

“Luck?” Doc whispered. “I need you…”

“Whore!”

“Harlot!”

“Demon!”

“Trash!”

The voices grew louder at his plea while they wrapped around him tighter.

“You failed. Now suffer!” a final voice hissed. “Everyone you loved, everything you built? All will come to ruin!”

Doc tried to push back, but even with all the faith he embodied, it wasn’t enough. Against the vastness of the Darkness, he wasn’t even a speck.

“No!” The single word cut through everything. Blazing green light filled the emptiness as Rosa appeared beside Doc. Eyes wild, she snarled in anger as her connection to Mother encased her. “He is mine!”

Seeing his lovely dryad enraged, Doc pushed to reach her. The flickering silver light around him strengthened. “Rosa!”

Her head turned to see him, and she lunged. Crashing into him, she peppered him with kisses. “Voice! Voice! I found you! Found you! Mine! Always mine!”

“Always…” Doc whispered, holding her tightly.

“Always together, but twisted,” the voices began again.

“Joined to ruin.”

“Love?”

“I want love.”

“Devotion is false.”

The voices started to warp, then argue with each other.

“We used to—”

“Useless emotions!”

“Dedicated together.”

“Union above al—”

Doc focused only on Rosa in his arms, ignoring the voices. His precious Weed had found him, saved him, and even if they died, they were together.

A flickering golden light came into being. Harrid was kneeling as blood dripped down his face. “No… Lucky needs me. I have to go back.” His voice was strained when he spoke.

Doc and Rosa looked his way, then together, shifted to grab him. The moment they did, Harrid’s head rose. His face was being eaten by entropy, which is why he bled. His eyes were milky orbs devoid of sight as every inch of exposed skin bled, his beard fading away inch by inch.

“Harrid, we have you,” Doc said.

“Doc? Rosa? I can feel you.”

The energy from the three of them started to strengthen.

“Devout.”

“United.”

“Fragile weaklings!”

“Do not resist us!”

“Union! We need union!”

The Darkness wasn’t united anymore; the argument that’d started with Rosa finding him had begun to spread. When Harrid joined them, a few more voices had joined Doc’s side, impressed at the unity the trio had.

“Mother… Luck… We need you both…” Doc whispered. “Please… if you can’t save us all, then save them for me.”

“No!” Rosa shouted. “Me! Use me, but save them!”

“No,” Harrid said even softer. “They’ll care for my son. I should be the one to give them life.”

“Selfless unto the end,” Luck said as she appeared, a halo spreading silver light around her.

“Devoted,” another goddess said, wearing a red halo that spread golden light. “More than many will ever know.”

“My daughter, I come,” Mother said. She was made of earth, plant, and metal; she had a green halo that spread flickering silver light.

“My Voice was slain!” War growled as the golden light around him fluxed. “I will not allow this!”

“We shall finally push back,” Invention smiled, silver cogs weaving his silver halo for him.

“Justice shall be given,” Wisdom smiled at the trio that the gods and goddesses surrounded, her silver light firmer than Invention’s. “Back to the world with you. Let your wife know that her next child will be my Voice, Doc.”

“Wait!” War said firmly. His eyes were on Harrid. “Harrid Lopert, I ask you to pick up my mantle. Become my Voice.”

Harrid couldn’t see War, but he shook his head. “I can’t. I have a mission of my own. Please don’t ask me.”

“He is dedicated to his family and Doc,” Luck said.

“Fine. I shall go back to Tsarrus. This time, my Voice will wait for the other Voices to gather. Apocson cannot be overcome by a single Voice… damn him for turning on me!” War snarled.

“Doc, go home. Your war is done for now. Rest, recover, but War is correct. It will take more than just his newest Voice to silence Apocson.”

“I will…” Doc whispered.

“Hmm… I shall add to this,” the red-haloed goddess said. “I will raise a Voice of my own. The world has missed Love for so long. I will fix that now.”

“We should not wait for my Voice,” Wisdom said. “Trade?”

“Apologies. I was giving David advice,” Trade said, appearing next to the other deities. Golden coins made up her halo, glimmering between silver and gold. “He and Invention’s Voices will be ready when Love and War are.”

“Love, War, Invention, Trade, me, and the world we fight to save,” Luck said softly. “It has been ages since we have had our Voices battle a Voice of Darkness. We shall give you time, Doc, but you will need to go once more.”

“As long as my family is safe,” Doc said.

“Now let us bring them back. Apocson will know fear for the first time since he broke from War,” Luck said.

The lights that surrounded the deities flowed over the trio in the middle, the silvers and golds mixing and brightening until everything was lost in the glare. As the light began to fade, Doc felt gravity touch him. Blinking, he slowly became whole again. He realized that he was standing on a ruined bridge that’d been sheared in half, holding Rosa and Harrid.

The two armies had just started to shake off the shock of the bridge vanishing with most of the delegates. The templars had been ready to attack while Lee’s army cheered at the death of the commanding officers of the opposing side. The moment three of the four returned, everything stopped again.

Lee stared at Doc’s group in shock. He had no idea what Bishop Stone was doing, but for them all to vanish and everyone but Stone to return spoke volumes to him. “Holyday, I didn’t—”

Doc raised a hand, and Lee cut off. “I know. The church tried to kill me again. General, your country needs you. Go home. Take what’s left of your armies and go home. Western Emerita has proven that we will not fall. Don’t let the church ruin Eastern Emerita, too.”

“If you don’t, I will call forth more ruin,” Rosa said softly. “They tried to take my husband and destroyed my sister, and I am angry. Doc asks you to go, so do so.”

Lee frowned, then nodded. “Considering the dispatches from the president, I will be going. I have orders to invite a delegate of your choice to the capital to sign a treaty with Western Emerita.”

“We’ll send someone,” Doc said. He turned to leave but paused to touch Harrid, healing the dwarf. “Sorry, Harrid. I’ve got you.”

Lee and Stewart walked off the far side of the bridge; as soon as they had, it sank back into the river. Rosa watched them go, her anger slowly abating. When it finally came time to go after the Pontiffica, she would be there beside Doc. That creature had tried to take him from her, and she would see him pay when the time came.

Harrid blinked away the tears as his sight returned. “Is it really over?”

“We’ll have to stay a few days to make sure, but yeah. I think so,” Doc said.

“Good.” Harrid walked with them toward Uhma. “This might be the shortest war in history.”

“Thank Mother for that,” Doc said, his arm around Rosa’s waist. “If not for her and her Voice, this would have been far worse.”

Rosa smiled softly, ducking her head. “Thank you, Voice. I did everything for you.”

“I know,” Doc whispered, “even finding me in the void to save me. I would’ve been crushed there if not for you.”

“I was being killed bit by bit, but then I felt you both. I felt peace, then, knowing that you would be there for my son,” Harrid said.

“You’ll be there for him,” Doc said. “I’ll be there for my children, too…” He trailed off as he thought of what he would have to eventually go to do.

“When they call, we will go,” Rosa murmured. “All the Voices will march on Apocson. He’ll be driven from the world, and the light will grow brighter than ever.”

Doc nodded. His path had grown even more difficult, but he would keep walking it. His family would help him find peace and love until he once again had to march to war.

Shortly after they reached the edge of the ruined town, Lia arrived to grab Doc and Rosa. The elf hugged them tightly as her fears ebbed away. Her heart had stopped when they’d vanished in the bubble of Darkness; she’d been on the cusp of breaking when they suddenly reappeared. When they had, she’d left her post behind immediately to come to them.

“Sorry, my love…” Doc whispered as he held her. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“He is safe. We are safe,” Rosa added. “The war is over for years. It’s time, Lia. It is finally time.”

Lia swallowed as she squeezed them. If Rosa was right, then she would know something she’d always wanted to know— motherhood was waiting for her. Her wives and husband would be there with her as she finally stepped into the role she’d wanted since her first marriage. “Yes. Please, Doc?”

Doc shifted her back just enough to look into her wet eyes. “I’ll be glad to see you put down your guns and pick up our children, Lia. Come on. I’m sure Harrid can handle the army while we slip away.”


Chapter Forty-eight

Doc woke up cuddled to Lia’s right, while Rosa was on her far side. His eyes met Rosa’s, who smiled softly at him and tightened her grip on Lia slightly. The evening before had started out as frantic sex, but as the night wore on, it turned loving and sweet.

Rosa hadn’t pushed or asked for anything; she’d merely been there to help them both, accepting what was given to her. Lia had been filled several times after Doc had ensured they were as fertile as possible. Doc’s promise to give her twins was high in his mind, so he was pretty sure he’d managed it. They’d missed dinner, and the templar who came to inquire if they wanted anything had been shouted away. What was a meal when Doc had a wife who’d asked for her deepest desire?

Lia twitched when Rosa hugged her tighter. Her eyelids fluttered before she fully woke up. She smiled when she realized she was the one being held by her lovers. “Good morning, husband. Good morning to you, too, Weed.”

“Good morning, my dear wife,” Doc murmured, then kissed her neck. “How do you feel?”

“Warm,” Lia chuckled. “And like I have to pee.”

Doc and Rosa scooted away so Lia could get up. They lay there together, watching her as she stretched out her lithe frame. Lia glanced back with a crooked smirk when she’d finished stretching. “I’ll be right back. Rosa, no playing with him.”

“Yes, mistress,” Rosa pouted.

Doc chuckled as he followed Lia’s slow, swaying walk away from the bed. “I’m glad she’s feeling better.”

“She’s very happy, Voice,” Rosa whispered as she slid over to hold him. “The terror of losing us has faded. The only thing she’s worried about now is if she’s pregnant. Your record for making women fertile enough to catch is unblemished, but she still wonders.”

“I’ll be happy to reassure her when she comes back.”

Rosa’s eyes began to glow. “Hmm… yes. That would be for the best.”

Doc turned his head so he was looking into her glowing emerald eyes. “You were very controlled last night, Rosa. Are you okay?”

“I am. I wanted her to be the focus. She needed it the most,” Rosa said.

“You always do your best for our family. Thank you, Weed,” Doc said huskily, then kissed her softly.

A needy moan came from Rosa as she held back from grabbing him. She was glad she did when she heard the cough. When Doc pulled back, he gave Lia a smile.

“Doc?” Lia asked.

“I did it, not her, Lia. I was thanking her for helping us last night,” Doc said.

“Well then, that’s okay,” Lia said. She crawled back into bed, this time pushing Rosa between her and Doc. “I’d like to hear what happened now.”

“Okay,” Doc exhaled slowly. “The meeting started off with…”

~*~*~

It took time to explain everything that’d happened up to the void ball that swallowed them. That was when Doc recounted his time in the void with the Darkness. When he got to the part where Rosa joined him, Rosa spoke up, “It was roughly the same for me. The voices didn’t know what to make of me; no other world has a Voice for them. It tried to tempt me away from our family, then threatened our family if I didn’t give in.”

“Foolish of it,” Lia said.

“Yes. I grew angry again, angrier than any time Doc had been killed. Not only was the Darkness trying to hurt and tempt me, but I knew it had Doc, too. It was keeping me from him when he needed me. I let out all my anger but focused it on finding Doc. Then, I was there with him.”

“Harrid appeared just after that,” Doc said, picking the thread back up. “He was… bad. He’d have broken if we hadn’t shown up.”

“It was us together that helped him,” Rosa said. “Our energy was enough to pull him in.”

“Then the gods started arriving. Luck, someone who I’m pretty sure was Love, Mother, War, Invention, Wisdom, and finally, Trade. They gave us a new task… Zoya, War’s new Voice, was slain by Apocson. They bid us to wait, bide our time, and then when everything’s ready, to go as a group to confront him.”

“Apocson is War’s old Voice,” Rosa said softly. “A Voice of War turned to the Darkness.”

Lia inhaled slowly. Everything in history suddenly began to make sense to her. The holy wars to kill and slaughter the Voices and shamans. War’s Voice would know what would work best to weaken the world. He’d obviously done just that, then built the foundation toward slaughtering everyone not human. The bloodshed and hatred caused by that would likely have let the Darkness finally consume the world. “I see.”

“On that count,” Doc coughed, “Wisdom told me to let my wife know her child would be Wisdom’s Voice.”

Lia blinked slowly, but then laughed. “Not me, Doc. I’m pretty sure Wisdom meant Sophia. She’d already told me that if she has a daughter, she’s going to name her Wisdom in honor of the goddess.”

Doc laughed at that. Wisdom, the Voice of Wisdom? It was almost meta enough to have come from Earth. He wondered if the owl bestial goddess had known that fact. If nothing else, he could give Sophia something she’d asked for before: a painting of her goddess. He’d seen her, and he could recall Wisdom as clear as day. He could see all of the deities clearly, and his lips pursed. Painting the image of the gods meeting was something he could do. If he removed Rosa, Harrid, and himself from it, he could call it “The Conclave of the Gods” and let it carry some of the weight of belief.

“Oh, that would be beautiful…” Rosa murmured.

“What?” Lia asked.

“A couple of paintings. I can paint all of the gods and goddesses I saw, but more specifically, the image of all of them meeting. A conclave of the gods to fight off the Darkness. I’m going to exclude the three of us from the middle of the ring. I can make it more of a horseshoe shape so they can all be seen clearly,” Doc said.

“Hmm, that would… Mother, too?” Lia started, then changed to a question.

“Yes. She was beautiful,” Rosa murmured. “She combined all the world into her body.”

“I was going to include her, too. I’m going to make sure she’s put into Heartwood’s Tears. The shrine to Mother will have Mother’s true image engraved in the caves.”

Lia’s smile was soft as she began to kiss Rosa’s neck. “Weed, go down, pretty one. We need to thank our husband.”

“Yes, mistress,” Rosa moaned, then was quickly under the blankets.

Doc blinked and shivered as Rosa did exactly what Lia wanted. “I’m not complaining, but—”

“Shush,” Lia said, sliding closer to kiss his ear. “I want to reward my husband for what he’s going to do. We have years, you said. That’s good, because our family needs time to be whole again. Now just lay there and do what I ask.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Doc moaned.

~*~*~

It was late morning by the time the trio made it down to eat. The dining room was busy, as Harrid was sitting at a table, taking reports and giving orders. When he saw them, he motioned to his second-in-command to take over so he could join the family for food.

“How are you, Harrid?” Doc asked, feeling guilty about leaving him to handle everything last night.

“Fine, Doc. I’m not sure which dryad gave me essence, but I was able to sleep without nightmares. Lee’s army is pulling out. We have word that a telegraph was sent to Jackson to wave the flag and retreat. I sent word to the templars giving chase to let Jackson go. Eastern Emerita only has a combined three-tenths of the army they had originally. With the odds and ends that you let go, they might have half if they pull them all together again.”

“And no navy at all,” Lia said.

“They have two warships that just finished being built,” Rosa said. “That won’t be enough to help them with Kanata.”

“They’ll lose a state or two before that conflict ends,” Doc said. “That’s their problem, though. We have states that need to be rebuilt. Rosa, if Mother can, we’ll need to restore the rail lines. That’ll be a big step toward helping make sure we can ship people and supplies. We’ll have Big River as the dividing line between Western Emerita and Eastern Emerita. Oh, that reminds me: I need to talk to Dodd about sending an ambassador to work out a treaty with them.”

“We’ll be heading back to Furden in a week or less,” Harrid said. “Rosa, please let Apple know so she can tell Lucky.”

“I will let everyone know,” Rosa smiled.

“Thank you,” Doc told the cook who brought food to them.

“No, sir. Thank you. We’ve heard it’s over already,” the cook said before bowing. “Fastest war ever, and all because of Luck, sir.”

Doc couldn’t argue that point, but he could add to it, “And Mother. Her daughters were the key.” His hand gently rested on Rosa’s head.

The cook nodded. “And Mother. I’ll let the others know.”

Harrid looked at his plate blankly for a moment. “A war that only lasted a month… how odd. Mother will have my thanks for everything she did, but mostly for Apple.” He looked up, his eyes wet. “Rosa, thank you. You being Mother’s Voice makes it easiest to thank you for everything she did.”

“She is happy to be bright with life again, Harrid,” Rosa smiled. “Apple is also thrilled that you agreed to let her be there.”

Harrid’s head bowed again. “If only…” Then, the tears began to fall.

Doc felt the heartache his friend endured. He’d have been just as bad off if it’d been one of his wives who’d died like Ginger had. Picking up his fork, he ate slowly, not seeing his food. Instead, he’d opened his gift tab and started looking for something specific. The gods were asking him to wait before going to war again, so he would, but if he had time… maybe he could help his best friend before that time came.


Chapter Forty-nine

They stayed for three days while Doc, the clerics of Luck, and any doctor in the area helped heal the injured. Lee asked for his worst cases to be seen, and Doc accepted the wounded. Rosa’s sisters would stay and help rebuild every site of battle, restoring what they could and even improving any place they were asked to.

The morning they went to leave, Doc found himself on the caboose of a train, addressing a massive crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, the war is over.” He had to pause as a loud cheer went up. “Interim-President Dodd will be sending an ambassador to the old capital to sign a treaty. Western Emerita not only held its ground against the might of Eastern Emerita and survived, but won every major battle we fought.”

Another loud cheer went up, and Doc waited for it to taper off.

“Luck and Trade will be working hard to both restore the damage inflicted during this short war and to improve every place it was fought. From there, the companies and government will begin expanding out to bring a better life to every citizen of the west.”

Whistles and cheers again made Doc pause.

“It’ll take longer than the war, but before the century ends, you will see it in your everyday lives.” He grew somber as he went on, “But progress will take all of you helping out. We didn’t just fight for freedom from a grasping government— we fought for equality. Look around you. Elf, dwarf, human, bestial, dryad, and mixed bloodlines of all kinds. This is what the world should look like. Every race, every stratum of society, all of us gathered in solidarity. In a couple of days, weeks, months, years, or even decades, remember this. You fought and stood side-by-side with your brothers and sisters to hold our freedom, but also to give those around you the chance to grow and rise up. If you find yourself starting to envy or hate others, remember what we fought for. All of us should strive to be as accepting of our brothers and sisters a hundred years from now as we are today.”

Doc smiled when he saw people slapping each other on the back, accepting someone they might’ve despised before.

“Before the turn of the century, the cities of Western Emerita will be a beacon to the world. Our technology will advance faster than any other country. Not just because of Luck and Trade, but because of Invention. The god Invention has sent a Voice to the world, and all of our lives will be better for it. Be ready to see amazing things come from Invention’s Voice. We’ll see lights on in every city, instant communication across vast distances, faster trains, and so much more.”

Cheers and applause filled the air.

Doc waited for it to die out some before he raised his hands. “But even more gods and goddesses are sending their Voices to us soon. Love herself has decreed that the world is in need of her. I agree that we could all use more love in our lives. Not just romantic love— though that’s always good— but familial love to strengthen our families, and brotherly love to bring our communities closer together. Love isn’t the only one. Wisdom is sending a Voice back to us to guide us to be better. We base our society on laws said to be from Wisdom’s guidance. Well, we really will have that guidance in the future. She did warn me that it’d be a few decades, as she wants a good candidate for her Voice. All of the gods coming back is why our ratified constitution holds freedom of religion to be just as dear as freedom of speech. Tribes and clans can praise Mother as they have in ages past, along with any other god or goddess they want. Those who’ve only known Apoc can begin to worship anyone they want, even Apoc if they wish to.”

Stunned expressions filled the crowd.

“I know. Why would we allow worship of Apoc when Apoc is the devouring Darkness that wants to destroy the world? Because freedom is important. Free will is crucial, even to the gods. If you want to put your belief in an entity that wants to destroy and ruin everything, that’s your choice. I don’t doubt some will treat you badly for it, but I’d ask those people to temper themselves. Doing that would make you just like they were. Instead, show them a better way to live; be kind, be open to talk to them, let them see how much better life could be for them and you. Everything I’ve seen has shown me that Apoc thrives on hatred and intolerance, so let’s not feed him, but instead starve him until he leaves all on his own. Our world, our lives are ours to dictate. I’ll continue to do as I have done before with my businesses and personal wealth— using these to help make society better from the bottom to the top. You don’t need to give money, just giving a minute to someone who needs to talk or a shoulder to someone who needs to cry helps all of us.”

The whistle on the train sounded. Doc braced one hand on the rail as he waved to the crowd. “Remember, the future depends on all of you! Praise Mother and the gods for giving us this chance to rise!”

The crowd was raucous as they cheered even as the train pulled away.

Doc waved until he was far enough away to feel okay with entering the caboose. Rosa was waiting for him along with the conductor of the train. “Never thought I’d give a speech from the back of a train,” Doc chuckled.

“It was very moving, sir,” the conductor said, his tail lightly swishing behind him.

“Agreed,” Rosa beamed.

Doc shook the wolf bestial’s hand. “Thank you for letting me use your car instead of the depot platform.”

“It’s your train, sir,” the conductor barked a laugh. “I’m just an employee.”

“It’s your home,” Doc countered lightly. “Always thank a man for letting you into their home.”

The conductor bowed his head. “Very well, sir. I’ll guide you to your private car.”

“Thank you.”

As the wolf bestial led the way from car to car, it was a slow walk. Doc paused to thank the templars and militia members they passed, which ended up with him shaking every hand as they went. Doc was uncomfortable with the awe— bordering on worship— on the faces of the men and women, but he still took his time. These brave people had put their lives on the line during the war, so the least he could do was thank them.

As they went, Doc made mental notes about how to improve the passenger cars from what he remembered from Earth. When he thought about it, the private room cars could use an upgrade, as well. Crossing from car to car left them on small platforms with gaps between them, reminding Doc about the enclosed connectors that’d make it far safer for everyone if they were instituted.

The dining car, something Doc had insisted on for trains that would travel longer than a half day, was busy. The small kitchen area had three people working the equipment to make meals for the hungry passengers. Pausing to thank the cooks got him bright smiles from the workers, none of whom had expected it.

The passenger cars gave way to the private cars with enclosed rooms. Doc was bemused, as someone must’ve run ahead of them. Every door was open, and the senior enlisted of the militias and knights of the templars were waiting to greet him. The ranks climbed as they went from car to car until he eventually was led into his private car. The foremost car on any train was the one that he, David, or another Voice could use, a private lounge. There was a hall running the length of it that was wide enough for one person abreast. Doc thanked the conductor before he entered the room.

“A good speech,” Harrid said. “Your gift to carry your voice made sure it was heard the length of the train.”

“This way, everyone onboard could hear it,” Lia smiled. “We have a few days of travel before we get home.”

“With stops along the way to let people off as close to home as possible,” Doc said.

“And for the templars to start going back to their temples,” Harrid added. “How long do you think we’ll have, Doc?”

Taking a seat beside Lia, Doc considered Harrid’s question. “A couple of years, at least, but it could be all the way to the turn of the century. I’d prefer the latter.”

“The first children would be adults, and our children would be past their first decade,” Lia murmured. “That would be nice.”

“It would bring us closer to when Earth had its first World War,” Doc murmured. “It’ll be nothing like that, as I won’t agree to trench warfare. The countries behind it will be different, too. I’m hoping for the turn of the century.”

Harrid was quiet, thinking about what it would be like when Lucky became an adult. He’d be alone again if his son decided to move out. Harrid would never try to stop him— he wanted his son to have a full life— but it would hurt.

“He wouldn’t,” Rosa said, breaking Harrid from his thoughts. “I know you ask me not to pry, Harrid, but Lucky wouldn’t leave like that.”

“He’ll be an adult before the century comes. His life should see him moving on to have his own family.”

“Even if he does, do you think he’d just step out of your life?” Doc asked, drawn into the conversation. “Harrid, he loves you as much as you do him. It would take something terrible for him to do that.”

“Besides, our daughter seems to have her sights set on marrying him,” Lia added.

Harrid snorted, lips twitching. “Yes. I’ve noticed how protective of him she is.”

“And she won’t be leaving her family behind,” Doc said. “Have a little faith, my friend.”

Harrid chuckled. “You’re right. Faith’s a key part of our lives.”

Doc smiled; his plan to help ease the pain Harrid felt hadn’t come to fruition as there was no gift for what he wanted to do. Rosa though had come to him with a different plan when she saw what he wanted. The pair of them had kept it to themselves, even from Lia. It would be a happy surprise for his friend and family.


Chapter Fifty

It took several days of slow travel for the train to arrive back in Furden. Every depot had the train stopped for an hour or more for the militia members and templars to funnel off. No one boarded, though, as this was a going home train instead of a normal passenger train. Doc did take the time to step off at every stop to thank each person who disembarked. He was proud of, and felt some debt to, every person who’d risked their lives in the war. The templars were compiling lists of the dead, as Luck’s Holdings would make sure each family received financial aid for the next twelve years. Doc felt that it was the least he could do for those who’d died during the brief conflict. However, only the higher templars knew about the aid, helping curtail anyone from trying to swindle the Order.

It was early morning when the train finally pulled into Furden’s depot. Doc paused to thank the engineers who’d gotten them home. The two men were all smiles as they shook his hand. By the time Doc finished, his group was the last one off the train.

“Doc!” Posy shouted.

His name being shouted got his attention. Standing on the platform waiting for him was his family. Fiala had a hand on Posy’s shoulder so the eager teen didn’t come pelting toward him. Doc ran to them, instead. Harrid was just a step behind as he rushed to his son. Rosa and Lia were smiling brightly as they followed the two men.

Doc hugged Fiala first, making sure to kiss her, too. Society be damned— he’d love his family in whatever way he wanted. Fiala was flushed and smiling when he let her go. Sonya giggled when he grabbed her for a hug and kiss. Ayla and Sophia were the next on his list as he made sure to give his wives the love they deserved too. When that was done, he knelt and opened his arms to his children. That was when he was mobbed and hugged tightly by his sons and daughters. He kissed each of their heads as he soaked in their love.

Eventually, his wives gathered the children back to them, and Posy finally stepped forward when he stood up. Doc hugged his near-adopted daughter tightly. She sniffled as she hugged him back just as firmly.

“Welcome home, Doc…” Posy mumbled as she cried.

“Thank you, Posy. I heard about you helping the kids.”

“Doc, you should know there’s a crowd waiting for you,” Ayla said after a minute. “Dodd arranged a welcome home parade for the returning men and women.”

“We helped make sure things were in order,” Sophia said.

“Oh! We should make sure our makeup isn’t too messy,” Fiala sniffled.

“Go ahead,” Doc said. “I’ll stay with the children.”

“We’ll help him,” Rosa beamed from where she stood with Petal and Sequoia.

Doc’s wives headed for the station to use a bathroom to fix their makeup. Their actions let Doc know that the photographers were likely to be there, but he was fine with that. Doc took a knee again to hug his children once more, using his handkerchief to clean their faces.

“Thank you, Apple,” Harrid said. He was holding Lucky in his arms as he spoke to the dryad. “You’ve been a blessing to us.”

“It has been my pleasure to help, Harrid,” Apple said demurely. “I’ve been hoping you would let me continue to stay with your family, even now that you are home.”

“Of course,” Harrid said. He felt Lucky shift in his arms. “You want that, don’t you, son?”

“Yes,” Lucky mumbled into Harrid’s chest.

“Thank you,” Apple said as she bowed her head to them. “I will do my best for the family.”

When Doc’s wives came back, he finally stood back up. “I guess we should go. I’m sure Dodd wants to have Harrid and me give speeches.”

“He does,” Ayla agreed.

Before leaving, Doc met Petal and Sequoia’s gazes, mentally thanking each and promising to reward them later. The dryad’s eyes lit up brightly, followed a moment later by Rosa. His wives all snorted humorously at the dryads as they each gathered their child to them.

The depot was strangely empty, but Sonya explained that all trains were being delayed for the parade. When they walked out the front doors, Doc blinked dumbly at the crowd for a moment. A brass band started playing, and the crowd cheered loudly. Dodd stood with a couple of other men near a podium, the press right near the front for good photographs.

Doc took a deep breath as he led his family and friends toward the podium. He’d been losing the jitters over public speaking, but he felt the butterflies stir as he shook hands with Dodd.

“Welcome home, Doc,” Dodd said a little loudly to be heard over the crowd and music. “There’s a lot to discuss later.”

“Yes, yes there is,” Doc agreed.

The call from the newsmen got Dodd and Doc to look over. The photograph had the interim-president and Luck’s Voice shaking hands next to the podium. The next photograph was Harrid shaking hands with Dodd. With those done, Dodd stepped up to the podium, and the band came to the end of the song they’d been playing.

“Citizens of Western Emerita,” Dodd said, using an enchanted microphone, “today, we are here to thank our brave militia members and the templars of Luck’s Bastion for helping keep us a free nation.” He looked toward the gathered fighting men and women who’d gotten off the train earlier. “Thank you. Thank each one of you, your brothers and sisters-in-arms who are going home, and those who paid the ultimate price during the war.”

The templars snapped to attention, and the militia managed to copy them after a pause.

“We need to thank two key figures for our victory,” Dodd went on after saluting the armed forces. “First, let us bring the leader of our combined forces of templar and militia: Harrid Lopert, Grand Master of Luck’s Bastion.”

Harrid came up to the podium when Dodd stepped aside. He paused for a long moment as he looked from the men and women who’d been under his command then to the crowd. “I’m honored to be recognized by the interim-president of Western Emerita. When the Order of Luck’s Bastion started, it wasn’t meant to be militant. We are, first and foremost, an order dedicated to building a better community and protecting it. As we’ve found out, sometimes, that means we have to march to defend it. All templars hope to never again take up arms in war, but we will continue to defend our homes.” He paused for a moment before continuing, “Eastern Emerita has withdrawn from our borders. The war officially ended on July 4th, the same day our country was officially founded. It lasted a single month— one of the shortest wars in known history— and for good reason. Luck is our patron, but it was Mother who helped us the most. Her daughters,” he motioned to the dryads, “were there with our men and women for every battle. Mother used them to help target key points to sway the battles in our favor. Time and again, rivers surged to deny charges, or the ground rocked as lava rose to remove artillery positions. I will forever thank Mother for her aid, which saved an untold number of lives.” Turning to face the dryads, he bowed to them.

The templars all pivoted as a unit to do the same. There was a pause, but the militia managed it a moment later.

Turning back to the podium, Harrid addressed the crowd again, “Embrace your family who came home. Help them through the rough spots that will come up. No one comes back from war unchanged. For those whose family didn’t make it home,” he paused, his expression somber, “you have my condolences. Luck’s Bastion will help you as best we can. Every templar and militia member who failed to make it home is a life we wish we could have saved. I will be asking the government to recognize June 6th as a day of remembrance for those who fell. It was the first day of our conflict, and we should all bow our heads for those who we lost.” Harrid paused again before he half-turned. “Before we begin the parade, there is one more person to speak: Luck’s Voice, the man who personally saved countless lives with his healing. He talked generals into surrendering, ending battles far earlier than any could predict. He even survived a direct attack from a bishop of Apoc at the end. Doc Holyday, a man I will call my friend for my entire life.”

Doc stepped up, clapping Harrid on the shoulder in passing. The street was packed shoulder to shoulder as far in every direction Doc could see. He was sure the microphone wasn’t reaching them all, so he triggered his gift to let his voice be heard, “Before we celebrate, I want to take this moment to bow my head in memory of the fallen.” He did just that, his eyes closed as he spoke softly, “Mother, thank you for your aid in this conflict. Please take the fallen into your care. They gave their lives for this fledgling nation. I will forever thank them for placing themselves in harm’s way for the greater whole.”

A few wails of loss rose from the crowd. Those near the mourners did their best to comfort the ones who needed it the most. Raising his head, Doc picked out the ones who were crying. His heart ached that they’d lost their loved ones. He knew the templars and his wives would do their best for them, but it still pricked his heart.

“I add my thanks to those of you who came home,” Doc went on after a few seconds, looking at the armed men and women. “Thank you for helping this nation rise. Western Emerita is poised to become a beacon of hope for the entire world. It’ll be a place where all people, no matter their birth or station in life, can rise up to live a good life with security and prosperity. Luck’s Holdings, along with others, will not only continue the philanthropy you’ve known; we will be expanding on it. The god, Invention, has sent a Voice to the world, and with him, we will see marvels that you haven’t dreamed of. The gods have once again come to the world, and as one of their Voices, I tell you that things are bright for everyone who can embrace their neighbors with love in their hearts. There will be those who want to hold onto hatred and animosity, but in time, they will fade away.”

There were a few pockets of cheering, but they were quickly shushed.

“It’s time to build a nation we can all be proud of. I believe in Dodd to lead the nation until we can hold our first elections. At that point, he will step back from the office to become just the governor of Coalrud again.”

Dodd nodded along as he stood beside his wife and child.

“For those wondering, I will state it again for the record: I will never take up office. No Voice should. Let the government be removed from religion so we don’t have churches pushing their views onto the country. Apoc’s church has shown us the folly of letting that happen.” Doc cleared his throat. “Instead, I urge the citizens to vote for those they believe in. Make your choice and vote with your heart. I believe our first election is in two years?”

Dodd nodded, giving Doc his agreement.

“In two years, the nation will have begun to grow faster than any other. Even if the other nations weren’t having conflicts, we wish those who are striving for their own freedom to find their way. For those who believe in Mother, I wouldn’t be surprised to see her aid them. She came close to death from lack of faith before, and I doubt she’ll let that happen again. Mother wants all of her children— which includes you and me, not just the wildfolk— to have happy lives full of light. Iberrita and Hibernia are looking to become their own nations, and we wish them the best, as both have asked to become allies of our nation. Tsarrus and Qin are at war with Khazary, and are allies of ours. We will send aid to help them as best we can. We hope the world finds peace again in the next year. How long that takes or lasts is unknown, but I’ll hope for speedy conclusions and a long peace.” Cheers from the crowd came and Doc paused for it. “That’s all I had to say. Now let us celebrate our brave men and women who came home!”

~*~*~

Doc hadn’t expected to be part of the parade, but he admitted that he really should have as he walked beside Harrid. The two of them were war heroes. That felt really off to him, as he hadn’t actually fought at all. Rosa walked beside Doc, giggling as she waved to the crowd. Her happiness made him smile— dryads being accepted in society hadn’t been a thing since Apoc had risen, and Rosa was loving the attention.

Ahead of the trio, the templars and militia were marching along. Flowers were thrown to the men and women who’d fought in celebration of them coming home. The route was a long loop that wound up and down the closest streets. This way, nearly everyone who’d come could cheer for them.

Eventually, the route led past the crowds into open streets. Harrid dismissed his men at that point, breaking up the parade as people rushed home. A block away were the carriages for the family. Clyde waved to Doc from the lead of the conveyances.

“Home…” Doc murmured.

“It’ll be nice to set down the armor for a while,” Harrid added. “Dinner at your home tonight?”

“Yeah. We’ll see you there?”

“Lucky, Apple, and I will be there.”

Parting to get into separate carriages, Clyde spoke up, “Doc, your wives said you should ride in mine.”

“Okay,” Doc said. He was a little confused, but went to open the door. When he opened the door to get Rosa in, she stepped back with a smile. “What?”

“I’ll ride with the others,” Rosa beamed. “Enjoy.”

That really threw Doc off, as her eyes weren’t shining when she said it. Turning to the open door, his breath caught, and his throat tightened. His wives weren’t inside waiting for him; his children were. Nodding, he got in and shut the door behind him. The moment he sat down, he was buried under hugs. All the stress and worry for his family melted away as he held his darling little ones.


Chapter Fifty-one

Doc took a seat across from Dodd. “Good morning, Mr. President.”

Dodd snorted. “Interim-President only. I’ll be glad when I step aside. It hasn’t been long, but I already feel the weight of the office.”

“Back on Earth, the presidents of America always seemed to age faster. Gray hair or hair loss was the most common thing. I can only imagine the stress they’d have been under for that to happen. It’s got to be bad for you suddenly having an entire country to run.”

“Thankfully, our fledgling government isn’t trying to break my mind. We’ve all been roughly on the same page. I don’t even want to consider what insanity we’d suffer, otherwise. We’ve already been approached by the states that’d been under siege to join us; I’ve asked them to wait for the treaty with Eastern Emerita. One of the stipulations will be for those states to freely leave the old union.”

“Probably for the best, even if we’ll be helping them before that. Have you chosen your ambassador for them?”

“I was considering Tarbo, but haven’t formally chosen anyone yet. I wanted to speak with you first, Doc. Your advice is important, even if you don’t want to think so.”

Doc shifted uncomfortably. “I’m sure others feel that way. It’s going to be why I rarely endorse anyone. I was serious when I said I wanted separation between religion and government.”

“And you’ll prove to the naysayers that you mean it.”

“They’ll just think I’m pulling strings in the background. Even if you present the facts, some people will refuse and believe in their own delusions. Trust me.”

“I do. Would you recommend any other ambassador to deal with the treaty?”

Doc thought about it, then smiled. “Yes. Rusfelt would do good there. I still think he’d make a good president for the country, too. Having him work out the treaty will be a good stepping stone, and if he and Tarbo work on it together, it’ll show that we want others included. If it was just Tarbo, some people would think we’re just favoring Coalrud.”

“That makes sense. I’ll have Tarbo act as junior to further emphasize the point.”

“If Teddy will even accept the post,” Doc shrugged.

“He will. You were busy, but his wife was seen by one of the clerics. She’s perfectly healthy now, and from what I understand, he wept tears of joy when he returned to her side.”

A smile came to Doc. “I’m glad she’s better.”

“I was hoping to talk about the other Voices today, if you don’t mind.”

“Trade, Luck, War, Invention, and Mother are already here. Wisdom and Love are going to have Voices, as well, but from what I was told, Wisdom’s will be a decade or two out.” Doc smiled when he said the last part. He was pretty sure that all of his wives were pregnant again. If that was true, Wisdom’s Voice was already developing in Sophia. She’d been very energetic when she was told about Wisdom’s decision.

“Seven Voices…” Dodd murmured. “Are you going to be retrofitting the temples?”

“Ayla mentioned just that the other day. It’ll be something that happens over the next couple of years. The current temples and new temples that rise will all have space for acolytes or clerics for all the deities.”

“I’m happy to hear that,” Dodd exhaled. “I was sure that would be the case, but with freedom of religion being a hallmark for us, it would’ve gotten bad if you hadn’t agreed.”

“I’d rather have one large temple for all the gods and goddesses than a temple for each. It’ll help with bringing people together. You can worship multiple gods without a problem. I should make sure Onyx talks about that if anyone asks. Multi-denominational worship is good for everyone.”

“That’ll bring the communities together more, as long as the Voices don’t argue.”

“I’m fairly certain that all of them have agreed that cooperation is the only path forward. The Voices would be in hot water if they went against that.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“Is something bothering you, Nathanial?” Doc asked Dodd.

Exhaling, Dodd slumped back in his seat. “What if the church decides that going after you isn’t the right choice?”

Doc nodded slowly. “You’re worried that they’ll try to remove you and destabilize our budding country?”

“Yes. It’s been weighing on me. It’s lessened because the war ended so quickly, but it’s still a concern.”

“I wish I could give you some assurance that I could back with facts,” Doc said softly. “The truth is that they might. However, I don’t believe that it’s likely. If the war was still ongoing, maybe, just maybe, but now…? No. Besides, their entire structure has been flipped since the war. Multiple bishops and the archbishop have all perished, not including inquisitors by the dozen.”

“The archbishop is dead?” Dodd asked with wide eyes.

“He was on the fleet that was bound for Starex. He was killed along with the rest. Mother didn’t leave any survivors as far as I know.”

“The bishops that are still alive will be scrambling for power…” Dodd murmured. “Each will want to step into the vacant role. Okay, that helps. They’ll be backstabbing each other for months. By then, it’ll be pointless to target me.”

“Especially since you’re interim. The first elected president will have some worries.” Doc paused, then chuckled. “I’ll be amused if Teddy is the man who gets elected.”

“Why?”

Doc took a few minutes to explain the history of the Secret Service and when they became the bodyguards for the President of the United States. It would mirror what happened on Earth if Teddy did the same on Emerita.

“Fascinating,” Dodd murmured. “You’ve used your old world a lot as a guide, haven’t you?”

“Yes, though not everything matches up. The war with Cuba… err, sorry… Cobana that Teddy became known for was later than this; him becoming president happened after the turn of the century. I can say that all of the major mines that I found were because I knew they were there.”

“I thought Luck had just blessed you.”

“She has, but sometimes, luck’s what you make for yourself. My first mine was truly all Luck. She helped set things into motion.”

“Well, I should be getting back to my office for the day,” Dodd sighed as he stood up. “Thank you for meeting with me, Doc.”

“For a friend? Any time. For the president, office hours are good,” Doc smirked.

Dodd laughed as they shook hands. “Because to you, friends are more important, second only to family.”

“Speaking of,” Doc said before Dodd could go, “we’d like to invite you to dinner tomorrow night. Bring Mariam with you.”

“Very well. We’ll look forward to it.”

Doc saw Dodd off, then went to find his butler. “Bernard,” he called to the bear bestial, “I have something I need you to do, and without telling anyone.”

“Yes, sir. What is it you need?”

“I want you to invite a few friends to dinner tomorrow night. I’ll be informing Charles.”

“Of course, sir. Who is to be invited?”

~*~*~

Stepping into the kitchen, Doc grinned. Daf and Olka were working on lunch, and Charles was making a pie. “Excuse me,” Doc said.

“Sir, how may we help you?” Charles asked while he continued to work.

“I’d like to host a feast tomorrow. I’ve invited friends over. It’ll be a big gathering.”

“Just let us know how many, Doc,” Daf said. “We can manage anything.”

“With you three, I know you will, but…” He glanced into the hall, then shut the door. “I don’t want you telling anyone about it.”

That got Daf to set down her knife. “Doc? Is something wrong?”

“No, far from wrong. I just want to surprise a good friend with something he deserves.”

Daf searched his face before a small smile touched her lips. “Harrid?”

Doc rolled his eyes. “Am I glass to every woman?”

Olka laughed. “No, sir. Just to those who know you.”

Doc chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck. “Fair enough. There’s nothing wrong with family knowing you well enough to guess. Yes, it’s something for Harrid. Well, and for Lucky, too.”

“We’ll take care of the food, Doc. Is it going to be fancy?”

“No. It’s a casual dinner with friends,” Doc said, “but it’ll be a large dinner.”

“We’ll make sure it goes off without a hitch,” Charles said. “I’ll get the menu worked out as soon as this pie goes in the oven.”

“Thank you,” Doc said.

When he stepped out of the kitchen, Charles finished getting the pie ready. “Daf, he isn’t going to do something extreme, is he?”

Daf laughed. “No. I’ve seen that look before. He’s about to do something miraculous for a friend. Whatever it is, won’t hurt anyone, but it might bring joy to all of us.”

“More joy…?” Olka asked, as she was the happiest that she’d ever been in her life.

Doc left them just in time for his children to get back from their lessons. He took them to the parlor to play games and spend time with them. His wives stopped in one by one at that point, either to sit and watch or join in a game or two.

Life finally felt good for all of them, but Doc’s gaze kept drifting to Lucky. The young boy was holding up well, but he could see the pain of loss that still lingered in his eyes.


Chapter Fifty-two

Doc told his family about their friends coming over the next day— it would be wrong not to let them know at least that. He kept the final reason why to himself, having mentally asked the dryads to stay silent. They’d agreed, their own joy over what was going to happen making them ecstatic.

When he joined his family for breakfast the next morning, he was smiling. He’d be passing more of his faith along to the other Voices soon; anything to help Nickla Tellsall, Invention’s Voice, speed up world change was something he would back.

“Good morning,” Doc greeted everyone as he led Sophia into the room. “Are you looking forward to seeing everyone tonight?”

“Of course, but you’re being mysterious as to why,” Fiala said.

“I’ll explain it tonight,” Doc smiled.

“It’s made us curious,” Lia said.

“Intensely,” Sonya agreed.

Doc sat Sophia, then went around the table to kiss his wives, hug his children, and greet his friends. Making it back to his seat, he chuckled. “A little mystery is good. A single day isn’t that long a wait.”

“Momma mentioned that you asked them about a feast yesterday,” Posy said.

“They needed to know so they could plan,” Doc grinned.

“Who all is coming?” Sophia asked, thinking it might help her figure things out.

“Heather and Peabody, Dodd and Mariam, August and Homer, Onyx, Wita, Riker and Emma, and hopefully Greta, Otto, and Sonya’s brother, Burke, and your mother, Elta, dear.”

“They’d have to run a special train just for that,” Harrid said. “It’s a good thing they know the owner of the railroads.”

“I made a request to send a small train to fetch them for me.”

“Oma and Oppah are coming?” John asked, Sonya’s son sitting up at that.

“Along with your uncle,” Doc chuckled. He still thought it weird that his brother-in-law was the same age as his son. With long-lived races, though, that was bound to be fairly common. “The others might bring their children, too, which means you’ll have a lot of friends to play with.”

“We’ll greet them as guests and keep them entertained,” Posy said.

“Yes, of course,” Suzanna nodded. “We’ll play with the other kids while the adults speak.”

“Thank you,” Doc smiled at the pair. “I see the two oldest are ready to become Dames of their own houses.”

Suzanna’s eyes darted to Lucky, her face turning pink. “Not yet, but eventually.”

Posy grinned. “Not until I have to. Until then, I’ll stay with my family.”

“Breakfast,” Daf announced as she led the other two cooks into the room. “This will be the only meal until dinner, though fruits will be available on the table before then.”

“Thank you, Daf. Charles, Olka, you two, as well. I’m sure tonight will be lovely.”

“About that, sir? I hoped to speak with you after breakfast, please,” Charles said.

“Sure, Charles.”

~*~*~

The talk with Charles after breakfast made Doc laugh. He’d approved what Charles suggested, thinking it a grand idea. It made him happy, and it suited the time of year. It was then that Doc went and disrupted class. Apologizing to the teacher, he pulled all the children out of their lessons and had them go get ready to swim.

Late morning to early afternoon was filled with laughter and joy. The children, parents, and other staff all turned out. The pond was expanded to accommodate the extra bodies, but not deepened so the children would continue to be safe. It was during the swimming that Doc got to meet a new face.

Jason Hyde, the bachelor elephant bestial, had gotten married during Doc’s absence from Furden years before, and Jason’s wife had been working when he’d checked in with the staff earlier in the year. The hippo bestial was a shy woman, but thrilled to be invited to join in swimming.

As the day drew closer to evening, Doc eventually called the day done. He talked with the staff who’d come while the others all headed off. He was the last one to head for the manor, but Rosa came up beside him as he did.

“I’m happy your day was so lovely, Doc.”

“It’s been nice since coming home,” Doc smiled brightly. “Tonight, will be even better.”

“Yes. Joyous tears will be shed.”

“Thank you, Rosa. It’s only because of Mother that it can even happen.”

“Of course, Voice. Mother loves you, and she was beside herself to be able to offer this gift to you and Harrid. All of us are glad to assist however we can.”

“I’ll make sure to thank you and your sisters later. I’m sure that with all my wives being pregnant again, you and your sisters will be allowed to have more.”

Eyes blazing, Rosa giggled as she walked with him. She had definite hopes about what tonight would mean once things were done.

~*~*~

Doc was on the porch as his guests started to arrive. He’d greeted Dodd’s and Tarbo’s families first, with his wives coming to escort each set inside. The next set to show up were Heather, Peabody, and their eldest son. Lia came to get them, chatting with Heather about the tour she was planning for the western states.

The next carriage held four people, and Doc grinned at them. “Hello, my friends.”

“Doc,” Onyx smiled as she took Riker’s hand, “the Coaltons are glad to be here.”

“We are honored, Voice,” Riker said respectfully.

“We are,” Emma nodded, having a hold on Riker’s other hand.

“My sisters have explained the evening to me,” Wita smiled. “I have not said a word, Voice.”

“Thank you, Wita.”

“Ah, the Coaltons! But where’s your little ones?” Ayla asked, beaming as she came out.

“My mother has them,” Riker said. “She’s been asking for more time, and tonight seemed like a good moment to agree.”

“Ah, yes, that can happen,” Ayla beamed. “Come on inside. We have some chilled beverages.”

“Wita does that for us. It’s wonderful,” Emma was saying as the family was taken inside.

Doc took a seat, as he was just waiting for the Deep Gulch group to arrive. When Sonya and Sophia came outside, he held them while they waited. It wasn’t long before a carriage came rolling into the yard. Doc waved to Clyde, grinning that his extended family had arrived.

Doc helped Elta down first before stepping aside for Otto to help his wife and son out. “Mom, glad you could make it,” Doc said, giving her a hug.

“We were surprised by the invitation, but we figured it was important,” Elta said.

“Family always is,” Doc said softly. “Besides, you’ll get time with Adrian this way.”

“I hope my grandson has been behaving himself.”

“Mother, father, brother!” Sonya greeted her family, hugging them. “Thank you for coming.”

“Why the urgency?” Greta asked.

“Doc hasn’t told us,” Sonya said. “He’s been keeping it close to his vest, but we’ll find out soon.”

“Come with me, Mother,” Sophia said after hugging Elta. “I’ll take you to him.”

With everyone having arrived, Doc inhaled slowly. Dinner first, and then the surprise. It was almost time for a miracle.

~*~*~

The fact that dinner turned out to be a barbeque with hamburgers shocked most of the guests. Doc had told them it was going to be informal, but a few hadn’t known what to expect from that. Charles, Daf, and Olka were all smiles as they made the food, making sure everyone was well-fed. The staff who were free came over to snag food, too, as the party was in the backyard. Laughter, stories, and honest joy spread as everyone chatted, ate, and talked. The evening turned toward night before Doc moved on with the plan.

“Can I have everyone’s attention?” Doc asked. He used his gift to let the wind carry his voice, making sure he didn’t have to yell. He paused as the noise died off, and everyone looked his way. “Thank you. It’s been just more than half a year since I came back. We’ve had joy and tears in these seven months. The war with Eastern Emerita is over, and we should have peace for years. I wanted to take today to remind all of us about family and friends.”

Silence settled over the area when Doc paused for a moment. Everyone got lost in their thoughts about what this year had brought or taken from each of them.

“Yesterday, Mother informed Rosa that a gift for our family was ready,” Doc finally went on. “It was taxing for her, but she said it was the best thing she could do for those who did so much for her.”

That got everyone’s attention. A gift from mother sounded wonderous and amazing.

“Harrid, my dear friend, I’m sorry for what this year brought to you,” Doc said, his voice growing thick. “You’re a good man who went to war. The old stories in dwarven lore turned out to be correct. I know how my wives tried to hold back on me knowing that, because they feared it would be me. In the end. It was you. I’ll always feel bad for Ginger dying.”

“Doc, wh—”

“Wait,” Doc said, cutting Harrid off. “Mother, it is time. Please allow the bright light to shine once more.”

Everyone’s breath caught as what he said processed in their minds.

Silver-edged green light softly began to glow on the back acreage where Ginger’s body lay. Harrid was off running as fast as he could, hope rising in his chest. His sprint galvanized the others, who hurried behind the dwarf. Apple caught Lucky and ran after Harrid before the others could.

Doc slowly followed the others, breathing deeply. He felt exhausted and elated, he hadn’t been a conduit for this, but it healed his soul. Rosa took his hand, the only other one who hadn’t rushed away.

“You did a good thing, Voice…” Rosa murmured. “Your wives are just as shocked and thrilled as the rest. If you hadn’t thought of it, I wouldn’t have told Mother. She could only do this because of the amount of faith people have in her, and because she held Ginger close to her core to converse.”

“I thought so. We’ll have to explain it to Lia, Ayla, and Fiala. All of them would love to have family back,” Doc said softly.

“I know. We will.”

Even going slowly, Doc arrived just as the light faded, and Ginger— naked as the day she was born— stepped out of the earth. She wasn’t a rabbit bestial anymore, but a dryad. Her face looked similar, but also subtly different, not including her now very different ears.

The moment she was there, Harrid grabbed her, crying and holding her tightly. Ginger held him back, then extended her arm when Apple passed her Lucky. The three members of the Lopert family held each other in a loving embrace.

Doc stepped up near his wives and spoke softly, “I’m sorry, my loves. Mother can’t do the same again, not for years, and not for anyone long departed.”

Lia exhaled slowly. “It’s for the best. My tribe and former family have long since mingled with Mother.”

“I wish Mom could come back, but I understand,” Ayla whispered. “Even this is… amazing.”

“Mom would understand,” Fiala whispered. “While I wish she could hold her granddaughter, I understand, Doc. This was the surprise?”

“Yeah.”

Fiala turned to him, pulling his mouth to hers and kissing him softly. “You did a good thing.”

“Yes,” Sophia sniffled. “They’ll be happy again.”

Suzanna sniffled as she hugged Doc. “Thank you, Poppa. Lucky… he’ll be happy again.”

Kneeling, he held his daughter. “He will. I’m sure he’ll still want you there beside him, though, so don’t worry.”

Harrid took his coat off to help cover Ginger. It wasn’t that the temperature of the warm summer night was bad, but it was more for decency. When they finally separated, Apple was there, holding a skirt out for Ginger.

“Sister, I am Apple. I was helping care for your son while you were gone. I ask that you let me stay and join your family, please?”

Ginger blinked as she looked at the kneeling dryad. Then, she looked at Harrid and Lucky. She bowed her head, stroking Apple’s hair. “We’ll talk tonight. Mother told me much about what I am now. Everything will be fine, but we’ll need to establish some rules.”

Apple reached up, taking Ginger’s hand to kiss her fingers. “Thank you, sister.”

“Now that the guest of honor has arrived,” Doc said, getting everyone’s attention while Ginger quickly got dressed, “let’s go back and have a drink in honor of Mother bringing a bright light back to the world.”

Cheers went up, and the crowd began to head back toward the manor. Harrid stopped beside Doc, then grabbed him, hugging him tightly as tears spilled down his beard. “Doc, I… I…”

“It hurt you deeply, and I’d move mountains for my family,” Doc said, hugging his best friend back. “You’re family, Harrid. You’re my brother in all but blood. Besides, we’ll have you in our actual family as soon as Suzanna and Lucky get old enough to get married. I wanted to do it myself, but there was no gift to allow me to do so. Mother stepped forward to offer this. Are you okay with her being a dryad?”

Harrid hiccup-laughed before letting go of him. “Yes. I never would’ve thought I’d love a dryad… but she’s my wife, and I’ll always love her.”

“Might I?” Ginger asked, having been waiting. When Harrid stepped back, she hugged Doc softly. “Thank you, Doc. The warmth of Mother is very soothing. It helps us forget the loved ones we left behind… but I’d much rather be here again. When she told me she was going to make me one of her daughters so I could come back… I was overwhelmed and cried into her chest. To be with my husband and child again is a blessing. I’m sad I can’t have another child, but I will dote on my grandchildren when they come.”

“We’re happier you’re here, too,” Doc said.

“Yes, yes we are,” Fiala sniffled as she moved forward to hug Ginger. “Welcome back, my friend.”

Laughter and tears flowed as a terrible moment was nearly erased from the world. A good man had gone to war, but his love had returned. Emerita was divided, and the world was turning toward war, but there was still a bright light to help guide people forward. Doc knew in time that he’d have one more crucial thing to handle, but it was years away.

~*~*~

On his throne in Khazary, Tiberius Apocson snarled— the Darkness was angry with him. He’d grown complacent, soft, too certain of his slow grinding of the world. In less than a decade, Luck’s Voice had undone so much of what he’d accomplished. Even crushing War’s new Voice didn’t appease the anger that Tiberius felt. He would have to gather his forces, corrupt more people to fully follow his patron, and when the upstart Doc Holyday finally thought to come for him, Tiberius would show Luck that a holy war was no place for chance.
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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.
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The cover for Antecedents’ Legacy 3: Terran Tactics is brought to you by Paul Davies. Paul is a very talented artist who has done some covers and recovers for me previously.

The cover for Aether’s Revival 8: Proven Strength is brought to you by Anthony Bishop, a very talented artist. You can find him at https://grimmhelm.artstation.com/
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Other Books written by Daniel Schinhofen:

Aether’s Revival:

Aether's Blessing

Aether's Guard

Magi's Path

Aether's Apprentices

Mages of Buldoun

Magi Guard 

Moral Stand

Proven Strength

Luck’s Voice:

Suited for Luck

Cashing In

Breaking the Bank

Dangerous Gamble

Luck's Holdings

Emerita Boxing Day

Rail-Laid Plans

Antecedents’ Legacy:

Antecedents' Legacy

MX Hub

Heavenly Chaos:

Heavenly Chaos

Binding Words: (Completed)

Binding Words series Books 1-11

Dungeon Walkers: (Completed)

Dungeon Walkers series Books 1-4

Apocalypse Gates Author’s Cut: (Completed)

Apocalypse Gates series Books 1-8

Alpha World: (Completed.)

Alpha World series Books 1-8

Last Horizon: (Completed.)

Last Horizon Omnibus

NPC’s Lives: (Hiatus)

Tales from the Dead Man Inn

Resurrection Quest: (Hiatus)

Greenways Goblins

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
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