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    Previously… 
 
      
 
    Doc left Furden behind after six months in the capital of the Coalrud Territory. A lot had happened in that time span— there’d been a lot of new business deals, personal accomplishments, and Doc made great strides toward bringing the name of Luck to the world. 
 
      
 
    He’d made a solid ally with David Roquefell, who helped him set the stage for equality in Furden. Their friendship had led to something even greater: David became the Voice of Trade. Now, there were two goddesses working together to drive the Darkness from the world. David went on to secure business that would empower the two of them, allowing them to make a stand for their goddesses in the future. His plans centered on Doc’s knowledge from Earth, which included the telephone, the telegraph, and several other new, innovative ideas. Besides that, David would work on gaining the ear of the congressional leaders so they could have political backing later. 
 
      
 
    Not everything went smoothly in Furden. Doc made an enemy of Michael Strongarm, a wealthy businessman tied heavily to Western Expansion, the company behind the telegraph and mail delivery for the nation. Their conflict came to a head with a duel on Boxing Day, with Doc using his gifts from Luck to best the arrogant man. 
 
      
 
    Beating Strongarm raised the morale of the bestials and the downtrodden of Furden to new heights. With new homes in a community devoted to equality named Aurora, the formerly-oppressed peoples knew hope for the first time in their lives. It was a trend that Doc had started in Deep Gulch and seemed determined on continuing. 
 
      
 
    Even on the high note after the duel, Doc knew that staying in Furden would be dangerous. The church wouldn’t ignore him forever, and he had more work to do. Despite knowing that, he found it difficult to leave— Fiala had asked to stay in Furden so she could work on the burgeoning makeup business she’d started, but also to have their child. When it came time to leave, his heart ached. Staying would endanger her, their unborn child, him, and everything he was working toward. He accepted the hard path, leaving his beloved first wife behind to go west. 
 
      
 
    On the train leaving Furden, he came to a decision: he had mines to set up in Vedana, and even all the way up into Kanata, though it would take the dwarven clans and elven tribes coming together to make that happen. His goal was to unite the west into a place where everyone was equal. Two things could make a huge difference if the church of Apoc ever came for him; communication and transportation. With David working on communication, Doc made plans to control transportation, all while working on ensuring they had the money to pull it off. His rail-laid plans would hinge on his trip west. It might all crumble down in ruin, but he had faith. After all, he was beloved by Lady Luck. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The trip from Furden through Salton, then finally to Elka, took two weeks, mostly because of the stops Doc wanted. They’d paused at the Molteneyes clan, who’d set their small community in Unaweep Canyon south of the Elkhorn tribe’s ancestral lands. The Molteneyes clan was glad to meet them, but the Elkhorn tribe was harder to deal with. Lia and Rosa could only get them to agree to leave the dwarves alone, which was still a major boon to the clan. 
 
      
 
    When they’d gotten to Salton, Doc had them pause again. The Grouse tribes of Uta didn’t want to enter Salton City proper, but did promise to send people to Elka to speak with them there. Staying in the city for a few days allowed Ayla and Sophia to get things started for what Doc had in mind for the Vedana territory. 
 
      
 
    When they finally made it to Elka, it took them a day to find a home suited for them, which ended up being on the eastern edge of the town. Settling in took them another couple of days, as everything had to be arranged for them to stay. Doc knew they’d be in the town for months— maybe even as long as a year— to be able to arrange the mines and rail lines needed to support them. 
 
      
 
    It was nearing spring by the time Doc finally arranged to meet with the local tribes. The leaders of the Grouse tribes made the trip; it would be an event the tribes hadn’t seen in decades. The rumor of a shaman blessed by Mother spread to more tribes, but doubt hung on the rumor so not many were going to attend. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc woke slowly, fragmented dreams fading as he blinked the sleep from his eyes. A smile came to him when he saw the emerald eyes watching him. “Good morning, my precious, yet very creepy Weed.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa giggled. “Good morning, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Sliding over, he patted the bed and the naked dryad got into it with him. “Tell me what I need to know.” 
 
      
 
    “Ayla, Sophia, and Sonya will be staying here to continue securing workers and supplies for the railroad south to the mines you’re going to set. Lia and I will be with you for the meeting. It’ll take several days to meet and gain the support of the tribes.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled slowly as he thought about that. It’d been a little over a month since they’d left Furden, a month since he’d left Fiala behind. The pain of their parting still picked at him, but it wasn’t as sharp as it had been. 
 
      
 
    “Fiala is fine. She gives you her love as she always does. Posy’s leaving soon to head back to Deep Gulch. Everything in Furden is good, and there have been no more problems. The plans to support Dodd for reelection and oust Donadin as sheriff are starting now, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    “David has pushed well into his attempt to gather Western Expansion behind him. He’s also made headway in getting the telephone set up in Botolph and Yorky.” 
 
      
 
    “How long does he think until he locks up Western Uni… Expansion?” 
 
      
 
    “A year or two. He isn’t pushing at it right now; he’s making early moves. Strongarm has made other shareholders angry with his focus on Furden, so David’s using that to buy what he can quietly.” 
 
      
 
    “Slow and steady should be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “It is more fun that way,” Rosa giggled. 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled, kissing her lightly. “You like it any way, Weed. Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “Citrine made it back to her tribe. She expects to head off for Kanata in another month or two. When she gets close to Pale River, Mother will have one of my sisters approach the tribe there. That should ease the meeting for her.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    “Zu has made it home, too. The Han tribe had a feast last night in thanks to Luck. Svetlana has also made it back to Tsarrus; she hasn’t arrived in the capital yet, but she has spread the word in her wake. The clans in Tsarrus are celebrating the new shaman. You should look at your faith. It has grown rapidly in the last few days.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do that on the way to the meeting,” Doc murmured. “I’m not going to rush to spend it.” 
 
      
 
    “That is probably for the best. Zu wanted you to know she is going to take an apprentice soon, and it will be the same with Onyx. Onyx is going to take one of the unmarried Bronzehammer clan daughters so they can have a shaman.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank her for me? She’s thinking ahead to help me. Has she started seeing anyone yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, but Wita has been talking to Onyx about Colton, the dwarf who was helping replenish her. He adores Onyx and has been very respectful to not push. Honestly, he will make a great husband for her.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope she’ll take that chance in the future,” Doc sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Given time, she will. Without you there, she will let go of her dream to embrace what is.” 
 
      
 
    The bedroom door opened, interrupting them. Sonya, Ayla, and Sophia all came into the room, shutting the door behind them. The three grinned at the pair in bed as they reached for the buttons on their dresses. 
 
      
 
    “So… we have time?” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Lia is making breakfast,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    “She told us we have about two hours before she’ll be done,” Sophia added. 
 
      
 
    “Besides, you won’t be home for days,” Ayla said. “We’re just getting our turns to wake you up now.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t object,” Doc smiled. “Weed, go help them undress.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice,” Rosa said, slipping out of bed to assist them. Her blue-tinged green hair was the wild tangle it always was. Her emerald eyes glowed with excitement the way they did when she was aroused. Her skin bore the marks of her matching tree— the ponderosa pine— giving her an even more unique look. 
 
      
 
    Sonya thanked Rosa as the dryad helped with her buttons. Her black hair was in a single braid over her shoulder, while the two small braids that ran in front of her ears swayed when she turned. Giving Doc a wink, he met her brown eyes with love. The lovely dwarfess was like many from her race; under five foot in height, but built thick. She always took the longest to be ready for intercourse, but no one begrudged her that. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s eyes went to Ayla next. The lovely half-elf was the queen of numbers for their family. It was her keen mind that’d brought her into the circle, and in time, into Doc’s heart. She’d pulled her hair into a bun atop her head, but Doc knew he’d end up with it tangled in his hands soon. Hazel eyes full of desire met his as she licked her lips, thanking Sophia for the help. 
 
      
 
    Sophia turned to let Ayla return the help with her dress. The bestial woman had unique legs, her owl blood giving her taloned feet and orange eyes. Those two features went with the brown feathers splotched white that adorned her head instead of hair. She was their keeper of words, documenting their lives for them. Her vocation, however, was law— she had her degree from university, and she had used it to help Doc long before they married. 
 
      
 
    The only other wife with him was Lia, who was cooking breakfast so the trio could have him this morning. His last wife was still in Furden, pregnant with his unborn child. Doc missed Fiala dearly, as she’d been his first love in this world and the one who helped him accept all his other wives. 
 
      
 
    Tossing the blankets off, Doc shivered slightly in the cool morning air. He’d come west so he could push his plans to help Lady Luck farther, but also to distance himself from the church of Apoc. Leaving Fiala behind worried him— while she wouldn’t cause the church problems, his actions would draw them even more. 
 
      
 
    Since the first train ride, he’d come to a plan beyond just the mines. Back on Earth, he’d lived in America. He’d always wondered what might’ve happened if the country had pushed for more rail, and then sustained that rail system into the electronic age. With his ally in place to lock down communication with the telegraph and telephone, Doc had a plan to solidify things out west. Starting with his mines in Vedana, he would push to become a rail magnate. If he could control travel and communication, he could easily sway how any conflict with the church of Apoc went. 
 
      
 
    I have my plans for the railroads, but we’ll have our work cut out for them. Well-laid plans… or would that be rail-laid plans? Doc chuckled to himself, then focused on the naked women who’d all turned to face him. 
 
      
 
    “Husband, we’ll all have our turn with you,” Ayla said. “Sonya will be last, of course. We’ll make sure she is more than prepared for you.” 
 
      
 
    “While our lovely Weed is empowered for today and later,” Sophia added. 
 
      
 
    “As my wives wish,” Doc smiled. “I know we’ll all be satisfied and hungry by the time we finish.” 
 
      
 
    “Except Rosa,” Sonya snickered. “She’ll have had many meals by then.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s eyes were shining emeralds. “Thank you, mistresses.” 
 
      
 
    “We are ready to serve, sir,” Ayla whispered. She lowered her gaze, her proclivities well known to the entire group. 
 
      
 
    “Join me,” Doc said, patting the bed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Doc was out of the room before anyone else; the quartet of women took longer to get dressed than he did. That meant he got to the dining room before them, and he slowed when he came into sight of the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Lia, his elven wife, was finishing making breakfast. Her blonde hair was tied in a braid behind her, swinging gently as she moved around the kitchen. Her sharply pointed elven ears were decorated with earrings. Dressed in her customary buckskins with both pistols on her hips, she was a striking figure. Looking back, she gave him a smirk and wink, her jade eyes full of happiness. 
 
      
 
    “Husband, are you just going to ogle me?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not just, but for a moment, yes,” Doc smiled back. “Glad we’re not late.” 
 
      
 
    “They deserved the morning with you since we’ll be gone for days,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “Which I still don’t like,” a grumpy voice said from the dining room table just out of view. 
 
      
 
    Doc left the hallway, giving Harrid a nod. The dwarf was in his full gear of enchanted armor and weapons and frowning thunderously. “We’ve been over this, Harrid.” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t make me like it any better. I know that Lia and Rosa are the best choices and that I would cause problems, but… it makes me redundant… again.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t argue that. As you said, we’ve discussed it already. I’d support you coming, but Rosa and Lia both think it would make it harder for the tribes to accept me. After they do, it’ll be easier to get them to accept my companions and my plans.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid exhaled slowly, then took a drink from the coffee cup in front of him. “I know, I know…” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been more prone to arguments ever since we left,” Lia said simply. It wasn’t an accusation, but merely a statement. 
 
      
 
    Harrid set his cup down, hunching forward in his seat. “I just…” He trailed off. 
 
      
 
    “Feel bad about being here and not there? Worrying that you aren’t there for her?” Doc asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” The single word was a bare whisper. 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Harrid.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid looked up, meeting Doc’s gaze for a moment before bowing his head. “You do. I am sworn to protect your life. I left to make sure you are safe, which is why this plan has ground on me more than it probably should.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded. “I can fully empathize with your feelings. I’m fine if you want to go back; you can protect Fiala, Ginger, and our children. I trust the guards we left behind, and I’m sure the Ironbeard clan will do everything it can for her, but you being there would give me even more peace of mind. If you want to go back, I will fully endorse your wish.” 
 
      
 
    “I…” Harrid started, but fell silent as he covered his face with his hands. “I… no… it would dishonor me, my family, my clan…” 
 
      
 
    “No. It would honor them,” Lia said as she finished gathering breakfast from the stove. “It shows his trust in you, above all others, to guard what he considers precious to him. The fact that it would let you guard your own family is just a bonus.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the problem?” Sonya asked, leading the others into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing’s a problem,” Doc said. “I’m just offering Harrid the chance to go home.” 
 
      
 
    The others stayed quiet as they took their seats. Lia finished setting the table and they began dishing up breakfast. Harrid sat there the entire time, lost in thought about what he should do, what he wanted to do, and what he would do. 
 
      
 
    Harrid dropped his hands, wiping the few tears that’d escaped his eyes in the process. “My place is here. I’ll do what I should do. You won’t keep me away from my duty often, I know that. That means for those times you do, it’s for the betterment of your goals. I’ll accept that and try not to be a burden.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy to have you beside me, Harrid, though in truth, I would’ve been happy if you’d gone, too. You’re right in your assessment of you being beside me. I won’t ask you to stay away unless it would hinder the greater plan,” Doc said, having set his fork down between bites. “Now eat, please? I don’t want Ginger to think we starved you.” 
 
      
 
    “She would be irate with us,” Rosa said from her spot between Doc and Lia. 
 
      
 
    Harrid’s lips twitched. “I’ll spare you all that wrath.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank Luck for that…” Doc exhaled in relief. 
 
      
 
    “She’s a strong woman,” Harrid said softly as he served himself the last of breakfast. “She’s stronger than me in so many ways.” 
 
      
 
    “My wives are much the same,” Doc smiled. “It’s a blessing.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, it is.” 
 
      
 
    The women at the table smiled, but stayed quiet as a calmness settled in the home. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc had to go back upstairs after breakfast to get the last of his gear. He hadn’t worn his pistol in months, so it felt a little odd on his hip, even after he settled the holster. As he pulled his jacket on, an odd thought tickled his mind. Chuckling, he went back downstairs where the others were waiting. 
 
      
 
    “Rosa,” Doc asked as he joined them, “how many days has it been since you first felt me in the coach on the way to Deep Gulch?” 
 
      
 
    Head tilting a little, Rosa’s brow furrowed before she laughed. “Three-hundred and sixty-five.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I thought. It’s my birthday in this world. I came here exactly one year ago.” 
 
      
 
    “It feels so much longer,” Lia smiled. “So much has changed since that first day when you knocked Skippy out.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s a birthday?” Ayla asked. 
 
      
 
    That question stopped Doc for a second. “It’s when you celebrate the day you were born.” 
 
      
 
    “We only celebrate our majority,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    “Same with the tribes,” Lia nodded. 
 
      
 
    “The histories speak of celebrating when one becomes an adult, not of celebrating every year,” Sophia added. 
 
      
 
    “I just found one big difference between our worlds,” Doc said. He was shocked, but as he thought about it, none of his wives had celebrated their birthdays over the year. With everything going on, he’d never considered it. 
 
      
 
    “Did you want to celebrate it?” Harrid asked. “We can arrange it when you come back from the gathering.” 
 
      
 
    “No, no, it’s fine. It just struck me as funny that it was a year ago today when I woke up in the carriage going to Deep Gulch,” Doc said slowly. 
 
      
 
    Sophia pulled a small notebook from her pocket. “This date is important and should be marked, as the future might well want to know it. March the third, one year ago today, is when the Voice of Luck appeared just outside of Deep Gulch.” 
 
      
 
    “I still find it extremely odd the months match up,” Doc mused. “Ours were named for gods that you never had. Something had to have twisted things for that to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “The Pontiffica Gregory the Thirteenth changed what’d been the Julias calendar. No one argues with the Pontiffica when he declares the words of Apoc.” 
 
      
 
    “Pontiffica must be the Pope here…” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rosa nodded, seeing Doc’s and Sophia’s thoughts. “The similarity is there, but the Pontiffica is the head of Apoc’s church. Your world had many other religions where ours doesn’t, as all others were brutally killed off.” 
 
      
 
    “Some would say my world tried to do the same,” Doc snorted. “That’s all beside the point. We need to go. I didn’t mean to derail everything.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s still information that I will record and treasure,” Sophia said. 
 
      
 
    “Kisses before you go,” Sonya said. “Harrid will be walking with you to the stables.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave his wife a smile, going to her first. He kissed her, Ayla, and Sophia goodbye. Lia and Rosa did the same, just switching who was kissing who until all of them had had a turn. Doc smiled at the trio remaining behind before he went out the door. 
 
      
 
    Harrid walked ahead of them, eyes scanning for trouble. Their house wasn’t far from the stables, but he was determined to do everything he could. The last thing he wanted was for his inaction to cause Doc harm. 
 
      
 
    The stables had been warned yesterday, so their horses and provisions were packed and ready for them. The tribal meeting was only a couple of hours south of Elka, located on one of the reservations for the Western Shoni. They’d be on the Curled Horn tribe’s land, the closest of the Shoni tribes to the town. 
 
      
 
    Doc would be meeting with the Curled Horn and Duckwater Shoni tribes of Vedana, and the two Grouse tribes of Uta; Spiny Crest and Red Throat. On top of them, several other tribes said they were possibly going to attend, but they weren’t certain. Just the four tribes would be enough of a push to solidify things in the northern parts of Uta and Vedana. 
 
      
 
    Mounting up, Doc looked down at Harrid. “My wives are in your care, my friend. I know they’ll be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “I will place their lives before mine, as I do with you, Shaman.” 
 
      
 
    Doc reached down, shaking hands with his dwarven bodyguard. “We’ll be back as soon as the gathering ends. If needed, since we’ll only be a few hours south, we can return swiftly.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid nodded before stepping back. “Be safe.” 
 
      
 
    Pulling Rosa up to sit behind him, Doc turned his horse to follow Lia. “Ready to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Let us go and meet your future tribes,” Lia said as she got her stallion moving. 
 
      
 
    Doc considered her words as he nudged his own horse. I’m hoping I don’t have to do that, he thought. We’ll see what happens when we talk to them. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, you haven’t checked your faith, have you?” Rosa murmured as they left the stables behind. 
 
      
 
    “I forgot,” Doc admitted. “I’ll do that now.” 
 
      
 
    Doc Holyday- 43 
 
    Half-Breed Elf/Dwarf 
 
    Voice of Luck 
 
    Energy: 20/20 (75/75) (175/175) 
 
    Vitality: 40/40 
 
    Health: 28/28 
 
    Faith: 21,937 (39,482) 
 
      
 
    Doc blinked at his stats. His faith had shot through the roof, even more so than it had been a couple of months before. He’d need to study the options he would have available to him before he picked any. 
 
      
 
    “Well, hell… guess I have some thinking to do…” Doc murmured. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The ride out of Elka was calm. The weather was brisk, with the lightest of breezes adding a hint of chill. Doc wore his riding outfit, looking far from the socialite he’d appeared as in Furden. The only real things pointing to his wealth were the quality of his riding gear and the enchanted ring on his finger. 
 
      
 
    He’d have been worried for Rosa if she hadn’t flatly told him that she was comfortable in any weather. She was wearing a thin green sundress that covered her, but did nothing against the cool air. Besides the dress, she only had her collar on. 
 
      
 
    Lia had on her buckskins, but also a cape clasped around her neck to give some more warmth. It was made of rabbit skins that’d been sewn together to form the waist-length garment. She’d assured him it was warm enough for her. 
 
      
 
    “The gathering is at noon?” Doc asked as they rode, having stopped looking over potential gifts for a little while. 
 
      
 
    “That’s when the elder of the hosting tribe will call the pau-wau to begin. It’s at that point that the visiting leaders will present themselves to the elder. The three of us will meet him as visiting from the Treeheart tribe. We should be the last to present ourselves, as we aren’t traditional.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. I’m surprised we pulled this together so quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “This is their annual gathering for the closest tribes. The biggest difference is that the Grouse tribes from Uta are attending. They came because of you— that will be a big thing when the leaders speak.” 
 
      
 
    “I know this is going to be wrong, as I’m working off my world’s information,” Doc said. “The pow wow… pau-wau? It’s dancing and drums, right?” 
 
      
 
    “There will be dancing, and the drums will not stop until the pau-wau is over. But there will also be circles of crafts for the tribes to trade knowledge, and some demonstrations of strength, skill, and courage for the hunters. The leaders will speak for hours each day, but always be there for the dances and tests. Tribal honor and pride are shown in those displays.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to represent the tribe as a hunter?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    Lia’s smile was telling. “I was planning on it.” 
 
      
 
    “Will Rosa being collared cause problems?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “It will cause some tension, as you are human-looking,” Rosa said. “I have arranged a way to defuse the whole situation. Mother moves to assist you, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled slowly. “Thank her for me, please.” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Rosa said happily, pressing into the back of his duster. 
 
      
 
    “The pau-wau will last three days,” Lia said. “It might stretch past that if the leaders have issues to resolve. This is one of the ways the tribes can get through conflicts without blood between them. We’ve needed it more since we’ve been hounded and pushed into reservations.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded as they rode toward a hill. “It should be just over this rise, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Lia said, looking at the smoke rising ahead of them. “The smoke welcomes those who are coming.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked at the plume of smoke ahead of them. “How?” 
 
      
 
    “The color and density. See how it changes from white toward gray, then back? That is the smoke of welcome to guide those nearby to it. The people caring for the fire have to be diligent in their work to keep the signal as clear as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Smoke signals were used by the Native Americans of my world, but I didn’t know how it worked,” Doc said. “Similar and different is how everything’s been here.” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, they rode up the hill to the ridge. Down on the plain, a great gathering of hide structures stretched out before them. Some were plain leather, but the majority had been dyed or painted with designs, mostly depicting animals or flowers. Doc smiled at the sight, as what he saw weren’t tents. The conical, tall shapes of teepees were just as distinctive here as on Earth. 
 
      
 
    Hundreds of people milled about in the camp, some brightly-dressed while most had on simple buckskins. Doc watched the gathering as they rode closer— he was sure the ones who stood out did so for a reason. 
 
      
 
    “Lia, the brightly-dressed people?” 
 
      
 
    “The ceremonial garb of the dancers,” Lia said softly. “There is only one dance we will participate in, but when we do, just copy me.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly. I don’t want to offend anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “Because you are who you are. Expect some hostility to begin with.” 
 
      
 
    “Because I am not elven,” Doc nodded. “I just hope it can be put to rest early.” 
 
      
 
    “Trust in Mother,” Rosa giggled. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I think our arrival will be remembered for generations,” Lia chuckled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    A group of elves jogged toward them as they approached. Most had rifles, but one of the men carried a bow, instead. It was the bowman who spoke when they got close enough to speak, “Stop. This is sacred ground for the tribes only.” The words were said with anger as the man stared at Doc. 
 
      
 
    “I am Doc Holyday, shaman of the Treeheart tribe. I come with Lillianna Treeheart, former elder of the tribe, and have Rosa, Mother’s daughter, as my companion.” 
 
      
 
    “Death Flower?” the warrior spoke the name in Elvish as he stared at Lia. 
 
      
 
    “I carried that name during the Bloody Flower War and beyond,” Lia replied. “I am Lia Holyday now, married to the shaman.” 
 
      
 
    The warriors exchanged glances, but no one was raising their weapons. 
 
      
 
    Rosa slipped from the horse. “Mother approves of Luck’s Voice.” 
 
      
 
    The lead speaker’s eyes narrowed. “Collared. You would say anything he told you to.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think I would marry a man who would force a dryad to do anything?” Lia asked with an icy tone, her hand resting calmly on one of her pistols. 
 
      
 
    The band of warriors backed up, their rifles half-lifting while the bowman pulled an arrow from nothing, resting it on the string. “Maybe he has somehow bewitched even you, Death Flower.” 
 
      
 
    The sound of a horse got everyone’s attention; an elven woman was riding their way with a raised spear. Doc considered using one of his gifts, as it looked like there was about to be a fight, but Rosa touched his leg. A glance at her got him a smile, and when he looked back at the rider, he saw that her angry expression wasn’t directed at him, but the warriors. 
 
      
 
    When she got close enough, she cast her spear into the ground just short of the men. “Red Hawk, what is the meaning of this?” 
 
      
 
    The bowman, Red Hawk, positioned himself to face her. “I am doing as I should: keeping the gathering pure.” 
 
      
 
    “Fool. Treeheart told the elder she came with her husband and a dryad. You were told not to stop them, but to welcome them.” 
 
      
 
    “He is human, and his dryad is collared!” Red Hawk snapped. “Death Flower must be bewitched to think we would allow a mage into our camp.” 
 
      
 
    “You speak for the elder now?!” the woman hissed, pulling a tomahawk from her belt. “When did you gain his voice?” 
 
      
 
    Red Hawk’s arm drew back slightly, putting some tension on the bow. “Gray Rabbit is fading as you know, Raindrop. You may be his daughter, but we will be choosing a new elder during this gathering. Every one of us knows that I am going to rise to his place.” 
 
      
 
    “Peace,” the new voice carried a soothing presence. “I have come at Mother’s command. Put down your weapons.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone but Rosa jerked slightly, as the newcomer hadn’t been visible until she stepped away from the stunted mesquite tree near them. She was nearly as striking as Rosa. Her hair was green and rose to form short spikes above her head. She walked away from the tree to stand between Doc’s group and the others. Her nude body was on full display, as she walked with no care for her nakedness just like Rosa used to. 
 
      
 
    “Sister,” Rosa smiled, “you came early. That is best for us.” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to wait, but this was becoming complicated, and if it continued, it would cause a disaster for the Voice,” the new dryad said, then gave Doc a smile. “Voice, I am Yucca. My place is farther south from here, but I was the closest to help you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yucca,” the female rider said, bowing her head to the dryad. “We welcome you to the gathering. It has been long since one of you has come.” 
 
      
 
    The warriors all lowered their guns, bowing their heads to the dryad. Red Hawk paused a second longer, the arrow vanishing after he removed it from the bow. “Caretaker, we are honored.” 
 
      
 
    “Rosa is collared so she can walk in the world of humans with the Voice,” Yucca explained. “Doc Holyday is favored by Lady Luck and Mother. He straddles the lines of worlds to bring the light back to us. Change comes— it will be difficult, but it is required. I will be attending the pau-wau to bring Mother’s word to all.” 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to our gathering,” Raindrop said. “I greet you in honor, Yucca. As you speak for Mother and you call him Voice of Luck, I hear and will bring word to my father. Please, join us.” 
 
      
 
    “I will walk with my sister; we will be presented alongside the Voice. Take your warriors and return to the camp.” 
 
      
 
    “Come. The Caretaker has spoken,” Raindrop said. She nudged her horse over to grab her spear after putting her tomahawk away. 
 
      
 
    The warriors, other than Red Hawk, went with her. Red Hawk stared at Doc’s group for a few more seconds before he left them. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for coming, Yucca,” Lia said, finally moving her hand away from her pistol. “I was sure that Rosa was hinting at another dryad coming to help us.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother is doing what she can. We’ve hidden ourselves away since the great culling, but we’ll start moving more as tribes come to accept that the Gods have sent their Voices back to us. We fear moving too far forward… the more of us that are captured for others rather than the Voice and his helpers is a blow to Mother.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa stepped forward to hug Yucca. “It has been so long since we last spoke in person, sister. I am glad we will have this time to be together again.” 
 
      
 
    “As am I.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa led Yucca closer to Doc, who got down off his horse. “Doc, please meet my sister, Yucca.” 
 
      
 
    “A pleasure, Yucca,” Doc smiled. “I grew up around your namesake for most of my life.” 
 
      
 
    Yucca’s smile was bright as she moved closer to him. “I’m glad to hear that, Voice. I wonder if you might grant my wish, since we will be here for a few days?” 
 
      
 
    Rosa giggled as both her eyes and Yucca’s began to glow. “If you don’t mind, Voice?” 
 
      
 
    Doc shook his head, looking over to see Lia smirking at him. “You know our stance on dryads, Doc. Because this is to fully gather the tribes here, it will be as we discussed. All of us agreed like we’ve told you before.” 
 
      
 
    Looking back at the two dryads, Doc nodded. “Once only, as that’s all I’ve given any dryad other than my precious Weed.” 
 
      
 
    Yucca let out a sad sigh, then bowed her head. “I will accept that, Voice. Thank you for giving me even that much.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall we walk into camp?” Lia asked, having dismounted. “We have time before the pau-wau is called to order, but I’m sure we’ve already caused a stir.” 
 
      
 
    “We should,” Doc said. “Hopefully, that was the extent of the commotion for today, at least.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The small group of four got a lot of attention as they left their horses to be cared for. Most of it was because the pair of dryads— with one of them being collared— walked side by side, holding hands and talking to each other. It was unthinkable to see a wild dryad so at peace with one of her sisters collared. The two people who walked with them weren’t nearly as shocking, but still got attention. It’d been over a decade since a human had been allowed into the pau-wau, and many still rankled at that memory. The few who recognized Lia by her description, or had heard who she was from the warriors, whispered to each other about the Death Flower. 
 
      
 
    Lia led them toward a gathering of people sitting on blankets. Each person had different crafts displayed, ranging from blankets to carvings of wood or stone, and even painted leather pouches that were eye-catching. 
 
      
 
    “Those are very nice,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Parfleches,” Lia explained as they stopped at an older man’s blanket. “Made from bison or elk, normally. The skin is shaped and painted by hand. This one, the one with the eagle head, I’d love to have.” 
 
      
 
    “You bring a human with you, and two dryads? This pau-wau will be unique,” the old man said in Elvish. “What can you trade for it?” 
 
      
 
    Lia pulled out a soulstone chip. “Mother’s blessing.” 
 
      
 
    The man’s eyes went wide. “That is far more than my humble pouch.” 
 
      
 
    “It has been a long time since I’ve had a proper pouch,” Lia countered gently. “If you disagree, then please pick one out for my husband.” 
 
      
 
    That got the man’s eyes to widen a little more, his gaze going to Doc. “Hmm? Very well.” He looked down at his goods, then touched one that had a world of blues and greens on it with a white glow surrounding it. “This one.” 
 
      
 
    “A very good choice,” Rosa smiled. “Voice, it suits you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Rosa calling Doc by his title had the old elf’s mouth open in shock. “Voice?” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Luck sent me here,” Doc replied in Elvish, accepting the parfleche that Lia passed him. 
 
      
 
    Lia took hers, then held out the soulstone to the crafter. “Our thanks for the trade.” 
 
      
 
    Reeling from what was happening, the man still took the stone before he bowed in his seat. “My thanks to you for Mother’s blessing.” 
 
      
 
    People began to spread word of the conversation as the group moved on. They’d only made it past two more people when Raindrop came striding their way. “Greetings to you, Shaman of the Treeheart tribe. I have come to walk with you, to show you our tribe.” 
 
      
 
    The clear call of him being a shaman took the rumors and spread them even faster. 
 
      
 
    “We are honored, Raindrop,” Doc replied in Elvish. “Please, show us your tribe and their ways.” 
 
      
 
    Raindrop’s smile grew at his use of Elvish and his formal words. “You speak the language well, Shaman.” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Luck gave me the gift of the tongue so that I might see the tribes united.” 
 
      
 
    “The dryads both call you Voice. It is true, then, that a goddess sent you?” Raindrop asked as she led them away from the crafters. 
 
      
 
    “I was brought from another place to this world to save Mother from the Darkness. Lady Luck is the one who found me and tasked me with this mission. Since my arrival here last year, I have been making strides to push against the encroaching Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    Raindrop looked thoughtful, but she pressed on with her reason for approaching them, “This is the communal circle where we gather to talk, tell stories, and more.” She’d brought them to a wide-open spot in the middle of the camp. A large firepit was set, but unlit; sitting around the open space were multiple groups of men and women, and each group held a large drum. “You can see the drummers are here to begin the pau-wau. The elder will light the fire to begin the gathering, and it will burn until the pau-wau ends. The dancing will take place around the fire each night as we share our good fortunes with each other.” 
 
      
 
    Some of the gathered people looked at Doc with disdain or hostility, but none said anything. Most of those expressions became shock when they spotted the dryads walking hand in hand behind him. Those who’d already heard about Doc from the others stared at him with hope in their eyes. 
 
      
 
    There was a larger-than-average teepee on the edge of the circle, and Raindrop led him toward it. “This is the meeting lodge where the elder speaks to those in need of his guidance. The tribe leaders will be speaking inside it once the pau-wau begins. His personal home is beside it.” She gestured to a teepee painted with the scene of a hunt. “Father was the best warrior for many decades before he took on the mantle of elder.” 
 
      
 
    “He took the mantle when our old elder and shaman were killed,” Red Hawk said, coming around the edge of the meeting teepee. “Some of the first of humanity who crossed our lands did this when they were founding their missions to the west.” 
 
      
 
    “The Darkness has made itself known by a name. Its worshippers are what drove Mother to the brink,” Doc said. “I do not condone what was done before. War and death shouldn’t be our way. We need only bring the light back to the world.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, you wouldn’t want us to fight those who kill the tribes.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve known death far longer than you,” Lia said flatly. “Hatred of what came before cost me my first husband and wife. That hatred then cost me my tribe and theirs. Before this year, my tribe was only me and one other. Do not talk to me about death.” 
 
      
 
    Red Hawk stepped back from Lia, who radiated menace. 
 
      
 
    “Mother doesn’t wish for death, either. She wishes only to shine with the light her creators gifted her with,” Yucca said, not using Elvish. “You need to guard your heart, warrior, for you tread close to losing yourself in your hatred.” 
 
      
 
    Red Hawk was caught between wanting to lash out at her and asking for help. He was saved when the tent flap of the meeting lodge opened. An older man with many scars dotting his exposed torso came out. Gray hair tied in two braids with eagle feathers, beads, and dyed leather straps draped down the front of the man’s shoulders. One of his ears was missing half its tip, a ragged scar showing where it’d been lost. His back was slightly bent as he walked out of the teepee, attesting to either advanced age or injury. 
 
      
 
    “Red Hawk, why are you not with our warriors to guard us and welcome our allies?” the man asked with keenly intelligent eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Elder, I was only keeping an eye on our guest. Until his claims can be proven, he might be a danger,” Red Hawk answered quickly. 
 
      
 
    Elder Gray Rabbit turned to Doc, then bowed his head. “Shaman of the Treeheart tribe, Voice of Luck, blessed by Mother. The Curled Horn tribe welcomes you to this pau-wau. Please wait for the gathering to begin, but I welcome you now in honor. Yucca, the daughter of Mother, walks beside you, and this tells us you are no enemy to our tribe.” 
 
      
 
    “The honor is mine, Elder,” Doc replied before switching to Elvish. “I will wait for the gathering to begin before I speak more.” 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit’s lips turned up. “Thank you. It shall be soon.” He looked at the heavens. “Very soon. Go with peace.” Turning back to Red Hawk, Gray Rabbit spoke firmly, “To your duty, warrior.” 
 
      
 
    Red Hawk left quickly, his back rigid with anger as he stalked away. 
 
      
 
    “Let me show you the testing grounds where honor will be won later,” Raindrop told Doc, giving her father a smile. 
 
      
 
    “We are in your hands, Raindrop,” Lia smiled. 
 
      
 
    The testing grounds were on the far edge of the camp. The space had been cleared, and Raindrop explained the different events that would be taking place over the next couple of days. Lia’s lips ticked up at the mention of some of the events, the ones where she would win honor for the Treeheart tribe. Raindrop did caution Lia that Red Hawk would be in each of those events, as well. Lia just smiled wider, but didn’t comment. 
 
      
 
    As they headed back toward the circle, a slow drum beat began. “Oh, the pau-wau begins. We must hurry,” Raindrop said as she lengthened her stride. 
 
      
 
    They made it back in time to watch Gray Rabbit slowly walk around the prepared fire. He chanted as he went, calling Mother to watch over them, to guide them with her wisdom, and to lend her strength to the tribes gathered. As he went, he bent to light the fire in different places around the pit. 
 
      
 
    Finished, he stepped back, raising his arms to the sky. “Mother, may the creators send you aid once again to push back the Darkness. As we are blessed by you, may you be blessed by your makers.” He tossed the torch into the rising flames. 
 
      
 
    Slowly lowering his arms, Gray Rabbit looked tired, but wore a bright smile. He walked around the fire to stand before the meeting lodge. A gathering of men and women was near it, and they began to approach him in small groups. Raindrop led Doc’s group to the others, then stepped away. 
 
      
 
    “Elder Dancing Squirrel,” Gray Rabbit smiled at the first to approach him, “it is a blessing to again see you still leading the Duckwater tribe of the Shoni.” 
 
      
 
    Dancing Squirrel was an older elf with gray streaks dotting her black hair. She raised her arms, opening them wide to the other elder. That let Doc notice that her left hand was missing at the wrist. “Elder Gray Rabbit, the years go on, but I worry we will both see changes in our tribes soon.” 
 
      
 
    “We cannot stop the advance of time. Please, enter and be welcome.” 
 
      
 
    She went into the tent, but the others in her group moved away from the teepee, allowing the next group to approach Gray Rabbit. 
 
      
 
    “We welcome our brethren of the Grouse from Uta. It has been many long years since we shared a pau-wau,” Gray Rabbit smiled. “It gladdens my heart to see you, Wildflower.” 
 
      
 
    The auburn-haired elven woman wore a bright smile. “It gladdens me to be here, too, Gray Rabbit. When we last saw each other, I was the newly made elder of my tribe. You took care with us back then.” 
 
      
 
    “Your father was an old friend and foe. I took no joy in his fall,” Gray Rabbit said softly. “If we’d known how things would happen, maybe we’d have not raided each other so much in those years.” 
 
      
 
    “He spoke of you with honor. Father always said a crafty opponent is a danger unless he is wise. If he is wise, then he is an opportunity to learn.” 
 
      
 
    “He was a gifted speaker,” Gray Rabbit said softly. “I still miss our talks. Be welcome to our gathering.” 
 
      
 
    Wildflower smiled as she entered the lodge, her group again peeling away from the teepee. That let the group before Doc’s step forward to greet the elder. 
 
      
 
    “Sunshine, how bright your hair still is,” Gray Rabbit smiled broadly. “Blessed by the light we all use to see.” 
 
      
 
    “Gray Rabbit,” the straight-backed man laughed, “your words always bring joy to my heart. It has been decades since we last raided each other, for which I am glad. It wouldn’t be the same as it was. I wasn’t expecting to be here when the year began, but momentous events have come. I thank you for welcoming me to this pau-wau.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother has smiled on us. You are always welcome when you come in peace. Enter and be welcome.” 
 
      
 
    That finally let Doc step forward. Those who hadn’t seen him and his group gaped at them. Doc held Lia’s hand while Rosa and Yucca did the same behind them. 
 
      
 
    “Doc Holyday, shaman of the Treeheart Tribe. It is a blessing to have a shaman here.” 
 
      
 
    “Elder, it is an honor to be invited to the gathering. I speak for the Treeheart tribe in place of Elder Jesamin, who had to help guide the new members of our tribe.” 
 
      
 
    “We will hear your words on behalf of your tribe, Shaman. Enter and be welcome.” 
 
      
 
    Lia squeezed his hand before she moved back. Doc stepped into the teepee, but he heard the words behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Caretakers, it is a blessing to have two of you here. How is it that one of you is collared, but happy?” Gray Rabbit asked. 
 
      
 
    “I was willingly collared, as Mother declared that we need to help the Voice. To walk with him in cities, I gave him my neck. He has treated me not just kindly, but with love. No greater joy have I found than to be at Doc’s side,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    “Mother wished me to come so you may know her mind. The chance to bring light to the world has come. It might be different than what you’ve known all your life, but she fully backs the Voice of Luck,” Yucca said. 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t had a Caretaker at a pau-wau since my father’s time, and never two since the ancient days, when dozens of Voices walked the world. Be welcome by the Curled Horn tribe.” 
 
      
 
    As the conversation went on behind Doc, he gave the trio of elves in the large teepee a smile. Taking a seat beside Dancing Squirrel, he waited as the flap opened and the dryads came in, sitting beside him. A second later, Gray Rabbit entered, taking his own place in the circle. 
 
      
 
    In the middle of the group, a small oil lamp gave light to the teepee. The light scent from the oil began to fill the space, hinting at some kind of fish. The stone lamp was old with intricate carvings adorning the sides, depicting hunters after a mammoth. 
 
      
 
    “Is this enough light for you, Shaman?” 
 
      
 
    “It is fine, Elder,” Doc replied. 
 
      
 
    “Let us begin the gathering, then.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Caretaker Yucca, would you like to address us first?” Gray Rabbit asked. 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Yucca smiled. “Mother has started to feel more alive this last year. The Darkness still weighs on her, but we have two Voices now to bring the light back to the world. The first of them was Doc. Lady Luck sent him to our world to save Mother. His strides to spread word of the gods has rapidly grown over the last few months. It was his doing so much that Trade looked to the world again, naming a Voice of her own. I know you worry about him— he looks human and has my sister collared beside him— but he is Mother’s greatest hope. He should tell his story to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Caretaker,” Wildflower spoke up, “we are honored to have you join us. Are you sure that Ponderosa isn’t being controlled and lying to Mother?” 
 
      
 
    Yucca laughed lightly. “None of us, even my sisters decades collared, can lie to Mother. When we connect to her our thoughts, all of them are bare to her. Even if we were told to lie to her, our thoughts would show her the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Thank you, Caretaker.” 
 
      
 
    “Rosa could tell you how well she is treated, but you won’t believe her, so I will tell you what Mother has told me. You pity her for the collar and hold some hatred in your hearts toward the man who has done so. Rosa gave herself willingly to him; the collar he placed on her neck is so she can walk in towns and cities with him. Why would she do so? Because she had been with him multiple times before he came to her with the collar.” 
 
      
 
    “Three times. Once, I caught him alone and tried to take everything from him only for him to heal himself. He didn’t try to stop me; he kept healing himself, sating me in the process,” Rosa said. “Mother was mad with me for almost killing him, for he is Luck’s Voice, but the next morning, he didn’t run. He held me, spoke kindly to me, and asked to see me again.” 
 
      
 
    The elves stared in open shock, their eyes drifting back and forth between Rosa and Doc. 
 
      
 
    “The second time, he fought a corrupted wood-walker.” 
 
      
 
    The elves’ eyes grew larger at the idea of fighting a se’sxac— much less a corrupted one— as that was not something any of them would want to do alone. 
 
      
 
    “With the aid of the now elder of the Treeheart tribe, Jesamin, and myself, we managed to wound it enough that he could cleanse its corruption. The wounds still proved too much, but the mighty wood-walker went back to Mother instead of being lost to the Darkness. Both of us were injured after that fight, but he stayed with me for days. With his healing, by the time he left, we were both in perfect condition.” 
 
      
 
    “Tough fight… nearly cost all of us our lives,” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “The third time he came to see me, he brought his first wife,” Rosa said softly, a smile on her lips. “Together, they accepted me, and Doc asked if I would wear the collar so I could walk beside him. It was the next time he came out that he gave me more than just the collar. Voice, may I?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa touched her chest and, a moment later, she pulled her hand away. Opening her fingers, she showed the elves what lay on her palm. “He gave me a ring equal to his wives’ rings. I am his secret wife. Society would never accept it, so I hide this near my core. You are being told to show you that he doesn’t view me as lesser— he sees me as his wife, not as a tool.” 
 
      
 
    Gasps rose from the elders as they stared at the ring. 
 
      
 
    Rosa touched it back to her chest, letting the jewelry sink into her again. “My husband is not who you fear, but who you all have hoped for.” 
 
      
 
    Silence filled the tent for a few seconds before Doc cleared his throat, “Why don’t I tell you my full story? This will take a few hours, but it will give you a better understanding of who I am.” When no one objected, Doc took a calming breath. “I am not from this world. I came from a place called Earth…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc was just finishing his tale when a chime came from outside the teepee. “Which brought me this way with plans for what the next step should be.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a lot for us to process, Voice,” Gray Rabbit said. “The chime of pausing has come. Food will be served, and then the dances will begin. Tomorrow at midday, we will gather here again to speak.” Standing slowly, Gray Rabbit grunted as he stretched his back as much as he could. “Let us rejoin our people.” 
 
      
 
    As they left the lodge, Doc stepped over to Gray Rabbit who was holding the flap open for the others. “Elder, might I help you with your pains?” 
 
      
 
    “It is age and old injuries. There is no cure for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I have been blessed by Luck to heal many things, Elder, if you are willing to let me try.” 
 
      
 
    “At the end of the pau-wau, not before. I do not want others to accuse you of using magic to bend me to your will.” 
 
      
 
    Doc was surprised that that was something that might happen. “Very well, Elder. I am at your disposal, and I am willing to heal any who wish it.” 
 
      
 
    “I will let others know so they may approach you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” Doc saw Lia heading his way and went to meet her. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, how was it?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “I spoke for the majority of today,” Doc said as he let her guide him around the circle. “Yucca and Rosa both vouched for me before that. Tomorrow, I know there’ll be questions. There’s supposed to be dinner and dancing?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m leading you over to the teepee that’s been set aside for us. It’ll be snug if Yucca joins us, but I’m sure we can make it work,” Lia smirked at him. 
 
      
 
    “For a night, at least,” Doc replied, accepting the implication. 
 
      
 
    “This one is ours, as one of the speakers,” Lia said, bringing them to a stop before a teepee with clouds painted on it. “Next to us are Wildflower and Dancing Squirrel.” She motioned to the two teepees. “And on the far side of Wildflower is Sunshine.” 
 
      
 
    When she finished explaining, Doc smiled as the elders and their small entourages came their way. “All of them will stay in each teepee?” 
 
      
 
    “No; the elders will stay in these. Their people will share space with others of the Curled Horn tribe. I am your wife and Rosa is your dryad, so we are both a given. Yucca can stay anywhere and be welcomed, but I knew she would want to stay with us.” 
 
      
 
    “If that is acceptable, Voice?” Yucca asked Doc, her eyes softly glowing. 
 
      
 
    “For tonight,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings. It is always good to meet your neighbors at these meetings,” Wildflower said, surprisingly fluent when not speaking Elvish. 
 
      
 
    “It’s always good to know who rests nearby,” Lia agreed. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Wildflower. We are honored you journeyed to make this gathering.” 
 
      
 
    “A collared Caretaker walked with Death Flower and asked us to speak with her husband, a supposed Voice. I couldn’t not come; the need to verify was too great. He has given me much to think about tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Same with me, but I only had rumors of a Voice who would attend,” Dancing Squirrel added, coming up from the other side. Her command of humanity’s common tongue wasn’t as smooth. “To then see two Caretakers, one of whom was willingly collared… surely events run ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “Things will change faster than many will be comfortable with,” Doc said softly. “It will fall on the leaders to help their people accept those changes.” 
 
      
 
    Another chime drifted in the air. 
 
      
 
    “We shall speak again later,” Dancing Squirrel smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I look forward to it,” Wildflower added. 
 
      
 
    “As do I,” Doc replied as the two elders moved closer to their teepees. 
 
      
 
    “Dinner,” Lia said softly. “We sit by our teepee and the food will be brought around to us. Honored guests have their dinner brought to them.” 
 
      
 
    Doc took a seat, amused that the two dryads bookended him. Lia sat on the other side of Rosa with a knowing smirk on her lips. After a few minutes, a couple of young women brought them dinner. It was a stew made of elk and wild roots— it was different than anything Doc had ever had before, but still tasty. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dinner came to an end as the sun set. The bonfire in the middle of the circle was the only illumination besides the waxing moon. The drums, which had been beating a steady rhythm, slowly began to pick up the pace. 
 
      
 
    “Just watch,” Lia whispered. 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded, handing his empty bowl to the young woman who’d delivered it earlier. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Be welcome, Shaman,” the young woman replied before moving on to collect other dishes. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, people began gathering in the open space near the fire. Each of them wore bright colors, feathers, and beads that made noise as they moved. Each step was in step to the drums; they were slowly coming in from the east, circling clockwise until the drums suddenly paused. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the hunt,” Lia whispered. 
 
      
 
    The drums began again, and Doc watched in awe. He’d been to a powwow on Earth a decade ago, but this was different. Something here felt more primal, more raw, more unfiltered. The men and women shifted and swayed with the drum beat. They began to circle the fire, each following their own dance of thanks for the hunt. Thirty people, some from the different tribes visiting, used the circle to reenact through the dance their own hunts. 
 
      
 
    Mesmerized by how so many different people dancing their own way could still become something so interconnected, Doc watched, slack-jawed. A power he could feel built as the dance progressed, and it seemed to energize the dancers. When the dance came to an end, the hunters all cheered at the sky. With a slow beat, they circled out of the middle. 
 
      
 
    “The second dance tonight is thanking Mother,” Lia whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse us,” Rosa murmured as she and Yucca got to their feet. Without another word, she slipped her sundress off and walked with Yucca toward where the dancers would enter the circle. 
 
      
 
    “Naked?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “If a dryad comes to dance, they are always naked,” Lia chuckled. “The young women who will dance with them will be mostly naked, too, but they’ll be wearing fetishes. The dance is to thank Mother for the tribe, but also for the dancers to hope that Mother will bless them with fertility. Until they marry, the young women who hope to bear children dance every year.” 
 
      
 
    Doc went quiet as the drumbeat changed. 
 
      
 
    The dancers again entered the circle in time to the drums. Twenty elves, one half-elf, and two dryads took up position before the drums paused. Right in front of Doc was Raindrop, Gray Rabbit’s daughter, with Rosa and Yucca bracketing her. Doc tried not to stare, but Raindrop wore only leather straps to which the fetishes were tied. The only women not wearing leather straps and fetishes were the dryads. 
 
      
 
    Doc swallowed as the dance started— it was like nothing he’d ever experienced. While it wasn’t overtly sexual, it was still erotic as the women bent, swayed, and stretched in time to the drums. As the dance went on, it shifted to the women mostly touching their bellies as they spun, twisted, and swayed. The prayer for a child was clear, even to Doc who’d never seen the dance before. As the song built toward the end, the energy that built in the dancers was far from tame. Cries of need and moans of pleasure filled the air as the women cavorted. When the drums went suddenly quiet again, all the dancers were on their knees, their heads bowed and their hands flat to the ground. Each spoke, asking Mother to bless them, before the drum began a slow beat. The dancers rose and, with steady steps, each walked around to where they’d left the circle. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it for tonight,” Lia whispered, having shifted to sit beside Doc, her warm breath making him shiver. “Come now, husband. Our lovely Weed will be bringing Yucca to join us. We can retire to our tent for the night.” 
 
      
 
    Doc let out a ragged breath. “Uh… yeah… that works.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Doc woke slowly. Naked flesh pressed against him, keeping him warm under the blankets. He felt a light breeze on his face, and saw the hint of pre-dawn light coming into the teepee. Lifting his head, he found Lia stepping inside. Two pairs of green eyes began to shine from either side of him a moment later. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning to you, too, Doc,” Lia chuckled, letting the blanket that she’d worn over her small clothes fall to the ground. “Nice to know just me coming into the room can make you think enough erotic thoughts to make two dryads light up.” 
 
      
 
    “Any of my wives cause that to happen,” Doc smiled at her. “Had to step out for a moment?” 
 
      
 
    “Woke with a pressing need,” Lia nodded as she took a seat on the blankets. “The camp will start waking up shortly. How are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    “Relaxed. Not sure when we finally got to sleep, but I feel good. I hope we didn’t cause any problems last night.” 
 
      
 
    Lia smirked. “We did get a bit vocal, but it’s known to happen after that dance… though if we asked around, I’m sure we were the loudest in the camp.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need to ask,” Doc said. “I’m not going to mention anything unless one of our neighbors does.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt they will, but then again, you caused an elven maid in the prime of her life and two dryads to all cry out in ecstasy last night. It should be a point of pride for you if something is said.” 
 
      
 
    “I had been skeptical of Rosa’s claims,” Yucca said softly as she snuggled closer to Doc. “I was a fool. I’ve never known a man who can do what you did.” 
 
      
 
    “His magic helps him, along with his innate stamina from his heritage and gifts from his goddess,” Rosa snickered. “He does manage to keep all of his wives— including me— sated.” 
 
      
 
    Doc tilted his head to look at Rosa. “Shh, Weed. That’s enough.” He kissed her softly. “We need to be good guests.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity. I think I’d rather do what she is thinking and stay in here all day,” Yucca murmured wistfully. “I can’t think of the last time I have felt so invigorated.” 
 
      
 
    “I would have kept more for myself, but I didn’t use much yesterday, and you needed it more than I did,” Rosa said as she sat up. 
 
      
 
    Yucca sat up on the far side, leaving Doc on his back while the two topless dryads were beside him, the blanket no longer covering them. “It feels so good to be this full. I will give some back to Mother later.” 
 
      
 
    “I give her a little every day, as they always make sure I am full each night,” Rosa giggled. 
 
      
 
    “That explains a bit,” Doc murmured. Glowing eyes looked down at him, and Doc shook his head. “Get dressed, please. I’m already struggling to behave.” 
 
      
 
    “Rosa, Yucca, please. Then give us a few minutes alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Rosa sighed as she grabbed her sundress, slipping it on before she left with a still-naked Yucca. 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled roughly, not bothering to pull the blankets up— the cold air helped quell his libido. “Thank you, Lia.” 
 
      
 
    “I try to help, Doc. You’ll be watching me compete this morning before the elders reconvene.” 
 
      
 
    “Compete?” Doc finally sat up, watching Lia get dressed. 
 
      
 
    “The various competitions for the tribes. It always starts with warriors. I think today is shooting bows and guns to start. After that, it’ll move into another competition. This allows the elders to compete, if they wish. I expect at least Wildflower and Sunshine to join.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll pass; no need to embarrass myself. It’ll give me time to go over all the gifts I could take from Luck. I noticed two that would make waves— positive waves— for the tribes here. There are a couple of others I’m interested in, too, but I want to go over all of them before I pick. Unless an emergency pops up, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Just make sure you pay attention enough to cheer,” Lia said. “We’ll sit and watch the other competitions until you are called to attend again. That way, you have several hours to research your choices.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll work. What does breakfast look like?” 
 
      
 
    “Something you might not have had before. We can get in line for it as soon as you get dressed.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked around. “Where did my clothes get to?” 
 
      
 
    Lia chuckled, going past him to grab his clothing. “Here.” 
 
      
 
    Doc thanked her and began to dress. As he did, he considered a gift he’d disregarded before. It was possibly a little wasteful, but at the same time, it would make him feel better about wearing the same outfit day in and out. He’d been slowly getting more used to it for the last year, but hadn’t quite accepted it, especially when they’d been in Furden with a laundry maid. Flipping his gift tab open, Doc picked the gift he’d thought about— it was only a few hundred faith. 
 
      
 
    Once he was fully dressed, he stood up and smiled, feeling his clothing shift against him. “There we go.” 
 
      
 
    Lia’s eyes narrowed slightly. “What just happened?” 
 
      
 
    “I spent a little faith to make sure my clothing is always presentable. It’ll always be clean this way. Kind of like the enchantment you have.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh. Not too expensive, I hope?” 
 
      
 
    “A few hundred. It would’ve been a lot before, but right now, it isn’t terrible.” 
 
      
 
    “I admit it might be a good choice; you look ready for the day. Just that stubble on your face that detracts from it.” 
 
      
 
    “I have my razor with me. I figure I can shave tomorrow morning. I’m sure the tribes will react better to me clean-shaven.” 
 
      
 
    “They will. Get a quick shave in now. I’ll get breakfast and come back here.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Doc said, going to retrieve his shaving kit from his bag. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc was glad he could heal, as he’d nicked himself a few times. Stepping out of the teepee, he gave Lia a smile. “Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    “That looks much better,” Lia smiled back. “Breakfast for you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc took the flat bread and the oddity she handed him. It took him a moment to figure out what he was looking at. Small chunks of meat jerky and berries were stuck together, making the ball. “Pemmican?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Lia said, surprise in her tone. “I didn’t know you’d had it before.” 
 
      
 
    “The Native tribes from Earth had it. The last time I had any, it was mixed with peanut butter instead of tallow. I’m sure this’ll taste different.” 
 
      
 
    “We should head over to the testing grounds,” Lia said before nibbling at her breakfast. 
 
      
 
    “Lead on,” Doc said, then took a bite of the pemmican ball. Humming happily, he chewed as he followed Lia. The fried flatbread was tasty, too, so he traded bites between the two. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the testing grounds, Doc smiled when he saw that Rosa and Yucca had already staked out a piece of ground for them. The pair were chatting with Wildflower and smiling broadly. 
 
      
 
    Glad they’re making friends, Doc thought. 
 
      
 
    “Death Flower, will you be competing?” Red Hawk asked from where he sat with his warrior group. 
 
      
 
    “I no longer use that name,” Lia replied a touch coldly. “Yes, I will be taking part in the competition for my tribe. My name is Lia. Use that, instead.” 
 
      
 
    “I will see you on the grounds,” Red Hawk smirked. 
 
      
 
    “See? Yes. Compete against? No. I use my guns, not a bow, but I wish you well in your event.” 
 
      
 
    Doc had slowed when Lia did, but he finished his meal instead of getting involved. With the conversation done, he continued to follow his wife. That guy is going to be a problem, he thought as he brushed his fingers off on his pants. 
 
      
 
    “All three of you?” Wildflower was asking Rosa and Yucca as they approached. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. Doc can outlast any other man in the world,” Rosa said brightly. 
 
      
 
    Doc sighed, wiping his mouth with one hand. I should’ve known Rosa would be chatting about sex, he thought. 
 
      
 
    “Rosa, did she ask, or are you volunteering information?” Lia asked as they got to the dryads and Wildflower. 
 
      
 
    “She asked if we would be as vigorous tonight, then how Doc was able to go for so long with all of us.” 
 
      
 
    Wildflower gave Doc a once over before smiling. “If a dryad says so, it must be truth from Mother herself. I will endure the late nights, though I might see about some wax to dampen the sounds.” 
 
      
 
    “A good idea,” Dancing Squirrel said, having come up behind Doc. “I was surprised at the length of time things went for. I considered you might miss the lodge today, but you seem refreshed, not wrung dry.” 
 
      
 
    “That is far from the longest he has—” 
 
      
 
    “Rosa. Stop, please,” Doc cut her off. “We will do our best to tone down the volume in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Do not stop on my account,” Sunshine said as he approached. “My wife took it as a challenge, though we did stop long before you did.” The woman with him wore a tired smile, but bowed her head slightly to Doc. 
 
      
 
    “If you want, I can make sure you are fertile enough to conceive,” Doc told Sunshine’s wife. “I’ve helped the dwarven clans that call me shaman with that already.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone nearby stopped what they were doing to stare at him, even the tribe members who were just walking past. 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t mention that during the meeting yesterday,” Dancing Squirrel said slowly. “What is required for it?” 
 
      
 
    Her tone made it clear to Doc what she expected him to say. He smiled gently as he met her eyes. “Lady Luck, the tribes have long danced to Mother for a fertility blessing. Please use me as your conduit to grant them that blessing.” His hands were covered in the green energy of his healing. “Just take my hand and wait for Luck to work through me to help you. That’s all.” 
 
      
 
    For a couple of seconds, no one moved. Then, in a sudden rush, both Wildflower and Sunshine’s wife grasped his hands. 
 
      
 
    “Easy. Just pray to Lady Luck and give her a moment,” Doc said softly, using his healing gift to help them both. As he did, he removed the pain of a tweaked back from Sunshine’s wife and fixed Wildflower’s broken toe. “All done.” 
 
      
 
    Both women wore expressions of wonder and awe when they stepped back. They’d been whispering their prayers while he worked, and kept doing so as they moved away. Before Doc could stop his gift, another woman lunged forward to grab his hand, and a second later, Dancing Squirrel took the other. Doc went to work on them, realizing that the second woman was Raindrop. It didn’t stop him from helping either of them. It took him longer with Dancing Squirrel, as he was fixing all the various aches and pains that she had. 
 
      
 
    “Done,” Doc said, shutting down the gift before others could come forward. “I will see about helping more people later. I do not want to distract from the events.” 
 
      
 
    The other women who’d been nearby looked disappointed, but bowed their heads to him as they moved away. 
 
      
 
    “It felt… warm,” Raindrop whispered, “as if Mother herself held me.” 
 
      
 
    “I feel good,” Dancing Squirrel whispered as she stretched. “My aches… they’re gone. I feel a few decades younger.” She froze, then stared at Doc intently. “Can you heal Gray Rabbit?” 
 
      
 
    “I offered yesterday, but he declined until the pau-wau ends. He worried that some might think I used trickery on him. Since I will never force healing on someone, I must wait for him to accept,” Doc explained. 
 
      
 
    “He will accept before the day ends,” Dancing Squirrel said firmly, then left them. 
 
      
 
    “Ever since her husband passed, she has made small advances toward father,” Raindrop said, watching the elder go. “I believe she is going to press him now.” Swallowing, she looked down, then pulled her gaze up to Doc’s. “Thank you, Shaman. Not just for me, but for maybe helping my father find love again. He has been alone since Mother died a year after my birth.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc is who he is,” Lia said, putting a hand on Raindrop’s shoulder. “He helps all around him. Are you going to compete today?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Tomorrow is the spear; I will compete for that, and the horse.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be in both of those, as well. May Mother give you strength.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lia. I will cheer for you today.” 
 
      
 
    “Since you are not competing, why not sit with Doc? You can explain who is who to him,” Lia suggested. 
 
      
 
    “I… I… Y-yes. Of course,” Raindrop started, stammered, then finished deferentially. 
 
      
 
    Doc felt an itch on his neck. Glancing back idly, he saw Red Hawk staring daggers at him. He sighed, then shook his head. “Shall we sit?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The first portion of the warrior testing events was the bow. Raindrop explained who each of the men and women competing were to Doc. The easy standing-target portion culled half the competitors. The next part was dangerous— five men carried marked shields the size of their bodies, running across the field for each warrior. The targets would slow, stop, or speed up as they wished, making the shots tougher. That drew the competitors down to three, one of which was Red Hawk. The next part had them on horseback, riding down the field while hitting smaller, partially-hidden targets. That knocked out one more, leaving it as just Red Hawk versus a warrior from the Red Throat tribe remaining. The last contest was the flying target. Scarves were wrapped around a stone, which was then slung up and away from the archer. They had to hit the scarf in the air with a single arrow. The female warrior matched Red Hawk three times, but missed the fourth, which he hit. 
 
      
 
    The cheering from the Curled Horn tribe was raucous that their warrior proved greater. The woman congratulated Red Hawk, who acted like it was a given. She left the field with a sour twist to her lips after he refused to return her praise to him. 
 
      
 
    “He should have praised her skill,” Lia said darkly. “She wasn’t using an enchanted bow.” 
 
      
 
    “He has gotten worse since he won the bow from Father,” Raindrop murmured. “I hope Bluewing doesn’t press her brother about it. Father and Sunshine shouldn’t have to deal with Red Hawk’s pride.” 
 
      
 
    “This pau-wau should bring tribes together, not pull them apart,” Lia agreed. “Excuse me. I know what comes next.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother bless you,” Raindrop said as Lia left. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad Red Hawk isn’t going to compete. He wouldn’t take losing well,” Doc snorted. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve all heard of her by her old feared name,” Raindrop said. “I doubt any of the others expect to beat her. They will still compete to show their strength, though, as they should.” Licking her lips, she glanced at Doc. “You are sure I will be fertile enough for a child when I choose my husband?” 
 
      
 
    “The next man you sleep with who stays inside of you will give you a child. Maybe even a child or two after that one, too.” 
 
      
 
    Raindrop swallowed, then looked out at the testing grounds that were being reconfigured for the gun tests. “You can do this for all of us?” 
 
      
 
    “If given a couple of days to not drain myself, yes. If Yucca and Rosa helped me, I could help every woman here in two days. You should speak with your father. If you and Dancing Squirrel both tell him, I’m sure he would let me help him sooner.” 
 
      
 
    “I will speak to him later. He is busy with the competitions and the meeting, so it would be best to catch him tomorrow morning. That is if Dancing Squirrel hasn’t pushed him into it by herself.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked across to where Gray Rabbit was seated. The elder was praising Red Hawk, who looked arrogantly proud of himself. When the warrior left, Dancing Squirrel leaned in to speak with Gray Rabbit, as she was seated beside him. 
 
      
 
    “You danced wonderfully last night,” Rosa said to Raindrop, pulling Doc’s attention back to his group. “I could feel the strength of your desire.” 
 
      
 
    “And Mother granted me that desire, if differently than I had thought she would,” Raindrop smiled at the dryad. “Do you wear the dress because of society?” 
 
      
 
    “Doc would get into trouble if I was naked beside him. The sundress makes me presentable. Doc would also be very distracted if I was nude all the time. His old-world views also make him possessive if other men were to see me naked.” 
 
      
 
    “I am who I am,” Doc shrugged. “It’s difficult enough with Yucca naked.” 
 
      
 
    A soft hand traced his shoulders. “Is that why you asked me to sit on your other side?” Yucca asked. 
 
      
 
    “Part of it, yes. I knew I would be looking to Raindrop a lot during the testing.” 
 
      
 
    “He finds you exquisitely beautiful,” Rosa said. “Your hair fascinates him, as my patterning does.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Yucca said happily. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, please stop,” Doc sighed, shifting in place slightly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice,” the dryads said together, earning another sigh from Doc and more giggles from them. 
 
      
 
    “Are they… teasing you?” Raindrop asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. As if they didn’t get en…” Doc trailed off, then coughed. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Raindrop’s face heated, as she understood what he didn’t finish. She’d heard the rumors of how the people near his teepee had been kept awake long into the night. The idea that anyone could sate a dryad— much less two— was shocking, yet he’d been personable, awake, and energetic all morning as if he hadn’t done the impossible the night before. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, sir?” a woman asked from behind him. “Might I sit with you?” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked over his shoulder to find Bluewing standing there, her eyes intent as she stared down at him. “Bluewing, you are invited to sit. It is a pleasure to have a warrior of your skill sit with me.” 
 
      
 
    Bluewing hesitated, then moved to sit on his left where Lia had been. “You are more gracious than some.” 
 
      
 
    “A low bar if you speak of who I think,” Doc chuckled. “You didn’t use the bow he had and you still matched him.” 
 
      
 
    A smile touched her features for a moment before falling away. “A treasure of his tribe. At least it is not wasted.” 
 
      
 
    “He has used it well,” Raindrop said, an edge of disapproval at Red Hawk in her tone. “He makes sure we all know.” 
 
      
 
    “What can I do for you, Bluewing?” Doc asked kindly. “I’m sure you wanted more than to chat about your testing.” 
 
      
 
    “I was speaking to my brother before the test,” Bluewing said. “Is it true your goddess blessed my sister-in-law to be fertile?” 
 
      
 
    “Raindrop, Dancing Squirrel, and Wildflower, too,” Doc nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Did you notice me last night?” Bluewing asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “She danced in the circle both times,” Rosa said for Doc’s benefit. 
 
      
 
    “I saw you during the first dance, but I will apologize for not having seen you for the second. My eyes were captured by others,” Doc said. He’d meant Rosa and Yucca, and he failed to see Raindrop’s pink face since he was looking Bluewing’s way. 
 
      
 
    “Ah… that is fine.” Bluewing frowned slightly, but it was gone almost instantly. “I, too, wished for Mother’s blessing. Do you think your goddess could assist me?” 
 
      
 
    Doc wondered at how eager the women of the tribes were to be fertile. Then again, the birth rate for new children among the tribes was even lower than it was for the dwarves. He would ask Lia about it later, but for right now, he held out a hand. “Lady, please grant your blessing of fertility to Bluewing. She is a gifted warrior, but will also be a wonderful mother.” 
 
      
 
    Bluewing’s breath caught when the green glow surrounded his hand, but she’d been told about it before she came over, so she took it without hesitation. The warmth that suffused her body made her exhale in wonder; it was like Mother had risen from the ground to hold her close, blessing her personally. 
 
      
 
    Doc silently patched up the defect in Bluewing’s heart while he increased her fertility. She could’ve died at any time, otherwise, and it would be a tragedy to see a vibrant life end so suddenly. He let his energy fade a moment later. “All done.” 
 
      
 
    Bluewing swallowed, wiping at her eyes to remove the few tears that had escaped. “Thank you, Shaman. Truly you walk with Mother’s blessing.” 
 
      
 
    “He walks with her blessing every day,” Yucca said with a hint of humor. “Doesn’t he, sister?” 
 
      
 
    “I am a small blessing, but yes,” Rosa smiled brightly. 
 
      
 
    “More than a small blessing,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “The testing is about to begin,” Raindrop said. She was sorry to interrupt, but didn’t want Doc to miss it. 
 
      
 
    They turned their attention to the grounds where Gray Rabbit stood. “We now begin the testing that has not even been with us for a full generation. The humans brought their guns to the shores of our land, but we have learned to adapt to them. We will now test our warriors, as hunting and war will both see their use.” 
 
      
 
    Two dozen people walked out onto the field. Lia was one of them, but what surprised Doc was that both Wildflower and Sunshine were both standing there, as well. All of the warriors had both pistols and rifles, so Doc now understood why Lia had brought Ayla’s rifle with them. 
 
      
 
    “We split this into two parts,” Gray Rabbit went on. “The rifle will be first, as it is used in both hunting and war. After we complete the rifle, we will go to pistols, which are for war. May Mother smile upon these warriors. Cheer for your tribe’s warriors, but remember to praise the others, as well. Together, we are one people, divided as we may be, but still all from the same blood.” Gray Rabbit walked slowly off the field while the competitors got ready for the distance shooting. 
 
      
 
    Doc cheered as Lia made it to the last four for the rifle. It wasn’t the gun she preferred, but she was still deadly accurate with it. She wound up against Wildflower to end the competition, which shocked Doc. The elder of the Spiny Crest tribe was steely-eyed as she kept advancing through targets. What proved to be the tipping point was Ayla’s gun; its lack of recoil let Lia keep going while Wildflower had to stop, as her shoulder couldn’t keep up. 
 
      
 
    The two women spoke on the field for a moment, with Lia handing over the rifle. Wildflower waved everyone back before she took aim and fired a single round. Shaking her head, she passed the rifle back, clearly conceding to Lia. 
 
      
 
    While the grounds were being set for the pistol portion, Lia brought Wildflower over to Doc. “Husband, can you heal her shoulder?” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly,” Doc said, standing up and extending a hand. “May Luck heal your wounds.” 
 
      
 
    When his hand began to glow green, Wildflower grasped it firmly, staring into his eyes. “She already blessed me today, Shaman. Thank you for your aid again.” The warmth that filled her, erasing the pain, reminded her of her father praising her for her first hunt. 
 
      
 
    Doc let the energy fade before she let go of his hand. “All better. Best wishes on the pistol.” 
 
      
 
    Wildflower laughed. “I am not in that test. I will sit and watch your wife again show her prowess.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Doc,” Lia smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Always glad to make my wife smile,” Doc winked. 
 
      
 
    “How much can he do?” Raindrop’s question to Rosa got Doc’s attention as he sat again. 
 
      
 
    “More than many others. With me and Yucca to assist him… more than enough to heal the entire tribe.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stayed quiet, but he could feel many eyes on him. They were from those nearby, but also from all over. His use of healing had been noticed, so rumors were already flying; he was sure things were going to get complicated soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Lia won the pistol portion of the testing, with no one even coming close to her. No one in attendance was surprised once they heard who she was. When she came back to join them, Bluewing took her leave, but had a quick whispered conversation with Lia first. Lia sat next to Raindrop, chatting about the Curled Horn tribe. 
 
      
 
    With a few hours before the elders reconvened, Doc pulled up his gift tab again— there were many gifts that could help in different ways. He took his time to check, cross-check, and then double-check how each option could help. He would close the tab at times to see who’d won another event, but then would go back to looking at gifts. 
 
      
 
    When Gray Rabbit finally announced an end to the tests, Doc had multiple plans in place depending on how the meeting with the elders went. He walked with Lia, Raindrop, Rosa, and Yucca toward the center of camp. Many eyes were on them, and Doc spotted many hopeful faces watching them. 
 
      
 
    The moment they were back at the circle, Doc kissed Lia softly. “I’ll see you for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We’ll be watching the dances again.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked apprehensive. “Which dances?” 
 
      
 
    Lia smirked. “You’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Doc kissed her cheek. “Later.” 
 
      
 
    Lia took Raindrop’s hand as Doc left. “Why don’t we speak? Tomorrow, we will test each other, so tonight, we can get to know each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes. Thank you… Lia,” Raindrop almost said “Death Flower,” but switched names after a brief pause. 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit looked worn, but he gave Doc a smile when he opened the flap of the teepee for him. “The others are already inside.” 
 
      
 
    Doc bowed his head before ducking inside, the others greeting him as he took his seat. Rosa took her place beside him while Yucca took her far side. That left just Gray Rabbit, who shut the flap, then took his own seat. 
 
      
 
    “We convene the second day of our talks,” Gray Rabbit said. “Doc gave us much to think about yesterday. We should address questions and concerns brought by his story.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no concerns. He has proven himself to me,” Dancing Squirrel said. 
 
      
 
    “Mother moved through him earlier,” Wildflower said. “I know him to be a Voice and beloved by Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “My wife and sister both tell me they felt Mother’s love when Doc blessed them with fertility,” Sunshine said. “A wise man listens to the counsel of his family.” 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit’s lips pursed. “I see… this all happened while I was busy this morning?” 
 
      
 
    “As I told you,” Dancing Squirrel said, “I have no pains anymore. You should let him show his ability to be a shaman to you, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Our people might not be as accepting if it is known this man used magic— even healing magic— on us,” Gray Rabbit said. 
 
      
 
    “Only those who would question Mother would doubt him,” Yucca said sharply. “I have spoken for him. Is my word no longer listened to among the people of nature?” 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit flinched backward, then winced, one hand touching the small of his back. “No, Caretaker, that isn’t what I meant. We have been misled before… never by a Caretaker, but by others. We should be naturally cautious.” 
 
      
 
    “Peace,” Rosa said, laying her hand on Yucca’s leg. “Gray Rabbit, being skeptical is wise, especially when the tribes will worry over what Doc is going to ask of them. He will prove to all here that he is beloved by Mother. He will heal any who ask him. If a woman wishes to be given increased fertility, he will help them with that, too. The men who worry about their own ability on that front should see him. Doc helped the Ironbeard clan— they will have a boom of children in a month or two. The tribes can have that same blessing if they would but listen to Mother’s wisdom: to believe in Luck.” 
 
      
 
    “We would welcome him in my tribe,” Dancing Squirrel said. “I would even name him shaman if he would take the rite.” 
 
      
 
    “I would welcome him into my tribe, too,” Wildflower nodded. “As Dancing Squirrel said, if he is willing, we would welcome him as shaman.” 
 
      
 
    “My wife and sister spoke to me quite persistently,” Sunshine said. “Doc, the Red Throat tribe would welcome you to help us, and if you would accept my sister to stand in place of myself, we would have you take the rite of shaman, too.” 
 
      
 
    “He can only be a shaman to one tribe,” Gray Rabbit said. “No shaman has ever had multiple tribes.” 
 
      
 
    “He is already shaman to multiple dwarven clans, some of whom have shamans of their own, blessed by him,” Rosa said. “Doc, could you leave more blessed ones?” 
 
      
 
    “It is possible… I can take another gift from Luck that would let me name apprentices. They would only have the ability to heal, but yes,” Doc nodded. “It is one of the paths that is available. It would also mean I don’t need to undertake the rite myself.” 
 
      
 
    “To be an accepted apprentice, they must be named by the recognized shaman,” Wildflower said. “The tribes wouldn’t be able to accept it, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    Doc sighed; he’d really hoped he’d be able to sidestep the rite. His wives had told him repeatedly it was okay, but it still felt wrong to him to sleep with other women if none of his wives were there. 
 
      
 
    Rosa touched his knee, meeting his eyes. “I will be there every time, and if we ask, I’m sure the others will accept Lia attending the rite, too.” 
 
      
 
    “If that is required for him, yes,” Wildflower said. 
 
      
 
    “My sister would agree to this,” Sunshine nodded. 
 
      
 
    Dancing Squirrel glanced at Gray Rabbit before looking back at Doc. “I would ask to undertake the rite last out of the tribes. There is another I must speak with before then.” 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit had seen the look his way. His gaze dropped to the floor. “Dancing Squirrel, I am not the man I was. You should—” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Dancing Squirrel cut him off firmly. “I have made up my mind on this. Your child is the one I wish to bear. Now let him heal you, and tonight, you will invite me into your teepee. This way, I carry our child before he undergoes the rite with me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d prefer that, too,” Doc said. “My children with any of the tribe should look elven, but since I am half-dwarven, they might have features that make them look more half-elven. That is another point I wanted to make today— the tribes need to welcome their half-blood offspring as full members of the tribe. The Treeheart tribe is rebuilding with many of that heritage.” 
 
      
 
    “Those who want to can go speak to Jesamin in Deep Gulch,” Rosa added. “Lia wished the tribes to know that her tribe could use the willing to help them experience regrowth.” 
 
      
 
    Silence filled the dimly illuminated space for a few moments before Gray Rabbit sighed heavily. “Every tribe here recognizes Doc Holyday as blessed by Mother. I will concede this point to the Voice of Luck.” Holding out his hand to Doc, he went on, “If you can heal me, please do so.” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Luck, Gray Rabbit wishes his old hurts to fade. Please help this mighty warrior feel the vigor of youth again so he can continue to lead his people for decades to come,” Doc said, his hand glowing green by the time he’d finished. Taking the elder’s hand, he smiled. “Thank you for believing.” 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit’s breath caught in his throat as deep warmth suffused him. Memories came back to him as the warmth grew: his father praising him for his first hunt, his marriage to Spring Rain, their child Raindrop being born, the pride he felt when he became elder… All of the memories filled his mind until the warmth faded. Gasping when he felt the wetness on his cheeks, he brushed the tears away. That was when he realized the pains and aches that he’d known for so long were no longer there. Eyes going wide, he stretched, then stood up and stretched further. Wonder was etched on his features when he finished, looking down at Doc. 
 
      
 
    “All Luck wants is to be worshiped. Belief in her allows her to do more to save the world,” Doc said. “I’m merely her Voice, spreading her light.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother be praised,” Gray Rabbit said as he sat again. “No pains, no aches… I feel like I could best even our best warriors.” 
 
      
 
    “You can tomorrow. You were always a master of the spear,” Dancing Squirrel said brightly, her eyes sparkling with unshed tears of joy. 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit met her gaze, then bowed his head. “I bow to your wisdom. Please, visit me tonight so we might speak of old times together.” 
 
      
 
    She reached out, taking his hand in hers. “My friend would be happy that we have agreed. I was sad when our tribes separated, as it took me away from her and you, but we can bring our tribes back together again now. Just Shoni, no longer Curled Horn and Duckwater tribes.” 
 
      
 
    Squeezing her hand, he smiled. “We shall try to bridge the gap between our tribes.” 
 
      
 
    “Two tribes becoming one is always something noteworthy,” Sunshine grinned. “The pau-wau should celebrate that before the end.” 
 
      
 
    “Today, we should let our people meet the man who will be shaman,” Wildflower said. “Doc, would you heal those who come to you? Helping the women who ask to bear children, too?” 
 
      
 
    “I can and will. The cost is but a prayer to Luck, but also, if they are willing, a little blood for the dryads who assist me.” 
 
      
 
    “All will be happy to help the Caretakers stay strong.” 
 
      
 
    “Let us stop early just for that,” Gray Rabbit said. “It will be better for everyone if they are given more time to accept him before we speak of him undergoing the rites.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled as he flexed his hands. Today was going to push him and the dryads beside him— he was sure many would want the fertility, but even more would ask to be healed. “I will do what I can, but it might take me a couple of days if everyone wants to be helped. My body can only channel so much power a day, even with Rosa and Yucca to help me.” 
 
      
 
    “But you are willing to help everyone?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Then it will be fine.” Gray Rabbit stood up, chuckling at the ease of the act and the lack of pain. “Just seeing me will have many coming to you.” 
 
      
 
    “All of my group will come to you,” Wildflower said. 
 
      
 
    “As will mine,” Sunshine added. 
 
      
 
    “And mine,” Dancing Squirrel smiled. “Just those will make the Curled Horn tribe take note.” 
 
      
 
    “We will do all we can, Doc,” Yucca said. 
 
      
 
    “Even if we fade some, tonight, you can help refill us again,” Rosa added, her eyes shining brightly. 
 
      
 
    Doc snorted. Pulling Rosa to his side, he kissed her cheek. “Insatiable to the end. Behave while we help.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    When the elders left the teepee early, it caused some commotion. While not unheard of, it was highly unusual for the meeting to break before dinner. As the group went off their separate ways, Doc went to his teepee. He figured it would be better if he was in a spot that was easy to find. 
 
      
 
    “Husband?” Lia asked, coming out of the tent with Raindrop. “Did something happen?” 
 
      
 
    “I was asked to heal people to show that I have Mother’s blessing. I’m going to rely on both of them heavily.” He canted his head toward the dryads who were on his left side. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll bring out the welcoming blanket,” Raindrop said from inside the teepee. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Raindrop,” Lia said, then stepped out to hug Doc. “Just be you. I take it the elders have accepted you, and are doing this to help the others see you as you are?” 
 
      
 
    “Basically. They all said they want me as the shaman of their tribes,” Doc murmured. “I’ll end up leaving children behind again, as Bluewing and Wildflower have both been made fertile and will be the ones participating in the ritual with me for their tribes. Luckily, Dancing Squirrel is going to sleep with Gray Rabbit first, so I don’t have to worry about that, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “She is?” Raindrop asked with wide eyes, having come out of the teepee with a blanket in her hands. 
 
      
 
    “Tonight is what it sounded like,” Doc nodded. 
 
      
 
    Rosa took the blanket from Raindrop, who just stood there, shocked. She got it laid out with help from Yucca, but kept an eye on the others. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that…” Raindrop swallowed. “Did Father say our tribe would welcome you, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Why?” Doc asked a moment before realization sunk in. 
 
      
 
    Raindrop’s cheeks heated as she looked down. “I will welcome you in his stead. Family must stand in for the elder if the shaman and elder are of the same sex.” 
 
      
 
    Lia touched her shoulder. “Which is why we were talking. Doc, you don’t find her unattractive, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Scrubbing at his face with one hand for a moment, Doc sighed. “No, I don’t.” 
 
      
 
    Lia reached out, touching his cheek. “It’s okay, Doc. Trust your wives to speak the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “I do. I always do. It’s me not you or them,” Doc said, then looked at Raindrop. “When the time comes, and only if it’s what you want. I will never lay with anyone against their will.” 
 
      
 
    Bowing slightly to him, Raindrop whispered, “I would be honored to welcome you as shaman.” 
 
      
 
    “Lia, I made the caveat that you be there for each rite,” Doc said, “for my own peace of mind.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a good man, husband,” Lia murmured, then put her arm around Raindrop’s waist. “Let’s go talk while he works.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lia,” Raindrop said, letting herself be drawn back into the teepee. 
 
      
 
    “Hard paths…” Doc muttered in English before exhaling. “Others would laugh at me for thinking sleeping with her was difficult.” 
 
      
 
    “Because your love for your wives is as deep as the oceans,” Rosa said in English, “as is theirs for you. They are coming, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc shifted his speech back to Elvish as he took a seat between the dryads. “Just rest a hand on my back. A tendril each should work for a little blood and passing energy between us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice,” the dryads said together, giggling at his sigh. 
 
      
 
    “I would make you both just watch tonight, except you’ll need the energy,” Doc grumbled before smiling at Wildflower, who led her contingent to where he sat. “Elder, how may I help you and your tribe?” 
 
      
 
    “Voice, all of my people could use your healing,” Wildflower said. 
 
      
 
    “Have them sit one at a time so I may entreat Lady Luck to bless them.” 
 
      
 
    Wildflower stepped aside, and the first person to take a seat across from him was a man that Doc recognized from the bow competition. Doc said his standard prayer to Luck, then held out his hand. The elf took it, gasping when he felt his injuries heal. After thanking Doc, the elf made way for the next man who took a seat. The cycle repeated with three men before the first woman took a seat across from him. 
 
      
 
    “Voice, I heard you can help bring Mother’s blessing of children. Is this true?” 
 
      
 
    “It is. I can do that while I make sure you are in good health.” 
 
      
 
    “Please?” The elven woman reached out, taking his glowing hands in hers. 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled at her. “Just relax and let Luck heal you.” 
 
      
 
    The woman choked back a sob as the warmth of healing infused her. The chronic pain from her feet faded away— she’d known pain most of her life. The rock that she’d felt inside her foot seemed to diminish with each second. Even greater than that was the warmth she felt in her core, as if Mother was resting a hand on her directly, blessing her to have children. 
 
      
 
    Doc kept the smile on his face as he helped the elf. He’d never encountered the foot problem the woman had before. Some fatty tissue had built up around the nerve between her third and fourth toes. It would’ve felt like she was walking on a rock, or had one jammed into her foot. Every single one of the people he’d seen also had dental problems, but he silently fixed all of them. 
 
      
 
    “All done,” Doc said softly. “You will have at least one child, but might have two or three before the blessing fades.” 
 
      
 
    Swallowing, the elf pulled her hands back to wipe at her face. “Thank you, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “You are welcome. May Mother watch over you.” 
 
      
 
    He helped two other women before Wildflower was seated across from him. “Elder?” 
 
      
 
    “I just wanted to have you double-check me.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips ticked up. “Elder, you are in perfect health unless you injured yourself since I healed you last.” 
 
      
 
    “Make sure I am fertile, please, Voice?” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s hands still glowed, so he took her hands in his. Wildflower was fine— her body was primed for being inseminated, so there was nothing else he could do for her. He took his hands back a minute later. “You are as ready as any woman has ever been.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Wildflower said as she stood up. “I thank you, Voice. When we conduct the ritual of naming you shaman, I will welcome you fully.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s smile strained slightly, but he nodded. 
 
      
 
    Sunshine was waiting for Wildflower to step aside, and once she had, he took a seat across from Doc. “Voice, I have come to make sure I am in perfect health. My wife has informed me tonight we will create a child, and I do not want to disappoint.” 
 
      
 
    “No husband wants to disappoint,” Doc said, his hands still glowing. He was grateful that Rosa and Yucca were both helping slowly maintain his energy— he could feel them taking turns in refilling him. “Lady Luck is waiting to assist, Elder.” 
 
      
 
    After Sunshine, his wife took his place so Doc could double-check that she was ready, too. When she stood, Bluewing took the spot. 
 
      
 
    When Bluewing sat before him, she wore a bright smile. “Voice, I shall be looking forward to your naming as shaman. Please make sure I am in prime health for you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc met her gaze as he took her hands into his. “This is what you truly want? Wouldn’t you rather have another of the tribe first?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Carrying the shaman’s child will bring us Mother’s love. It is something I am looking forward to.” She looked down, her smile softening. “I admit that I am also looking forward to knowing what the dryads were so enthusiastic about.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa giggled. “You will know when the time comes.” 
 
      
 
    Doc shook his head. “I am just a man, not spec—” 
 
      
 
    Rosa bopped his nose, cutting him off. Doc jerked his head back slightly, looking at her in shock. “Your wives all agree that you shouldn’t say such things. They are lies, and you dislike lies.” 
 
      
 
    Doc frowned, then sighed. “I don’t feel like I am special.” 
 
      
 
    “Says the Voice of Luck?” Bluewing asked with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    Yucca giggled. “Even she has your measure, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc just shook his head, but didn’t gainsay any of them. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Voice,” Bluewing said when she felt the warmth ebb. “I will be looking forward to our welcoming of you fully.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a nod as the next member of the tribe took a seat. The entire contingent of the Red Throat tribe took their turns in front of him. When they were done, Dancing Squirrel led the Duckwater tribe of the Shoni to him. One by one, he saw to the members of the last visiting tribe. 
 
      
 
    Checking Rosa and Yucca, he found their coloration to still be green, though a touch lighter. With them still good and his personal energy still high, he exhaled, knowing he could still help more. 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit stepped up before him, taking a seat with ease. “Voice, you have already seen to me, but I must show my tribe that it is worth seeing you.” 
 
      
 
    “I rechecked the others, too. It is fine,” Doc said, his hands still glowing green. “When you are ready, Elder.” 
 
      
 
    A couple dozen members of the Curled Horn came to him after Gray Rabbit, most of them women who wanted Mother’s blessing of fertility. He called a halt when he saw the first traces of white in Rosa’s and Yucca’s hair. 
 
      
 
    “I can see more people tomorrow. Mother’s daughters and I are tired from all we’ve done so far,” Doc apologized to the warrior who was about to sit down. “Tomorrow morning, before the tests, I will see more. You will be first.” 
 
      
 
    The warrior bowed his head in understanding before leaving. The others who’d been waiting slowly funneled away. Doc exhaled, tired from all the healing. It was mentally taxing to pinpoint and heal everyone’s problems. 
 
      
 
    “Done for the day, Doc?” Lia asked, stepping out of the teepee with Raindrop. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Dinner should be soon,” Lia murmured. “Do you mind if Raindrop eats with us?” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced at the young woman before shaking his head. “For the meal, no. She is welcome for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Lia smiled. “Tonight’s dances are thanking Mother for the bounty the tribe had for the year. None of them are like the maiden’s dance, so no worries.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled. “I would’ve been shocked if another dance of that nature had taken place.” 
 
      
 
    The chime for dinner sounded. 
 
      
 
    “Rosa, Yucca, thank you,” Doc said. “We’ll do our best to refill you tonight. We’ll be doing even more over the next couple of days.” 
 
      
 
    “We will do all we can for you, Voice,” Yucca said. “Knowing that I will get more time with you is exciting for me.” 
 
      
 
    “He does that to all of us,” Rosa smiled. 
 
      
 
    Raindrop took her place on the blanket, doing her best to ignore the byplay. “Lia, thank you for talking with me today. I will do my best to beat you tomorrow, but both of us might lose if my father is able to compete. I am talented with a spear because he taught me.” 
 
      
 
    “We will all do our best to show the strength of our tribes, as is our way,” Lia smiled. “Only the worst cannot accept the strength of those who compete against them.” 
 
      
 
    “Even if they are gifted, it doesn’t excuse that,” Raindrop agreed. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Doc woke slowly, still feeling tired. That wasn’t too surprising, considering the marathon he’d had with the dryads and Lia the night before. They’d been able to keep the noise down this time, but weren’t silent. Sitting up, he found himself alone. He grunted as he summoned his healing to banish the tiredness and soreness leftover from sleeping wrong. 
 
      
 
    With no one else present, he pulled his clothing to him, getting dressed in a different outfit than he’d worn the day before; he’d brought a couple of outfits just to make sure he made a good impression. He saw one of Rosa’s sundresses off to the side, but didn’t see the blue one she’d brought, so she’d obviously changed, too. 
 
      
 
    Standing up, he stretched. It was more reflex than necessary, but it still felt good. After stepping out of the tent, he found Rosa and Yucca speaking to Wildflower in soft enough voices that he hadn’t heard them from inside. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t mind?” Wildflower asked. 
 
      
 
    “It will be fine,” Rosa beamed before turning to Doc. “Good morning, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Rosa,” Doc chuckled. “I have a definite idea on what your conversation was about since you have glowing eyes.” 
 
      
 
    Yucca snickered. She looked his way, her eyes glowing, too. “It is our nature.” 
 
      
 
    Wildflower smiled at Doc. “I was asking them questions. Nothing bad; just making sure that I understand things. An elder needs to know their shaman.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast,” Lia said, coming their way. “Hmm? Good morning, Wildflower. Did we keep things down enough for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I got enough sleep, Lia,” Wildflower smirked. “Thank you for asking. Are you sure you’ll be up to the test today?” 
 
      
 
    “Doc healed me before I went to sleep. I’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    Doc accepted the fry bread and pemmican. “Thank you for letting me sleep and bringing breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Have to keep the shaman happy and fed,” Lia smirked. “Are you going to the grounds, Wildflower?” 
 
      
 
    “I am waiting for my group, but I will be there before too long. Good day to you all.” 
 
      
 
    Saying their goodbyes, Doc started walking with Lia beside him and both dryads trailing them. “Is it just me, or does she seem… eager?” Doc murmured between bites. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, she’s eager,” Lia chuckled, “as are some others. Out of those I’ve been approached by, only Dancing Squirrel isn’t as eager. Well… eager for you as a man. She is very excited to have a shaman for the tribe again.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to explain more about my plans and when I’ll be leaving. Maybe that will settle them all down.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t, Doc,” Rosa said, “especially if you take the gifts you’ve been considering. It will leave them with someone to slowly step into the role with you gone.” 
 
      
 
    “I want that part… I’m just not really sold on them needing me to go through the rite.” 
 
      
 
    Lia kissed his cheek. “I will be there with you for each moment. It’ll be no different than when we visited the Iniquitous Den.” 
 
      
 
    “More children…” Doc said softly. 
 
      
 
    “The tribe will revere them, raise them as a tribe, and pray they are blessed by the gods,” Yucca said. “It won’t be as you fear, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “He knows, but it is a fear for him,” Rosa said. “His past was one without parents. The idea of leaving a child to experience that is what makes him afraid. Fears don’t need to be rational, as he’s told his wives.” 
 
      
 
    “I did, and yeah, you’re right, Rosa,” Doc sighed. “Are you two ready to help me today?” he asked, wanting to change the topic. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Voice,” the pair said in unison. 
 
      
 
    Doc rolled his eyes when they started to giggle. “Very ‘children of the corn.’ If it was anyone other than you brats, I would be concerned.” 
 
      
 
    “You love it, even when they tease you,” Lia said softly, taking his hand once he’d finished his food. “Just like when you wake up to glowing green eyes watching you.” 
 
      
 
    “True… Did you kick them out this morning?” 
 
      
 
    “I suggested they wait outside so you could sleep a little longer,” Lia smiled. “When we stepped out, Wildflower was there to speak with them.” 
 
      
 
    Doc shook his head, as he didn’t see himself the way others did. “Will they rally behind my plan?” he asked, again wanting to change the topic. 
 
      
 
    “Once you are their shaman, yes. Without that step, probably, but their tribes might not be as accepting. What you are asking will change a lot for them. Yucca being here to support you makes it more likely. A few might cause a fuss, but if it’s just a few, it’ll be fine. The few won’t pull the tribe apart.” 
 
      
 
    Doc felt better about what he was planning with her words. The last thing he wanted was for a tribe to break apart because of him. As they got close to where they were going to sit, Doc slowed down. Dozens of people, most of them women or the elderly, stood near the spot, waiting. 
 
      
 
    “You did say you would help people this morning,” Lia smiled, “and the man you turned away is the first one in line.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do this,” Doc said as he picked his pace back up. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    He’d helped over thirty people before the first event was called to order. Lia gave him a kiss, then left to join the competitors. Doc apologized to the people still in line, promising to help more of them later. After checking over Rosa and Yucca, he found them both to be lighter green, but not yet white. 
 
      
 
    Forty-eight warriors stood in the middle of the testing grounds, including every elder. Gray Rabbit stood tall with an intricately carved spear in his hand. “We begin today with the spear, testing for accuracy and depth of injury. Doc Holyday, the shaman of the Treeheart tribe, has healed me and many others. I am able to compete again this year and will do so. Dancing Squirrel will be the one to judge the test.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Gray Rabbit. The targets are set; we will now begin,” Dancing Squirrel announced. “Split into equal groups so we can test quickly.” 
 
      
 
    The spear-throwing took over an hour to get down to the final three. Lia had gone out during the last round, along with Wildflower and Bluewing. The last three competing were Gray Rabbit, Sunshine, and Raindrop. Raindrop had managed to stay in because of how accurate her throws were; while she wasn’t sinking them quite as deeply, she hit the center every time. 
 
      
 
    When the next throws were made, Sunshine was eliminated. His throw was just outside the bullseye while the other two were touching in the center. He spoke to the pair, congratulating them and being praised in turn, before leaving the father and daughter on the field. 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit stuck his spear in the ground, calling to Dancing Squirrel before she brought him a different spear with a smile. Doc nodded in understanding— the man would set aside the enchanted weapon to compete fairly with his daughter. Raindrop bowed her head to him, and they lined up to throw. 
 
      
 
    Dancing Squirrel had to go inspect the target herself when the warrior standing near it looked puzzled. She called the pair forward to her, but the conversation was too far away for Doc to hear anything. Raindrop stepped back, bowing her head to her father before she lunged forward to hug him. 
 
      
 
    Dancing Squirrel left them by the target as she approached the spectators. “After a debate, it was deemed that Raindrop has bested Gray Rabbit. Gray Rabbit accepts her mastery of the spear. As elder, he has called for the ancestral weapon to pass to her hand.” 
 
      
 
    With bright eyes and tears still visible on her face, Raindrop came forward to stand beside Dancing Squirrel. Gray Rabbit pulled the spear from the ground, then turned to his daughter, holding it out to her. Taking the spear with reverence, Raindrop thrust it into the air, letting out a shout of joy. The tribe echoed the shout, praising her. 
 
      
 
    Doc whistled as others did, but he saw one person who didn’t look as excited as the rest of the gathering. Red Hawk was staring at Raindrop with calculating eyes. “Lia, look at Red Hawk.” 
 
      
 
    Lia grunted, seeing what Doc meant before the warrior turned away from the testing. “He might be doubting his supposed ability to take on the elder position. Gray Rabbit is healthy, and his daughter was just praised by the elder and given a mighty weapon. She just became Red Hawk’s equal of the hunt, if in a different way. Add in that she is his daughter, and Red Hawk has to be worried.” 
 
      
 
    “Will it cause problems?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe… He isn’t a fan of yours, either. There is the chance he will try to rally support against you.” 
 
      
 
    “He will lose if he does,” Yucca said. “Mother will not allow the Voice to be hindered because of one young warrior. I will keep my eyes on him after you leave; he isn’t without intelligence. If he moves, it will be after Doc is gone when he cannot defend himself from slander.” 
 
      
 
    “Asshole,” Doc grunted. “I’ll thank you later, Yucca.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Yucca beamed. 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit stayed where he was as the others left the area. The targets were being removed, but other objects were being brought out. 
 
      
 
    “Time for the horse test,” Lia smiled. “I’ll be back.” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” Doc murmured, squeezing her hand before she could go. 
 
      
 
    “I believe I’ll have that,” Lia laughed. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The horse-riding competition took far longer to complete. It was an obstacle course with two targets that had to be hit as the rider went past. The weapons used ranged from guns to bows to spears. 
 
      
 
    With noon fast approaching, the event was drawing to an end. Red Hawk had been in the last group, as had Bluewing and Lia. The drums kept count of their speed while Gray Rabbit judged the hits to the targets. In the end, he made Bluewing and Lia ride once more. Red Hawk stormed away, indignant that he’d been eliminated. Lia dismounted her horse, spoke to Bluewing and Gray Rabbit, then led her stallion off the grounds. 
 
      
 
    “Treeheart has withdrawn from the last ride. Bluewing of the Red Throat Grouse tribe is the winner of the event,” Gray Rabbit announced. 
 
      
 
    “She should ride against me, then,” Red Hawk said from the side where he’d been fuming. 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit looked at the young man with a hint of irritation. “You were removed from the last ride, Red Hawk. That is past. Now, we are in the present to celebrate Bluewing.” 
 
      
 
    With a grunt of disagreement, Red Hawk turned away, yanking his horse after him. 
 
      
 
    “How has he not been dealt with by now?” Doc asked Rosa softly. 
 
      
 
    “He is a talented hunter and warrior. Sadly, those accolades have inflated his ego.” 
 
      
 
    “The bow has exacerbated that, too,” Yucca added. “I think he will find the ground soon, as most who try to fly do.” 
 
      
 
    Doc pictured a cartoon coyote at her words and smiled. Any of the crazy ways those shows ended would be appropriate for Red Hawk. 
 
      
 
    Both Rosa and Yucca giggled at the mental images Doc had. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Doc waited for Gray Rabbit to sit down before he spoke, “Elders, I should explain my plans for Vedana and beyond. At the moment, you all seem determined to name me shaman, but you should know more before you commit to that.” 
 
      
 
    He had the undivided attention of the four elders, but it was Dancing Squirrel who broke the silence, “Please explain, Voice? I do not think you’ll be able to sway our thoughts from what we are committed to.” 
 
      
 
    “The first point is that I will not be here once things are settled,” Doc said seriously. “I have to go farther west and north. Along the way, my plans will continue to be laid for completion later.” 
 
      
 
    “We understood that you wouldn’t be staying,” Wildflower said. “That doesn’t deter us.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Doc said before taking a calming breath. “I am going to push for rail lines to connect as much of the west as I possibly can. It’ll start with Coalrud being the farthest eastern point, but I plan to make it to at least Big River in time.” 
 
      
 
    “You wish to put more of the trains in… you know that those are used to butcher the sacred animals of the plains tribes, don’t you?” Sunshine asked. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t sure if that was happening here, too. My trains will not allow that kind of thing to happen aboard them— sacred animals and places need to be respected. That will all be fights that my fellow Voice, David, will help with, as he is back near the capital. Getting legislation passed will be one of his many duties unless we can get another god or goddess— one that is about laws— to show up.” 
 
      
 
    “Owl bestial,” Gray Rabbit said, nodding. “Wisdom is her name. She appeared as a woman with owl feet and feather hair, much as the Sagesse family.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled at that, knowing that Sophia would be thrilled if Wisdom came back to the world. “Maybe we can find a way to bring her gaze back here. I fully expect more gods to show interest in the coming years. With enough Voices and belief, we can push the Darkness back.” 
 
      
 
    “What is the goal of the rail lines?” Dancing Squirrel asked, bringing the topic back on point. 
 
      
 
    “First, it’ll be for the mines I will be starting here. They will be well south of here, but still in Vedana. I bought large chunks of property near a couple of smaller Shoni tribes. I will need your help convincing them to allow them.” 
 
      
 
    “I will handle that for you, Voice,” Yucca said softly. “They will listen to Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Even when the dwarves come to work the mines?” Doc asked her. 
 
      
 
    “They will listen to Mother,” Yucca repeated, her voice having an edge of steel to it. 
 
      
 
    “It will take them time, but if the clans you bring are respectful, it might work,” Sunshine said. 
 
      
 
    “They will be parts of the clans who call me shaman,” Doc said. “Before they begin mining, they will lay the track. None of them will cause trouble for the tribes, just as I would expect the tribes to not cause them trouble. Yucca will mediate any disputes between dwarf and elf.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly,” Yucca said. “All of this is to help Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “The dwarves will come from Elka and go south?” Gray Rabbit asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I would ask you to guide them so they respect any sacred places and go around them. When they need to cross mountains or when they tunnel through them, it will be done with care for Mother, as will the mines.” 
 
      
 
    “Voice, I am sorry, but they tear the land to mine or build,” Sunshine said. “It isn’t exactly respectful to Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Before I leave, I will be gifting to either the Curled Horn or Duckwater tribe an earth elemental. They need to be overseen by a tribe or clan, and the dwarves who come won’t be a clan of their own, at least not to start. One of the major tribes here will need to take the elemental into their care.” 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit and Dancing Squirrel were slack-jawed as they stared at him. What he had just casually said was not something they were prepared for. Elementals were normally a dwarven thing, but the tribes had had water and air ones in the distant past. 
 
      
 
    “Earth, because of the mining and railroads?” Wildflower asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “You couldn’t leave a water elemental with us, could you?” 
 
      
 
    “I can only currently create one a year,” Doc said apologetically, “which is why even this one will take me until next year unless more faith comes. If it does, there are options to increase how quickly Mother can make them for me.” 
 
      
 
    “In the future, if you could, Voice,” Sunshine quickly jumped in, “we would be forever grateful. Fresh water is a blessing to those of us who have been forced into small, inhospitable pockets of our ancient lands.” 
 
      
 
    “If I can, I will help,” Doc nodded. 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit cleared his throat. “We are honored, Doc. I am sure Dancing Squirrel feels the same.” She nodded her head in agreement. “Either of our tribes will revere the elemental, but we will also understand the reason behind them being with us. Once the railroad is in and the mines started, then what would you have them do?” 
 
      
 
    “They will be in your care. As long as you are respectful of what is needed, it is up to you.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you think any of that would cause us to pull back from naming you shaman?” Dancing Squirrel asked. 
 
      
 
    “The history of dwarf and elf has been one of blood. I was unsure how deep the animosity was here.” 
 
      
 
    “It was not as bad for us. We sent warriors to the east and west when they were called for, but there have been no clans in this patch of the world.” 
 
      
 
    “You are all in agreement with my plans?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    All four elders agreed they were, but Sunshine had another question, “What of the west and north?” 
 
      
 
    “I will be working to extend the rail to cover more places, and also offering different routes from existing lines,” Doc said. “Alongside the rail, telegraph lines will also be placed. The one who controls communication and the transport of goods will always be at an advantage if conflict comes.” 
 
      
 
    That had all four elders looking grim. “You expect war?” Gray Rabbit asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I hope it never happens, or else it happens decades from now,” Doc sighed. “Once the tribes and clans begin to rise again, the Church of Apoc will have to respond. They are probably going to be hunting for me soon, too. I’ve already started making life better for the downtrodden, including bestials and Hibernians. The fact that a goddess has sent a Voice will be reaching ears that will dislike hearing that.” 
 
      
 
    “We can shield you,” Wildflower said firmly. “We will gladly fold you into our tribe.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled softly, then shook his head. “No. I still have too much to do for Luck. I appreciate the gesture, but even if the path is hard, it has to be walked. Through fire and war, if needed, I will not stop putting one foot in front of the next. That is why she chose me.” 
 
      
 
    “Bravery is not letting fear stop you,” Gray Rabbit said. “We will welcome you as shaman, and will shelter you if necessary. Regardless, we will work with the dwarves to make your plans come to fruition.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother praises you for that,” Yucca smiled at the elder. 
 
      
 
    “We all wish to have him as shaman, so shall we address how to divide our tribes’ welcomes?” Sunshine asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have a question first,” Dancing Squirrel said. “Doc, how far will you go north?” 
 
      
 
    “Into Kanata, where the Pale River flows. I will be doing the same as here, speaking to the tribes and setting up mines. The land there is rich in ore that will allow me and David to push for changes to how this country is run.” 
 
      
 
    “Use greed to leverage the rulers into change?” Sunshine asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s one of the easiest ways, which is why it was used in my world.” 
 
      
 
    “The Pale River tribes are… not as welcoming,” Gray Rabbit said. “You’ll need another recognized tribe to speak with them first.” 
 
      
 
    “The Raven tribes will be sending someone for me, a shaman who Luck empowered to act in my stead for that very reason.” 
 
      
 
    That had eyebrows going up in surprise, as he hadn’t gone into every detail during his story before. 
 
      
 
    “A full shaman?” 
 
      
 
    “Lesser than me, but with multiple gifts. I can’t keep empowering people to that degree, but I can accept a gift to allow apprentices to be blessed in Luck’s name. That is one of my plans for the tribes; it is one of the reasons I will accept the mantle of shaman from you, so that the apprentices can take up that role when I go. I will need you to let me know who would be best suited for your tribes. If you need to send for someone, then doing so today would be a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    “I will visit any tribe to summon someone if required,” Yucca said. 
 
      
 
    “I will accept that,” Wildflower said. 
 
      
 
    “As will I,” Dancing Squirrel added. 
 
      
 
    “I will go during dinner,” Yucca smiled. “This way, I am back for dancing.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a crooked smile; he knew why she wanted to be back for the dances. Rosa and Yucca’s eyes lighting up only confirmed his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “We fully support your plans,” Gray Rabbit said. 
 
      
 
    “Duckwater also supports you, Voice,” Dancing Squirrel nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Red Throat will back you,” Sunshine added. 
 
      
 
    “Spiny Crest is behind you, too,” Wildflower said. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Thank you, all of you. I will do my best for all the tribes, those here and those not here.” 
 
      
 
    “There is one more topic I wish to cover today,” Dancing Squirrel said after a couple of seconds of silence. “Gray Rabbit, at the end of the pau-wau, I will announce the intention of Duckwater to join with Curled Horn. I will set this as the two of us joining, if you accept?” 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit’s smile was soft, but touched with sadness. “I will still miss her, but she would agree to this. Together, we will be the largest tribe of Shoni in the territory. It will fall on us to show them the way forward, even if most still chafe at the Ruby Valley treaty.” 
 
      
 
    “Treaty?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “The government came to us over a decade ago. The battles between them and our tribes were taking its toll. We agreed to let the railroad, telegraph, and travelers pass through our lands without attacking them. In return, as long as we didn’t attack, they would withdraw their men from the area, minus the few forts we agreed upon. If we hadn’t signed, they would have brought more of their strength to bear and done to us what they did to the Treeheart and Heartwood tribes.” 
 
      
 
    “We lost many warriors in the days leading up to the treaty, as those who would not listen rode to their deaths,” Dancing Squirrel said softly. 
 
      
 
    “The land is still ours to revere, not owned by them, but it was hard for some to accept. Things have been peaceful since the treaty was signed. We know we are in a place many other tribes would wish to be: allowed to live as we want, not shoved into smaller and smaller plots.” 
 
      
 
    Sunshine grunted. “You are. We still have more than some of the eastern tribes, but even for us we see the slow encroaching.” 
 
      
 
    “The Treaty of Ruby Valley happened because of the Cedar Swamp Massacre,” Dancing Squirrel cut back in. “Most of a tribe was slaughtered for their raids on wagon trains, even though they left women and children alive. The government didn’t return that to us. It is what pushed the elders to finally accept the treaty. We knew it would mean the death of many tribes otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    Doc blinked, as he knew what they were talking about. “It was called the Treaty of Ruby Valley in my world, too. Some of it is different but… your tribes fought the treaty for over a hundred years. The government tries to declare that you gave up the rights to your land, and even tried to buy it at a dollar… err… ten cents an acre.” Doc had to quickly correct the monetary figure for inflation. “It was still being disputed when I came here.” 
 
      
 
    “The tribes survived?” Dancing Squirrel asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They were humans in my world— no elves or dwarves there— but yes, the Native tribes were still around.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we chose the right path,” Gray Rabbit said. “We can fight them on the land if needed, but the tribes surviving was our primary goal.” 
 
      
 
    “Did they pay you for the rights to use the land?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Only the first payment,” Dancing Squirrel said tightly. 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled. “I’ll make sure my friend knows the treaty is being broken through failure to pay. Laying the groundwork for that now will help later. As it is, my mines near tribal lands will be setting aside portions of profit for those tribes. It is your lands we are affecting, so you will be repaid for it. Even as Mother helps us, we will help those near us.” 
 
      
 
    “You are kinder than any we have known since humanity first came to these shores,” Gray Rabbit said. “You may look human, but we know your heart, Doc. My daughter will be the one with you for the ritual of making you shaman.” 
 
      
 
    “My sister will for the Red Throat tribe,” Sunshine added. 
 
      
 
    “I will welcome you myself after all the others,” Dancing Squirrel said. “Then, I will join my life-mate to unite our tribes.” 
 
      
 
    “Tonight, Voice, I would welcome you as shaman of the Spiny Crest tribe,” Wildflower said. 
 
      
 
    Doc blinked at the sudden turn of the conversation before he bowed his head. “Very well. Will you sit with us for dinner and the dances, Wildflower?” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly, Shaman,” Wildflower smiled brightly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Doc woke a little groggily. Condensed dryad essence was no joke, and he’d had it last night. Fragmented pieces of the evening with Lia, Yucca, Rosa, and Wildflower came back to him. Lia had been at the edges of everything, helping him and Wildflower complete the union of shaman for the tribe. Rosa and Yucca made sure that everyone stayed fully engaged. 
 
      
 
    Some blonde hair on his left caused him to look over. Lia was sleeping peacefully, her head resting on his arm. Rosa’s glowing green eyes met his on her far side. His lips twitched up as he thanked his “Creepy Weed” for everything she did, making her beam back. 
 
      
 
    Shifting flesh against his other side had him turning to thank Yucca, but he froze, instead. Auburn hair took up his other arm where Wildflower slept, a happy look on her face. Yucca giggled softly as she watched him from the far side of the sleeping elder. He looked up at the spiky-haired dryad who beamed back at him, her eyes also glowing. 
 
      
 
    Yucca’s giggle got both Lia and Wildflower to stir themselves into wakefulness. Lia’s arm went over his chest, squeezing him as she kissed his cheek. “Good morning, husband.” 
 
      
 
    Another arm joined hers as Wildflower hugged him. “Good morning, indeed, Shaman.” Her lips touched his ear, making him shiver. “I can only remember snippets of last night, but I know we were active well into the small hours.” 
 
      
 
    “That is who he is,” Lia said. She sat up, letting the blankets fall away from her torso. “Yet I always feel so refreshed the next morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Because he always heals everyone before he goes to sleep,” Rosa said. “Everyone is in the best condition they can be in.” 
 
      
 
    “Except me,” Doc murmured, then summoned his healing and touched his leg. The last hints of tiredness washed out of his body. “There we go.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast should be soon,” Lia said. “Rosa, Yucca, be dears and go get it for us, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    “Gladly, Lia,” Yucca added. 
 
      
 
    Doc was about to ask Lia why when Wildflower kissed his ear again. 
 
      
 
    Lia smirked down at him, then leaned over him. “We’re going to give her a good memory, Doc. Trust me when I say it’s okay. Wildflower, this will be your last time with him, so enjoy it.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lia,” Wildflower murmured, then kissed Doc’s ear again. “I’m very thankful.” 
 
      
 
    Yucca went out the flap quickly, but Rosa looked back with a smirk, her eyes glowing brightly before she left. 
 
      
 
    “Now, Shaman,” Lia said, slipping a leg over his waist and gently nudging Wildflower a little away from Doc. “We’re going to have one more bit of fun with your new elder. This will be the memory of her shaman that she keeps for ages, so we should make it a good one.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stared up at her with a bit of confusion. “Then… why are you the one on top of me?” 
 
      
 
    Lia smirked, then eased herself down his chest, kissing as she went. “Oh, I wasn’t going for a ride…” 
 
      
 
    “I recall that he loved it when two or more of us did that,” Wildflower said, then began to kiss down his body, as well. 
 
      
 
    Doc stared up at the top of the teepee as his body reacted to the two beautiful elves kissing him. “No man is this lucky…” 
 
      
 
    “Correction: you are,” Lia snickered. “Now shush. Just enjoy.” 
 
      
 
    Doc shut his mouth and did what she said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It had been a whirlwind of sex with Lia directing every moment. When the dryads returned, they’d joined in. Wildflower slipped out while Doc had been shuddering through one more orgasm because of the dryads. While he calmed down, the others had gotten dressed and left him in the tent. 
 
      
 
    Finishing getting his gun belt on, he shook his head. Life sure is funny… I’m fairly certain Bluewing will be joining us tonight. Didn’t really want to sleep with every tribe or leave kids behind, but… here we are. Lia assured me, as has Rosa, that the others are okay with it, so I can accept it, because they wouldn’t lie to me. Exhaling, he shelved the thoughts before he stepped out of the teepee. 
 
      
 
    “Your breakfast,” Lia said, handing over the pemmican and fry bread. “Now that you have a moment to eat.” 
 
      
 
    Doc snorted. With a wry grin, he took the offered food. “I see you still need to eat, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. My husband can be quite demanding in the mornings.” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s demanding?” Doc asked her with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “You, but when I’m with you, definitely me,” Lia laughed, bumping him with her hip. “People will be hoping for you to heal them, and we’re already later than normal.” 
 
      
 
    Doc began to eat as he walked with his beautiful, but deadly wife. The two dryads behind them were giggling, the bright glow of their eyes casting shadows ahead of them. The snippets Doc caught were all about the previous evening, making his face redden as he ate. 
 
      
 
    “Please wait!” Wildflower called out. 
 
      
 
    Doc paused, as did the rest of his group. Wildflower walked quickly to his side, her contingent of Spiny Crest elves behind her looking happy. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Elder,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Shaman,” Wildflower said brightly. “I am glad you have breakfast, as well. I would feel terrible eating alone. Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly,” Doc said, now bookended by Lia and Wildflower. 
 
      
 
    “Chieftains don’t have to sleep with shaman apprentices, and you will always be the shaman of the tribe,” Wildflower said after a few seconds. “The apprentice I have coming to learn from you is a cousin of mine. She’s done her best to try rekindling the magic of shamanism; you will be the bright blessing she always wanted.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be the only member of your tribe that has slept with me,” Doc said slowly. “I just need to see her to make her an apprentice.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity for her,” Wildflower smirked, but she looked a bit happier. 
 
      
 
    “Someone enjoys knowing that she will be a little special to you,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    Wildflower’s face flushed, but she didn’t try to correct Rosa. Instead, she deflected with, “Our shaman will be changing the world.” 
 
      
 
    “Gods willing,” Doc nodded. “What testing is happening today?” 
 
      
 
    “Tomahawks,” Lia said. “Throwing and melee combat. Most of the warriors will take the field today.” 
 
      
 
    “That should be entertaining. Are you going to join?” 
 
      
 
    “Not today. Bear-heart, my first husband, was a master of the weapon. I haven’t touched one since…” 
 
      
 
    Doc put an arm around her waist. “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned against him as they walked slowly to where a group of people waited for him to arrive. “Thank you, Doc. Now help the tribe so they will fully accept you. You might have a warrior or two to heal before today ends, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Doc nodded. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Bluewing was smiling brightly as she took the seat beside Doc. “I’m sad I didn’t do better, but I am quite pleased to be invited to sit with you.” 
 
      
 
    “You are formidable and well-versed in many areas of the tribes,” Doc complimented her. 
 
      
 
    Bluewing’s gaze darted to Lia then back to him. “Something you like in your women?” 
 
      
 
    “My husband doesn’t have a type,” Lia laughed. “One of our wives, bless her, is a wreck when it comes to violence. But in her own arena, she is formidable.” 
 
      
 
    “Give her laws to argue, and she will crush her opponents,” Doc grinned, thinking about Sophia. 
 
      
 
    “Laws… a Sagesse?” Bluewing asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    “My wives are eclectic. Lia and Rosa, you’ve met. In Elka are Sonya, a dwarf from the Oresmelter clan; Sophia, a Sagesse, as you guessed; and Ayla, a half-elf with ties to the Treeheart tribe who excels at money matters. Last, or first actually, considering she was married to me first, is Fiala, who is in Furden. She’ll be having our child in a few months. In addition to that, she started a trend of powderless makeup. She worried that as a feline bestial, she wouldn’t be accepted by the dames, but in Furden, she has been.” 
 
      
 
    Bluewing was quiet for a long moment, processing what she’d just heard. “I would say you are unlikely to have a single type of woman that interests you.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s unlikely to marry again either,” Rosa added softly. “As it is, he fights himself to complete the ritual to be shaman. He dislikes leaving behind children without a father.” 
 
      
 
    Bluewing looked at the ground while Doc looked at Rosa questioningly. 
 
      
 
    “I see… I will give up on the hope of being accepted as a wife, then,” Bluewing said after a few seconds. “If it bothers you to leave children, Doc, I—” 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Lia said softly, but firmly. “He isn’t fully against it. Do not close off what you want because you think he is appalled by it.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled. He really was still torn on the matter, but seeing Bluewing’s crushed expression, he placed a hand on her knee. “Having been without parents, it tugs at me to leave a child with only one. I have to accept that, with what I am doing, it will happen. Even my wife, Fiala, is going to be raising my child without me. While I do kind of wish I’d waited to make everyone fertile until afterward, it is what it is now. Just promise me to do your best for them?” 
 
      
 
    “My whole tribe will cherish them, Doc,” Bluewing said earnestly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be holding to that in my heart,” Doc smiled. “Now let’s watch the warriors and cheer for anyone but Red Hawk to win.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Bluewing beamed, her hand covering his on her knee. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The evening, shaman ritual, and morning after had gone pretty much the same way as it had with Wildflower the night before. Bluewing was surprisingly timid in bed at the beginning, but once she saw Lia be demanding, she was quick to act the same. She’d been hesitant with Doc because he was the shaman, but once she saw his enjoyment, she let herself be free. 
 
      
 
    Bluewing had gone off to the Red Throat delegation by the time Doc finally stepped out of his teepee. Lia handed him the same fry bread and pemmican they’d had every morning. Nibbling the pemmican, he found that, again, it was subtly different from all the others. This one had a touch more sweetness while the one the day before was a bit saltier, and the day before that, the tallow had been richer. 
 
      
 
    “Are there different people making the pemmican?” Doc asked as they walked toward the testing grounds. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Every morning, it’s a different person who makes it. Today’s has some honey in it.” 
 
      
 
    “That explains the sweetness above the berries.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe this was made by Raindrop.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought she was a warrior?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    Lia gave Doc a sideways glance, then snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. Yeah. That didn’t come out like I meant it to,” Doc winced. 
 
      
 
    “She is also the daughter of the elder, Doc, meaning she learned everything that all the women of the tribe know. Making pemmican for the pau-wau is an honor for those who are selected. It places the whole of the tribe into your care for the meal.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    “Even the warriors can make it, but they only do so in needed situations. This way, you know better,” Lia said with a soft smile. “More of the tribe is waiting for you, I see.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked at the small gathering right near where he normally sat to watch the competitions. “I think I’ll have seen them all before we go back to Elka.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s today’s testing?” 
 
      
 
    “Unarmed combat and storytelling. You should join the first one.” 
 
      
 
    Doc considered it as he got to where they normally sat. “Maybe. Are you going to?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I have tested myself enough. I still have the skills that I have always been good at.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess me stepping up for Treeheart would be good.” 
 
      
 
    “Blessings of Mother to you,” the first in line to see Doc said softly. “Voice, may I ask for healing?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Doc said, addressing the young man. “Just let me get situated.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc got up when the warriors were called to the field. Seeing the others were bare-chested, he took off his jacket, shirt, gun belt, socks, and shoes. Wildflower was shocked to see him doing so— she was deliberately sitting out, as she knew she couldn’t defeat some of the other elders. Shamans were not known to compete, but the best shamans in their stories were the ones who did. 
 
      
 
    Walking out onto the field with many others, Doc kept his head up. A small voice in the back of his mind was asking him why he was doing this; he wasn’t a fighter. Outside of the duel, he wasn’t really a man prone to violence. 
 
      
 
    Sunshine met him short of the larger group of warriors. “Shaman, you are going to join us?” 
 
      
 
    “I am from the Treeheart tribe first. I will represent them here.” 
 
      
 
    Smile growing, Sunshine laughed. “I welcome you, and will try not to hurt you too badly.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing one of the elders welcoming him put the other warriors at ease. When Gray Rabbit went over to them, the gathered warriors knew it would be fine. 
 
      
 
    “Voice, you wish to compete?” Gray Rabbit was similarly stripped to the waist. 
 
      
 
    “To represent my first tribe, yes. Do you feel well enough to compete, as well?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not as flexible as I was in my youth, but I have tricks these bucks will not know.” 
 
      
 
    “Cunning and experience can beat out youth and exuberance,” Doc grinned. 
 
      
 
    “As some will learn.” 
 
      
 
    “Warriors, gather,” Dancing Squirrel said, a large smile on her face. “Today, we test your ability to fight without weapons. Some of the elders join us, as well as the shaman of three tribes. May Mother bless all of you. I shall call you to fight in pairs. This way, we can all see your prowess without another fight to distract us. All of you, step back. We shall start with Raindrop and Running Fox.” 
 
      
 
    The fights went well, and the warriors were good sports about it for the most part. A few seemed a little too full of themselves. Sunshine removed one of the troubled ones, and Gray Rabbit another. It then fell to Doc to face Red Hawk after the arrogant warrior defeated Raindrop in his third fight. 
 
      
 
    Doc was as fresh as he could be, healing the minor damage he’d accrued between fights. He’d been circumspect about it, not seeing a reason to make it known. Now that he was about to face Red Hawk, he was glad he had. The warriors of the tribe didn’t have a specific style they fought with— it was street fighting at its most basic, with each person using what worked best for them. 
 
      
 
    “Red Hawk, Doc, are you both ready?” Dancing Squirrel asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Doc replied. 
 
      
 
    “I will win, Elder. Let us begin,” Red Hawk said haughtily. 
 
      
 
    Stepping back, Dancing Squirrel watched the pair, then called for them to fight. Even as she did, she said a small prayer to Lady Luck for Doc’s sake. 
 
      
 
    Red Hawk charged forward, looking to take Doc to the ground; he’d won all of his fights by grappling his opponent into submission. Doc, though, changed what he’d been doing. Before, he’d been fine with going to the ground and winning that way, but he wanted to humble Red Hawk. With that as his goal, Doc brought his fists up and ducked the grab, landing a clean left to Red Hawk’s ribs. 
 
      
 
    Red Hawk snarled as he spun and lunged for Doc’s legs. Doc danced back, bringing a fist down on the warrior’s head like he was a hammer driving in a nail. He also triggered knockdown so he would have time to get away. 
 
      
 
    Sprawling on his belly, Red Hawk growled as he got back to his feet. The hit hadn’t hurt him much, and he didn’t understand why he’d crashed to his stomach. “Fight like a warrior should!” 
 
      
 
    “I am. This is to prove who the better fighter is, not to roll on the ground,” Doc said. He shifted side to side, his hands up in front of him. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    Doc saw the handful of dirt Red Hawk picked up when he stood. It was obvious what would come next, so he triggered missed me. Sure enough, when Red Hawk came in a little slower, he threw his arms out first, letting the dirt fly at Doc before he lunged in. The dirt passed through Doc, and then he flurried a quick combination. He swung to the side, away from Red Hawk, the last fist again powered with knockdown. 
 
      
 
    “Using dirt won’t help you. I’m blessed by Mother,” Doc said. “Next time, I will put you down for trying it.” 
 
      
 
    Red Hawk was flushed— he could hear the snickers and laughter from the onlookers. Most of them were higher-pitched, telling him that the women of the tribes were the ones mocking him. Clenching his teeth, he rose with murder in his mind as he closed on Doc. 
 
      
 
    Doc just grinned as he spent the next half-minute jabbing and dancing away from Red Hawk. His knuckles hurt and he was bleeding from split skin, but Red Hawk was far worse off. The angry man had swelling eyes, a bloody nose, and a split lip, as he hadn’t dodged a single jab. 
 
      
 
    “You can surrender the match,” Doc suggested. He wasn’t even close to feeling tired while Red Hawk was gulping air. 
 
      
 
    “I am the best of the Curled Horn!” Red Hawk spat. “I will never surrender!” 
 
      
 
    Doc would’ve found it admirable if Red Hawk wasn’t so intent on hurting him and acting like such an ass. “Very well. This fight has gone on long enough. I will finish it.” 
 
      
 
    Red Hawk advanced slowly with his hands up to protect his face. When he got in range, he batted the first jab, then spat blood at Doc. Doc had to turn his face away, snapping his eyes shut before the bloody spittle hit him. That was when Red Hawk plowed into him, driving them both to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Grunting as he impacted the earth, Doc triggered knockout. When Red Hawk climbed atop him to beat him, Doc slammed his fist into the warrior’s chest. Eyes rolling up, Red Hawk fell off him. After getting back up on his feet, Doc glared down at him. 
 
      
 
    “The winner is Doc,” Dancing Squirrel said, coming forward with a cloth so Doc could wipe his face. “Can you heal him?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, taking the cloth to clean his face, and then healing himself. Kneeling down, he healed Red Hawk before walking toward the other warriors, who were still fighting. 
 
      
 
    “You toyed with him,” Gray Rabbit said. “For most, that would humble them. I fear this will only enrage him.” 
 
      
 
    “You fought far differently that time,” Sunshine said, changing the topic away from the angry man just waking up. 
 
      
 
    “My preferred way to fight,” Doc shrugged. “I will go back to fighting like the rest of you do now.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I will have a chance, then,” Sunshine laughed. 
 
      
 
    Red Hawk’s eyes snapped open, and he stared up at Dancing Squirrel watching him. “What?!” 
 
      
 
    “You lost. You fell unconscious,” Dancing Squirrel told him. “You are removed from the competition. Please leave the grounds.” 
 
      
 
    Growling, he went to get up, expecting pain, but when he got to his feet, all the aches he’d felt before were gone. Going quiet, he touched his face gently, but it no longer hurt him. 
 
      
 
    “You were healed by the Voice,” Dancing Squirrel said. “Maybe you should thank him.” 
 
      
 
    Snarling loudly, Red Hawk stomped away, and only his closest friend went to talk with him. Everyone else looked to the elder to call the next fight. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc won the next match, but lost when he fought Sunshine. The elder of the Red Throat tribe was cunning, and since Doc didn’t box, he was able to get Doc clinched. He submitted, then clapped Sunshine’s back before he went to dress and sit with his group. 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit did his best making it to the final six warriors, but then lost to one of the younger fighters. In the end, Sunshine was the last warrior who hadn’t lost a match. The elder was met by his wife, who kissed him before leading him to their seats. 
 
      
 
    The storytelling was entertaining to Doc. The different elves who spoke were all old and told stories from the tribes’ history, along with myths from the ages past before humans had grown to take over most of the world. 
 
      
 
    When the elders met for the afternoon, they asked Doc to give more details about where the mines were so they could help plan the paths. Yucca pointed out some spots on the map that Doc had that would be troublesome. 
 
      
 
    In time, the meeting ended, and Doc left the meeting lodge. As he did, Raindrop stood nearby with a shy smile on her lips. Doc knew what was coming, so he approached her. 
 
      
 
    “Raindrop, will you join my wives and I for the dances and dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “I would be glad to, Doc. I am to conduct the ritual to welcome you as shaman of the Curled Horn tribe tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced at Gray Rabbit, giving the older man a bow of his head, then gave his attention back to the maiden before him. “I will be honored to complete the ritual with you, Raindrop.” 
 
      
 
    As the pair headed toward his tent, Raindrop giggled. “I spoke with Wildflower and Bluewing after I lost my test earlier. Is it true that you’ll let me have a memory of our time together in the early morning?” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s heart twinged slightly, but he nodded. “Lia has made it plain that it is acceptable. You do realize that it won’t happen again after that, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I spoke with Lia, Rosa, and Yucca while you were speaking to the elders.” Her happiness didn’t diminish at all. “To welcome you as shaman is a joy, but to know that I will carry a child of Luck’s Voice to help the tribe is an honor that eclipses that.” Her cheeks heated as she glanced at him. “Knowing that you accept me as a woman and warrior is even better.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled slightly. Her happiness helped ease his lingering worries about leaving children behind— it was clear to him that Raindrop would do all she could for their child. The fact that the tribe would help made it easier for him to accept. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The following day went much like the last few: Doc spent a little time before breakfast with Lia and Raindrop before heading to the testing grounds. He healed the last few tribe members who came to him, then watched the elders grade the crafters who’d brought their best items forward. With the warriors done, the testing was calmer, allowing Doc to relax more. 
 
      
 
    His meeting with the elders had simply been a refining of his plan. When they were leaving the lodge for the night, a score of elves arrived. Most of them were from the Muddy Creek tribe from the southern part of Vedana territory. Besides their contingent of fourteen, six others had arrived, two each from the Red Throat, Spiny Crest, and Duckwater tribes. 
 
      
 
    That evening, Doc finished being accepted as shaman by the tribes who’d originally been at the pau-wau. He’d felt a little odd having the much older Dancing Squirrel as his companion for the rite, but it went without problems. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Waking up the next morning, Doc was surprised that no one was beside him. Sitting up, he gave Rosa a smile; she was sitting to the side, watching him. “Good morning, my creepy Weed.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Doc. Lia asked me to give you space this morning,” she pouted at him. 
 
      
 
    “Dancing Squirrel left?” 
 
      
 
    “She has a man to love her and would rather the joining be fuzzy than clear to her.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled, rubbing at his face. “Now I feel like an ass.” 
 
      
 
    “That is why Lia wanted me to give you some space. She thought you would feel bad.” 
 
      
 
    Doc dropped his hands, but held out his arm. “Come here.” 
 
      
 
    She scurried on her knees to his side, hugging him. “It is okay, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “And another tribe showed up last night,” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Which will likely mean another shaman rite,” Rosa said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Can you let our wives know what’s happening?” 
 
      
 
    “I did last night. That is why I stepped away during the dancing. They are fine with what you are doing, and just hope things end soon so you come back to them. No one is upset.” 
 
      
 
    “That has to be because their jealousy was removed,” Doc grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe a little, but they would have just pushed those feelings down if they still had them. They know what you are doing here and why it is important.” 
 
      
 
    Doc held Rosa close, closing his eyes to just breathe deeply for a moment. The scent of pine filled his nose and soothed him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you enjoy my scent.” 
 
      
 
    “I do, and your taste.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t mind you having a taste right now, Voice,” Rosa’s words were husky and her eyes glowed brightly. 
 
      
 
    “Doc are you… Rosa?” Lia began, then transitioned to a question. 
 
      
 
    “He asked me to hold him,” Rosa answered. 
 
      
 
    Lia came in to sit next to his other side. “Are you okay, Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… Just my mind trying to tell me that I’m a bad husband for doing what I did. You and Rosa reassure me, but that little bit of worry stays in the back of my mind.” 
 
      
 
    Lia snuggled against his other side. “I wish I could do more to help you, Doc. What you are doing is important. The tribes see hope for the first time since we were pushed into reservations. Rosa talked to our wives last night, and they agreed with me.” 
 
      
 
    “She told me. Like I said, it’s just my brain. I think it spiked a little because the Muddy Creek tribe arrived. Rosa, where are they from, exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “The Iberians called the place Meadow. I would need the map to show you… Oh, yes… that is the right area,” she corrected herself when Doc thought of the Las Vegas valley. 
 
      
 
    “Moapa,” Doc murmured. “It’ll work. They can help explain to the other tribes near there.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s time for breakfast. I have ours,” Lia said. “You need to get dressed.” 
 
      
 
    “What are the tests today?” Doc asked as Lia and Rosa stepped away, handing him his clothing. 
 
      
 
    “More of the crafters again. Gray Rabbit did well to separate things out like he did. Today will be the last day of the testing, though, and the last set of dances. It’ll be one of the few times a pau-wau extends past them if the Muddy Creek tribe wishes to talk longer than today.” 
 
      
 
    “What happens if they do?” 
 
      
 
    “The elders will meet after breakfast instead of at noon. If it goes into dinner, then the open dances will begin and continue until the pau-wau ends.” 
 
      
 
    Doc finished dressing and then stepped out with Lia. Taking his meal from her, they ate as they walked. He glanced around. “Where’s Yucca?” 
 
      
 
    “She went to speak to the Muddy Creek elder this morning. Her normal area of roaming was near their reservation. She thought it would help smooth things and speed them up if she explained to the elder before you meet with them,” Rosa said. “Also, Doc? You should look at your faith today.” 
 
      
 
    Doc frowned, but did as she said. He stopped walking as he stared at the page. “What in the hell?” 
 
      
 
    “Svetlana reached the capital of Tsarrus the other day. The Tsar sent out word that Lady Luck should be praised. It will spread rapidly,” Rosa giggled. “I think you can manage all your plans instead of just one or two now.” 
 
      
 
    “Weed?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Over one hundred thousand people prayed over the last couple of days,” Rosa smiled brightly. 
 
      
 
    “Goodness… that is impressive.” 
 
      
 
    “The clans of Tsarrus live in their underground cities, making them able to spread the word much quicker. The next couple of days will see that spike even more.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Doc started walking again. “Well, this will speed things up for the tribes, at least. I can take the upgrades for gifts that’ll shoot things much further down the track than I thought.” 
 
      
 
    “You are going to wait until the meeting?” Rosa asked, having been watching him. 
 
      
 
    “The impact will be greater at that point,” Doc said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Shaman,” Wildflower said as she came up next to them. 
 
      
 
    Doc shifted from the English he’d been using all morning to Elvish, “Good morning, Elder.” 
 
      
 
    “It looks like the pau-wau will stretch for a few more days. Would you be willing to have me join you for dinner again?” 
 
      
 
    “For dinner, we would be honored. Depending on how things go today, I might have a different guest I need to host afterward.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. The Muddy Creek will likely wish to do as we have. If not?” 
 
      
 
    “Dinner is fine, but as I said before, the other was only the once.” 
 
      
 
    Wildflower smiled. “Of course. I just wished to introduce your apprentice.” 
 
      
 
    “We would like to, as well,” Sunshine said, his wife and Bluewing with him. “If that is acceptable, Shaman?” 
 
      
 
    “A good point. We will discuss it during the lodge,” Doc said. “The others will want to add in, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “For the best,” Wildflower nodded. “It’ll help with the Muddy Creek, too. When they see that all of us get apprentices, they will be more amenable to you being their shaman.” 
 
      
 
    “Shaman, do you mind if I sit with you during the testing today?” Bluewing asked. “I wanted to ask a few questions so I can better tell our possible child about their father.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s eye twitched, but he kept the wince off his face. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes, that would be for the best,” Wildflower nodded. “I will join.” 
 
      
 
    “I will ask Raindrop if she’d like to join us,” Rosa smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rosa,” Doc said. “Before that, it looks like I have a few of the newcomers to heal.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Sunshine chuckled. “Who wouldn’t want their injuries to heal?” 
 
      
 
    Doc didn’t have a reply to that. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Over the next few hours, Doc explained about himself, his life on Earth, and his goals for Mother’s survival. Bluewing and Raindrop were happy that Doc was half-elven, as it increased the chance for their children to look like elves. They understood why the elders were already talking about accepting half-elves as full tribal members. 
 
      
 
    What they wanted to hear the most about was Earth. They were fascinated that it’d been so similar to their world. The lack of other races was shocking, but the way that history on Earth looked so similar gave them hope. They trusted that Doc could make things better for Mother since he already had an idea of what would happen. 
 
      
 
    Yucca never showed up during the testing, but Doc spotted her sitting with the Muddy Creek tribe. The man she sat beside had a burn across the cheek. With him were mostly warriors, but also a woman sitting next to the chief like an equal. Doc figured she was the elder’s wife; he smiled, because he now had a way to bypass the need to sleep with her. All the faith he’d received from Tsarrus had given him a way to manage it. He could set down the burden of being the sole shaman all because of the dwarven clans. 
 
      
 
    Rosa watched his thoughts and she smiled. She was glad for him. His plan would remove the strain he’d been feeling and still push Luck’s hope of saving Mother. If they met up with Svetlana again, Rosa was going to thank her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    The Muddy Creek elder was the last person before Gray Rabbit to enter the lodge. It was Sunshine who greeted the man first, giving Doc the elder’s name. “Moon Call, it has been decades. I am glad to see you still alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Sunshine, it has been too long since our tribes sat together,” Moon Call replied. “I see Wildflower took over for her father, and Dancing Squirrel still holds sway for her tribe.” With that, he faced Doc as he sat. “Caretaker Yucca has told me much about you, Doc Holyday. She has also informed me that you have become the shaman for all the tribes present besides mine, and are the shaman to the Treeheart tribe, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct, but I am first Luck’s Voice before anything else.” 
 
      
 
    “As Yucca told me. She had to explain why her sister sits collared beside you. It rankles me to see one of them with that hateful device on her neck, but I have accepted what I was told. Mother wishes us to accept you, to aid you, and I will do so. But before all that, I wish to feel Mother working through you. I was told you can remove this old wound?” He touched his scar. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Luck, Moon Call needs to feel your power. Please remove his scars and pains so he might know the truth,” Doc said, his hands glowing green when he’d finished. “Just take my hand.” 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit took his seat, staying quiet as the two men talked. He did take Dancing Squirrel’s hand in his, his heart light with the thought of his life continuing with her. 
 
      
 
    Reaching over, Moon Call did as Doc asked, and then his breath caught. Compassion and warmth surged into him. The memory of his father teaching him how to lead the tribe before his death to sickness came back to Moon Call. 
 
      
 
    “All done. How do you feel?” Doc asked after he’d withdrawn his hand. 
 
      
 
    Moon Call took a deep breath; the tightness he’d felt on the trip north was gone, and the ache in his wrists was also diminished. With a shaky hand, he touched his left cheek and instead of burn scars, he felt smooth, unblemished skin. “Mother be praised…” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Luck, but her goal is for me to save Mother,” Doc said. “If you agree to help us, I can do more to help your tribe, and all tribes going forward.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what must be done,” Moon Call said. “My wife will—” 
 
      
 
    Doc cut him off by holding a hand up. “There will be no need for me to be the shaman for your tribe. Luck has given me a gift, backed by Mother, to raise someone to full shaman. The dwarves of Tsarrus have given prayers, and that belief makes this possible. I will bless your wife as shaman so you two may lead the tribe together. The ones the rest of you have chosen to be shaman apprentices will become full shamans with Mother’s blessing, too.” 
 
      
 
    Dancing Squirrel’s lips twitched down, but then she smiled. “If only this had come a day ago.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Doc said softly. “If it had, I would have been happy to step back, to never be between you and Gray Rabbit.” 
 
      
 
    “What will the gift entail?” Sunshine cut in, wanting to break the awkwardness. 
 
      
 
    “They will be allowed to choose any three gifts I have as their own. I would suggest at least the healing, as that is always useful. The others are varied, but each will have their own choices. I would like to meet with all of them at once to explain it. Tomorrow night, we can hold a celebration for Mother’s generosity as I use the gift to raise them all together.” 
 
      
 
    “My daughter will take that role for us,” Gray Rabbit said. 
 
      
 
    “Bluewing,” Sunshine said. 
 
      
 
    “Snowmelt,” Wildflower added. 
 
      
 
    “Red Tooth,” Dancing Squirrel smiled. 
 
      
 
    “And you wished for my wife to take the role. She will be honored,” Moon Call said. 
 
      
 
    “I am hopeful that tomorrow will allow me to do even more, but I have to wait and see what happens with Tsarrus and Qin.” 
 
      
 
    “Elders, are we all in accord in coming together as separate tribes to assist the Voice?” Gray Rabbit asked. 
 
      
 
    One by one, the others agreed that they were. 
 
      
 
    “Shaman, we are ready to help you with your goals,” Gray Rabbit said. 
 
      
 
    Doc opened his gift tab and selected the two gifts he needed. It cost him one hundred twenty-five thousand faith to get both gifts, but when he did, he smiled happily. “I would like to speak to the new shamans tonight, and we can ready the celebration for tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “We will be ready to do the parting ceremonies tomorrow, but since we have an accord tonight…” Gray Rabbit held out his hand and a long-stemmed pipe appeared in it. “We need to seal it with the pipe of friendship.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips twitched. The peace pipe, as it was called on Earth, was something he hadn’t thought he’d see here. Gray Rabbit lit the pipe, inhaled deeply, then passed it to Moon Call. One by one, the pipe was inhaled, then passed around until it reached Doc last, the dryads having declined. 
 
      
 
    Taking the pipe, Doc felt the weight of it and was a little surprised. The end with the bowl was black quartzite slate carved in the image of a ram’s head. Doc inhaled deeply, then passed the pipe back to Gray Rabbit. The smoke was harsh in his lungs, but only for a second before it became tingly. Exhaling slowly as the others had, the smoke slowly rose to exit the top of the teepee. 
 
      
 
    “It is a mixture of herbs,” Rosa whispered to Doc. “Yes, it has what you think of as tobacco, but also other native herbs to the area. You know one of them as white sage, but I don’t know what you would know the others as. The tingle comes from a single small drop of dryad essence in the bowl. It won’t harm you; it is symbolic of Mother blessing the accord the tribes have come to.” 
 
      
 
    “It is a fresh drop from me,” Yucca added. “I have given all the tribes gathered here a small vial of my essence so they can use it to help spread Mother’s word to the tribes near them.” 
 
      
 
    Doc felt relaxed as the pipe went around until it was done. When the pipe finished, the elders left the tent. It was an hour before they normally did, getting the attention of everyone nearby. 
 
      
 
    “The combined tribes have come to an agreement,” Gray Rabbit said loudly when they were all outside. “Tonight, we will hold the finishing dances of the pau-wau in thanks for Mother’s guidance. However, tomorrow, before the tribes separate, there will be a celebration to welcome new shamans to the tribes. Mother and Lady Luck have blessed us all with a new beginning.” 
 
      
 
    Excited voices rose in conversation, and Doc felt many eyes on him as he walked with Rosa and Yucca to his teepee. Not all of those eyes were welcoming— he spotted the glare Red Hawk gave him before the warrior slipped away. 
 
      
 
    “It worked out?” Lia asked when he got to the blanket outside their teepee. 
 
      
 
    “We smoked the pipe,” Doc said, taking a seat. “I feel a little fuzzy at the moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Fresh essence would do that,” Lia said, taking the spot beside him. “It’ll pass. Luckily, it’ll be gone before the dances. You should join the farewell dance with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Umm… okay,” Doc murmured. “Hope I feel stable by then. I think it would be bad to heal myself.” 
 
      
 
    “It would diminish your agreement,” Rosa said from his other side. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t do that.” 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, Raindrop, Bluewing, and the other would-be shamans came to his blanket. Doc greeted them, asking them to sit. Once they were all there, he began to explain what tomorrow would mean for them. 
 
      
 
    Wonder and awe marked all their faces, but for Raindrop and Bluewing, it was deeper. The pair rested hands on their bellies, gripping each other’s hand. Doc wasn’t blind to what he saw, and he felt a small twinge again about leaving children behind again, but didn’t stop his explanations to the group. 
 
      
 
    The talk ran a little into dinner, as he detailed each of his gifts so they would all know what their options were. They finished dinner in silence, as the five soon-to-be shamans were in deep thought over what they should do. 
 
      
 
    The first dance was a welcome for the Muddy Creek, allowing their group to dance to become a full member of the pau-wau. The second was the departing dance where everyone who wanted to could dance their thanks to Mother. Doc went with Lia to get into the long line of those who would dance. 
 
      
 
    “Just step in beat to the drums,” Lia told him. “We go around once, then exit. Express your feeling of thanks to Mother with your body as you go.” 
 
      
 
    “I got it,” Doc said, exhaling as he waited for his turn to join; he wasn’t aware that they were near the last people in line. 
 
      
 
    As they got closer, Doc swayed in place to the beat, getting the feel down for the cadence. When they finally got to the fire, Doc was well in rhythm, feeling the belief that soaked into the tribes. When he began his dance, cheers rose up from the onlookers. Doc didn’t hear them— all he could hear was the drums, which felt like the slow pulse of a heart. 
 
      
 
    Naked to the waist and barefoot, he swayed and stamped to the drums. Lia, Rosa, and Yucca danced, too, encircling him as they went slowly around the fire. Halfway around, the women gave him more room, as Bluewing, Raindrop, and Wildflower joined them in surrounding Doc. The voices of the watchers grew louder, but Doc still couldn’t hear them. 
 
      
 
    The joy he felt since coming to the world built in his chest. The brief glimpses he had of the women around him only made that joy soar higher. He came back to himself as he reached the end of the circle. Breathing hard and sweat-slicked, he swayed in place, the sound of the tribes coming back to him. 
 
      
 
    “We are honored, Shaman,” Gray Rabbit said. “To have a shaman end the dance is a blessing.” 
 
      
 
    The other elders said something similar before Lia guided him away. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay, Doc?” she asked softly, using English. 
 
      
 
    “Tired. I felt… connected.” 
 
      
 
    “He was hearing Mother’s heart,” Rosa said softly, her eyes bright. “She was rejoicing with each step, and he took as much time as he could in praising her. Voice, I wish to thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “So do I,” Yucca said with need. “Mother is ecstatic at the joy you felt in being here for her.” 
 
      
 
    “You just relax and let us thank you,” Lia said softly. “The first big step of your plans is almost over.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded— he’d never felt that kind of connection before. It felt like the whole world had celebrated his joy with him. He thought of his wives, the joy he had for them all being in his life, and he knew that he was exactly where he needed to be in life. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Exhaling roughly, Doc gave the smiling dryad a smirk. “One last goodbye, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “I do hope it isn’t the last, but for now, yes,” Yucca said happily. “I will do my best to see your plans smoothly finished, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised that Rosa left you in here unsupervised,” Doc said, reaching down to lightly touch her spiky hair. 
 
      
 
    “My sister spoiled me with this, but only because she is with you all the time.” Yucca slid up to cuddle him. “You have already done so much for Mother, Doc. All of us thank you, even if only a small percentage of us have gotten the chance to personally thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “I think one dryad is enough. Two or more of you really push my endurance.” 
 
      
 
    Yucca giggled, her eyes glowing brightly. “Yet you always manage to give us more.” 
 
      
 
    Doc kissed her nose, then sat up. “I’m sure I need to get going. It’s the shamans being recognized by Mother, then the parting of the tribes.” 
 
      
 
    “I was to remind you to check your faith in case your blood wasn’t back before you were dressed.” 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Doc grabbed his clothing as he opened up his faith tab. Whistling at what he saw, he shook his head. “Dwarves are devoted.” 
 
      
 
    “That is also from Qin. Plum says that Zu reached her tribe and word has begun to spread. I believe that will let you pick up the other two gifts you wanted.” 
 
      
 
    “It does. Possibly even the third, which would be a major help for the others,” Doc murmured, looking over the next few gifts he’d been interested in. “Nope, just two. I’ll have to get the last one later. I know Lia will demand more defensive gifts after that.” 
 
      
 
    “Which will be for the best,” Yucca said. “When things begin in earnest here, the Darkness will find a way to respond.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure the church will put a bigger target on me,” Doc agreed. He picked up the two gifts he wanted to smooth things for the tribes he was working with, plus the tribe he’d be going north to meet. 
 
      
 
    Lia and Rosa were outside the teepee, sitting on the blanket and chatting with Wildflower and the other shamans-to-be. The conversation stopped the moment he stepped out. 
 
      
 
    “Always disconcerting for a man when all the women stop talking and stare at him when he shows up,” Doc chuckled, having spoken Elvish when he saw them. “It either means it’s good or bad. I’ll hope for good.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. This time, at least,” Lia smirked. “Pemmican and fried bread for you, husband.” 
 
      
 
    Doc took the spot next to her, accepting the food. “Thank you. What is the itinerary for today?” 
 
      
 
    “The farewell is after breakfast,” Wildflower said. “Gray Rabbit will thank each tribe one by one, sending them off. Since we’ve come to an accord, he will send a gift to the tribe with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Before that, he will call you forward so you may make us shamans,” Raindrop said. “I’ve chosen my gifts with care.” 
 
      
 
    The others all agreed that they’d spent hours considering their choices before finally settling on them. All of them picked healing, as it was too good to pass up, but from there, it varied wildly. Doc listened while he ate and agreed with their choices, as each had compelling reasons. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    A little while after breakfast, when they’d have previously been called to the testing grounds, Gray Rabbit instead called for the tribes to gather by the fire. All the elders and Doc stood at the front of their groups while the Curled Horn tribe encircled them. 
 
      
 
    “Tribes, the pau-wau is coming to a close. Before we get to the farewells, there is one last thing that our shaman, Doc Holyday, has asked of us,” Gray Rabbit said. 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped forward, then turned slowly to look over the crowd. “Last night, I danced for Mother. The joy she felt was something I will remember all my days. She is slowly beginning to make ground against the Darkness. I am but one man, though, and the tribes need more than that. This is why Lady Luck and Mother have come together for something unprecedented in tribal history.” 
 
      
 
    Closing his eyes, he focused on his new gift, mentally choosing the five new shamans. With a push of will, he named them as clerics of Lady Luck. There was a surge of energy not from him, but from the air all around the tribe when he did. 
 
      
 
    I have heard you, Voice. Thank you for giving me hope. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s eyes shot open. The awe on everyone’s faces matched his. The words weren’t spoken; they just were. Connected to everything living in the area, the happiness of them infused everyone. 
 
      
 
    “Mother has spoken,” Doc said in wonder. “Tribes, meet your shamans, accepted by Mother herself. Raindrop of the Curled Horn, Bluewing of the Red Throat, Snowmelt of the Spiny Crest, Red Tooth of the Duckwater, and Prancing Deer of the Muddy Creek, be welcomed as shamans. Long have the tribes been without you, but now, we begin to see Mother glow again.” 
 
      
 
    Voices were raised in cheer as the five were called out by their tribes in joy. 
 
      
 
    Doc gave them a few minutes, then raised his hands. “Wait… wait….” It took a moment for quiet to settle again. “Mother is also blessing each of you with one more gift. Please work together to ensure that you all have the help you need, but also to help with the plans we agreed upon.” 
 
      
 
    Triggering his elemental gifts, he raised five elementals, taking five more of the nine slots he’d gotten from his gift. “Snowmelt, a water elemental to make sure the tribes of Uta always have fresh water. Bluewing, an earth elemental to help make the land what it needs to be for the tribes and the plan. Raindrop, an earth elemental, the same for you as Bluewing. Red Tooth, again, an earth elemental. There is much to do here in Vedana. Prancing Deer, a water elemental for you. You might live in the meadows, but your land extends well beyond them. You will have the chance to roam all of them again without fear.” 
 
      
 
    The tribes were silent as two water elementals formed out of the air and three earth elementals rose from the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Shamans, they are in your care from Mother. You must name them, and when you do, they will need the mark of the tribe on them to be seen by all. The water elementals will forever have a patch of darker water in that crest. This way, the government can’t use their broken laws to try taking them from you.” 
 
      
 
    Raindrop stepped forward first. “Goldtooth.” 
 
      
 
    The elemental shifted, a patch of gold showing where its mouth should be. On the chest of the rocky being, a ram’s head with curled horns was etched. 
 
      
 
    The others came forward one by one to do the same. Each elemental adjusted slightly to better represent their names. Where their chest should be, each of them bore a mark that represented the tribe they were tied to. 
 
      
 
    The tribes were silent in awe at the display they were witnessing. This moment would long be talked about in history among the tribes: the day the Voice of Luck had spoken with Mother’s will to aid them. 
 
      
 
    Gray Rabbit cleared his throat after the shamans were done. “Mother be praised. The pau-wau ends now. We must give to our guests as they go to remind them of this day when they return to their tribes. We start with our honored guest and former shaman, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    Doc went to stand before Gray Rabbit, Lia and Rosa behind him when he did. “Elder?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. You brought us so much and asked what seems so little in return. Mother herself spoke to our tribes for the first time since our shamans were killed. Moreover, she elevated shamans and gave us her nature children to assist us. The Curled Horn Shoni will never forget you. I give to you a treasured gift of our tribe.” He presented the pipe that had been used the day previously. “This was a gift from the Heartwood tribe generations ago. It now passes to you. Showing this to other tribes might help smooth your way to speaking with them. I know once you can speak with them, they will hear Mother’s words on your tongue.” 
 
      
 
    Doc hesitated for a second, then gently took the offered pipe. “I am honored by this precious gift, elder. My wife was tied to the Heartwood tribe years before. Having a piece of them back with us will be a blessing.” 
 
      
 
    “Go with Mother, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc bowed, then was going to step back, but Lia’s hand touched his back and he walked away from the fire. The tribes parted for them, letting them pass, all of them staring at Doc with awe. They collected their horses while the farewell went on behind them, then rode away from the encampment. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it?” Doc asked after a minute. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. When you are bade farewell, it is time to go,” Lia replied softly. “Doc, you spent all your faith, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything I had available through this morning,” Doc nodded. “There’s one more elemental gift I want to take, but before I do, I’ll take a few more defensive gifts. This just felt like the best way to focus all the tribes.” 
 
      
 
    “It did just that,” Rosa said, holding Doc from behind as they rode toward Elka. “Those tribes will walk through fire for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope they never have to…” He trailed off then changed the subject. “I’m looking forward to seeing our wives again.” 
 
      
 
    “As they are you,” Lia smiled. “I’ll have to make sure they all get more time with you since we were gone longer than we thought we would be. The number of tribes that attended pushed the timeline out.” 
 
      
 
    “They spent that time well,” Rosa said. “They’ve made headway on things in the city. Sophia and Ayla are eager to tell him all about it.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled at that, nudging his horse to go a little faster. “We shouldn’t keep them waiting.” 
 
      
 
    Lia laughed, but got her stallion to speed up. “Very well, husband.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t even noon when they arrived in Elka. The town only had a thousand people living in it— it’d lost most of its population over the last ten years as the mines in the area dried up. Doc wore a smile as he rode into the town. It looked exactly like what people imagined an old west town to look like: wooden buildings, dirt streets with plenty of horse droppings, men in rough clothing, a good number of them wearing guns. This was exactly what he thought he’d find when he was told about the rustic charm of the old west. 
 
      
 
    The stables were just ahead, and it was easier to stable the horses there than to try holding them at the house they were using. It didn’t take long to get the horses settled, so carrying their bags and guns with them, the trio turned toward home. 
 
      
 
    “I’m looking forward to a bath,” Doc said, “even in the small one we have.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be good to get a full scrub and not just the important parts,” Lia agreed. 
 
      
 
    “I will be glad to help you both,” Rosa giggled. 
 
      
 
    “If only we didn’t get dirty like you,” Doc said. “It would make things easier.” 
 
      
 
    “You might have that option,” Lia said thoughtfully. “You had one for your clothing. I wouldn’t be surprised if there was another one in there for your body, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh… that’s a thought.” 
 
      
 
    “After you get more defensive gifts,” Lia said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. Being alive is more important than not needing a scrub. I’m glad we were provided with the basin every night at the pau-wau, at least. I would’ve felt disgusting if we hadn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “For those who tested, a basin is provided to help cleanse, as I told you. While the tribes are depicted as savages, we are not.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. It would help if people could see the tribes themselves. Experience life as part of the tribe, not just what society tells them. I know that it probably wouldn’t work, but it’s a nice thought.” 
 
      
 
    Lia leaned in to kiss his cheek as they walked. “You are a dreamer. You’re what the world needs.” 
 
      
 
    “Disgusting,” was the muttered comment from a woman passing by. With her nose lifted in the air, she swished past them. “Vulgar to display such unseemly behavior in public.” 
 
      
 
    Doc snorted, shaking his head. “Right. Public displays are unseemly. I forget that. Gods forfend that mild displays of affection be visible, as if love is wrong and should be hidden away.” 
 
      
 
    “Society is broken in many ways,” Lia agreed. 
 
      
 
    “At least that part got better later,” Doc snorted. “Holding hands, hugs, and kissing became the norm on Earth before I was brought here. I’ll hold out hope for something similar to happen here in time.” 
 
      
 
    “But even your old world had limits on public decency,” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Public nudity and actual sexual acts were still not accepted.” 
 
      
 
    “Because the body is something to be ashamed of?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Probably puritanical values,” Doc shrugged, “but that’s not the change I’m looking for. I have enough trying to help Mother push back the Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    “A big enough task for a lifetime,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    “It might take a lifetime, but I hope not, especially if we can spread Luck’s name fast enough and interest other gods into helping.” 
 
      
 
    As they left the town behind, their current home was just ahead of them. Sonya was on the porch in the rocking chair, and she got to her feet when they came into view. A bright smile filled her face as she waited for them. 
 
      
 
    Doc handed his saddlebags to Rosa, who giggled as she took them, her eyes blazing. Doc sprinted down the road, leaping the small fence that separated the yard from the land around it with ease. Sonya laughed, then clutched him when he reached her. Words weren’t said as Doc claimed her lips, kissing his dwarven wife with all the love in his heart. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home, husband,” Sonya murmured when they finally pulled apart. 
 
      
 
    “Do you mind if I slip in there?” Lia asked, having caught up to them. 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped aside so Lia could claim a kiss from their wife. He didn’t go far, though, as the front door opened and Ayla and Sophia came out. The family spent the next few minutes kissing each other, all of them glad to be reunited. Doc felt a pang in his heart that Fiala wasn’t with them, but he set it aside the best that he could. They’d be reunited eventually— he would make sure of that. The best he could do was finish his business quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home, Doc,” Harrid said when the family stopped kissing. He’d waited patiently to speak up, as interrupting them was not a good idea. Doc’s wives had been nearly buzzing with joy that he was going to be home today. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Harrid. I only heard that things have gone well here, but not about what, exactly. I also have news to share about the pau-wau. Shall we head inside to swap stories?” Doc asked, taking Ayla’s and Sophia’s hands. 
 
      
 
    “That might be for the best,” Ayla smiled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc told them all about the pau-wau first. When he’d finished, Ayla asked for the descriptions of his new gifts so they could understand them fully. 
 
      
 
    “Perfectly presented makes anything I’m wearing clean and presentable,” Doc explained the least of the newer gifts first. “It’s not much, but it was nice to have.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d take it,” Ayla murmured. 
 
      
 
    “The next two were for clerics,” Doc went on. “Chosen successor will make Posy the next Voice of Luck if I die.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Doc…” Lia whispered. “She would be elated to know you value her that much, but crushed if it ever happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why I’m not telling her. Luck can explain it, if needed. Maybe that’s selfish of me, but I can’t tell her. I needed to take that gift for the one after it, spread the faith. That one lets me automatically make people clerics if they believe in Luck. They can choose any three gifts that I’ve unlocked, minus those related to clerics and elementals. As they bring more faith in, they’ll slowly be able to select more gifts themselves. If their belief falls apart, their gifts are revoked.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is how you made five new shamans,” Lia nodded. “What about the elementals?” 
 
      
 
    “Elemental growth lets me raise three a year on a rotating calendar. Elemental boon made that nine, instead.” 
 
      
 
    “So you get the slot when that date comes around again? Not all of them resetting at once?” Sonya asked to make sure she understood. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. I’m down one for the elemental I gave to the Ironbeard clan, and now five more for the tribes. I’ll be holding back on giving any more unless it looks vital. I’ll need at least one for the Pale River tribe. I doubt we’ll get all the way this year, but it’s best to be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “You split them mostly to earth to help with the mines, and then two water to make sure the tribes couldn’t be pushed to the brink as easily,” Ayla murmured. “With a water elemental, they could set up crops easily, especially if the other tribes help with the earth elementals.” 
 
      
 
    “Giving them the chance to rise. Did you explain how to make the women fertile?” Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Shit! No, I didn’t,” Doc sighed. “It’s based on healing, but they might not know that.” 
 
      
 
    “I can tell Yucca, and she can explain it to them,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    Looking down at her smiling face, Doc stroked her unruly hair. “Thank you, Weed.” 
 
      
 
    Smiling, she nuzzled his leg from her spot beside him. “You’re welcome, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “That fills you all in on what we were doing,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Doc,” Sonya said, making sure he looked at her, “we promise that we’re all fine with what happened. The fact that a couple of them will have children is fine. That was one of the reasons you took the cleric gifts, wasn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I can make them shamans and won’t have to do the rite myself anymore,” Doc nodded. “That was a major reason, besides just making sure there were more shamans for the tribes.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand, and we love you, Doc,” Sophia said. “None of us were upset with what happened. I will admit that I’m happy that you found a way around it. It’s not jealousy that I felt, but envy. I envied them for having your children before me.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with her,” Ayla added. “You want us to tell you how we feel. That was my feelings on it, too. I was envious that they would know the joy of your children before us.” 
 
      
 
    “But none of us are upset about it, either,” Sonya added when she saw Doc’s face shift, “so don’t think that.” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced her way, and his lips twitched up. “I’m glass to my wives. You all seem to see right through me.” 
 
      
 
    “You like that,” Rosa murmured. “Just as you are happy they came to you with how they felt.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid got up from the table. “I’ll go check in with Clyde for a bit. He was visiting a local tavern.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked his way, puzzled, until Sonya’s hand rubbed his thigh. “Oh! Uh… yeah. Sure. See you for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have dinner out,” Harrid said, a hint of wistfulness in his tone. “Have a good night. I’ll be home late.” 
 
      
 
    Doc saw the look before Harrid left; that got him wondering if he shouldn’t send Harrid back to his wife. 
 
      
 
    “No, Doc,” Rosa murmured when the dwarf had left. “Just as you feel pain for Fiala, he does for Ginger. He would be upset if you tried to send him away right now.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be foolish,” Sonya said firmly. “He chose his path, Doc. We can’t take that from him. If he wants to go home, he knows he only has to ask.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Doc exhaled. “I bow to the wisdom of my wives.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Lia said. “Right now, our wives want you. We should go bathe, then join them in the bedroom.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked at them before he chuckled. “I guess I can hear about what you all were up to later.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow will be soon enough,” Ayla smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing that won’t keep,” Sophia nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be waiting for you,” Sonya murmured, her hand stroking his thigh. “Go wash up.” 
 
      
 
    “As my wives wish,” Doc said, standing up to comply. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Yawning as he woke up, Doc chuckled when he looked to the side to see the ever-present Rosa staring at him. “Creepy Weed. Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Voice,” Rosa giggled. “They were eager to welcome you back.” 
 
      
 
    “You can say that again,” Doc murmured, thinking about the hours he’d spent with Ayla, Sophia, and Sonya in the bedroom. Lia had only intruded to bring them water, then to have them come eat food. She’d joined in after dinner, which ratcheted the night up even further. 
 
      
 
    “They were very eager to welcome you back.” 
 
      
 
    Doc rolled his eyes. “It’s a saying, not a request, Rosa.” 
 
      
 
    Her snicker was his answer. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Someone just wanted to poke me, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “So you might poke me in return,” Rosa whispered, her eyes glowing brightly. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and Ayla came striding into the room. “I see Rosa has you awake, already.” 
 
      
 
    “I woke up on my own, but now she’s being a brat, hoping for attention.” 
 
      
 
    “Like she does,” Ayla smirked. “She had enough of you last week. If she’s lucky, I’ll let her clean me up afterward.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa lowered her head. The bright glow of her eyes was at odds with her meek tone, “As my mistress wishes.” 
 
      
 
    Doc patted the bed. “Coming to wake me up, my dear banker?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We’ll all be waking you twice before Lia adds back into the mix. She suggested it since you were gone for a week instead of a few days.” 
 
      
 
    “She wants to make you all feel better.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, just like we would for her if our places were reversed,” Ayla said as she worked on taking her shirt off. 
 
      
 
    “I have the best wives the world will ever know,” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    Ayla gave him a soft smile as she slid her skirt past her hips. “While we have the most amazing husband.” She quickly got her underwear off, then climbed into bed. “But right now, sir… please… show me again your love.” 
 
      
 
    Doc reached down to her. Hand lightly tracing her cheek, he smiled at her. “As my sweet wife needs.” He gripped the back of her neck, pulling her up to him. “Come here. I need a pliant toy this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Ayla whispered in joy, doing as he directed her to. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast is almost ready, Doc,” Sonya said from the kitchen. “I went with potato cakes, eggs, and sausages.” 
 
      
 
    “Smells delicious, Sonya.” 
 
      
 
    “Some coffee, husband?” Lia asked from her spot at the table. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please. I missed that all of last week.” 
 
      
 
    Sophia was bringing the platters with breakfast to the table while Sonya finished up the eggs, the last thing to be cooked. “Good morning, Doc. We still need to cover what we were up to while you were helping the tribes.” 
 
      
 
    The front door opened as Harrid came walking in. “Ahh, good. Breakfast’s almost done.” 
 
      
 
    “Were you gone all night?” Doc asked the dwarf as he took his seat, accepting a cup of coffee from Lia. “Thank you, dear.” 
 
      
 
    Lia just gave him a smile, because Harrid was already talking, “No. I came back late, thankfully late enough to be able to sleep. I just felt that checking the property this morning was a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa giggled. “We did get loud.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Harrid,” Doc winced. “I’ll do better about that. We didn’t keep the noise down during the pau-wau, and well… I didn’t think about it this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid looked uncomfortable. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast,” Sonya said as she pulled the scrambled eggs off the stove. “Everyone, sit.” 
 
      
 
    The only talking during the meal was compliments to Sonya, or people asking for the coffee to be passed. Sonya was all smiles, happy that her breakfast was well received. 
 
      
 
    Doc sighed happily. He was full of good food and had his family around him. “I’ll say it again: thank you for the meal, Sonya.” 
 
      
 
    “It was my pleasure. I think Ayla is cooking dinner tonight. Since we don’t have a staff, we’re rotating the work around us.” 
 
      
 
    “I could cook dinner,” Doc offered. “It’s been a while, and it’s not like I’m healing people all day.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t mind,” Ayla said. “Before we get sidetracked, though, let Sophia and me tell you about the last week.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
      
 
    “What an odd saying,” Sophia snorted. “We managed to get the rights to tie into the existing railyard here. That’ll make it easier for the growth you want based out of town. Our correspondences with the Uta governor and Salton’s mayor were positive, as well. Salton will be the hub you wanted it to be for the big branching railroad you spoke of. Trade and Luck Conveyance, an offshoot of Trade and Luck Communications, is founded and ready. David will make sure the paperwork is signed off when it gets to him.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. We want to keep those names in front of people. It’ll make it easier for them to accept the goddesses later that way,” Doc said. “I can say that my world did teach me one thing: name recognition is a key to good marketing.” 
 
      
 
    “We took the projected routes Rosa showed us and laid out what we’ll need to convince the governor of Vedana of. We already have the rights to push for the mines south of here, but since you want to expand the railroad, we’ll need his approval,” Ayla joined in. 
 
      
 
    “Rosa sent word back to the clans about what I need. Once we get the initial group of miners in, we can go off to Kitson City to speak to the governor.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled again at the capital of Vedana. The fact that it was “Kitson” instead of “Carson” would always make him laugh. He found it even more amusing that there’d been a Carl Kitson who sounded like the analogy to Christopher “Kit” Carson. “Sorry,” he apologized at the look his wives gave him. 
 
      
 
    “When we get there, we can finish the work for Vedana,” Sophia said, but she had a small smile on her lips. “Where are we heading after that?” 
 
      
 
    “Golden Bay. We need to secure the rights to rail there, too,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “The government just named it the capital of the Califia territory five years ago,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “Califia?” Doc asked. He hadn’t heard the name for California before, but it did sound familiar for some reason. 
 
      
 
    “Based on the Iberian story featuring Queen California,” Sophia said. 
 
      
 
    Doc started laughing. Everyone looked at him with questioning gazes, except Rosa, who giggled, too. It took him a minute to control himself. “Sorry, sorry. Queen Califia ruled California in a story in my world. It’s just flipped here.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm? Do you know it?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I just know the name and that it was what led to California being named what it was,” Doc chuckled. “I know you would love if I could recall more stories from my world.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but it’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “We went off-track again,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “Right…” Ayla shook her head. “Doc does that. After we get things settled here in Vedana, we can go to Califia and work on things there.” 
 
      
 
    “After that, we’ll head north into what was Oregon and Washington on Earth. We’ll grab a ship there, then go up to Pale River,” Doc said. “We’ll do what we’ve done here: secure rights for the railroads and get the tribes we meet a shaman. The church will likely be actively looking for us by this time next year, which is fine… if they leave Fiala alone.” 
 
      
 
    “If anyone shows up in Furden, we will know, Doc,” Rosa said softly. “My sister will tell me. She and Fiala are getting along well. I will talk with her again tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stroked her tangled, blue-tinged green hair. “Thank you, Weed.” 
 
      
 
    “It makes us all breathe easier that we’ll know if trouble comes,” Harrid said. 
 
      
 
    “The mines will pull in the money we need for all this, but do we have enough for the initial push?” Doc asked Ayla. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We’re fine for now. If the mines are what you hope, we’ll be well ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it will be,” Doc chuckled. “The ones to the south are good, but the mine in the northeast of the territory is even better.” 
 
      
 
    “I will check with my sisters in Furden about the clan sending dwarves. Also, I will speak with Ambrose, as she and Posy are back in Deep Gulch now,” Rosa said. “That will give you the timetable you are hoping for.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. We can make firmer plans once we know,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “Is Clyde doing okay in town?” Doc asked Harrid, as the conversation seemed over to him. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. He is wondering if he’ll be needed, though. You’re mostly planning to take the existing trains.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chewed his lip in thought for a moment. “I had thought we’d need to head out to the mines, but with Yucca here to help as a go-between with the tribes and the clans, I don’t think we will need to.” 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t purchased a wagon and horses yet,” Lia said, “so it would be easy enough to send him back to Fiala.” 
 
      
 
    “Another solid ally beside her, since he knows more than the others,” Sonya added. 
 
      
 
    “If we’re not going to use a wagon until Pale River, it makes sense,” Sophia said. “I can drive one well enough. Harrid can ride shotgun with me if we do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” Doc murmured before sighing. “I’ll go talk with him and see how he feels about things. If he’s good with it, I’ll get him a ticket home. However, if he wants to stick with us, I’m not against it. He’s a solid ally, and we could use him later even if he’s not vital then.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense,” Ayla said. “We’ll see you when you get home. Are you going to cook dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’ll swing by the butcher after talking with Clyde. We’ll have a few quiet days until the clans get here. Might as well enjoy them.” 
 
      
 
    “Ready to go,” Harrid said, getting up. 
 
      
 
    “See you all soon,” Doc said as he got to his feet. Rosa got up, and Doc waved her down. “Stay here. I’ll be back soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice,” Rosa murmured, smiling at his thoughts of her having fun with the others. Her eyes started glowing. “I will if they ask.” 
 
      
 
    That earned some laughter from Sonya, who figured it out first. “I’ll make sure she’s distracted.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Doc grinned. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Doc and Harrid walked side by side into Elka. “It strikes me as amusing that this town only changed names by a single letter,” Doc commented. “Elko versus Elka here.” 
 
      
 
    “The more I hear about your world, the more I have to wonder how different things could be here,” Harrid said. “You’ve mentioned the many religions on Earth— how would it have gone if the shamans weren’t all killed?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably still better than Earth. We had a lot of holy wars and people who would attack other people based on their religion. Outside of Apoc killing the shamans, I don’t remember hearing about wars between the different Voices that used to be here. The wars between the clans and tribes were mostly about resources in both histories, not because one of you hated the other blindly.” 
 
      
 
    “If we hadn’t fought at all, things would be different,” Harrid sighed. “We’d have had more clans, tribes, and shamans when Apoc started to push at us. Only Qin and Tsarrus are mostly free from the church. Not completely, but only token forces are in either place. It makes me wonder what could’ve been here in Emerita if clans and tribes had coexisted.” 
 
      
 
    “That’d be a different story, I’m sure; one led by a figure from each race holding back a colonial tide. It was less than two hundred years ago when humanity hit these shores, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Bringing diseases that decimated the tribes exposed to them, some accidental, others deliberate. If the tribes and the few clans here at the time had known what would happen, they would’ve done their best to push those first few settlements off the map.” 
 
      
 
    “Hindsight is as always perfect,” Doc snorted. “Hell, I’m using it as much as I can to make things better.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid chuckled. “Looking back to move forward?” 
 
      
 
    “Those who don’t pay attention to the past are doomed to repeat it. It’s not an exact quote, but it works.” 
 
      
 
    “For you, it has a different meaning.” 
 
      
 
    “True enough. Where’s Clyde staying?” 
 
      
 
    “The Depot Hotel. Before the fire six years back, there were others, but this one was left intact, which let it corner the market. There’s another one that opened recently, but Clyde was leery after hearing rumors that it also doubled as a whore house.” 
 
      
 
    “The clientele made him leery, or the possible noise?” 
 
      
 
    “The clientele. If you haven’t noticed, this town is more rough men than anything else.” 
 
      
 
    “I noticed, which is why I asked. He’s been okay?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s been no trouble on his end. The one time someone got in his face during some night gambling, he just cashed out and left. It wasn’t worth his life or any other trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “Smart man.” 
 
      
 
    They reached the Depot Hotel, right near the tracks, and Doc chuckled thinking that the other hotel was probably quieter. There was the whistle of a train right before he heard it coming down the tracks. A nearby horse whickered unhappily at the noise, but didn’t throw his rider. 
 
      
 
    Going inside, Doc checked the small dining area, but Clyde wasn’t eating. They headed up to his room, knocking on the door. 
 
      
 
    It took a minute, but Clyde cracked the door and peered out the gap. When he saw who it was, he exhaled, opening it for them. “Sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Got a minute, Clyde?” 
 
      
 
    “Come on in,” Clyde said, holstering the pistol he had in hand. 
 
      
 
    “Trouble?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. Had a guy asking around about you last night. I didn’t like the look of him, and thought someone might have pointed him my way.” 
 
      
 
    “What did he look like?” Harrid asked. 
 
      
 
    “Like most of the men in town: rough road clothing with a pistol. Nothing that made him stand out from the crowd. I just overheard him asking in the tavern last night. Said he was looking for Doc Holyday, rumored to be traveling with multiple women and a dwarf. He didn’t sound exactly friendly, so I doubt he wanted to thank you for anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… should’ve brought Rosa with me,” Doc muttered. “Ah well, we had no idea. Hopefully, it’s a non-issue.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid silently agreed; he also hoped it was nothing. 
 
      
 
    “What brought you in today?” Clyde asked. He took a seat on the bed, motioning at the chair by the desk for Doc. 
 
      
 
    “I was talking with my wives, and they pointed out we’ll be using the rail for most of our trips,” Doc said as he took the offered chair. “In towns, it’ll be easy enough to use a cab or walk, which made it obvious that we should ask you your thoughts on things. I could send you back to Fiala. This way, she has you to drive for her. I trust the Driver brothers, but they aren’t you.” 
 
      
 
    Clyde sat back, looking up for a moment. “I was feeling a bit unneeded… You sure you don’t need me? I thought we’d be heading south to help the clans set up the mines.” 
 
      
 
    “The tribes and the local dryad are firmly behind us and will work with the clans. I’m not going to be needed in the south. I’m going to head to the capital here, then into Califia, before going up the coast there.” 
 
      
 
    Clyde thought about it a little longer. “When you get to Pale River, then what?” 
 
      
 
    “I can drive a wagon, as can Sophia. Maybe not as well as you, but I hope to be on friendly terms with the tribe by then.” 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Clyde nodded. “I guess I am an extra right now. I’ll head back, Doc. If you tell me when you’re going to ship out to Pale River, though, I can catch a train to meet you for that leg of the trip.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll work out if we aren’t pressed for time. Rosa will let Petal know so Fiala can tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get my things packed up and book a ticket to Furden,” Clyde said, standing. “Sir, if you need me before then, just send word. I’m not a fighter like Harrid, but I can and will hold my own. You need to keep pushing to bring the light back.” 
 
      
 
    Doc got to his feet. “I’ll be doing my best.” 
 
      
 
    “As will I, Lia, and the others,” Harrid added. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll walk down with you,” Clyde said. “If I know when the train east is heading out, I can plan my day better.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll also let me pay for your ticket,” Doc said, “which I should do.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t say no to that,” Clyde laughed. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The three of them were chatting as they crossed toward the train depot. Harrid was keeping his eyes open, which is why he saw the unusual sight first. The being coming down the street wasn’t walking, but slithering. 
 
      
 
    “Doc,” Harrid said, tapping him. 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced his way, then the way Harrid was looking. The woman’s movement was derived from her lower body, which was that of a snake. She was wearing enough clothing to be covered, but what had caught Doc’s attention the most were the double pistols she wore. “Lamia?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea, but she isn’t bestial,” Clyde said. “None of us have that much… ahhh…” He trailed off, unsure of how to phrase it politely. 
 
      
 
    The strange sight had everyone on the street stopping to stare. It was clear that, whoever she was, she wasn’t a local. Seeing Doc and Harrid, her slow-slither sped up, and she was coming directly toward them. 
 
      
 
    Harrid stepped in front of Doc, keeping his shotgun point down, ready to bring it up to his shoulder. “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Calamity,” the lamia said clearly, her accent odd. “The one behind you is Doc Holyday?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Harrid asked. His shotgun shifted slightly, as he didn’t care for the way the slit-eyed woman was staring at Doc. 
 
      
 
    “I need to know. Doc Holyday is the one I am looking for.” 
 
      
 
    Doc touched Harrid’s shoulder. “She’s not from Emerita. Maybe she’s from a tribe of people who heard about Doc. Why are you looking for him?” 
 
      
 
    “I was given a message to deliver,” the lamia said slowly, her tongue flickering to taste the air. “Fear is good, but you don’t taste like fear. Only the dwarf does. You taste… sweet…?” Her brow furrowed at the last delayed word. 
 
      
 
    Doc was starting to feel worried about the woman; she didn’t seem stable to him. “Miss, are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I am Calamity,” she said softly, her brow smoothing, a smile coming to her. “You must be Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like this…” Harrid murmured. His shotgun drifted more, getting ready to bring it up. 
 
      
 
    Clyde had gone to the side out of the way, but his hand rested on his pistol. 
 
      
 
    A few townsfolk scurried off. The tension in the air was climbing quickly, and they’d seen their fair share of shootouts. One of them was yelling for the sheriff as he went. 
 
      
 
    “Miss, I can help you, if you’d like,” Doc tried again. “Lady Luck can help you.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes going wide, Calamity beamed. “Yes! You are him! I was told he’d speak of Luck.” The smile wasn’t happy— it was unhinged, and that was all the warning they had before she drew her pistols. 
 
      
 
    Harrid had been mostly ready, but Calamity had unreal reflexes. She drew and fired before Harrid could bring his shotgun fully up. The sound of ricochets on his breastplate rang out, as did a scream from Clyde, whom Calamity had pointed her second gun at. 
 
      
 
    Doc had just enough warning to trigger immunity bubble. Because of that, the two bullets that might’ve hit him zipped through his body. Ten seconds was a lifetime in the gunfight, and Doc hoped she’d finish shooting before it ended. 
 
      
 
    Calamity screamed in rage and pain when her guns went empty. Bleeding from the massive hole below where her hips would’ve been, she thrashed on the street. Harrid dropped his shotgun to grab his pistol… or tried to; his right arm wasn’t working, having caught a bullet. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s hands glowed as he grabbed Harrid. The ring Harrid had would heal him, but Doc could do it faster. “Make sure she’s unarmed, but don’t kill her,” Doc told him. 
 
      
 
    “What? Why?” Harrid asked, but Doc was rushing to Clyde. He was groaning on the ground, holding his gut. Grimacing, Harrid approached Calamity with his pistol in hand. He would do what Doc wanted, or at least try to. 
 
      
 
    “Doc?!” Clyde hissed. “Am I going to live?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got you,” Doc said, healing his driver. “It’ll be okay.” 
 
      
 
    “No, no, no! I failed?! I never fail!” Calamity screamed. She went silent when Harrid pushed his gun against the back of her head. 
 
      
 
    “Stay still and Doc might heal you. Move, and I will kill you,” Harrid said quietly, stepping on one of her arms. “It is that simple.” 
 
      
 
    Calamity hissed in pain and rage and her tail thrashed lightly, but she did her best to control it. “He will die, die, die! Yes, he will! If not me, then the others!” The one eye that Harrid could see was filled with madness. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Doc. How did she get the drop on us when we were ready?” Clyde asked as the pain faded. 
 
      
 
    “As much as it hurts to say it, ‘snake-like’ reflexes. Probably why she’s killed people before. If not for my gifts, Harrid’s armor, and you being farther away, she might’ve been able to kill all of us. Thankfully, her guns were only caustic enchanted. That just takes more healing from me, which is fine. If they’d been explosive…” 
 
      
 
    Clyde paled further. “Oh, goddess…” 
 
      
 
    “You’re healed, but be careful. I need to see about her.” 
 
      
 
    Doc got to his feet. He’d need to wash his hands soon, but he’d be fine for a moment. He dropped the healing magic as he came up beside Harrid, looking down at Calamity. “Why?” The question was simple. 
 
      
 
    “Paid. Paid well. Feed the nest for a year easily,” Calamity said. “Now, we starve— all starve— because I failed. Failed? How did I fail? I never fail.” Her eyes shifted, bouncing around, never really focused on him. “Say he’s god-touched, but no, no! Not possible. They left, left us to die. All die. Now, the last die…” Tears started to flow from her eyes. “All because of me…” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, I think she’s crazed,” Harrid said softly. “I doubt it’s mercury, either.” 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Doc knelt next to Harrid’s foot, the one that pinned one of Calamity’s hands to the ground. “Lady Luck, this poor woman needs your help. She attacked me, yes, but only because she wanted to save her family. Family is precious, but I believe she is also crazed. Can you help show her the right way forward?” Doc triggered all of his healing gifts, as he didn’t know which he’d need. 
 
      
 
    Calamity’s eye went wide as she locked onto the glowing, sparkling hand that Doc held in front of her. “But… you all left us… Grandmother said…” 
 
      
 
    Doc touched her hand, feeling what was wrong with her, besides the one shotgun wound Harrid had caused. Whistling, he pushed his energy into her, using the dryad batteries around his spine to fuel him. 
 
      
 
    “Miss, it’ll be okay. I’m sure you’re about to be arrested, but I’ll do what I can for you. You weren’t abandoned; the Voices were killed off by Apoc. You aren’t alone anymore. Luck has sent me to help Mother. Just rest, know peace, and I will speak with you again.” 
 
      
 
    She met his gaze for a moment before he put her to sleep. A calmness that had been missing in her gaze came to her. Then, with a smile, she closed her eyes, letting the warmth envelop her. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?!” someone shouted. “Put your guns down, right now!” 
 
      
 
    Harrid holstered his pistol, seeing the badge on the man’s chest. “Sheriff, we were attacked. We can explain.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “Just keep your hands away from them guns,” the sheriff said, his own still drawn. 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff, help! We need the apothecary! Wilbur’s been shot!” some yelled from the train depot. 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff, I can help if you’ll let me go,” Doc said calmly. 
 
      
 
    “You just stay there until we figure this out,” the sheriff said. “Dean, keep pressure on it. I’ll send for help.” 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff,” Clyde said to get his attention. “He can help. He helped me.” 
 
      
 
    The sheriff did a double take, as Clyde’s shirt was ruined with blood and bullet holes. “What in Apoc’s name…?” 
 
      
 
    “I was shot in the chest, as you can obviously see, but he can heal. Let him save a life.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?” the sheriff demanded from Doc. 
 
      
 
    “Doc Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    “Should’ve said you was a damned doctor. Go. Now.” 
 
      
 
    Doc took off running to help save a life, leaving Harrid to deal with the sheriff. 
 
      
 
    “Now, you dwarf. Real slowly step back from the… uhhh… bestial?” 
 
      
 
    “That isn’t a bestial,” Clyde said stiffly. “Not sure what she is, but bestial, she isn’t.” 
 
      
 
    Doc didn’t hear anything else as he bolted inside the train station. He was led by a panicked man to the cashier window where another man was crying and holding a rag to his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Easy. I’ve got you,” Doc said as he knelt beside the injured man. “Lady Luck, this man needs your help.” 
 
      
 
    Dean gasped when Doc’s hands blazed green. Wilbur had his eyes squeezed tightly shut, so he missed it, but Wilbur did feel the rush of warmth that flooded into him. The memory of his father checking his knee after he’d taken a bad fall floated back to him. The gruff man had shown tenderness— one of the few times he had— wiping the dirt and blood off his bleeding knee before picking his young son up to carry him home. 
 
      
 
    When the warmth faded, Wilbur opened his eyes, but his dad wasn’t there. Instead, he saw Doc. “What? Who?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a healer. You’ll be fine, but take it easy for the rest of today. You lost a good amount of blood and will be tired and weak,” Doc told him. 
 
      
 
    “A doctor? Out here?” Dean asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Faith healer,” Doc said, standing up. “Lady Luck is my patron goddess. Sorry you got caught up in the gunfight,” Doc said the last to Wilbur. “Dean, was anyone else hurt?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… no, sir,” Dean whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Good. I likely need to go explain what the hell happened to the sheriff. Excuse me.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Wilbur said, sitting up. “I can come with you. I saw the snake draw on you first.” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty sure she’s a lamia, not a snake or a bestial,” Doc said. “Myths about them were always from the Middle East, though… curious why she’s here.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… yes, sir,” Wilbur said, accepting Dean’s hand to get up. 
 
      
 
    As Doc came back toward Harrid, Calamity, Clyde, and the sheriff, he heard their conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Be that as it may, you’re all coming in until we can figure this out,” the sheriff said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff,” Wilbur called out, “I saw the whole thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodness, Wilbur. You okay?” the sheriff asked, seeing the bloody shirt. 
 
      
 
    “Fine now, Sheriff. That woman… person,” Wilbur hesitated on what to call Calamity, “drew and fired at the men you were talking to, and the healer.” 
 
      
 
    The sheriff relaxed, holstering his gun. “I see. Okay. I’ll get it taken in for attempted murder and the rest.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll be sleeping for the rest of today,” Doc said. “I made sure of that. She’ll be lucid when she wakes up tomorrow. I’d like to come in and talk to her when she is.” 
 
      
 
    “You want to talk to this thing?” the sheriff asked with confusion. “It tried to kill you.” 
 
      
 
    “And might tell me why and who paid her,” Doc said, trying to ignore the way the sheriff was talking about her. “Her name is Calamity, Sheriff. She wasn’t right in the head, but she will be when she wakes up.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… sure,” the sheriff said. Pulling a set of cuffs off the back of his belt, he advanced to secure Calamity. 
 
      
 
    Doc motioned Clyde to follow him, then tapped Harrid. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    The trio went toward the train depot again, with Dean and Wilbur doing the same. 
 
      
 
    “Wilbur, is there another ticket agent on?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not for another couple hours,” Wilbur said. “I’ll just take a seat in my booth.” 
 
      
 
    “Just be careful about things,” Doc reiterated before going forward with his original purpose. “When is the next train to Furden?” 
 
      
 
    “Later tonight. Did you three need tickets?” 
 
      
 
    “Just Clyde,” Doc replied. “I’ll be paying for his ticket.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Let me get back into my booth.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Doc smiled. “Dean, I’m glad you came for help. I’d have come to check, but he’d be a lot worse off by then.” 
 
      
 
    “Wilbur’s my friend, sir. I’m glad you were here to help.” 
 
      
 
    “So am I.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They parted with Clyde, then headed home after getting him a ticket. Doc thought about Calamity as he walked— she was so unexpected that he didn’t even know where to start with her appearance. 
 
      
 
    “You used one of your gifts, didn’t you?” Harrid asked. 
 
      
 
    “I triggered immunity bubble out of reflex. I’m glad it was over before it wore off. Two of her shots would’ve hit me in the head. Not only was she fast, she was a damned good shot. How’s your armor?” 
 
      
 
    “Good, but I’ll check it later when I clean it. Since she was using corrosive bullets, I worry about it still being sound. I was given assurances it would hold up against a barrage, but I want to make sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Good money spent, even if it’s already broken,” Doc said. “Would’ve been rough to heal you, too, without Rosa there.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you drained?” Harrid asked. 
 
      
 
    “My batteries are empty and half of my energy is gone, but Rosa will refill me when we get home. I’m hoping she can fill me in on what Calamity is. I want to say lamia, but I don’t know if that’s true. She was unwell… she’d been fed something toxic that was twisting her mind. Not mercury, but something else. I purged it and made sure it can’t affect her ever again.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you planning?” 
 
      
 
    “When I talk to her, you mean?” Harrid nodded at Doc’s question, so he continued, “Finding out the who, why, and the rest of her shooting us. She was looking for me, specifically, which means she was sent. The only enemy I have alive right now is Strongarm, but if he had her before, why did she only find us now?” 
 
      
 
    “I see… Maybe he didn’t have access to her back then? It has been months.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. I’m hoping she can give us more. Rosa will be coming with us when we do see her.” 
 
      
 
    “I know I feel leery of her reading my mind, but I fully support her doing it to others.” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed. “It’s fine. We all have a little hypocrisy in us. You want her to do it to keep me safe. She’ll always do it on the unknowns around us. If she’d been with us earlier, we’d have had more warning.” 
 
      
 
    “Or Calamity would’ve known it was you earlier and shot us before we had a chance to know she was even there.” 
 
      
 
    “Cheery, but not inaccurate. Not like there are any other dryads in town.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t explain the man that Clyde said was asking about you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m thinking he was working with her. Find us, set her on us, then stand back and wait. There’s a chance he’ll try to get her out of the cells, or kill her in them.” Doc went quiet as he realized how likely that might be. 
 
      
 
    Harrid frowned, but Doc had a valid point. Anyone who would go to the extreme of using Calamity might not have compunction against killing her. 
 
      
 
    They were almost out of town when Doc stopped walking. “Almost forgot.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Butcher, for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. You did say that.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home, husband,” Sonya greeted them when they got to the house. 
 
      
 
    “Glad to be home. Let’s head inside. Things happened, and I’d like to address everything as a family.” 
 
      
 
    Sonya stood up from the rocking chair. “I’ll let them know.” 
 
      
 
    The family gathered in the dining area, one of the bigger spaces in the home. Doc told them about Clyde heading back to Furden, then about the ambush by Calamity. Rosa sat up straight, no longer resting against his thigh when he talked about her. She didn’t interrupt, waiting for him to finish his story. 
 
      
 
    “Lamias are from where you think, Voice. It is shocking to find one here in Emerita. There are a few things that could cause her to be delusional and susceptible to suggestion. The fact that she spoke of her nest is more concerning. If she has a family that is being held captive, that would compel her to do what she is told to. Lamias are nearly extinct because of the church,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to talk to her tomorrow and see what she will tell me. I want you to be there; I thought she might be a woodfolk,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “They are Mother’s children and would be seen as such.” 
 
      
 
    “Is she going to be safe to talk to?” Ayla asked. 
 
      
 
    “With me there and with her lucid, she should be. She might grieve for her nest, but she won’t hurt Doc, not while she can think clearly.” 
 
      
 
    “Since she is in trouble with the law, do you want me to go?” Sophia asked. “We can see about mitigating what she is facing. That might engender her to cooperate further.” 
 
      
 
    “It would. Anything that would help her get to her nest would be seen as a favor owed.” 
 
      
 
    “Rosa thinks it’ll be a good idea, and yes, I do want to help her,” Doc said. “She was controlled by someone, used against her will, and had family held hostage to ensure good behavior. We’ll find out who and make them pay for it.” 
 
      
 
    Lia touched his hand. “We’ll do our best, Doc, but be aware it might be the church.” 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Doc covered her hand on his. “I know. It just means it’ll take us longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Sonya and I will stay here, as we can’t add anything to help with it. We can make sure things are in order for when you all get home, though,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, Ayla can cook breakfast, and I’ll handle dinner,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    Doc looked at each of his wives, smiling at the love he had for each of them. “That’ll work out. Tonight, though, I’m cooking dinner. I almost forgot to get the meat, but I did bring it home with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? What are you cooking?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hamburgers, with beef and bacon mixed together,” Doc grinned. “Going to make potato wedges to go with them, too.” 
 
      
 
    His wives smiled brightly at him— the fact that he wanted to cook for them made them happy. It was another reminder that he wanted to do as much for them as they did for him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    Leaving the house, Doc and his group headed into town— they wanted to speak with Calamity before anything happened to her. Harrid and Lia walked ahead of Doc, and Rosa and Sophia were at his sides. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think whoever is behind Calamity’s attack will try again today?” Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    “For me? Not sure. I’m almost positive they will try to get her out of jail. They won’t know that she’s been cured. That might be good or bad, depending on what she remembers and if they get close to her,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “She might lash out at them, and that might get her injured or killed,” Rosa added. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… I just hope they let her sleep and didn’t give anyone else the chance to interact with her.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid and Lia listened to the conversation, but stayed quiet as they scanned for threats. Both were sure there would be another incident; it was just the how and when they weren’t positive about. 
 
      
 
    The sheriff’s office wasn’t a great building— it was kind of run down and hadn’t been shown any real attention, besides the sign with fresh nails in it on the wall. Harrid walked in, followed by the others, but stepped aside quickly, as it wasn’t a big space. 
 
      
 
    A single desk took up part of the open space before the barred back of the room. The sheriff was at his desk with a cup of coffee in his hand, looking bored. Calamity was sleeping in one of the two cells. 
 
      
 
    When the group entered, the sheriff set his cup down and stood up. His hand touched his gun, then pulled away when he saw Harrid and Lia. His scowl grew when he saw Doc. “Holyday, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. I’m here to speak with Calamity.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll go before the judge in an hour,” the sheriff said grumpily. “Already seen the preacher, who assured me it’d be taken off my hands at that point.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded, now having what he considered a confirmation of Calamity’s origin. “Be that as it may, as the one who healed her, I’ll make sure she’s fit to see the judge.” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t matter. It’ll go either way.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s patience was thin, but he tried one more time, “May I speak with her or not?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, but your menagerie here can wait outside.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s patience snapped. “Sheriff, I’m normally a polite and respectful man. I lose those qualities when someone insults my wives and companions.” His voice was frigid as he spoke. “Do so again and I will make sure you are ruined— I’ll bring the full weight of my wealth and power to bear. My attorney is here to witness your response, so choose your words carefully.” 
 
      
 
    The sheriff stepped back. “Are you threatening a lawman?” 
 
      
 
    “My husband in no way ever threatened you, Sheriff. He only pointed out that you have been discourteous and offered to show you the same,” Sophia said primly. “It might be for the best if everyone took a few deep breaths. Maybe step outside for a bit while I speak to my client.” She motioned to Calamity. “You wouldn’t deny someone legal counsel, would you?” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone but you will step outside,” the sheriff growled. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t. I’m paying for her legal counsel,” Doc smiled, “which means I must talk with her, too. Lia and Harrid will step out with you. Weed has to stay with me. You surely know the laws about dryads.” 
 
      
 
    Grinding his teeth, the sheriff motioned to the door. “Fine. You two, get.” 
 
      
 
    Lia and Harrid stepped outside with the sheriff. When the door shut, Doc exhaled slowly. “Didn’t mean to lose my temper.” 
 
      
 
    Sophia touched his arm. “Doc, we understand. You only did because he insulted us.” 
 
      
 
    “He is a bigot of the worst kind, Doc. I’ll tell Ayla that she should find another to take up the role of sheriff here. With the tribes and clans helping you, leaving him in power would be terrible,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    Doc rubbed at his face, then sighed. “Yeah… maybe ask Posy to ask Wenn who he knows that we could send for? This way, we get a good lawman. Looking for someone here in town would fail.” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have long,” Sophia said, walking to the back. “How do we wake her up?” 
 
      
 
    “I am awake,” Calamity said, shifting to look at them. “I’ve been awake since you came in.” She froze when she saw Rosa. “Caretaker?” 
 
      
 
    “Child, it is odd that you are here. Your kind belongs in the sands to the east. How did you come to be here?” 
 
      
 
    Calamity swayed in place. “I’ve been here for decades. They shipped me here shortly after the haze started. If I do what they say, they care for my nest… but are they?” Fear for her nest grew in her heart as she spoke. “My sisters… my clutch… what has become of them?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know. Show me your mind and I will ask Mother to find out.” 
 
      
 
    Calamity went to the bars of her cell in one quick movement, much like a snake striking. “Please! Please? Help them.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa stared at Calamity for a long moment. “One of my sisters is near that area. I will ask her to check as best she can; the church has set up a temple near there. It will be dangerous, but she will do her best.” 
 
      
 
    Calamity reached through the bars, taking Rosa’s hands. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You are welcome, child. Do you remember yesterday?” 
 
      
 
    “The haze and voices told me to find and kill him,” Calamity whispered, lowering her head to avoid looking at Doc. “I was told by the one I was loaned to that Doc Holyday must die. I tried… but he didn’t… and then… the haze broke apart.” 
 
      
 
    “I removed it,” Doc said. “When I was healing you, I found you to be full of a chemical that made you suggestable. That’ll no longer be possible for you; I made sure of it. You won’t be controlled like that ever again. We need to know about the one you were loaned to and who loaned you to him.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa stiffened, as Calamity had immediately thought of the man, then of who’d been in charge of her before that. Doc glanced at her, but Rosa was looking through Calamity’s thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Also, you are going to be charged with attempted murder among other crimes soon,” Sophia said, joining the conversation. “It seems the church wants to take charge of you. I can fight that, if you’d like.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t let them take me!” Calamity cried out fearfully. “They won’t be happy…” 
 
      
 
    “I will do my best. My name is Sophia Holyday. I’m your attorney. I will be going with you to the judge.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you… Caretaker, they are with you?” 
 
      
 
    Rosa smiled. “Child, this is Doc Holyday, the Voice of Luck. Sophia is one of his wives, as am I.” 
 
      
 
    “Voice…? A real Voice…? But… they left us all… they abandoned us to the Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    “No. They were killed by Apoc, who uses that name to hide that they are the Darkness. Lady Luck has sent him to help save Mother. He has been making strides, but now, the church knows of him.” 
 
      
 
    “And they sent me…? I almost doomed us…! Me…!” 
 
      
 
    “Stop, please?” Doc asked softly, stepping up to the bars. “Nothing you’ve done since they captured you is your fault. When you are controlled, lied to, and sent to do another’s bidding, you’re merely a tool. You’ll never be a tool again. Your life will be yours again. We’ll do our best to free you.” 
 
      
 
    “But getting you home will be much tougher if the church doesn’t want to let you go,” Sophia added gently. “It might be best if you lose yourself in the wilderness for a few years so they forget about you.” 
 
      
 
    “The tribes would welcome you,” Rosa said. “Doc has already helped them, and they will be happy to assist another of Mother’s children. If you head to the southern tribes of this area, it is much like your home: hot and sandy.” 
 
      
 
    Calamity swallowed, swaying back and forth. “Can I hear of my nest, first?” 
 
      
 
    “We will try, but my sister Yucca will be able to help you, too. She is with the tribes currently. If we don’t find out before you are free of the charges, she will find you to let you know.” 
 
      
 
    Her swaying slowed. “Thank you, Caretaker. Thank you, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc reached through the bars touching her arm. “You’re welcome. Just talk with Rosa and Sophia until it’s time to go. The more they know, the better we can help.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc went to leave, but Rosa touched his arm, then walked a little away from the others with him. “Doc, you need to know: the man who was in charge of her here is the same man Harrid has been hoping to meet, the one who hurt Ginger.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s blood went cold. “You’re sure? No… that’s dumb to ask. Sorry. Of course, you are.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa squeezed his arm. “I know where they were staying. We could go there before the trial.” 
 
      
 
    “Sophia,” Doc called over to her, “you and Lia will go with Calamity. I’m going with Rosa to speak to a man. Harrid will be going with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Is everything okay, Doc?” Sophia heard his tone. 
 
      
 
    “Old hurts that need to be repaid. It’s possible I’ll need you to help me afterward.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be ready.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped outside, finding Lia and Harrid a couple of paces away while the sheriff leaned next to the door. “Lia, you’ll stay here with Sophia. Harrid and I need to go see someone.” 
 
      
 
    Lia met his eyes, then nodded. “I’ll keep her safe, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re done, then?” the sheriff asked coldly. 
 
      
 
    “Sophia is still talking to her to get her defense in order, Sheriff,” Doc said flatly. “I’m sure you wouldn’t break the confidentiality they’re due.” 
 
      
 
    Spitting to the side, the sheriff shut his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready, Doc,” Harrid said. 
 
      
 
    As Harrid, Doc, and Rosa walked away, Doc spoke softly, “We’re going to see the man who controlled Calamity for this trip. I need to press him so Rosa can get information from him.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’ll make sure you’re safe.” 
 
      
 
    Doc felt bad for not explaining it all to Harrid, but he really wanted to talk to the man first. He paused for a moment, then sighed, realizing that he couldn’t keep that from his friend. “Harrid, I was going to tell you afterward, but… the man we’re going to see? He’s the one who hurt Ginger.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid nearly stumbled when the words registered. “He is?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I know what you want, and I don’t want to stop you, but can you wait a few minutes?” 
 
      
 
    Harrid gritted his teeth, but nodded. “I can wait. I thought I’d never find him. Now… to be so close…?” 
 
      
 
    Doc patted his shoulder. “If we can tie this back to Strongarm, David can make sure he pays.” 
 
      
 
    Exhaling slowly to get out some of the anger, Harrid nodded. “Understood.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    The man they were looking for wasn’t staying at a hotel, but a house on the outskirts of town. That made sense, because if he had Calamity with him, it would’ve been awkward checking into a hotel. 
 
      
 
    “Calamity knew his name as Devin,” Rosa explained. “He has a scar on the edge of his mouth that makes him look like he’s sneering all the time, just in case he isn’t in his home when we get there. There were two others with them, but Calamity never got their names. They seemed like they all knew each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably more from that same group,” Doc said tightly. 
 
      
 
    “They hurt others for fun. It’s not going to be a bad thing to kill them,” Harrid grunted. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad Sophia isn’t here,” Doc said. “She’d have a fit with what we’re going to have to do.” 
 
      
 
    “She is very much a lawful person,” Rosa said. “While she understands that some people are terrible and would be better off dead, she can’t condone just killing them.” 
 
      
 
    “Lia would,” Harrid said. 
 
      
 
    “She would,” Doc agreed. “She wanted to kill Strongarm back in Furden, but I talked her out of it because of Sophia. Now I’m starting to wonder if I caused myself more trouble by doing that.” 
 
      
 
    “Hindsight always lets you second guess yourself,” Harrid snorted. “Do we have a plan?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We just go up and start talking, and Rosa can glean what she can. If he or his friends start a fight, we’ll finish it.” 
 
      
 
    “The house is just ahead,” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    Doc and Harrid looked at the home they were approaching. Three horses were saddled and tied up in front of the place. The building itself was clearly not cheap, making Doc again question who was backing what. 
 
      
 
    They’d barely reached the yard when the front door opened. Three men came out, but stopped when they saw Doc and his friends. There was a second of recognition before the gunfight started. 
 
      
 
    Doc used immunity bubble to stay safe as he drew his own gun to return fire. Rosa, not wanting to be shot again, lunged for the tree she was near, using it to get out of the area. That left Harrid to take the most fire, though a good number of the bullets went flying through Doc. The sound of his breastplate taking the hits echoed with the gunfire, along with his grunt as he dropped to one knee when he was shot in the leg. 
 
      
 
    The moment the barrage stopped, Doc sprinted for the porch. He holstered his empty pistol and reached for his Derringer. As he vaulted the few steps up onto the porch, his hand touched the small pistol. Only one of the men— and it wasn’t Devin— was still alive, and he was pulling a second gun. That gave Doc no choice; he triggered missed me as the man got the gun pointed in his rough direction. They both pulled the trigger at the same time. Doc felt the ghostly sensation of the round going through his shoulder while his went into the man’s head. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Doc grunted. 
 
      
 
    Harrid came limping up. “Doc…” 
 
      
 
    Going to Harrid’s side, he healed the dwarf, while Rosa came rushing up to supply energy. A minute later, the dwarf was as good as new, minus his ruined pants. Both men reloaded before they did anything else— they hoped it wouldn’t be necessary, but were not going to chance it. Rosa calmed the horses, which were pulling at their tied reins. 
 
      
 
    “Now what?” Harrid asked as he stared down at Devin’s corpse. 
 
      
 
    “Quickly search for any papers they might’ve had, and then we get the hell away from here. We need to avoid the sheriff pinning this on us.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point.” 
 
      
 
    “We can ride the horses out and around. I can conceal their trail,” Rosa said. “If we strip their gear, I can send them to the tribes.” 
 
      
 
    “Done. Let’s check inside, Harrid,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    The inside of the home was not as well-kept as the exterior, but Doc chalked that up to the three dead men. There was trash in every room and pieces of food stuck to the floors. Doc was grateful that forensics wasn’t really a thing yet. No one would be able to identify the weapons used to kill the men, nor the blood Harrid had left in the yard. 
 
      
 
    It took them ten minutes to ransack the house. Doc found a few letters while Harrid found a sack of money. The place Calamity had slept was obvious, too. There was a nest of blankets in the basement that had a chain attached to a support beam near it. They were soon out the door, saddled up, and riding away. 
 
      
 
    Once they were out of sight of the town, they circled toward their house. Dropping the gear in the scrub, Rosa sent the horses running for the tribes. The group then walked home, as Harrid needed to change his pants. 
 
      
 
    “Doc?” Ayla was surprised to see them, but then she saw the blood. “What happened?! Where’s Lia and Sophia?!” 
 
      
 
    “They’re in town, probably dealing with the judge. We went on a detour; Harrid was the only one injured. We can’t go back to town with him in bloody pants.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you kill them?” Sonya asked, coming their way from the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Harrid excused himself to change— it was clear that Doc wanted to get back to town as quickly as he could. 
 
      
 
    “Three dead. We didn’t get to talk to them, but on the plus side, Ginger’s old tormentor is dead now.” 
 
      
 
    “…What?” Ayla asked. 
 
      
 
    Doc gave them a quick recap while Harrid changed. When he’d finished, he handed over the letters and money they’d taken. “See if there’s anything in that to help us. We need to get back to town to be there for the trial.” 
 
      
 
    Taking the letters, Ayla nodded. “I’ll handle it.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid came downstairs. “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” Doc said, pausing to kiss both of his wives before leaving. 
 
      
 
    They walked quickly back to town, heading straight for the courthouse. As they were approaching, Doc saw a man standing on the porch, looking angry before storming inside. 
 
      
 
    “Preacher’s here and he looks pissed.” 
 
      
 
    “He was waiting for the dead men,” Rosa whispered. “They were supposed to meet him to take Calamity away.” 
 
      
 
    Doc started walking faster. “Come on. The judge’s likely waiting for him.” 
 
      
 
    Hustling inside the building, they dropped back to a walk just before opening the courtroom door. The judge looked up at them— his orange eyes meaning he wasn’t a human— then went back to reading the charges. 
 
      
 
    “In addition to the final charge of attempted murder with three counts. How does the defendant plea?” 
 
      
 
    “My client pleads not guilty, Your Honor,” Sophia said serenely. 
 
      
 
    The sheriff snorted, earning a glare from the judge. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. With the plea entered, we can move on.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Honor,” the preacher sitting just behind the sheriff said, standing up, “on behalf of the church, we will take this abomination into custody. Only we are equipped to deal with one of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Preacher Maxwell,” the judge said stiffly, “if she is sentenced, I will take your recommendation into consideration. The church does not circumvent the law.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Honor, to defy the church in any matter is to call your character into question,” Maxwell said pointedly. “You might find your life in turmoil in short order by not listening to the wisdom given to you.” 
 
      
 
    His orange eyes widened slightly before he glared at the preacher. “You are treading dangerously close to threatening a sitting judge, Preacher. I am a Sagesse. We will uphold the law against any who question it, even the church. The law is the law— there is nothing else as sacred.” 
 
      
 
    Maxwell tugged at his vest. “Very well. Go on with your trial. I will look forward to the next election.” Taking a seat, he was not hiding his anger or disdain. 
 
      
 
    “As I had been saying, Sheriff, you may take the stand.” Going up to the stand, the sheriff was sworn in by the judge. “Tell us, in your own words, what you saw in regard to these charges, Sheriff.” 
 
      
 
    “I arrived to see this thing on the ground. Two pistols were on the ground next to it, while its pistol holsters were empty. The dwarf in the seats there was standing over it with a bloody sleeve. The man beside the dwarf was uninjured, and a third man, who has since left town, had been shot three times in the chest.” 
 
      
 
    The judge made notes, looking up at Doc and Harrid briefly. “The man shot in the chest died?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. He was employed by Doc Holyday there. He was healed and sent out of town.” 
 
      
 
    “Healed by whom?” 
 
      
 
    “Doc Holyday. He claims to be a faith healer,” the sheriff said with a sneer. 
 
      
 
    Maxwell turned to look at Doc, who smiled back at him. Dark anger filled the preacher’s gaze before he turned to face the front again. 
 
      
 
    The judge nodded, making another note. “Go on.” 
 
      
 
    The sheriff relayed what he knew, including Wilbur being injured and healed. 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” the judge said. “Mrs. Holyday…? Hmm…? Are you married to the man behind you?” 
 
      
 
    “He is my husband, sir. I was Sophia Sagesse before that.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is obvious,” the judge said with a hint of a smile. “The family resemblance is clear.” Coughing, he went on, “Do you have any questions for the sheriff?” 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Sophia said, standing to approach the witness box. “Sheriff, did you see the shootings take place?” 
 
      
 
    “No. It was over before I arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you see anyone wounded? Personally see them?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” the sheriff spat. 
 
      
 
    “Did any of these men claim my client tried to kill them?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Holyday did say that the snake wasn’t right in the head and Wilbur, the train cashier, said he saw it shoot at them.” 
 
      
 
    “But why did she shoot at them?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know! Damned snake was asleep until you arrived at my office!” the sheriff snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Your Honor, the sheriff has twice shown demeaning behavior toward my client. Her name is Calamity, the name the church gave her. By birth, she was Jina. She is a lamia, a near-extinct people that the church was prominent in killing.” 
 
      
 
    “Objection!” Maxwell snarled, getting to his feet. “The church safeguards the world! That thing is an abomination unto Apoc!” 
 
      
 
    “She is a woman who has been held captive, tortured, drugged, and used as a tool by the church for decades!” Sophia snapped, spinning on Maxwell. “How convenient that you are here to save all of us, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Order!” the judge banged his gavel. “Preacher Maxwell, you will mind your manners in my courtroom! Mrs. Holyday, your point on your client being demeaned is noted. Sheriff, please refer to the accused by her name, or as the defendant.” 
 
      
 
    “Fucking birds always sticking together,” the sheriff snorted. 
 
      
 
    “You are dangerously close to contempt, Sheriff,” the judge said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s going to enforce that? I’m the sheriff and jailor here,” the sheriff sneered. 
 
      
 
    “I will, if necessary. Now, mind yourself.” 
 
      
 
    The sheriff rolled his eyes. “Look, the defendant is guilty. The church wants it, so just give it over and stop this.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Honor,” Doc said softly. He stood up, waiting to be acknowledged. 
 
      
 
    “Holyday? You have something to add?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, neither myself, my bodyguard,” he touched Harrid’s shoulder, “nor my employee who left, felt like there was an attempted murder. The defendant was drugged against her will before I healed her. She was delusional and lashed out. Luckily, I was there to help the injured. If there is any crime, it might be aggravated assault. I will let my wife argue why even that should be lessened, but the defendant wasn’t in her right mind. She was forced to attack people by the people who fed her the drug every day.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Is there any proof of this claim?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that if the people who drugged her could be found, the drug itself would be in their possession,” Doc said, knowing he’d left them at the house earlier. “From what I know, it is a rare plant that is heavily controlled by the church.” 
 
      
 
    Doc took a seat as Maxwell stood up to face him. “You would dare claim the church would—?!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Doc cut him off with a single word. 
 
      
 
    “Order!” the judge banged his gavel again. “That is twice I’ve warned you, Preacher. I will hold you in contempt just like I will the sheriff.” 
 
      
 
    Maxwell looked back at the judge, then snorted before he stalked out of the courtroom. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Mrs. Holyday, any other questions for the sheriff?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Your Honor,” Sophia said. 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff, you may take your original seat.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving the stand, the sheriff didn’t take his seat again— he left the room. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, the judge looked at the clerk taking the minutes. “With the sheriff and preacher both having left the court, and without clear evidence of a crime and the supposed victims declaring the defendant not guilty of murder, those charges are being cleared. That leaves the assault charges. Those come head-to-head with the church’s interference in this matter, and the charges of them possibly being behind the defendant’s behavior. It is noted that the preacher never clearly stated they had nothing to do with the defendant. I shall sentence the defendant to twenty days, or a fine of two hundred dollars payable to the clerk. This case is resolved.” Banging his gavel twice, he stood, then left the room. 
 
      
 
    The bailiff was coming to the table while the clerk was packing her notes up. Sophia held up a hand to stop the bailiff. “I will pay right now. Please just keep her for a moment?” 
 
      
 
    The man nodded, staying by the desk where Calamity sat, shackled. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go pay,” Doc said. “Stay here with her. We need to get her gone before Maxwell gets any funny ideas. It might also be best if we did the same sooner than we wanted.” 
 
      
 
    “It looks like things might get ugly shortly,” Sophia agreed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    Doc got the receipt for the fine he’d paid, then returned to the courtroom. “Good to go.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to go see the sheriff,” Lia said. “He has Calamity’s guns.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point. Once we get her stuff, it’s back home.” 
 
      
 
    “At that point, Rosa and I will go with her straight out to the tribes. We’ll hike it so there’s no trail of us renting horses. We won’t be back until tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Just be safe about it,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “We will, Voice,” Rosa chimed in. 
 
      
 
    Calamity shifted over to bow her torso to him. “Thank you, Voice, for freeing me from the haze, from the church, and from being killed.” 
 
      
 
    “It was the right thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    As a group, they left the courthouse. Doc half-expected the preacher to have a mob gathered, but there was no crowd. Exhaling in relief, he walked beside Sophia. Rosa and Calamity trailed him, while Lia and Harrid walked at the front of the group. 
 
      
 
    “The judge was a Sagesse, wasn’t he?” Doc asked Sophia. 
 
      
 
    “He’s related to the family. I’d say third generation. The only trait of the family he has is the eyes. He came out to take the post during the treaty with the tribes. Lincoln Sagesse’s name is on the treaty as presiding over it. He’s sure it’s the one thing he’ll be remembered for in life.” 
 
      
 
    “Might have been, but right now, the church is going to remember him taking their assassin away from them. No one can beat Calamity on the draw, and I’m sure they used her just for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Hundreds of times,” Calamity said from behind them. “It’s all a blur, but I know the number is over a hundred.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, you will have a choice about what you do. Rosa, since you’ll be with Lia, try to get ahold of your sister for her?” 
 
      
 
    “I will, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    The group got a lot of attention, which wasn’t that surprising. Not only were a dwarf and elf walking side-by-side, there was a dryad and another being they didn’t know, but thought was maybe a very odd bestial? The fact that a man and bestial were in the middle was mostly glossed over. 
 
      
 
    Harrid walked straight into the sheriff’s office, getting the sheriff to stand up with an angry snarl on his lips. He didn’t start cursing; he merely looked at the group as they all filed in. 
 
      
 
    “We’re here to collect the personal effects, including the guns, of Calamity,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    The sheriff’s lip twisted into a nasty smile. “Pity that. The snake’s things seem to have been stolen while I was at court.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa didn’t speak up, but she saw in his mind where he’d stashed Calamity’s things in the office. She was debating on how to tell Doc when the preacher came striding into the office. 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff, I… what are these heathens doing in here?” Maxwell started to say, then changed his sentence to ask a question. 
 
      
 
    “Just leaving,” the sheriff said. “All of you, get out.” 
 
      
 
    “We would like to file a theft report,” Doc said, not moving. “After all, according to you, theft has occurred.” 
 
      
 
    “That can wait. There’s been a murder,” Maxwell said, glaring at Doc. “Where were you before the trial, Holyday?” 
 
      
 
    “Home, telling my wives about Calamity going to see the judge. What about you, Preacher?” 
 
      
 
    Maxwell snorted. “Of course you were. Sheriff, you need to come with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Murder trumps theft. Come back later,” the sheriff said, his hand touching his gun. “Get out. I’ll be sure to look into the theft at my earliest convenience.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Doc said with false politeness. “I’m sure you will. Ladies, we’ll have to come back. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    The others all left with him walking slowly away, even if they were confused about him giving in so easily. When they turned a corner, Doc slowed, then stopped. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he still has them. He didn’t have time to get rid of them,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “He hid them,” Rosa said. “There’s a loose floorboard under his desk where he hides things he steals from those in custody.” 
 
      
 
    “Harrid, wait here. Lia, take the others home. I’m going to get her guns.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that wise, Doc?” Sophia asked. “He might press charges.” 
 
      
 
    “For what? It’s not like I’m stealing; I’m only reclaiming rightful property. Property that he claimed was stolen. Besides, I’ll slip inside via mist so no one can say they saw me enter. He might’ve locked the door, so it’ll be easier this way.” 
 
      
 
    “Stay safe,” Lia said, kissing him on the cheek. “Sophia, Rosa, Calamity, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    As the women left, Doc gave Harrid a look. “Just in case something goes wrong. That’s why I wanted you to stay. That, and who knows if I might get attacked on my way home.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be waiting. If anything happens, I will be there.” 
 
      
 
    Doc clapped his shoulder, then walked back toward the sheriff’s office. He saw Maxwell and the sheriff down the street, heading toward the home where three dead men were on the porch. Doc went past the office, then down the alley beside it. He’d seen a barred window on that side, and was sure that, as mist, he could slip in there. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, he was back in body and kneeling next to the sheriff’s desk. Knocking lightly on the floorboards, he found the correct one. He levered it up and pulled out everything that he knew was Calamity’s— with a twisted smile, he also took out the money and jewelry he found in the hole. 
 
      
 
    Moving over to the iron belly stove, he edged the door open where the embers were glowing, tossing in the jewelry, then the money, before closing the door again. No idea whose they were, but I know they’d never get them back, so might as well ruin it for him, Doc thought as he walked out the front door. 
 
      
 
    No one paid him any attention, so he just kept walking, meeting up with Harrid a moment later. “No problems. Let’s go home.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are the guns?” Harrid asked. 
 
      
 
    Doc brushed his jacket back so he could see the double belts. He’d strapped them on so the guns were against his backside and didn’t show from the front. “Carried in plain sight. Sheriff will know if he comes asking, but he can’t prove anything. After all, Calamity’s guns should have been returned to her.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll cause trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “He already is, but we’ll want to leave before he and the preacher can cause even more. Pity… I’d hoped to be here to welcome the clans. Need to warn them to load up and leave as quickly as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Making it back home, they found everyone waiting for them. Doc unstrapped the guns, handing them over to Calamity. She was quick to put them on, but then hissed, as she didn’t have ammunition for them. 
 
      
 
    “We have some extra. Come with me,” Lia told her, leading her into another room. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, we can replace the ammo she gives over,” Ayla said. “Before that, though, I looked through the letters. There’s nothing definitive in them, but Devin was receiving letters from someone who just signed with the letter ‘C.’” 
 
      
 
    “Cutter,” Doc snorted. “Speculation, but I’d bet on it.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t bet against you,” Ayla said. “The mystery person refers to his ‘Boss.’ The boss arranged, at great personal expense, for Calamity to be sent out to help the church remove a threat. ‘C’ directs Devin to head west along the rail and check each town for you. When you’re found, they are to point Calamity at you with instructions to kill you. There’s more about how to administer her medicine to keep her pliant.” 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm did say he would get the church after me… If this is all of it, then I’ll be happy. I’m still worried for Fiala.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla grimaced. “There’s a note that an inquisitor is going to Furden to find out why the preachers never took a stand against you. The inquisitor is also to look into things in the city, as they might need to remove ‘corruption.’” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s blood went cold. “What does that mean, exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, but with all the friends and allies you have in the city, I doubt the inquisitor will have an easy time of it.” 
 
      
 
    “I will inform my sisters,” Rosa said. “They will make sure that the clan is told, along with Dodd. If we were there, it would be worse, Doc. Inquisitors are the knife of the church. They are the ones who have killed shamans and Voices. On the other hand, they never caused mass deaths. The worst will be him removing the preachers and new ones— ‘righteous ones’— will be sent in their stead.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled slowly, rubbing at his face. “Fiala will be okay… I have to believe that.” 
 
      
 
    “Even in Golden Bay, we could be home by train in a day,” Sophia said. “If they did move, it wouldn’t be without warning. We should have plenty of time to return to help if you want to do that.” 
 
      
 
    Doc was quiet as he considered what he should be doing. If Fiala was in danger, he wanted to rush back to her side. If he did, though, he’d place a giant bullseye on all of them. Sonya went to his side, rubbing his back, and that helped calm him some. His wives believed in him, even when he chose the hard paths. Steeling himself, he committed to not returning, at least not unless it was dire. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll stay the course for now. Hell… this might drag the inquisitor this way, instead.” 
 
      
 
    “We can hope for that,” Ayla nodded. “It’s better that he comes to find us.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready,” Lia said. “We’ll be back tomorrow. I’ll borrow horses from the tribe to return before breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you again, Voice. There aren’t many of my kind left, but any of us who are free would gladly risk our lives to help,” Calamity said. 
 
      
 
    “I will do my best to never call on you or them,” Doc said. “I’d want to see you grow back into a prosperous people, not put you in danger.” 
 
      
 
    “That is kind of you, but Mother is all that matters in the end.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother is the most important, but I will never needlessly risk another.” 
 
      
 
    “He risks himself, instead, even when we tell him not to,” Harrid grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “There’s been more risk this last week than the last few months,” Doc said. “Life is what it is. We can only play the hand we’re dealt and hope to win before the end.” 
 
      
 
    Doc and his wives gave Lia and Rosa kisses before sending them off. That left the others at loose ends. The sheriff and preacher would again prove to be a problem; it was becoming an occurrence that Doc was beginning to dislike. He’d only met two lawmen he’d had a good rapport with, and no preacher at all. While there was nothing that had to be done right away, storm clouds were gathering nearby. 
 
      
 
    Harrid made himself scarce while Doc cuddled his wives. All of them were thinking about what might happen in Furden and in Elka— every step forward on his path seemed to meet another obstacle to be overcome. 
 
      
 
    True, he’d put himself in the path of the preacher and sheriff here by helping Calamity, but not helping someone who was being brainwashed and controlled was against what he believed in. It was better for his soul to deal with the fallout than to ignore someone in need. 
 
      
 
    His wives murmured love to him all day. Sophia cooked dinner for them, and in time, they eventually went to bed where they just held each other. It felt odd not having Lia with them, much less Rosa, who was a constant in their lives. When Doc finally drifted to sleep, his last thought was that, for the first time in months, his precious Weed wasn’t there beside the bed watching him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    Doc sat Sophia, spending a moment to rub her neck lightly, before taking his own seat. “Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, husband. Did our pretty lawyer wake you properly?” Ayla asked from the kitchen with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    Harrid groaned, and everyone else chuckled at his reaction. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, Harrid. I’m not going into details,” Doc grinned. “She was just poking at you.” 
 
      
 
    “Mostly, your wives are mindful to not be too crass. Everyone, once in a while, delights in trying to make me uncomfortable,” Harrid grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “We’re sorry,” Sonya said. She poked Ayla in the side as she helped get breakfast together. 
 
      
 
    “Oww! Okay, okay. I’m sorry, Harrid. I was mostly just wanting to see Sophia turn the shade of red she turned,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “Apology accepted,” Harrid said. 
 
      
 
    The front door opened, admitting Lia and Rosa. “Good. We’re not late for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Go take a quick rinse. It’ll be a few minutes until we’re done,” Sonya said. “And no arguments. I’ve already disciplined Ayla today, and I will do the same to you, if needed.” 
 
      
 
    Lia’s eyebrow rose, but she laughed. “I’m almost tempted to see you try, but I will comply because I want to be cleaner. Come along, Weed. You are going to scrub me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Rosa said eagerly, her eyes glowing. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t take too long,” Ayla added. “It’ll get cold if you do.” 
 
      
 
    “Just cleaning,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad we were able to help Calamity,” Sophia said after a moment of silence. 
 
      
 
    “You said her name in the courtroom, but I didn’t really catch it,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Jina is the name she was born with,” Sophia said. “The church dubbed her Calamity, and she’s since accepted it as her name.” 
 
      
 
    “Calamity Jina…?” Doc’s lips twitched. “Close. Very close.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s close?” Harrid asked. 
 
      
 
    “Calamity Jane was a western shooter on Earth. There were a lot of conflicting accounts on the truth about her getting the nickname ‘Calamity.’ Everything I know said she was a tough woman. I think that applies to the Calamity here, too. Gods know she’s endured a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll have a chance at happiness again, hopefully,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lia made it out just after breakfast was on the table, and they enjoyed the peacefulness of a good meal together with family. When breakfast ended, Lia had news, and it wasn’t good. 
 
      
 
    “Because you all might be wondering,” Lia said somberly when she’d finished eating, “Calamity’s nest has been dead for well over ten years. From what Rosa learned from Mother, Calamity is the very last of her kind.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck…” Doc sighed. 
 
      
 
    “She took the news… poorly last night,” Rosa said softly. “This morning, she had a new determination. Doc, she has pledged to come when you need her. She knows the church will move against you, and when they do, she wants to be there to help you.” 
 
      
 
    “I agreed that we would let her know,” Lia said. “Having another dedicated person who has your welfare as their primary concern is good for the family. Until then, she will stay in the area and help the clans and tribes.” 
 
      
 
    Doc took a deep breath. “I had so much hope for her. Damn the Darkness for what it’s done…” 
 
      
 
    Ayla touched his back. “You’ll make it regret trying to take over the world. We’ll help as much as we can.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s more, but not about Calamity,” Lia went on, still looking somber. 
 
      
 
    “The tribes?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Curled Horn had a problem,” Lia said. “Red Hawk tried to kill Raindrop when they went out on the last hunt. If not for the gifts…” She paused, looking into Doc’s eyes. “His first arrow took her high in the back. She went to mist while the next few flew through her. The rest of the tribe turned on him, even those he thought were his allies. She was able to heal herself when she came back to her body. By then, Red Hawk had killed two before he was cut down.” 
 
      
 
    “Dammit! I thought he’d try something against me or cause an issue with the dwarves, not go after her!” Doc spat. 
 
      
 
    “After we left, he approached her to court. He still thought himself the next tribal elder, and if he could marry Raindrop, it would cement that,” Lia explained. “She wanted nothing to do with him. He was their best warrior, but his attitude showed his true spirit. She rebuked him, saying that she would rather marry a preacher of Apoc than him. It took several people to pull him away, as he almost attacked her then. When the hunt came, he went to Gray Rabbit seeking forgiveness, asking Raindrop to lead the hunt to bless them in Mother’s eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “Fucking cock-nugget,” Doc sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Gray Rabbit thought he was sincere, hoping that the two would make amends over the hunt. That didn’t happen, and when the group came back, Gray Rabbit wept at how close he came to losing his daughter. The tribe was in shock when we arrived, but they welcomed us warmly. I spoke with Raindrop last night and got the story from her. She wished me to tell you that she will find a husband in the tribe or in the Duckwater tribe, as they are going to merge together. Her thanks to you is what she asked me to convey; she survived because you helped raise her to Shaman. She promises to lead the tribe with the wisdom you showed.” 
 
      
 
    Lowering his head, Doc exhaled slowly. “I pray to Luck she finds a man worthy of her.” 
 
      
 
    “Then she surely will,” Harrid said. “All those around you who believe have found joy in life. Calamity has experienced the worst, but even she has a path she believes in now. Maybe she’ll even find a man who she can accept.” 
 
      
 
    “All lamiae are female; they come from a union of males from other races. She might have a clutch before the end, which will give her the chance to be a new start for her kind,” Rosa said softly. “She was considering having a clutch soon, as she thinks you will not need her for a few years, at least. If she could leave her young with the tribes, she would be very happy. Raindrop promised me that she would speak to Calamity about it.” 
 
      
 
    Doc touched Rosa’s hair. “Thank you, Weed.” 
 
      
 
    “That leaves us with questions about our own path forward,” Sophia said. “Do we leave before the clans start arriving or not?” 
 
      
 
    “A big question…” Sonya said. “To stay invites trouble, but to leave might mean the clans get the brunt of it, instead.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we should move on,” Ayla added. “The preacher will have sent word that Calamity is free. It will draw attention from higher-ups in the church.” 
 
      
 
    “We should stay and make sure the clans arrive safely first,” Lia shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m with Ayla,” Sophia said. “We have other work that needs to be done. The clans can handle any little troubles brought against them.” 
 
      
 
    “It would be good for them to see the shaman before the work begins, though,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    Doc looked between his wives, a sad smile crossing his lips. “I miss having Fiala here even more now. She would’ve broken this tie.” The others nodded in understanding. “We should stay for now, but be ready to leave quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Rosa, any word on how long before any of the clans arrive?” 
 
      
 
    “A few days at least, Doc,” Rosa replied. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s stay at least long enough for the first group. We can leave right after that. This way, they can explain everything to the others. It won’t feel like we abandoned them.” 
 
      
 
    The others agreed with him— they started to gather dishes and begin to look at what else they could do for the day. They’d barely left the kitchen when a hard knock came on the door. 
 
      
 
    Harrid went to answer it, keeping a hand on his pistol, his shotgun beside the door. Peeking out, he frowned, glanced back at Doc, then opened it. “Sheriff?” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s your owner, dwarf?” the sheriff sneered. 
 
      
 
    “I am my own person!” Harrid snapped. “Doc’s inside, but I doubt he’ll speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m the law here, mole-man. Either get him out here or I will enter.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped up behind Harrid. “I don’t like the way you speak to my employee and friend. Get off my porch. I’ll step outside to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    Sneering, the sheriff stepped off the porch. When he did, Harrid, then Doc, came outside, and Rosa slipped out behind him. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” Doc asked coldly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m here to ask you about your day yesterday. You see, we have three dead men, dead men who were caring for that snake you got off. Makes you look awfully suspicious that they died right before the trial. If they’d been there, it’s unlikely it would’ve been freed. Since you spoke to it, then left before the trial, I need to know where you went.” 
 
      
 
    “I came home, spoke to my wives, and then made it back to the courthouse. I did enter right after the preacher, after all. I don’t know these men you’re talking about.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes narrowing, the sheriff growled, “Your snake probably told you about them. Where is the bitch?! I’ll question the thing.” 
 
      
 
    “She was freed. I assume she left to get as far away from you and the preacher as she could. Why don’t you check the train station? Or the livery?” 
 
      
 
    “I know it was with you when you left my office.” 
 
      
 
    “She was, yes, but I haven’t seen her since last night. She said she was leaving. I’m not one to chain a woman up and drug her, so I have no idea where she might be now.” 
 
      
 
    “Chained up, hmm? Funny you should know about that.” 
 
      
 
    “Calamity told us she’d been kept chained and drugged into a haze. Not unusual at all. If you’d spoken to her like an actual person, she’d have told you the same.” 
 
      
 
    Spitting at Doc’s boots, the sheriff sneered. “I’ve got my eyes on you, Holyday. Preacher ain’t happy about you claiming a demon is a god, either.” 
 
      
 
    “You and he are men cut from the same bolt,” Doc shrugged. “Neither of you concern me. I’d suggest you look more into your own soul than question mine.” 
 
      
 
    Stepping back, the sheriff snorted. “Be seeing you, Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    Doc didn’t reply, just watched the bigot walk off. When the sheriff was out of earshot, he shook his head. “Dammit… I’d love to meet another sheriff like Wenn for once.” 
 
      
 
    “Would be nice,” Harrid agreed. 
 
      
 
    “He’s going to speak with the preacher. He was thinking of creating a mob.” 
 
      
 
    Doc closed his eyes, fists clenching in anger at the stupidity of people. “Tell everyone to pack up. If they’re going to move a mob against us, we can’t stay.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice,” Rosa said, going inside. 
 
      
 
    “We can make it out before they raise the ‘faithful’ against us,” Harrid said. “We’ll need to keep an eye out in case the radicals chase us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…” Doc agreed. “Let’s get our things packed.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    Lia went into town to hire a wagon team from the stables. A couple of hours after the sheriff had left, they were arriving at the train station. Doc went up to the cashier window where Wilbur stood. 
 
      
 
    “Wilbur, I need tickets for the capital of the territory,” Doc said. “Seven in total, preferably two private rooms, but I’ll take whatever I can get.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir,” Wilbur said. “I really appreciate you healing me. Every little ache and pain I had is gone. It’s like I’m eighteen again.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad I could help, especially since you got caught up in that nasty business. On that note, people will be wondering where I’ve gone off to. If you direct them toward Bluebird, instead, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem.” 
 
      
 
    “The sheriff will probably be one of the people looking for me. He wasn’t happy with me not just giving in to him. When the sheriff doesn’t like you, it’s best to leave town.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s always been ornery about things… I’ll do what I can, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Wilbur.” He paid for the tickets in cash, then went to help his family move their trunks into the station. Glancing at the tickets, he smiled— he was beloved by Luck. They would be departing in ten minutes, meaning they were getting onto the train that was currently boarding. 
 
      
 
    They had to hustle to get everything on, but with the help of the porters the trunks were loaded up in short order. Handing the tickets over to the conductor, the group was shown to two private rooms. Each could hold six, but having six people inside just one room would make it pretty snug. 
 
      
 
    Even with it being beyond snug, Rosa knelt between Lia and Doc near the windows after they’d stuffed themselves into a single room. The call for last boarding came, and, a minute later, the train began to move. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that went better than I thought it would,” Ayla sighed in relief. 
 
      
 
    “If not for Luck, I doubt it would’ve worked out,” Sonya said. “We should’ve been waiting for hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Or a day,” Sophia added. 
 
      
 
    “The sheriff and preacher will flail about for a couple of days, then try in earnest to find us,” Harrid said. 
 
      
 
    “I got the cashier to work with me. We’ll get a little buffer before people figure it out,” Doc said. “We need to work quickly in Kitson City. As soon as we get in, schedule a meeting with the governor.” 
 
      
 
    “We have the plans all drawn up, along with a full breakdown of costs for the business and the profits the territory should see as the rail gets laid and the mines begin to produce,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “I have the paperwork together to be signed. Once it is, we register it with the recorder, then send copies to David so he can make sure they’re registered in the capital back east,” Sophia added. “I would think it will take two or three days to do business if we can see the governor quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “If you have to, donate to his reelection campaign to make it understood that we have the wealth to back him,” Doc said. “Might as well use the means we have to make it go smoother.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take care of it,” Ayla said. “I’d like Lia or Harrid with us when we go to those meetings. Showing an armed guard will also show that we’re prepared for trouble. Doc, I’d like you to stay out of it, unless he insists on meeting you. Pushing this as the company, and not you specifically, might help obfuscate things.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll maybe have two days before Maxwell sends messages to nearby towns and cities for those preachers to look for us,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be heading for Golden Bay afterward?” Sonya asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It’s the best course right now. We need to secure the rights for the territory there, too.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be choosing more defensive gifts from Luck soon, right?” Harrid asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll start going over them in a moment. Head on next door, Harrid. I’ll swing over in a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid nodded, leaving the family in the room. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you want him to leave, Doc?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “I want to hold each of you and get a kiss or two before I go sit with him. It’s only seven or eight hours to Kitson City— if you want to swap over one per hour just to sit with us, that’s fine. I’ll be looking over my options for faith, so I won’t be talking a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll handle it,” Lia said. “First, you said hugs and kisses. Since Sonya is beside you already, best for her to start.” 
 
      
 
    Sonya smiled brightly, leaning into Doc’s side. “I accept that.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc was boggled over his available faith. He hadn’t checked it since leaving the tribes, and it had exploded further. He was aware of his wives coming to sit with him and Harrid; they chatted with the dwarf as Doc went over each possible defensive gift he could pick up, and how it compared to others. 
 
      
 
    Done spending the two-hundred thousand faith he’d accrued, Doc exhaled and stretched. “That took a while…” 
 
      
 
    “Done?” Harrid asked. 
 
      
 
    “What did you take?” Lia asked. She absently stroked Rosa’s hair, as the dryad was resting against her side. 
 
      
 
    “Mostly, I improved immunity bubble; I can use it every hour. That took the majority of what I had to spend, but being able to use it more often felt like the best choice. With my mist gift and missed me, I have options. The rest of my faith went to doubling my reserves, every reserve I could, meaning energy, vitality, and health. Short of something taking out my brain, I should be able to survive and heal the damage. If I get enough faith again, I can pick up a gift that’ll bring me back to life once a year, healing any damage done to me in the process. That means I should be able to survive a headshot, too. I just couldn’t afford it this time.” 
 
      
 
    Lia’s eyes bore into his. “You’ll get that next. I will not take any answer other than, ‘yes ma’am.’” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to, Lia,” Doc said, gently touching her cheek. “I didn’t have enough to get it right now, and I felt better defense and survivability was a good stopgap.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with both of you,” Harrid said. “He chose well, and if he does get that gift next, then it’ll be even better.” 
 
      
 
    “What are the new ones called?” Lia asked, accepting that Doc would do what he said. 
 
      
 
    “Deep reserves, improved immunity bubble, and greater immunity bubble,” Doc said. “I had to get improved first, which took it from once a day to once every six hours. That allowed me to pick up greater, which is every hour.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let our wives know,” Lia said, then kissed Doc softly. “Thank you, husband.” 
 
      
 
    Lia left a moment later with Rosa, who explained that she could tell the others exactly what Doc had seen since she’d been watching him choose. That left Doc and Harrid alone in the train room. 
 
      
 
    “We should be there soon,” Harrid said after a moment of silence. “The sun is down already.” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced at the dark window. “Yeah… it felt like hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think the inquisitor will leave them alone, Doc?” Harrid asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “I do. Ginger and Fiala will be staying at the manor, and they also have powerful friends in the city. Seeing them not actively spreading faith will make it unlikely the church will move on them. The worst that I think will happen is they’ll pressure people in the city to distance themselves from our wives.” 
 
      
 
    Exhaling a ragged breath, Harrid slumped. “Please, Luck… please…” 
 
      
 
    “I know. I feel the same way, Harrid. I want to rush home, hold her, and protect her from anything that might threaten her.” 
 
      
 
    “Duty never felt as heavy as it did when we left.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not diminishing you when I say this,” Doc said first. “If, at any time, you want to go back, I will send you. You being there means better protection for my family, too. I value you here beside me and would never dishonor you by trying to send you without your own consent.” 
 
      
 
    “No. It would dishonor not just me, but my family. Ginger shared her name with me, and I will never tarnish that precious gift, not to mention the clan.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t bring it up again, but the offer is always there.” 
 
      
 
    Silence fell between them as the train kept rolling through the dark of night. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    As the train got closer to Kitson City, Doc stopped the conductor and asked about hotels. The man had been happy to spend a few minutes detailing what he knew about the ones in the city. He even told Doc how the first hotel had been absorbed by the state prison, which was an odd piece of trivia he didn’t really need. 
 
      
 
    When they reached the station, Doc spent time tipping the porters, who made it a priority to get their luggage out and ready. It also caught the eye of the porters at the station, who were only too happy to help arrange transport for them. 
 
      
 
    The carriage rolled through the quiet city, as it was well past most people’s bedtime. In time, they reached Curly’s Hot Springs Hotel. It wasn’t anything like the Plaza in Furden; it was mostly tents and a small hotel. The one footman on duty blinked at them tiredly, then hurried to help when he saw the luggage they had. 
 
      
 
    Doc and Ayla went straight inside to arrange rooms. That took them a little while— the night staff wasn’t fully up on things, having just started a week before. When they were eventually led to their rooms, Doc was happy enough that it was large with two beds. Harrid was staying in the room next to theirs, which was well more than he needed, but it made everyone happy to have him nearby. 
 
      
 
    Shoving their beds together, they had a quick rinse with the fresh hot water a maid had brought to them before collapsing into bed. The problems in Elka were behind them for now, but they’d have to work fast to stay ahead of the trouble that was surely coming for them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    A couple of days sped by as Ayla and Sophia got in to see the governor. They had him ready to sign off, but the man wanted to meet Doc, which they arranged for the following morning. 
 
      
 
    While things were being set up to get approval from the territory government, it left the rest of the group at loose ends. Sonya and Harrid spoke to the small community of dwarves in the area; they were mine overseers for the prison work gangs, the ones who mined the sandstone quarry a few miles away. Doc agreed that they should head to Elka to speak with the clans when they arrived— good miners were always a boon— and he made sure they were warned about the sheriff there being a bigot. 
 
      
 
    Lia and Rosa rode out to speak to the tribes near the city, leading to the two elders of the area coming back with them to see Doc. He was happy that both elders had brought a couple of people with them. He appointed two of the extras as shamans, and then showed them how to heal, including making women more fertile. The tribes were ecstatic and promised to share the word about Luck’s Voice to the other tribes they knew. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was over, and Doc again wished Charles had come with them to cook, as the meals at the Hot Springs Hotel had been lackluster. Standing up, he went around the table, kissing each of his wives briefly. “Hopefully, this won’t take long. If it works out, I’ll swing by the train depot and buy tickets to get us on the way to Golden Bay.” 
 
      
 
    “He wouldn’t tell us why he wanted to see you,” Ayla said. “He didn’t seem like he was setting a trap… it was more like he didn’t want something known.” 
 
      
 
    “His wedding band finger would twitch when he insisted,” Sophia said. 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully, it’s benign,” Lia said. “If you’re not back by evening, I’ll come to find you.” 
 
      
 
    “We all will,” Sonya said firmly. 
 
      
 
    Doc gave them a soft smile. “I’ll have Rosa and Harrid with me, plus I have my gifts. I’ll be fine, though I will take a rescue if it’s necessary.” 
 
      
 
    A minute later, they were out the door and into a waiting carriage. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, do you think this will be a problem?” Harrid asked. 
 
      
 
    “I hope not. He’d asked to meet me on the first day. He didn’t insist on it until the deal was nearly done. I think Sophia is right, it has something to do with him being married.” 
 
      
 
    “Once we see him, I will know. If he means ill toward Doc, I will tell you,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    “That would be for the best,” Harrid nodded. “If it is a trap, the sooner we get away, the better.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked out the carriage window. There’d been a light dusting of late-season snow the night before. The only snow that had stuck was all in the shadows of buildings. “I’m hoping we’re just being paranoid…” he finally said. “We’ve been waiting for the preacher here to know I’m here and make a big deal about it. Maybe we got away better than we thought.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t seen any indications of the preacher knowing. I doubt he’d wait, considering we slipped away in Elka.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Harrid nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I have not seen anyone watching us with harmful intent, either,” Rosa added. “Some have been angry with Doc having so many women on his arms— the normal repulsion at some of them not being human or with me being allowed in the city— but nothing that indicated they would attack us.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good,” Doc said. “One day, maybe that animosity will be a thing of the past, but only time will tell.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The capital building was just recently finished, and its sandstone exterior had come from the prison quarry. The two-story building stood proudly with the Emerita flag waving in the light breeze above it. Getting out of the carriage at the split-rail fence surrounding it, Doc smiled. It was such a mixture of frontier and society that he couldn’t help himself. 
 
      
 
    Crunching gravel underfoot as they walked the single path toward the stairs leading to the front doors, Doc looked at the winter grounds. Everything was dormant, but for this world, that meant their coloration was different— they didn’t lose their leaves in the winter. Just outside the front doors was a boot scraper, which both Doc and Harrid used. 
 
      
 
    Entering the building, Doc was surprised to see marble flooring. The atrium they paused in was open with four large offices in each corner. There were stairs that led up to the second floor, which is where Harrid started to lead them. 
 
      
 
    The second floor had three major features, including two big rooms for the state legislatures. The last was a smaller room directly across from the stairs for the governor. Doc could hear voices coming from the open doors of both chambers, showing that the state government was in session. He was glad he wouldn’t have to deal with them— trying to deal with so many politicians at once would be headache-inducing. 
 
      
 
    Harrid opened the governor’s door, letting Doc go in first. He had a smile on his lips when he entered. The secretary’s eyes scanned them before he put a professional smile on. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sir. How can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “Here to see Governor Cole Ernst. My name is Doc Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir. This way,” the secretary said, opening the inner office doors. “Sir, Doc Holyday is here.” 
 
      
 
    Standing up, Cole Ernst gave them a bright smile. “Come in, come in! I’ve been waiting to meet with you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Doc walked in, shook hands with Ernst, then took a seat. “Thank you for meeting with me, Governor.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be all, Timmons,” Ernst told his secretary. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Timmons said before shutting the door. 
 
      
 
    Harrid stood behind Doc’s chair to his left while Rosa knelt on his right. 
 
      
 
    “A guard and a dryad. Your wives did tell me about them, but it’s odd to see,” Ernst said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m unusual. I was surprised that you put our meeting as the condition for you to sign off on my business endeavors in the territory.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Ernst said, coughing slightly. “An… acquaintance of mine told me you healed them. When I realized who your wives were, I knew I would need to speak with you, myself.” 
 
      
 
    “I only ask for a prayer to Lady Luck in return for healing,” Doc smiled. “If you want, I can—” 
 
      
 
    “Not me,” Ernst cut him off. “It’s my wife. I was worried about having to see you in Furden. My wife isn’t seen in public often. She’s… sensitive to how it would impact my life.” 
 
      
 
    “Bestial?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Half-elf,” Ernst said softly. “She’s worn her hair down most of the time she has to go out, but even that hasn’t helped much. We’ve accepted that, but since she caught the flu a couple of years back… her health has been fragile.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stood up. “Let’s go see her. All you had to do was ask. Luck heals everyone, even a preacher if he’d allow it. You’ve met my wives; I don’t hold prejudices, nor will I speak of it to others.” 
 
      
 
    Ernst was on his feet the next moment. “Yes. This way, please.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took ten minutes for Ernst’s carriage to be brought around and to ride over to his home. The house had a deer bestial maid who met them at the door; she was quick to go make sure the lady of the home was suitable for guests. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Ernst’s wife came into the parlor. Her elven heritage was noticeable, even with her hair down to cover her ears. What caught Doc’s attention was her fatigue— she had dark circles under her eyes, and even the powder she wore didn’t do enough to hide them. 
 
      
 
    “Rosemary, this is Doc Holyday. He’s a faith healer,” Ernst said, going to his wife’s side to help her to the sofa. 
 
      
 
    Doc had stood when she entered, so he bowed slightly to her. “Ma’am, thank you for seeing me.” 
 
      
 
    “A faith healer?” Her voice was worn, but she spoke clearly. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Luck is my patron, ma’am. If you’re willing, I can see about healing you.” 
 
      
 
    Taking the seat, Rosemary breathed slowly, as if she’d run a marathon. “I’m not sure you can help, but if my husband brought you, I’m willing to try.” Her eyes shifted to Rosa before they lost the little bit of life they had. 
 
      
 
    Rosa smiled slightly; she knew why Rosemary had frowned at seeing her. She touched Doc’s ankle and waited. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Luck, Rosemary Ernst is sick and comes to you for healing,” Doc said. “Please help her.” 
 
      
 
    Rosemary blinked at the green glowing hand that was held out to her. “What?” She’d seen a doctor at work before, and their energy wasn’t green. 
 
      
 
    “Just take my hand, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Slowly, she did as Doc said. The warmth that began to fill her made her breath catch. She thought of her grandmother and the stories of the tribes before the humans came to the shores of the continent. Her grandmother’s voice, speaking of the gods and their Voices, filled her mind before the warmth ebbed away. 
 
      
 
    Sniffling, not knowing she’d been crying, Rosemary looked at Doc in confusion. “What…?” 
 
      
 
    “He is a Voice,” Rosa said softly. “Lady Luck gave him a mission to save Mother, as your grandmother used to tell you.” 
 
      
 
    Ernst dabbed his wife’s face with a handkerchief, clearing away her running makeup. He was shocked to see her eyes clear and bright, the darkness under them gone. Holding back his own tears, he felt happy that he’d been right to trust Doc. 
 
      
 
    Taking the handkerchief from her husband, she wiped her face, removing the caked-on makeup as she did. “But… they were all killed.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Doc said softly. “They were. Now, I’m here.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you…” Rosemary sniffled. 
 
      
 
    “I help those I can,” Doc said softly. “Stop using powder makeup. It’s toxic— the heavy metals will ruin your skin and make you sick. I healed all of that when I healed the Lyme disease you were suffering from.” 
 
      
 
    “I will. I’ll never use it again,” Rosemary said. 
 
      
 
    “Ernst,” Doc said, gently taking his hand back from Rosemary, “there’s a new line of makeup starting in Furden. It’s made from plants to help replace the thick powder. If you want her to use makeup, please look into that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course!” 
 
      
 
    “If that’s all, I’ll be on my way,” Doc said, standing up. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Ernst said again. “We’ll go back to my office and I can sign the last of the forms.” He hugged his wife briefly, whispering to her, “I’ll be back shortly, dear. You’re sure that you are okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Better than since I fell ill,” Rosemary whispered back. “Go on. Hurry home, though.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled, having caught the whispers. All the way back, Ernst thanked him again and again, but Doc just insisted that it was what he’d have done regardless of whether they had a deal pending. Ten minutes after reaching the capital building, Doc had his copies of the paperwork and was on his way to the depot to get train tickets. They’d managed to stay ahead of the church, and he wanted to keep it that way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    It took them three months to wrangle the deal needed to guarantee the railroad could be built through Califia territory. Doc’s purchase of a few islands in the bay of the capital was what finally pushed things forward— he let the remaining tribes, the ones who were slowly being pushed out of their ancestral grounds, have the islands for themselves. They were what Doc had known as Angel Island, Alcatraz, Treasure Island, and Yerba Island. 
 
      
 
    While he was in Golden Bay, he also removed the curse from the two Digger brothers who called that place home, and healed another Hutmacher— Sigmund’s cousin— and his children who all had mercury in their blood. The families he helped praised him, promising to send the word out to those whom Doc would likely be seeing in the future. 
 
      
 
    Fiala had her dryad, Petal, reach out to Rosa: an inquisitor had come to Furden shortly after Doc’s group left Kitson City. He’d stayed for a month, removing the preachers in the city and investigating Onyx. Before he took any steps against her, he left on a train to Salton. The new preacher who’d come to Furden was highly devout, preaching every week about how seeing a false healer would damn the soul. Those who’d already seen Onyx kept coming back to her, knowing that she could heal them, which blunted the lies the preacher was spreading. 
 
      
 
    Yucca informed Rosa that the dwarves had started building the railroad south out of Elka where the preacher and sheriff harassed them. The sheer number of dwarves stopped them from trying anything overt, meaning Doc’s plans were already in motion. 
 
      
 
    Ambrose, Posy’s Dryad, made sure that Doc knew his ward was safe and healing those who came to her. The railroad there was almost ready, stretching from Furden to Deep Gulch; the addition of rail to his mine would start after that. Ivan had taken over for Rangvald at his original mine, as Rangvald had gone to be the foreman in Vedana. The last piece of news was that Doc’s four children he’d left in Deep Gulch were healthy. None of them resembled him, having strongly favored their mothers, instead. 
 
      
 
    David had Rema, his dryad, tell them that he was working hard on locking up the existing telegraph system. The phones had started to take off in Botolph and Yorky, and both production and demand were increasing rapidly. 
 
      
 
    He heard from Zu and Svetlana that the word of Luck was spreading far and fast, and both expressed invitations from their country’s leaders for him to visit. Doc politely declined, as he was busy with his plans for western Emerita. He had a massive amount of faith and spent it slowly, always balancing defense with increasing Luck’s chances to keep going if he died. That left a single one of his skill trees nearly completely empty— offense just wasn’t what Doc wanted— while his defense and utility trees were lit up brightly. 
 
      
 
    With Califia signed on with the railroad expansion, Doc and his family changed plans, heading south into Airzon instead of going north. The Airzon territory was glad to have money to expand the government, and Doc was just glad that the mines he knew of in the area hadn’t been tapped yet. With the mining claims and railroad agreements signed off in less than a month, they were quick to hit Meheco. 
 
      
 
    They got the agreements signed with the governor just as quickly as they had in Airzon. More than that, the tribes in both territories had heard of Vedana’s tribes’ fortune, so they were eager to get their own new shamans blessed by Doc. 
 
      
 
    Summer was starting up by the time they left Meheco. The Ironbeard clan had their surge of children— there’d been zero deaths during the childbirth, thanks to Onyx. Doc knew he had maybe another month before Fiala gave birth, too, but he didn’t head for Furden. Instead, his group went to Hoda. 
 
      
 
    The two weeks in Hoda didn’t cause them any trouble, but rumors of a church inquisitor tracking a demon worshiper were rampant. Doc chuckled because the inquisitor had come through the territory before them. Not finding them, the man went south to Airzon after hearing rumors about Doc’s group there. That allowed Doc and his wives to get their agreements from the newly-formed government of the territory and leave before the Inquisitor returned. 
 
      
 
    That put them a week past Remembrance Day, and closing in on Fiala’s delivery day. Unable to resist, Doc had them return to Furden. He wanted to be there for his daughter’s birth. While he knew it would hurt when he had to leave again, he wanted to be there to welcome his first legitimate child into the world. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc was still worried about what might happen with them coming home, but the urge to be there for Fiala was too strong. Rosa told him how Fiala had wept happy tears when she was given the news, as did Ginger. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Lia said, softly touching his clenched hand. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do what we have to,” Ayla said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “They can’t come for us legally,” Sophia added. “If they try to get to us in any other way, I will abide by what Lia says is needed.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve done a lot, Doc,” Sonya joined in, touching his thigh. “This is good for all of us.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just worried…” Doc whispered. He looked at Rosa, who was kneeling with her back to his legs. “I couldn’t resist coming home for this. If the inquisitor finds out about her pregnancy, he’ll be coming here.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll handle it if he does,” Lia said again. “With all the gifts you’ve chosen, you’ll not fall easily.” 
 
      
 
    Doc rubbed at his face. The amount of faith that he’d accumulated over the last few months had been staggering. Half of Russia and China— Tsarrus and Qin— had taken to worshiping Luck, and those numbers were still going up. The first million had surprised him, but after that, it just became sillier and sillier. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… It won’t be chance or a single blow that kills me. I’m so glad I chose the other options for clerics. It took me weeks to understand there was nothing stopping us from using the system in place to help safeguard all of you, too.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d have taken the simple cleric’s option when we realized it could grant all of us some of your gifts without a downside,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “But then, Doc had to spend all that faith and found a perfect gift for all of us,” Sophia beamed. “I have to wonder why the past Voices didn’t have these gifts.” 
 
      
 
    “David said that his gift trees were different,” Rosa murmured. “I’ve seen what Rema has seen; he doesn’t get the same options. It’s Luck who has given our husband these chances. They are tailor-made just for him. Mother is very happy, too. Her light grows and her children are beginning to flourish again.” 
 
      
 
    “All because our husband chose to come here,” Lia said. “I’m glad the tribes have been amenable to your requests. It’ll prolong the notice that might move the country against us. I doubt the church has guessed at even half of what you’ve done.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s better for us,” Doc said. “When we leave again…” The word trailed off, and he had to take a deep breath. “When we leave again, it’s for Pale River. When we finish there, we’ll probably need to visit Pacifica and Ouaricon to solidify our railroads.” 
 
      
 
    “Best to see the Pale River tribe before the winter,” Lia agreed. 
 
      
 
    A knock came on the door before Harrid opened it. “Doc, can we talk for a few minutes?” His face was grim. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, I’ll be back. Rosa, stay here, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice,” Rosa said, scooting over to sit in front of Lia. 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped into the other private room with Harrid, closing the door behind him. “You’ve decided?” 
 
      
 
    “If you approve, Shaman…” Harrid said softly, his head bowed. 
 
      
 
    “Harrid, don’t bow your head to me,” Doc told him kindly. When Harrid looked up, Doc saw the pain and uncertainty in his eyes. “I told you months back that it was okay. My thoughts on it haven’t changed. I’ve seen you over the last week. Your need to come back was as high as mine. Ginger won’t have your child for another month or two, and I’ll likely still be in Pale River at that time.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid closed his eyes and slumped back into the seat. “I’m a failure…” 
 
      
 
    Doc slapped Harrid’s knee hard, then had to shake out his hand, as it stung him more than the dwarf. “Knock that shit off.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid jerked— Doc had never hit him before. 
 
      
 
    “You are my friend. I won’t let you do that to yourself. You have a family, a child coming, and there’s nothing wrong with wanting to be…” He choked up for a moment. Clearing his throat, he went on, “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be there for them. You’ll still honor your clan by keeping Fiala and my daughter safe for me. The inquisitor will be back, eventually. We both know it. If Fiala or my daughter…” He stopped, unable to go on. 
 
      
 
    “Then a good man would go to war,” Harrid whispered. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “My gifts allow me to stay safe far longer than you could,” Doc said tightly. “I’m not releasing you from your duty to the clan or me, I’m just re-tasking you. That doesn’t make you a failure. It makes you vital. You’re vital to me as a friend, and then as the shaman.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid wiped at his eyes. “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Doc opened up his gift tab and spent even more faith. “I name you Grand Master Templar Harrid Lopert. You are now the head of my protection order.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid was about to speak, but his eyes rolled up and he collapsed sideways onto the bench. Doc was leaning over to touch him a second later. Exhaling in relief, he sat back. He wasn’t positive about what Harrid would be able to do with the title and the gifts that would become open to him, but he knew Harrid would do what was best. 
 
      
 
    “Does it make me a hypocrite to make a military religious arm for Luck…?” Doc murmured as he looked out the window. 
 
      
 
    A knock on the door came before Sonya opened it. “Doc… what happened?” she asked, coming in and shutting the door. 
 
      
 
    “He’s having a religious experience.” Doc snorted at his bad joke. 
 
      
 
    Sonya took the seat beside Doc. “I was coming to explain to him that it was okay.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s accepted it. Well, I’m not sure if he’ll be fully okay with what I just did, but he accepted staying.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
      
 
    “Named him the head of my templars.” 
 
      
 
    Sonya blinked, then giggled, hugging Doc. “You gave him more power than any clan head will ever have.” 
 
      
 
    “I know he’ll do the best he can with it. It’ll also give him something that he can work on while he’s there for Ginger.” 
 
      
 
    Sonya licked her lips. “Doc… I…” She hesitated. Over the last few months, she’d helped Doc with the dwarves they’d met, but he hadn’t needed much. The clans had sent word off to all the clans they could— every clan knew about Doc, knew what he was doing for those who backed him, and all of them had jumped to sign on with him. The fact that he gave each clan their own shaman had just thrust him into a space of reverence she’d never seen. It was almost as if he was Luck embodied to them. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay. After Fiala has her child. I want the days before to be all about her. After our daughter is born, yes, Sonya, you can stay with our wife and raise your own child with her.” 
 
      
 
    Sonya hiccupped as she grabbed him, pulling him down to kiss him. She’d been so worried, and she knew there hadn’t been a reason to be, but her heart had been a knot. His words soothed that knot, and her joy had surged up. She’d wanted him to say those words since the day they’d married… well, if she was being honest with herself, even before that. 
 
      
 
    When the kiss finally ended, Doc was holding her on his lap. He stared into her brown eyes with love. He knew that it was what all of his wives longed for. Ayla, Lia, and Sophia were all waiting patiently for him to finish his current push. He knew that and felt a little bad, as it might be a couple of years, at the very least, before he could grant them the same thing. The fact that they’d all accepted Sonya staying with Fiala warmed his heart, though, as it proved how much they all loved each other. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, husband,” Sonya whispered. “I want to have you fill me right here and now, but…” She trailed off and looked over her shoulder at Harrid, then chuckled. “That wouldn’t be right.” Looking back at Doc, her smile was bright. “I can wait long enough for our wife to have our daughter, but before he wakes…” She giggled and then kissed him, wiggling on his lap. “You might need to go see our wives for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Doc groaned into her kiss. He would take her up on that suggestion, but not before he kissed her a little longer, first. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    Doc was out of the carriage first, so he helped his wives out as quickly as he could. He’d asked them to wait on explaining things until they got home. They’d agreed, and even Harrid agreed, as he’d woken up right before the train reached the station. It took them renting two cabs to get out to the property, because Doc didn’t want to let Fiala know before arriving. 
 
      
 
    Radley, the ram bestial gardener, stared at the group in blank surprise. His helper, the gopher bestial Aran, wasn’t any less shocked. As the cabs had pulled up, the front door opened. Bernard, the black bear bestial butler, had started to welcome them before he trailed off, then quickly caught himself to welcome the family home. 
 
      
 
    “Bernard, who’s here?” Ginger asked, coming down the stairs. It was barely morning, so it took her a moment; she saw the group, but her eyes focused on one person. “Harrid!” 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped aside, letting Harrid rush in to meet his pregnant wife. He carefully caught Ginger, making sure not to press her belly too hard when he kissed her. Ginger’s rabbit ears quivered atop her head as she hugged him tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Ginger? Did you call out for Harrid? Is everything—?” Fiala’s voice got closer, then cut off when she saw the scene. Her shock was quickly replaced by joy, and then tears as her happiness caused her to weep. 
 
      
 
    The family surged into the home, surrounding the sobbing cat bestial. Doc held her gently, her bulging belly holding their precious child. She was kissed, passed around to her wives, and eventually returned back to Doc’s arms. 
 
      
 
    Bernard stepped out to make sure the cabbies were paid, then hurried to the kitchen to tell Charles that breakfast just got much larger. The hound bestial took the information in stride and he started to get more food ready. Olka, his helper, wore a bright smile as she scurried around Charles to assist him. She’d never known the happiness she had in her life until Doc had rescued her from the alleys of Furden months before. It didn’t matter if he came home unannounced— she would make sure breakfast wasn’t lacking. 
 
      
 
    Bernard returned, giving his cousin, Mizzi, a grin. The black bear bestial maid sniffled as she looked on in happiness; Fiala was a good woman, and having her child without Doc beside her had been weighing on her. Mizzi didn’t stay long to watch. Instead, she hurried to get the staff to make sure everything in the house was ready, as everything would be far busier, for a little while at least. 
 
      
 
    When the moment was ebbing, Bernard cleared his throat. “Sir, madams, I informed Charles about your arrival. He is working on cooking now, but it might take some time before everything is ready.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” Fiala said, her voice still thick with emotion. “We’ll be in the parlor. Let us know when breakfast is ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, madam.” 
 
      
 
    Doc led Fiala into the parlor. She sat directly beside him, cuddling against his side as if afraid he would vanish. Doc held her close— he was beyond thrilled to have come home, and seeing Fiala soothed his soul. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve missed you…” Doc murmured before claiming a small kiss. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve all missed you,” Lia said softly from her spot nearby. 
 
      
 
    “And I missed all of you. If not for Ginger…” Fiala sniffled again. 
 
      
 
    Ginger was wiping at her own eyes. “It’s been difficult, but we’ve been helping each other. How long are you staying for?” There was hope and fear in her eyes when she asked Doc. 
 
      
 
    “For the birth, then maybe a day or two after that. It’s dangerous for us to be here. We’ve been making plans and setting the board for later. The inquisitor has been chasing after us; we missed him by a week in Hoda.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger’s face fell, but she tried to put on a brave front. “That’s understandable.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, maybe—” Fiala started feeling bad that Harrid would miss his child being born, but Doc was here for hers. 
 
      
 
    Doc kissed her lightly to stop her. “Harrid’s staying.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala’s eyes widened. She looked at Ginger, who blinked, then began to sob. She grabbed Harrid, hugging him as she peppered him with kisses. Fiala started crying in joy for her friend, but also in sorrow for herself, as Doc would still be leaving. 
 
      
 
    “We have a lot to talk about,” Doc said softly. “I know we’ve been passing messages, but some things will be easier to explain now that we’re here. That, and Harrid has a big task ahead of him, which is one of the reasons he is staying.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa was kneeling in front of Doc, exchanging a smile with her sister, Petal. Petal, the dogwood dryad, was all smiles as she glanced from person to person. She could see what had happened and what they were planning. It would pain Fiala, but she knew her mistress would agree with the plans once she heard everything. 
 
      
 
    It took some time for emotions to settle enough to talk. By then, Bernard came and informed them that breakfast was ready. Everyone was hungry, so they all went to eat. They could talk after the meal, which Doc thought would still take most of the day. 
 
      
 
    As they took their seats, Charles and Olka brought carts into the room. “Welcome home, sir,” Charles said. “It’s a simple meal because we were caught unprepared. Tonight’s dinner will be a feast to welcome you back.” 
 
      
 
    “Even your simple meal will be the best food we’ve had since leaving,” Doc said, his wives nodding along with his words. “Though, I will look forward to tonight’s dinner even more now.” 
 
      
 
    “Wel-come home, sir,” Olka said. The slight pause hinted at the old stutter she’d had, but she didn’t actually stutter. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to see your smile, Olka,” Doc said. “Found your happiness?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. The kit-chen is amazing. Charles has been ver-y kind. I’m getting better.” 
 
      
 
    Charles gave her a kindly smile as they set the table. “She is an apt pupil. Hardly ever makes the same mistake twice, and she’s been keen to learn as much as I can share with her. Honestly, she could work in most business kitchens without trouble at this point.” 
 
      
 
    “No, s-ir,” Olka said firmly. “My work is for the Holydays.” 
 
      
 
    “For as long as you wish,” Fiala said. “We won’t force any of our staff to leave. If they decide to separate from our staff, we’ll be sad, but will wish them the best.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re all aware, madam,” Charles said. “That’s one of the reasons you’ll never lose a member of the staff. Please, enjoy.” He motioned to the table before he left with Olka. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc had been right: the food at home was so much better than anything they’d had while traveling. When they finished, they retired back to the parlor, dismissing Bitum, the parlor maid. The mouse bestial bowed before leaving the room, though she didn’t go far, just in case they needed her service later. 
 
      
 
    Ginger was almost in Harrid’s lap with as much as she snuggled into him, though Fiala wasn’t far from doing the same with Doc. If she hadn’t been so close to her delivery date, she might’ve gotten into his lap, but she felt too awkward to try. 
 
      
 
    “Harrid, you’ve been waiting to tell everyone, go ahead,” Doc grinned. “I don’t know exactly what I’ve done, besides make you the Grand Master Templar of Luck’s Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger’s eyes went wide. She didn’t fully understand it, but she knew that templars were Apoc’s religious warriors. Fiala was just as shocked. While the others had been told the title, they didn’t know what it really meant. 
 
      
 
    “I have a screen I can summon now,” Harrid said slowly. “It’s like the gift screen you’ve talked about, Doc. Mine is based on the number of templars in service. The more of them there are, the more Holy Deeds I can unlock for all templars to use, but a few are specific to the High Templars and the Grand Master Templar. Below those ranks are the templars and squires. I can’t name a High Templar until I have over fifty in service. Squires are like the novices the shamans were making. They’ll get almost none of the bonuses until they are raised to templar proper. It hints that only children— not adults— should be this rank.” 
 
      
 
    “That tracks with what I thought,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “The Holy Deeds are for battle, but are mostly focused on defense and healing. There’s a whole section that’s faded out. I can’t interact with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit… that’s likely based on the fact that I’ve mostly eschewed offensive gifts.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we want offense?” Sophia asked. “If we structure things right, then we can promote them as a holy order devoted to defending the weak and helping them.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” Ayla jumped in. “Doc has never promoted violence. Reinforcing that might be for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “Except we will eventually see battle,” Lia reminded them. “Having the holy warriors be able to enter with aggression might be called for.” 
 
      
 
    “The clans would support it, either way,” Sonya added. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like him to stay as well-defended as possible,” Ginger whispered, feeling a little out of place in the discussion. 
 
      
 
    “Like we do with Doc,” Fiala nodded. “I could support either side, but I side with Ginger.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be a bulwark, then, but that means they’ll have to withstand the storm to come,” Lia said, letting the others carry the issue. “They can still fight, but I would think that Holy Deeds devoted to offense would be… devastating.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, probably…” Doc said softly. “Harrid?” 
 
      
 
    “I will work on defense and healing just like you, Doc. My wife wants it that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. You’re in charge of recruiting and choosing those Holy Deeds. I’d suggest Ginger and Fiala help you pick.” 
 
      
 
    “The templars must fully believe,” Harrid said. “If they lose faith, they’re removed from service. As Grand Master, I’ll be able to tell when looking at them. It’s the default Deed open to me. It’s how I’ll know who I can bring into the order or not.” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone who wants to join should be allowed. The problem will be hiding you enough that the church— especially an inquisitor— won’t become a problem until you have support around you.” 
 
      
 
    “The Ironbeards’ brewery should work,” Fiala said. “They own a big swath of land for it. If they agree, Harrid could raise a training ground there. It’d only take an hour or two a day to get there. He could live here and commute there to train the men.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Ginger nodded. “Please?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d prefer that, too,” Harrid coughed, a little red in the face. 
 
      
 
    “This happened because Harrid asked to come home to you, Ginger. To spare him the feeling of breaking his honor, I was able to give him this. It cost me a half-million faith to take this gift.” 
 
      
 
    That made Fiala and Ginger gasp at the sheer number. 
 
      
 
    “Which is what I’ve spent on numerous other gifts. As of right now,” he checked his faith tab, “I’m sitting at nearly a million faith, still. Things spiraled quickly, far quicker than I thought they would. Svetlana and Zu have been spreading Luck all over the eastern part of the globe. I’ve nearly reached thirty-nine million faith.” 
 
      
 
    Now, everyone boggled, as Doc had never explained how much he’d received, just what gifts he’d selected along the way. 
 
      
 
    “In our time away, I’ve picked a lot of different gifts. The costs kept going up, but I have ones that you’d want me to have, Fiala,” Doc said softly. “Instead of me trying to explain it all myself, Rosa, if you and Petal will just look at my mind while I hold the tab up, you can explain it to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice,” Rosa smiled. 
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    Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled deeply, sweat-slicked and tired as he looked up at the ceiling. “That was… amazing.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala giggled and snuggled up to his side. “I approve of her plan.” 
 
      
 
    Sonya collapsed beside Doc, just as spent as he was. “Thank you, Fiala. I told him we should wait until after your child was born, but thank you for saying this morning would be better.” 
 
      
 
    “May I clean you up now?” Rosa whimpered. She was kneeling beside the bed, stuck in the spot where she’d been forced to stay. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Weed, but no diving for more. She needs to keep everything we gave her.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice,” Rosa moaned as she quickly climbed into bed with them. 
 
      
 
    Sonya whimpered in pleasure as Rosa went after her first. “Slowly and softly, Rosa, please. I’m too sensitive for more.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Sonya,” Rosa apologized before switching to what she’d been told to do. 
 
      
 
    Doc watched them until Fiala nibbled his neck, getting him to look her way. “Yes, my dearest wife?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for coming home,” Fiala whispered. “I know you’ll head out again after our daughter is born, but… thank you for coming home for this.” 
 
      
 
    “I always wanted to,” Doc murmured, stroking her hair. “I never wanted to leave, but I can’t have you in danger with our child. The inquisitor proved that the church is looking for me. They’re actively hunting me by now, no doubt. We have a couple more territories to visit, and then we head to Pale River. We’ll likely get stuck there over winter. I’ll do my best to come back for Sonya’s due date, but if there’s an inquisitor here, I can’t risk it.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. We understand, Doc. We do. The heart wants what it wants, but the brain knows what must be. I’m inviting our friends over for dinner. I’ve done it before, so it won’t be too strange to do it now.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to see them. Since the railroad goes to Deep Gulch now, I’m going to head down to visit Posy.” He swallowed the lump that filled his throat. “And those I left behind.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala squeezed his chest. “Our friends and their children… they’re all married now, besides Jesamin, so I know you won’t have more children with them. You should see all of them. The children won’t remember it, but our friends will.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you,” Doc whispered, then pulled her gently to him, kissing her with all the love he had. He moaned into the kiss, as Rosa had switched from Sonya to him. 
 
      
 
    Fiala giggled, knowing what was happening. Breaking the kiss, she eased him onto his back. “Just relax and let our excited Weed clean you, husband. We need to get to breakfast, as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my love,” Doc shivered. He laid contentedly between his wives while Rosa got some of what she craved. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Everyone congratulated Sonya, positive that she was pregnant because Doc had cleansed her of the birth control, then improved her fertility. Doc had no plans for the day besides staying home, but as breakfast went on, he decided to visit with the staff. They all knew he was back, so speaking to them would be fine. 
 
      
 
    “Bernard,” Doc greeted the butler when he found him in the study, “how have you been?” 
 
      
 
    “Very good, sir. Is there anything you need?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. I just wanted to check in with everyone today, see how things have been since I left.” 
 
      
 
    “Mistress Fiala has been exemplary in keeping everything running smoothly, sir. I don’t think a single person is less than thrilled to be working for your family.” 
 
      
 
    “Ease back on the formality a little,” Doc chuckled. “How have you been?” 
 
      
 
    Bernard relaxed his posture. “Wonderful, Doc. I’ve had no problems at all.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great to hear. Anything I should know about?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. I was speaking truthfully when I said that everyone is thrilled to be here.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. I’m going to check in with Mizzi next.” 
 
      
 
    “Be prepared for tears of joy, then,” Bernard smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Doc said, wishing Bernard a good day. 
 
      
 
    Bernard was right, as it turned out. Mizzi wept into a handkerchief as she sat in the chair Doc helped her to. The fact that he’d come to her to ask about her and her child had overwhelmed her with happiness. “Sorry, sir…” 
 
      
 
    “No need for sorry,” Doc said softly. “Are you okay with working? Your child is only a couple of months old.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a wet nurse and a nanny,” Mizzi sniffled. “Fiala hired them. This way, all of us can take care of what needs to be done while the children are cared for.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably for the best. She’ll likely want the help, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Undoubtedly. Are you going to meet them?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m making the rounds, so I’m sure I will. Are they in the servant quarters?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. I can—” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get there. I’m going to chat with everyone in the manor before heading outside and out back.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you so much. Radley and I are thrilled to finally have a child.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy for you,” Doc said as he patted her shoulder. “Have a good day, Mizzi, and thank you for taking care of my family.” 
 
      
 
    Mizzi sniffled as she rose, dabbing at her eyes. “It’s my pleasure, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc met with everyone in the home, visiting Charles and Olka last; the pair were busy preparing for dinner later that evening. “I don’t want to interrupt you, but I did want to check in with you both.” 
 
      
 
    Charles set down his knife, wiping his hands clean on a towel. “Welcome home, sir. I know we’ve said it before, but it’s worth repeating: I’ve had nothing but joyful days since working here, and since my assistant came along, it has been even better. She’s like the daughter I never had.” 
 
      
 
    Olka flushed, setting aside her own task to wipe her hands clean. “Thank you, Doc, so much. I… I love it here.” She didn’t stutter exactly, but her words caught as she sniffled. Eyes watering, she smiled brightly. “I found a new family, joy, and acceptance. After years of being called t-trash.” That word did stutter slightly, but she was far better than she had been before. 
 
      
 
    “Charles, the meals since you took the position have been the best of my life. You edged out my favorite previous cook— Posy’s mother, Daf— by a notable margin… Though I’ll never tell Daf that.” 
 
      
 
    Charles chuckled. “Understandable, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Olka, I’m thrilled you found joy again,” Doc said softly. “I hope the rest of your life is as wonderful as today is for you. Helping people is what I was sent to do, but seeing the happiness in you helps keep me going.” 
 
      
 
    Olka cried silently, tears streaming down her face. 
 
      
 
    “I should go. That way, she can compose herself and you two can get back to work,” Doc smiled. “I’m looking forward to the feast later.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make it amazing,” Olka cried. 
 
      
 
    Charles stepped back to rub Olka’s back. “We will. Take a few minutes to compose yourself, then come back, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Olka said, heading farther into the kitchen where the sink was. 
 
      
 
    Doc slipped out. Seeing the smile on Olka’s face and hearing the stutter all but gone, he knew he’d truly saved at least one person since he came to Furden originally. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Radley,” Doc called out to the ram bestial gardener, “got a minute?” 
 
      
 
    The head gardener looked up from pruning a berry bush. “Sir, what can I do for you?” Radley walked over, started to remove his hat, but then remembered that Doc had told him before he didn’t need to remove it when talking to him. 
 
      
 
    “How is everything? I talked with Mizzi. Congratulations, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    Radley beamed with pride. “It’s all because of you, sir. May Luck bless you for eternity. We’re very happy, as I’m sure she told you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m about to find out what it feels like to be a father,” Doc said, but his smile faltered. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make sure your child has a wonderful place to grow up, Doc. If it’s okay, we’d offer our own to be a friend to yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfectly fine, especially with Harrid’s child on the way soon, too. Childhood friends should be special,” Doc said slowly. “Never knew what that was like, myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Could be good or bad,” Radley said. “Aran, come on over, lad.” 
 
      
 
    The assistant groundskeeper hurried over to them. Smiling brightly, he doffed his hat. “Thank you for the job, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep the hat on,” Doc told Aran. “I don’t want you two getting ill from being out in the sun. The job has been good for both of you?” 
 
      
 
    Radley nodded, but Aran blurted out, “It’s hard work, sir, but not nearly as hard as it could’ve been. Rosa did so much to make caring for the land easier for us before you left.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s special that way,” Doc grinned, then looked out at the parts of his property that weren’t in use yet. “Radley, would you like to expand?” 
 
      
 
    “If we had another helper or two, and an expanded quarters for them,” Radley said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll talk with Fiala about seeing if Simpson can arrange for an expansion to the servants’ quarters. I’m sure it’ll get done. But for now, why don’t we walk, and you can explain what you would do if you had the time and staff to assist?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Radley said, heading away from the river first. “If we go this way, I was thinking…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc sat in the front room of the servants’ quarters. He spent hours meeting everyone, including the staff he’d never met before. The wet nurse was a talkative woman who thanked him many times for the job. On the opposite side of that was the nanny, who was sitting with Mizzi’s child with her. She was quiet and spoke softly, but Doc had the feeling she would be strict with the children to ensure they grew up knowing right from wrong. 
 
      
 
    His second longest visit was with Vic Runn, the deer bestial who took care of the horses and carriages. Vic had gotten married while Doc was away, and his wife now lived with him. The pair were very thankful to Doc, as he’d helped Vic recover from a terrible accident. That, in turn, let Vic have the courage to ask her to court, and now, they were married with a child on the way. 
 
      
 
    The longest visit he had was with the Driver brothers. William and Darren, both half-dwarves, were the ones who’d been Fiala’s drivers and guards while Doc was away. When Clyde had come back, he’d taken over the position again as head driver, giving the brothers an extra day off now and again. Both men had been sad that Petal, Fiala’s dryad, hadn’t taken them up on their offer of making sure she was always in the best condition, but they never pressed it. 
 
      
 
    In time, Doc stepped away, thanking the brothers one more time. When he went outside, he found Clyde handing the reins of a horse to Vic. “Clyde, how have you been?” 
 
      
 
    “Busy today,” Clyde laughed. “I got agreements from everyone to come over tonight for dinner. Just got back, so I need to let Charles know.” 
 
      
 
    “In a minute, please,” Doc said. “Walk with me?” 
 
      
 
    Clyde fell into step with Doc. “What can I do for you, Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “How has it been since you came back?” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Nothing out of the ordinary. No troubles from anyone, either. Honestly, it’s been peaceful, sir. Even when I take Fiala into the city, no one accosts us.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled in relief. “Good. It’ll be a couple of months before we finish with the west and head north. I’m going to ask you to stay here even then.” 
 
      
 
    “If that’s what you want, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “I trust you to keep Fiala and Sonya safe while I’m gone,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Sonya’s staying?” Clyde asked. 
 
      
 
    “She’s having a child of her own now.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh. Congratulations, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Harrid will be staying behind, too.” 
 
      
 
    Clyde’s head jerked slightly. “What? Why?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s the Grand Master Templar of the Order of Luck’s Bastion,” Doc chuckled. “He’s got his work cut out for him here, and he’ll be here for his wife and child this way. Mine, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I see… You want me to be his backup, especially when he’s busy?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll handle it, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I knew I could count on you, Clyde. If you want to talk to Harrid about the templars, go ahead. We know you can handle yourself in a fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir. I was thinking of doing just that. The Drivers will probably do the same.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought they might,” Doc said, stopping outside the homes attached to the stables. “I have to visit the last of the staff. Thank you, Clyde.” 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure, Doc,” Clyde said, shaking hands with him before heading for the manor. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s visit with the elephant bestials was pleasant. The adults were overjoyed with their lives— Jason had even found a woman interested in courting him, so the bachelor might be leaving those ranks in due time. Lance, Orville and Velma’s son, thanked Doc himself for the opportunities he’d had since his family signed on to work for the Holyday family. 
 
      
 
    When he finally headed back to the manor, Doc was happy. He’d done good for everyone who worked for them. Tonight, he’d see most of his friends he’d left in the city, too. Life was good, and he hoped it would stay that way for a long time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Doc sat on the porch, waiting for his guests. He was in a full wool suit the way society demanded, but with his gift to do magic the way the dryads could, he was perfectly comfortable. He watched Petal and Rosa moving through the gardens, checking the plants. Both had agreed to prepare the rest of the grounds so, when Radley got his next assistant, it would be easy to convert the land from wilderness to gardens. 
 
      
 
    The first vehicle coming his way got Doc to stand. It was a hansom cab, meaning he could see the pair being driven his way. He smiled brightly and waved at them; when the driver pulled up underneath the awning, Doc stepped off the porch to open the door. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re glad to see you back, Doc,” Onyx beamed. She was the first out, followed by her dryad, Wita. “How long are you staying?” 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully for a few days after Fiala gives birth. That’ll all depend on if the church hears that I’m here and recalls their inquisitor.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx shivered at the last word. “That man is steeped in evil, Doc. I did not like him.” 
 
      
 
    “I would’ve been shocked if it’d been any other way,” Doc said, giving her a hug before also giving Wita one. He flipped the driver a coin. “If you’d like to have a meal, sir, the other drivers will be fed around back with the staff.” 
 
      
 
    “Considering the payment, I’ll stay,” the driver laughed. “Just made my daily quota.” 
 
      
 
    Doc led Wita and Onyx onto the porch, and as he did, Sonya opened the front door. “Oh, good, our guests are arriving. Come in, Onyx, Wita. It’s so good to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too, Sonya.” Onyx’s smile was even bigger when she hugged the dwarf. “I missed you.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on. We can catch up while Doc meets the others.” 
 
      
 
    Doc took his seat again, waiting for the next carriage to arrive. After a bit, it finally rolled down the drive, and he got up to greet his guests. He didn’t open the door, as the dwarven guards did that. “Iona and Alaric, it’s good to see you both again.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Shaman,” Alaric said. “It is our honor to represent the clan for tonight’s dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “My friend is watching over our child,” Iona beamed. “I will never be able to thank you enough for helping me have another, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Your smile is all the thanks I need, Iona. It’s cooler inside, and we have some lightly chilled drinks. It seems dryads can make frost; when applied to a jug, it cools the beverage.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, how wonderful,” Iona said as she took her husband’s arm. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to our home,” Ayla said, coming out the door. “Please, this way.” 
 
      
 
    “Ayla, it’s a pleasure to see you again,” Iona smiled. “How was the trip?” 
 
      
 
    The conversation cut off when the doors shut. Doc took his seat to wait for the next person or couple to arrive. A carriage with a guard and footman was next. 
 
      
 
    “Holyday, it’s a pleasure to be invited out,” Homer Tarbo said as he stepped out. 
 
      
 
    “It’s always a pleasure to be invited to your home,” August said as she was helped out by her husband. 
 
      
 
    “August, are you expecting?” Doc asked, seeing her small bump. 
 
      
 
    Beaming, August’s happiness was evident. “Yes! It happened shortly after my visit with Onyx in Aurora. Goodness, I can’t wait. My child will be half a year younger than yours, but I do hope Fiala and I can arrange many chances for them to play together.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be having a lot of children here soon,” Doc said. “Ginger and Fiala, our maid, Mizzi, who just gave birth, and another of our staff is expecting, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Very busy, but that is good. Children should socialize,” Tarbo said. 
 
      
 
    Fiala stepped outside with a bright smile. “August, welcome back, dear friend! Homer, a pleasure to see you again, too. Our guests are gathering inside. We have cool tea to help with the heat.” 
 
      
 
    “Your dryad is so kind to help us,” August said as she gently guided her husband toward the doors. “I’ve heard from a friend in Bluebird; she is quite interested in the new makeup. It seems word is slowly starting to spread.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful!” Fiala said as she led them inside. 
 
      
 
    Doc grinned as he took his seat— Fiala had truly embraced her new role as a matron of the family and the head of the makeup business. Sonya would help her with both when Doc left again, which made him feel a little better that she wouldn’t be alone. 
 
      
 
    When the next vehicle came rolling into the yard, Doc stood up. He recognized David’s carriage, letting him know who was inside. His smile was wide when Peabody got out first, and it grew when he saw Heather. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the sprout?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “With the nanny,” Peabody said, his face split with a wide grin. “I hope he takes after his mother.” 
 
      
 
    “A boy? Someone to carry on the Peabody name.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll get his father’s brains, my charm, and will rule the world,” Heather said. She went up to hug Doc. “Thank you, Doc.” The three words were filled with barely restrained tears. “You gave me all this joy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m pretty sure Oliver did that,” Doc chuckled, squeezing her before easing her back. “All I did was remove an old hurt and show you new music. The rest of what happened was you. Well, you and him.” 
 
      
 
    Peabody stood proudly, shaking hands with Doc when Heather stepped back. “But you encouraged us both. We both know that, without you, we’d never have met. This is why our son will know all about his namesake: Oliver Holyday Peabody.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips twitched at the initials the child would have. If the boy did have Oliver’s intelligence and his mother’s charisma, he might very well end up being OH-P. “I’ll pray he grows up with your morals and wisdom, too.” 
 
      
 
    Lia opened the front door. “There’s my favorite musician. Come inside. We have some chilled wine and tea. Tell me all about the baby.” 
 
      
 
    Doc watched Heather and Oliver be taken inside with a happy heart. They’re not wrong. If I hadn’t come to this world, those two would never have met. I can mark that down as another personal win against the Darkness, he thought. 
 
      
 
    That left just one more carriage he was waiting for. It arrived a couple of minutes later with Governor Nathanial Dodd and his fiancée, Mariam Packner. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, a bright evening to you,” Dodd said, shaking his hand. “You know my soon-to-be wife, Mariam.” 
 
      
 
    “Miss, a pleasure,” Doc said, kissing the back of her hand. “I’m glad you two found the love you both sought and hoped for.” 
 
      
 
    Mariam was blushing as she took Dodd’s arm. “It took a wise man to show us the way. You won’t be staying for a couple of months, will you?” She knew the answer, but hoped, regardless. 
 
      
 
    “Sadly, no. I’m here to see my daughter being born, and maybe a little past that. The church is already looking for me, courtesy of Strongarm. With what I’ve done since leaving here, they’ll only increase their desire to find me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been curious about what you’ve been up to,” Dodd said. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go inside. Everyone else is already here,” Doc said as he opened the front doors. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone was gathered, Doc started on the story of his time away from Furden. Everyone was curious, and it was easier to just tell them all at once. Tarbo and Dodd both asked if they could buy into the railroad company that Doc had set up, and Ayla promised to talk with them tomorrow about it. The idea of the western part of the country being fully connected with at least as much, if not more, than the other half of the country had them excited. With the telegraph system going up alongside it, the future looked bright. 
 
      
 
    Just before dinner was called, Dodd dropped his own news. He’d gotten a telegraph that morning that Congress would be voting on territories to add as states before the winter session. If they approved Coalrud’s petition, then the seats in the House and Senate would be on the ballot in 1880. Tarbo grinned when he spoke of taking one of the Senate seats. Dodd wished him well, but would stay as governor as long as he could. 
 
      
 
    Dinner was a grand feast that Charles and Olka had worked on together. It took over an hour for the meal to end— there were multiple courses served, each one better than the last. With things finally done, they moved off to the larger parlor to sit and sip drinks as the evening wore on. 
 
      
 
    “What are your plans when you leave again?” Peabody asked. 
 
      
 
    “Going to Sikahko to get the railroad approved there, then Ouaricon, and finally Pacifica. Once those are locked up, I’m on to the frozen north to speak with some tribes out there. After that, it’ll depend on what the church does.” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t let you continue,” Dodd said somberly. “You’re pushing Luck’s name here, but even more so in the east, from what you said. The church will have to take a stand.” 
 
      
 
    “I know… I’ve set up what I could if the worst comes,” Doc replied, equally somber. “Harrid will be starting up the Templar Order for Luck, and my successor is already chosen. As long as no one here makes waves, they should continue to chase me for at least another year or two.” 
 
      
 
    “But they’ll stop chasing, eventually,” Lia said. “When that day comes, we’ll do what we have to.” 
 
      
 
    Mariam shivered. “It got pretty bleak all of a sudden…” 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s speak of happy news,” Sonya said. She was smiling, but it had a fragile edge, as she knew Lia was right. “I’m pregnant, probably. I’ll be staying behind with Fiala.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Onyx asked, jumping on any good news she could get. “I’ll be happy to help with the birth like I’ll be doing for Fiala.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a relief,” Doc said. “How did the dwarven births go?” 
 
      
 
    The conversation steered away from the dark future, going on to the bright points that Doc had already brought, instead. They all knew they were just not wanting to accept what would come in time, but for today, they could focus on the joy around them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    Nothing bad happened over the next three days, and the family spent the time just enjoying each other’s company. Most of it was focused on Fiala and Sonya, since they all wanted to spend more time with them before they were left behind. 
 
      
 
    Doc took the time to visit the Digger family, purging the rest of the curse from Grant Digger and his son. Both cried from the pain, but Grant continued to weep tears of joy afterward— every emotion that’d been denied to him his entire life suddenly came crashing home. 
 
      
 
    It was early afternoon on the fourth day that brought a little more excitement to their lives. Bernard knocked on the parlor door before opening it to announce some guests. Doc frowned for a second, as he hadn’t been expecting anyone. However, Sonya was on her feet, smiling brightly, her parents the first people to enter. 
 
      
 
    “Mother, Father! I’m so glad you made it,” Sonya said, hurrying to them. 
 
      
 
    “Doc!” Posy shouted, rushing in behind the dwarves to sprint for him. 
 
      
 
    Doc had been standing, but when Posy came rushing in, he dropped to one knee to hug her. “Hey, you! I missed you.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s excitable when it comes to you, Doc,” Daf said, following her daughter into the room, trailed by Ambrose, Masha, and Melvin. “We were surprised to hear that you were back and that we were invited up to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re family,” Lia said, smiling as she went to greet Daf. 
 
      
 
    “Makes me one of the two odd ones out,” Ernst Bronzehammer said, coming into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I was curious about the summons,” Karl Ironbeard said. 
 
      
 
    “There were reasons,” Ayla said. “Everyone, come in. Have a seat.” 
 
      
 
    Doc let go of Posy to greet the others. He shook hands with the dwarves, then hugged Daf, thanking her for coming up with Posy. Then, he turned to Otto and Greta. “Dad, Mom, it’s good to see you both.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pleasure to come up and visit,” Greta smiled. “The clan misses having its shaman, but Posy has been a great help. Most of the younger women are now pregnant… as am I.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good news!” Sonya beamed. “So am I.” 
 
      
 
    That got Otto and Greta to turn back to her with bright smiles. It took a little longer until everyone was seated with drinks. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m glad you’re all here, but I’m in the dark,” Doc chuckled. “Ladies?” He looked to his wives in question. 
 
      
 
    “Since we came back, we thought it only fitting to shore up some things that have been left behind,” Sophia said. “Ernst and Karl are here to become shamans.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good point. The clans need them, too. We should swing by the Molteneyes’ clan on the way out after going to Deep Gulch.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? You were going to go visit?” Daf asked. “If I’d known, we might have waited for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Noooooo!” Posy pouted. 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed. “My wives knew that. They wanted you here for the birth of our daughter, I believe, to celebrate with us as family.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re glad to be here, and will behave ourselves,” Daf said, giving her daughter a look. “The Plaza is more than enough for us. I’m sure your guest rooms are full already.” 
 
      
 
    “We wish we had more rooms,” Fiala said, “but you’ll be coming out every day. Our drivers will bring you just like they did today. They’ll also take you back in the evenings.” 
 
      
 
    Ernst cleared his throat. He didn’t want to intrude, but his shock had faded, and he couldn’t stop himself from speaking up. “Doc… you’ll make us shamans?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not as limited as I was last year. Svetlana and Zu expanded Luck’s name in the east. It bolstered faith to a large enough amount that I can now raise a shaman per tribe and clan. I should’ve asked the Oresmelters to se—” 
 
      
 
    “Mother is taking that mantle,” Sonya said. “She will set down the elder title and become shaman.” 
 
      
 
    Greta stared at her daughter in shock for a moment, then shook her head as if to clear it. “I… umm! I would be honored. The other two won’t know what to think. I’m not even sure if I know what to think.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll do fine, Mom,” Doc smiled. “You raised Sonya and helped guide the clan for a year now. I can’t think of anyone else I’d want in the position other than you.” 
 
      
 
    Greta beamed, clutching Otto’s hand as tears began to dot her cheeks. “Thank you, Doc, for being who you are.” 
 
      
 
    Otto pulled her to him, rubbing her back as she wept happy tears. 
 
      
 
    “Why me?” Karl asked. “I would have thought you’d choose one of the current elders, instead.” 
 
      
 
    Doc turned to Karl. “You were going to take Itoniv’s place, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, when he steps down, which we thought would be this year.” 
 
      
 
    “Which means that you’re trusted to help the clan, Karl. Are you unfit to do as I have done for the Ironbeards?” 
 
      
 
    Karl sucked on his teeth for a second. “I don’t know… I disagreed with your stance of young women working… or at least did. The clan has been the happiest I’ve ever seen. Everything is wonderful, even with the changes. I’m not sure I have the level of wisdom you have.” 
 
      
 
    “All you can ever do is the best you can,” Doc said. “If you don’t want to take the mantle, that’s fine. Sonya believed in you, or else you wouldn’t be here.” 
 
      
 
    “Correct. I chose you, Karl. I spoke to the elders when we were here; they all had praise for you.” 
 
      
 
    Karl took a deep breath. “I accept, Shaman. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc opened up his gift tab, selecting the trio of dwarves who were going to become shamans. “Luck, please help guide these three who will lead their clans in your name. They will do their best to bring the light back to the world.” Accepting them as shamans, he gave them a smile. “You’ll have to select the gifts you want. Take your time, but healing is what lets you improve fertility.” 
 
      
 
    All three newly-invested shamans stared at something only they could see. 
 
      
 
    “Daf,” Doc asked, turning to her, “can I check on you? It’s been a year. I want to make sure you’re still healthy.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Doc,” Daf said, getting up to take his glowing hand. 
 
      
 
    Doc fixed the minor aches and pains she had. He’d learned more about healing since he’d helped her the last time, so he was able to do more. Her teeth, which he hadn’t fixed before, were pristine by the time he’d finished. “All done.” 
 
      
 
    Daf stood up slowly. “Goodness. I feel twenty years younger.” 
 
      
 
    “You also look ten years younger, too,” Doc said. “I found that I can do more than I had thought. Mom, would you like to be refreshed, too?” 
 
      
 
    Greta smiled, as she’d just finished selecting her gifts. “I will accept that if you can do the same for Otto.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go through everyone here. Might as well make sure everyone’s as healthy as possible. If any of you three took healing, this would be a good time to follow along with what I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Posy said, going to Daf’s side. “I want to help Momma, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took some time for Doc to walk the new shamans and Posy through what he was doing at the cellular level to help the body refresh itself. When he finished, Karl thanked him, taking his leave to let the clan know about his new status. Greta and Ernst went outside with Doc. 
 
      
 
    He’d just spent a large chunk of his faith to make sure he could add even more elementals. If not for the extra millions of faith he’d received over the last few days, he wouldn’t have been able to do so. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to send them to the clans when you go, but they’ll be able to travel via the earth,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Ernst asked, not understanding. “Send who?” 
 
      
 
    “Your new helper. Mother sends her children to assist.” 
 
      
 
    The ground shifted and two beings rose from the earth. One had a head of bronze, and the other had dark metal gauntlets. “Ernst, meet your friendly earth elemental. I’m going to say his name is Bronzehelm. And for you, Mom, Smelter.” 
 
      
 
    Both elementals accepted the names given to them by Mother’s favorite, then turned toward their shamans. 
 
      
 
    Greta choked at what had just happened— she’d seen the elemental Doc had given to the Ironbeard clan, but she’d never thought her clan would have one. Elementals were rare, taking great power to raise. To have one, even a young one that stood at her own height, was mind-boggling. 
 
      
 
    Ernst bowed to Bronzehelm. “You honor us with your presence. My clan lies to the southeast; I will be heading home shortly. Can you follow me without drawing attention to yourself?” 
 
      
 
    Bronzehelm bowed back to him, then faded into the dirt. 
 
      
 
    “I’m pretty sure he’ll stay within a few yards of you. Make sure to have him add a clan-defining mark to his chest so the church can’t say anything. Have him assist with my plans for the railroads and raising up your clan.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Ernst said, shaking Doc’s hand vigorously. “We’ll do all we can to help, Doc. I should head home right away. There’s much for the clan to celebrate, and they don’t even know it yet.” 
 
      
 
    “May Luck watch over you.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too,” Ernst said before walking toward the front of the manor. 
 
      
 
    Greta had gone over to Smelter, touching his hands cautiously. “To think I’d see an elemental in my lifetime, much less one with hands that can handle molten metal…?” Stepping back, she wiped her face. “You bring so much to everyone around you, Doc…” 
 
      
 
    Doc moved over to hug his mother-in-law. “I do what is best for all of us, Mom,” he said, his own voice choking up. “Thank you… for raising Sonya to be who she is, for accepting me into the family, for standing beside me when I needed you and the clan. Thank you, just as much as you thank me.” 
 
      
 
    Greta laughed while sniffling. “What a fine pair of shamans we make. Crying because we both thanked each other. What would the elders think?” 
 
      
 
    “That we know the highs and lows of life and can accept happiness and comfort when needed.” 
 
      
 
    “No… they would be shocked and bewildered. Your words, though, are what I want to believe.” 
 
      
 
    “We should get back inside. Can you have your new friend head off to the mine? I’m sure Ivan will have a lot of work for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course. Err, will he know the way?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s connected to Mother as sure as a dryad is,” Doc said. “Smelter, please head to the mythrium mine to the southwest. The foreman there can use your help until the shaman returns to the clan.” 
 
      
 
    Smelter bowed slightly, then sank into the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about the clan, please,” Doc said as he guided Greta back toward the manor. “I’ll be going back with you, but I want to know.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course, Do—” 
 
      
 
    “Voice, it’s time!” Rosa said, coming out the back door in a hurry. “Fiala is giving birth.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s heart leapt and clenched at the same time. He was running for the door before the words had fully sunken in. He was going to be a father— his daughter was coming into the world, and his family was here with him. Life had never been as bright as it was at this moment in time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    Bolting into the house, Doc was met by Bernard, who stood in his path. “Sir, stop. Your wives told me to take you to the study.” 
 
      
 
    “But—” 
 
      
 
    “A birth is no place for a man, Doc,” Lia said, stepping into the hall. “We have Posy, and the midwife is on the way. Let us handle this. If needed, we’ll call for you.” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Doc said firmly. “I want to be there when my daughter is born. I want to hold Fiala’s hand and soothe her.” 
 
      
 
    Lia’s soft smile was full of love. “Let him pass, Bernard. I thank you, but my husband can be quite forceful when needed.” 
 
      
 
    The butler stepped aside, glad to be removed from the confrontation. “As you wish, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Greta caught up to Doc, having paused behind him to hear the exchange. “I wonder if Otto will try the same now?” 
 
      
 
    “Take care of my father-in-law, Bernard. Thank you,” Doc said as he walked quickly to Lia’s side. “Where is she?” 
 
      
 
    “In the nursery we have set up,” Lia said, taking his hand. “I’ll lead you. It’ll be hours before she actually delivers.” 
 
      
 
    “You were going to use Posy to heal her during labor?” Doc asked as they headed down the hall. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. She can heal just fine, and with a midwife to assist, it should be simple. It’ll also be good for her later when the Oresmelter clan is having their boom of children.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help, as well, or at least watch while the healing is done,” Greta added. “Learning to do so now would be best for everyone.” 
 
      
 
    Making it up to the nursery, Fiala was stripped and barely covered by a sheet. The only people in the room were his family and friends, but it did make things a little crowded. Daf was sitting next to Fiala, holding her hand, and Posy was on the other side, resting a glowing green hand on Fiala’s elbow. 
 
      
 
    “Uh… what is that?” Doc asked in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “The birthing chair?” Sophia asked. “It’s used for women giving birth.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stared at the horseshoe-shaped chair with a reclined back that Fiala was sitting on. The seat being open made sense, especially if she was going to deliver the child sitting up like she was. “Never seen one… I’m used to women mostly laying down with their legs up in stirrups.” 
 
      
 
    “In stirrups?” Lia asked with confusion. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long topic, and not important,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, why are you here?” Ayla asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “It might not be what men do here— hell, it wasn’t always common where I’m from— but I want to be here for this,” Doc said. “Daf, do you mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Just hold her hand and be ready for her to squeeze as the contractions come. It’ll be hours, maybe even a full day, before the child arrives,” Daf said, moving so he could take the stool she’d been using. 
 
      
 
    Fiala was sweating, but she gave Doc a trembling smile. “It’ll be okay, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. This is a special moment, and I want to be here to share it with you and our family.” 
 
      
 
    “Some men find it hard to be intimate with their wives if they are here during,” Lia said. “I’ve seen it with the tribe.” 
 
      
 
    “That won’t be a problem for me,” Doc murmured. He pulled out his handkerchief to dab at Fiala’s forehead. “I’ll always love my wives. I know that it’s best for there to be some time before we can have sex again. Even with magical healing, it would be safest.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala nodded as her brow contracted and she squeezed his hand. “Sad… You’ll have to come back and visit again… when Sonya is ready to give birth…” Her words were strained, as a contraction had just finished. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my damnedest to make sure I can,” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I have the hot water and clean cloths,” Olka said, coming into the room. “There’s more water heating to boil right now.” 
 
      
 
    Doc was surprised at that. With his talk to Daf about cleanliness in the kitchen, he wasn’t expecting anything like that now. He was glad for it, but it felt a bit jarring. 
 
      
 
    “If we don’t use hot water and clean cloths, the child and mother have a greater chance of growing sick afterward,” Greta said softly. “I lost a dear friend a month after she gave birth because of that. Even with precautions, it isn’t a guarantee, but it helps.” 
 
      
 
    “And we can help more,” Posy said with a smile. “Can’t we, Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “We sure can, Posy,” Doc nodded. “Having a healer on hand who can help repair damage and stop infections will prevent most of the problems.” He lapsed into silence and checked on the baby. It wasn’t tangled in the umbilical cord or any other horror story that he could think of. “We’ll keep monitoring all the way through. Headfirst is best and causes fewer complications, but even a breach— where the child comes out less optimally— we can help with.” 
 
      
 
    The women in the room smiled at him. Doc was taking this seriously, and his old life gave him the knowledge to help make this easier. 
 
      
 
    Sonya went to stand behind Doc, rubbing his shoulders. “I understand if things prevent you from coming back for me, but I’m happy to hear you’ll try. All of us are grateful that you want to be part of these moments with us.” 
 
      
 
    The others agreed, even Fiala, though another contraction hit her. 
 
      
 
    Doc silently vowed to be back for Sonya’s baby, plus any other children his wives had. Life was going to be chaotic and messy with the church hunting him, but he would do his best. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    A couple of hours passed with the group chatting with each other and Fiala before the midwife showed up. The older deer bestial woman gave them a smile when she entered the room, led in by Bernard. 
 
      
 
    “It’s finally time? Oh, sir? Uh… are you going to attend?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Doc said. “I’ll be healing my wife and our child through this. Posy and Greta will be assisting with that.” He motioned with his head to Posy and Greta, who sat on Fiala’s other side, their hands resting on her arm. 
 
      
 
    “We’re learning how to best assist during a birth,” Greta said. 
 
      
 
    “And I have to make sure my little sister is safe,” Posy added. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I didn’t think Holyday—” the midwife stammered. Her eyes went to Daf, her deer ears twitching atop her head. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Daf laughed. “Posy just thinks of him as her father. He isn’t her actual father.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Posy murmured. “He’s still my Poppa.” 
 
      
 
    Lia shifted over to touch Posy’s hair. “We all know, and think of you as our daughter, Posy.” 
 
      
 
    She beamed while keeping her head lowered. “Thank you, Lia.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala let out a grunt as another contraction hit her. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve been getting stronger and closer together,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s good. I’m Polly, sir and ma’ams. I’ve been a midwife for twenty years. With a faith healer beside us, this will be the easiest birth I’ve been to.” She took a stool and set it right in front of Fiala. Pausing, she looked at the room. “You all will see parts of her you normally shouldn’t if you stay.” 
 
      
 
    “Most of us have seen her fully nude many times,” Ayla said. “Posy, Daf, and Greta are the only ones in here who haven’t. Ladies?” 
 
      
 
    All three said they’d be fine. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay,” Fiala panted. “Goodness, this is a lot harder than I thought it’d be…” 
 
      
 
    Doc blotted her head with a clean cloth. “Women are, by far, stronger than men. No man could endure this half as well as any of you do.” 
 
      
 
    “Most men would take objection to that, Doc,” Lia smirked. “You’re right, but that doesn’t usually matter.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc,” Fiala said, turning her head to look directly at him, “her name will be Suzanna, after my mother.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds lovely, dear,” Doc murmured, kissing her forehead. “Honoring your mother is a good thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was still hours later before the real push came. Even then, it was on the short side for how long it took, and much shorter for a first-time mother. Doc led Posy and Greta in how to monitor Fiala and the baby. Most of them snuck off to get food while they waited; Doc was the only one who refused to leave at all. 
 
      
 
    When Suzanna finally came into the world, it was in the evening. Polly was efficient in helping pull her free. The child was quickly cleaned once she began to cry, showing them a healthy set of lungs. With years of practice, Polly had the umbilical cord cut, then passed the baby to Fiala, who cuddled her to her bare breasts. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Suzanna… welcome to the family,” Fiala cooed. 
 
      
 
    “I need you to gently push again,” Polly told the new mother. “We have to get the placenta out or you’ll get sick.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Fiala murmured. She was exhausted, but she pushed to do what she’d been told. 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled down at his wife and new baby girl with a bright smile. Little cat ears dotted the top of Suzanna’s head, clearly marking her as Fiala’s child. Leaning in, he kissed Fiala’s head and then, as gently as he could, Suzanna’s. “Welcome home, baby girl…” 
 
      
 
    The others all started to file over one by one to welcome the new life into the world. Doc was finally able to be convinced to go clean up and eat something while the others stayed with Fiala. 
 
      
 
    Charles had a meal waiting for him, congratulating him on being a father. As Doc ate, Otto came into the room, taking a seat. 
 
      
 
    “How’s it feel?” Otto asked. 
 
      
 
    “Unreal… I’m terrified for her,” Doc admitted, looking up from his food. 
 
      
 
    “Every father feels that way,” Otto said softly. “Yours will know love and comfort while having people around to safeguard her from enemies. What you do is for everyone, but now, even more so, for her.” 
 
      
 
    Setting down his fork, Doc took a moment to gather his thoughts. “If… if they ever hurt her…” 
 
      
 
    “Then war will come,” Otto said. “I know. Do you remember my anger at you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… Sonya had set her sights, and you were angry and upset.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’d hurt her, I would’ve come for you, regardless of who you are. That’s what a father should do if they love their children. Now step back from it… trust in your friends, allies, and family to keep her safe while you’re not here. You know they’ll do everything in their power for her.” 
 
      
 
    Covering his face, Doc took a few deep breaths. “I know, just as I know that I should leave now… and I will. Just not for a bit yet. A week, maybe two… then it’ll get too dangerous to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be staying in the city. We’ll go with you to Deep Gulch, as will Posy and Daf. Until then, we’ll visit every day to celebrate another bright light brought into the world.” 
 
      
 
    Wiping his face, Doc picked his fork back up. “What advice can you give me?” 
 
      
 
    “Be patient, be loving, and be ready to defend her when she’s reached her majority and pines for a nameless stranger.” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed and went back to eating, his heart a little lighter. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    Everyone but Fiala and Rosa came downstairs as Doc was finishing his food. Greta, Otto, Daf, and Posy said their goodnights, promising to be back tomorrow morning— Charles promised them a feast for breakfast when they arrived. Once the guests were gone, Sonya, Sophia, Ayla, and Lia dragged Doc to clean up, then to bed. 
 
      
 
    Each of his wives with him whispered words of love as they snuggled. There was no sex, just a desire for closeness and love from all of them. Sonya and Lia were the ones holding Doc when sleep claimed them. Doc didn’t fall asleep, though. His mind wouldn’t let go of what today meant for him. 
 
      
 
    I’m a father… wait, of course I am. I already have children in Deep Gulch that I can never claim… but today was different. Seeing Suzanna in Fiala’s arms, hearing her first breath into the world when she cried, it all felt so much more… fragile. What’ll happen if I stay? What will my daughter think of me if I’m not here for her? The questions jabbed at his soul. Lady… what do I do now? Closing his eyes tightly, he prayed for an answer, for guidance. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Doc, that all depends on you,” Lilly said. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s eyes snapped open. He wasn’t in bed with his wives— he was back in the car flying through space again. Beside him sat the perky coed who started this entire wild life he was now living. Her nails flashed the aces, her thumb a joker on both hands. Her blonde hair had a hint of strawberry blonde to it, but it was her eyes that grabbed his attention. He’d either never paid them enough attention or they were changed, because where her irises should be, a universe spun slowly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve let some of my glamor down because you’re a big boy and can handle it. Nearly fifty million worshipers and growing, Doc. Your gamble on Zu and Svetlana paid you in dividends you never guessed at.” 
 
      
 
    “Surprising, yeah…” Doc said, trying to regain his mental footing. 
 
      
 
    “Send some faith to David. He could use the boost right now. He’s slowly gaining followers, but if you send him everything you have in reserve right now, he can push forward to do what you want him to. He’ll get a stranglehold on the telegraph and make inroads on the lesser railroads. The phone is going to boom just as you thought it would, too. In a year or two, Luck and Trade will be spoken of so much that the church will be in a precarious place. David isn’t outing himself— he’ll be a hidden Voice, making sure the light continues to burn. But you… you’ve stepped into the spotlight.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why I need to go…” Doc whispered as he realized what she was saying. 
 
      
 
    “Things will begin to snowball quickly. The inquisitor already realizes he cannot track you alone. Others are being sent for.” 
 
      
 
    “When should I go, Lilly?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s your choice, Doc. Free will is potent and necessary. For the best odds of life, love, and joy… a week, at the most.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes closed, Doc’s jaw trembled. He wanted to lash out at the unfairness of the universe. He’d finally found loved ones, had a daughter he could raise as his own, but he had to flee. The fact that Apoc’s church was driving him away burned his gut. 
 
      
 
    “A week here, a couple of days to see friends in Deep Gulch, and then onward to continue your plan— that gives you the best odds. I never saw your play to lay rail across the west, Doc. You are planning ahead for a potential conflict, which is a good idea. It isn’t set in stone, as the odds are still shifting. Speaking of shifting… another of my group is picking a Voice, too. Trade convinced Invention to join us, and his Voice will be joining David.” 
 
      
 
    “They do go hand-in-hand,” Doc nodded slowly, knowing she was trying to help give him hope. 
 
      
 
    “Others are taking a look and weighing their options, but you’re coming to a tipping point soon. Before the turn of the century, this world will know what you have tried to avoid… but not a civil war alone.” 
 
      
 
    Doc inhaled slowly. “World war.” 
 
      
 
    “Because all the tribes and clans will not let themselves be pushed down again. You’ve empowered the ones you’ve reached. You’ve given them a future and hope, but it might all crash down if you’re caught before things reach that point.” 
 
      
 
    Opening his eyes, Doc looked at the bright lights zipping by the car, the hundreds of thousands of planets that were still safe from the Darkness. His new world was a small nothing compared to it all, but he treasured it all the more because of what today had brought him. “I’ll do what I said I would do, Lilly. My feet will tread the path, hard as it might be. Will I…?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t see the future, Doc,” she reminded him gently. “The odds, though… are going up bit by bit with each day. Endure the hardships now, and the odds for the future grow better. The jackpot you hope to hit at the end is waiting for you, if you can just keep moving forward.” She rested a hand on his. “Even if you hide away today, the odds are good enough for the world that I wouldn’t blame you for cashing out early.” 
 
      
 
    Looking down at her painted nails, he took a deep breath. “I want to… My wives would understand. I want to take my family, vanish into the tribes, and let David work the long game…” He trailed off as he thought of just that future. After a minute, he sighed in regret. “What happens to those I call friends if I do that? The church won’t be happy, will they?” 
 
      
 
    “The odds are not good for them. Someone has to be thrown to the mob.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s heart clenched, as he knew who’d be picked first. Onyx was the easy target: a panda bestial who was a declared faith healer for Luck. She’d be dragged out of her home, and the community would rise up or be crushed by the iron fist of the church. If that didn’t sate them, then… Posy. Doc yanked that thought out by the roots. 
 
      
 
    “No! Never that,” Doc growled. 
 
      
 
    “I chose the best man I ever could for my desperate gamble. You’re the chance to end the long night, Doc, at least on this world. It might come at the end of a fight, but you’ll have laid your plans for that… a true hero who brought back the morning light to the world. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    He turned in his seat to look directly at her. She was a goddess who came to him in the dark of night to offer him a chance at a new life. It came with the caveat of bringing faith back to the world. In return, he now had numerous wives, and even children that he could proudly pick up and call his. 
 
      
 
    “No, Lilly. Thank you. I think we’ll never agree on which of us got dealt the better hand that day.” 
 
      
 
    Lilly laughed, reaching up to touch his cheek gently. “Do what you think best, be that pressing your luck or cashing out, Doc. No matter what, I’m proud to have you as my Voice. Now get a little sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Doc said to stop himself from being thrown out of the moment right away. “Can you let me wake up? I’ll heal the sleep away.” 
 
      
 
    Puzzled, Lilly nodded. “Easy enough. But why?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to go sit with Rosa and watch my wife and child tonight. If I only have a week left here, I’m going to spend as much of it awake and with them as possible.” 
 
      
 
    The soft smile that came to Lilly was full of love. “Truly, Doc… you are a good man.” Her smile quirked up as she giggled. “Creepy Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc frowned for a second, then joined her in laughing. It was true that he was going to do what he always teased Rosa for doing. Taking Lilly’s hand from his cheek, he kissed her fingers. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    A bright smile came from the goddess before she vanished. Then, a moment later, the car did, too, leaving Doc flying through the universe. He had a few seconds to take in the breathtaking beauty before he was looking up at the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    As cautiously as he could, Doc slipped from the bed. Lia stirred, but he kissed her head, and she rolled over to hug Sonya to her chest. Making his way to the nursery, he crept in as soundlessly as he could. 
 
      
 
    Rosa gave him a smile as she motioned him to her side. She saw his mind, which still churned with the moment he’d shared with Lilly. Awe struck her again that her Voice spoke with one of the creators, and it humbled her. 
 
      
 
    Doc sat beside Rosa on the floor. His head was level with the bed, so he could see where Fiala lay with Suzanna in the crook of her arm, both fast asleep. He smiled, but it was touched with pain. A week is all he had before he had to leave again. 
 
      
 
    Rosa took his hand, then shifted to snuggle in next to him. Her lips went to his ear so she could whisper, “We’ll do all we can to help you, Doc. For now, we should just enjoy this moment. We’ll keep it bright in our memories.” 
 
      
 
    Doc pulled her into his lap. Facing the bed, his arms wrapped around her waist as they watched the sleeping pair together. “Thank you, Rosa.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome, Creepy Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc managed not to laugh. He nipped Rosa’s ear and felt her shiver, but she stayed absolutely quiet to not wake them. 
 
      
 
    A momentary thought struck him. “Where’s Petal?” 
 
      
 
    “Rooted outside to regain her energy and talk to Mother. It is how she refreshes.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay… I was just concerned.” 
 
      
 
    “Because you love your wives and those who help them.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled, kissing her cheek. Leaning into her back, he rested his chin on her shoulder. The week might speed by, but here and now, he wanted time to stop so he could stay forever. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    Fiala blinked slowly— the ceiling was wrong, and there was warmth nestled in the crook of her arm. Turning her head carefully, she saw Suzanna, her darling baby girl. She then smiled brightly, seeing Doc and Rosa smiling at her from beside the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Now I really understand the ‘Creepy Weed’ comments,” Fiala whispered. “Help me move her to my chest, please?” 
 
      
 
    Doc reached out carefully as he helped lift his daughter to her mother’s chest. “Good morning, dear.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala cradled the still-sleeping infant, then smiled as Suzanna started to try nursing. Helping guide the precious one to her breast, Fiala hummed happily. “It is a good morning. Thank you, husband, for coming home for this.” 
 
      
 
    “I have to leave in a week; I spoke with Luck last night. My choices are slim if I want to keep family and friends as safe as possible. A week here, a day in Deep Gulch, and then onward to drag the church farther away.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala’s lip trembled. She wanted to deny it, wanted to beg for him to stay or to plead for them to flee to the remote regions where no one was. But in the end, she didn’t— she just held their daughter to her breast to nurse. 
 
      
 
    “I know…” Doc whispered, leaning over to kiss her head. “You probably had the same thoughts I did. If I do it the way I plan, then in a few years, there’ll be enough faith for the gods to make a stand.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala sniffled, her eyes wet as she looked at him leaning over her. “I’ll accept it as long as you promise to come home in time.” 
 
      
 
    “As long as I still live, I will always try to come home to my family,” Doc said. “That’s the best I can promise.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala nodded jerkily, and Doc leaned in to kiss her. 
 
      
 
    When the kiss broke, Rosa got to her feet. “Doc, I will send the message to David through Rema. This way, he knows you sent him more faith.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rosa,” Doc said, pulling a stool over to sit beside Fiala. “Please have breakfast for the two of us brought up when it’s ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “You sent David faith?” Fiala asked. 
 
      
 
    “Let me tell you about my conversation with Lilly. It should answer a couple of questions for you.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Olka brought breakfast up to them and helped Doc set it up so he could feed Fiala while she held Suzanna. Doc’s heart was full of love as he fed his wife; it was something he’d never have thought he’d do before coming to this world. 
 
      
 
    As they were finishing breakfast, the others arrived. Settling in around the bed, they each took turns holding Suzanna. Doc told the rest of them about his talk with Luck, so everyone knew what he was told. 
 
      
 
    “A week? It never felt so short before…” Ayla sighed, handing Suzanna to Sophia. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make the most of it,” Sophia said. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me… since you have her, I need to use the bathroom,” Fiala said. 
 
      
 
    Doc helped her up, wrapping the sheet around her to preserve her modesty. “We’ll be back. I’ll make sure Fiala gets cleaned up and dressed before we come back.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s eyes glowed brightly, getting everyone’s attention. Laughter followed, because they all knew why her eyes glowed. Fiala took Doc’s arm, wearing a crooked smile as she led him from the room. 
 
      
 
    “Rosa, what was he thinking?” Sonya asked. 
 
      
 
    “Mostly cuddles, but she was thinking of much more,” Rosa giggled. “It’ll be an hour before they come back.” 
 
      
 
    “If not for his healing, I would have to stop them,” Lia said. “A new mother needs time to heal before sex, but we all know he made her good as new afterward.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Umm…” Sophia said. “I think Suzanna just… uh…” 
 
      
 
    “The first is always the worst one,” Lia said. “Ayla, tell Mizzi that we need some warm water and cloths. This is going to be black and tarry; it always is the first time.” 
 
      
 
    “Right away,” Ayla said, rushing for the door. 
 
      
 
    “Let me show you how to change a newborn,” Lia said softly. “It’s been years, but I helped Daf with Posy, and other children before that.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Doc and Fiala finally returned to the nursery, they found the others all smiling. “Did we miss something?” Fiala asked. 
 
      
 
    “The first changing,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “It was… different,” Sophia said. 
 
      
 
    “I know what to expect now,” Sonya added. 
 
      
 
    “Oh… I didn’t know,” Fiala said, her lip twitching down. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have a lot of changes in the future,” Sonya said, taking Fiala’s hand as she came closer. 
 
      
 
    “I know, but missing the first one just feels like I failed…” Fiala murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Your hormones are in flux. You’ll have moments like this,” Lia said. “You know what you just said isn’t true.” 
 
      
 
    Doc touched Fiala’s hand, his eyebrows going up when he felt the imbalance with his healing; he nudged her body back to normal. “It’s okay, love.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala took a deep, slow breath as she felt her emotions stabilize. “Goodness… Thank you, Doc. Is it going to keep doing that?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Doc said. “I think I got it right. You shouldn’t have that kind of swing for a while, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “If only it were always that easy,” Lia smiled. 
 
      
 
    The sound of running feet got them all to look toward the door just as Posy came bounding in. “We’re here!” 
 
      
 
    Suzanna screamed and Posy’s eyes went wide, her hands going to her mouth in horror. 
 
      
 
    Fiala swooped over to take Suzanna from Lia. “I got her. Shhh, little one… shhhh…” Walking slowly, she soothed her child. 
 
      
 
    “That’s why we don’t talk loudly around her,” Lia said, looking at Posy. “Softly is better for babies, Posy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry!” Posy sniffled. “I…!” 
 
      
 
    Doc touched her head. “It’s okay. We live and learn. Just don’t yell again, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Doc…” 
 
      
 
    “Posy, I told you to wait for us,” Daf said, coming down the hall. Seeing her daughter’s upset expression, she slowed her pace. “What did you do?” 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped out of the room, guiding Posy with him and letting the door shut behind them. “She was just a little exuberant in saying hello. She knows better than to do that again.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m really sorry…” Posy sniffled. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Doc said, “but if your mother said wait, you should’ve waited.” 
 
      
 
    “I just wanted to see Suzanna again…” Posy murmured, looking at the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Greta said as she and Otto came into view. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Mom and Dad. Did you already eat?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We’re a little late, but we came hungry.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s take you to the dining room, then,” Doc said, holding Posy’s hand. “Come on, little flower.” 
 
      
 
    Posy’s lips trembled. “Can I still be a flower if I’ve been bad?” 
 
      
 
    “Always. You might make mistakes, but we’ll always love you,” Daf said. 
 
      
 
    “She’s right,” Doc agreed. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do better,” Posy said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you will.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The day slipped away. Everyone spent time with Fiala, but also gave her room with Suzanna. Doc was with her for most of it, soaking in the memories of the three of them. 
 
      
 
    Later that day, he helped Fiala change Suzanna’s cloth diaper. He held his daughter on and off all day, mostly trading her with Fiala. When it came time for bed, Fiala opted to stay in the nursery again for at least another night. She wanted to make sure she wouldn’t endanger Suzanna in the big bed. 
 
      
 
    Rosa didn’t stay with Fiala, as Petal wasn’t rooted in the yard this evening. Petal would stay with her, instead, helping monitor both mother and child. That had Rosa joining the family in bed. With everyone knowing that Suzanna and Fiala were healthy and safe, they felt good enough to engage in intimate desires. Sonya was the one who got the most out of the evening, as they all knew she’d be staying. They wanted her to have as much love as she could before they had to leave. 
 
      
 
    When everyone finally drifted off, Doc purged the sleep from himself. He motioned for Rosa to stay with them as he left the room. Rosa bowed her head to him, doing as he wished. 
 
      
 
    Petal blinked when he walked into the nursery. Seeing his thoughts, she didn’t speak, just smiling at him. When he took a seat, she came over to sit in his lap, earning a silent laugh from him. 
 
      
 
    “Petal, what’re you doing?” Doc asked softly with humor. 
 
      
 
    “What my sister did last night, Voice. I can take her place as a lap warmer for you. I know you aren’t going to do more with me, especially not here, but in the back of your mind was me doing this, and I wished to.” 
 
      
 
    He put his arms around her sundress-covered body, holding her the way he had Rosa, though without thumbing her breasts. “Fine. How’s she been?” 
 
      
 
    Petal had been told by Rosa that he would ask and to only ever tell Doc the truth, even if Fiala didn’t want it. He was the Voice— his wishes superseded Fiala’s unless she’d made it an order. If she had, the collar would’ve stopped her from answering. However, Fiala had only given her the most general order when collaring her, giving Petal as much freedom as Rosa had. 
 
      
 
    “Before you came back, she was good, but sad. She thought of all of you often. She was resigned to having Suzanna with none of you here. Her joy when you arrived was like the sun rising, bright and full of life. Suzanna is the brightest spot of her life, barely surpassing her marriage to you. Today, she has been happy and sad. The fact that you’ll leave clutches her heart, but she knows why and is accepting of it.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled, resting his chin on Petal’s shoulder to watch his wife and daughter. “Thank you for being here for her. You’ll help Sonya, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Doc. We all know that you would be hurt if they were injured. Every single dryad in the world would rather die than see you hurt in such a way. I’ll do my very best for them, Suzanna, and the child that is even now growing in Sonya.” 
 
      
 
    Doc squeezed her gently. “Thank you, Petal. I am grateful to you every day.” 
 
      
 
    “It warms me to know that, Voice. Can I…?” She trailed off when Doc squeezed her again. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow. I’ll have time with Fiala again then, and I’ll have you join us. She won’t begrudge you that. None of them would.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I hesitate to ask, as you have Rosa already. We all know you view her as the best of us. We would be jealous if not for the fact that you truly love her. None of us want to come between her and you because of that.” 
 
      
 
    Doc kissed Petal’s cheek. “Is your hope that I would give you more time the reason you haven’t done anything with the Driver brothers?” 
 
      
 
    Petal squirmed before she nodded. “We’ve all shared the thoughts from Rosa— your stance on other men is very clear. It is why we were all eager to be with you at least once before we went with others.” 
 
      
 
    Doc sat there for a few minutes, processing what she’d said and how he felt about it. “What about David and the new Voice that’s coming?” 
 
      
 
    “We wouldn’t turn them away, but you are why Mother gained life again. We are grateful to our cores for you coming and giving us this light.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk with Fiala tomorrow. If she agrees, then I’ll let you join every time before we have to leave. Rosa will be there, too, though, because I can’t not let her be.” 
 
      
 
    Petal giggled softly. “She will beam to know you feel that way, Doc. As much as you love your wives, including her, she loves you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc held Petal, thinking of Rosa, while watching his wife and newborn. His life was decidedly odd and unique, but he loved everything about his family. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    The week went by faster than any of them wanted. Doc held Suzanna as often as possible, soaking in the memories he could have. The rest of his time was spent with Fiala and Sonya, alone and cuddling or being intimate. He hadn’t slept all week, continuing to use his magic to keep himself refreshed. His wives were getting a little worried about him, but they didn’t fault him for doing it. 
 
      
 
    When Fiala turned to find Doc, Rosa, and Petal all watching her, she chuckled softly so as to not wake Suzanna. “The creepy trio…” Her smile fled a second later, as she knew what today meant. “If I go back to sleep, will that stop time?” 
 
      
 
    “Sadly, no…” Doc murmured, shifting to kiss her cheek. “I’d have slept all week if that were the case.” 
 
      
 
    “Deep Gulch, then north and west?” 
 
      
 
    “Deep Gulch, then finishing getting approval for the territories I haven’t gotten yet. After that, we’ll be going up into Pale River.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala’s eyes began to water. “I’m going to miss you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll miss you, Suzanna, and Sonya,” Doc whispered, brushing the tears that’d spilled down her cheeks. “You and Sonya will have each other to help. I’m sorry we left you alone last time.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” Fiala said, touching his cheek. “Ginger’s been a big help. I’m going to have a home built next to ours for her and Harrid. That way, they can have their own space while still being here.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you want, dearest.” 
 
      
 
    The two whispered and traded a couple of chaste kisses until Suzanna woke up with a small cry. Doc gently took her to change her diaper, and when he’d finished, he passed her back to Fiala to nurse. 
 
      
 
    Petal and Rosa watched from the side, both of them knowing they would need to help their charges with the separation later. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sonya came and got them when it was time for breakfast. His guests had arrived early, making for a full table. Fiala let Petal hold Suzanna during breakfast so she could eat. 
 
      
 
    “I checked, and the train’s waiting for us,” Otto said. “It’s the only train on a line which hasn’t been opened to the public yet. It makes leaving much easier.” 
 
      
 
    “Peabody was kind enough to find a manager for the railroads you establish here in Coalrud,” Ayla said. “If he does well over the next few months, he’ll transition to western oversight manager. He has his instructions on what you want him to build. Sophia and I talked to him over the last couple of days.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave them a soft smile. “Always making my life easier… Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a needed step to bring together all the work we’ve done going west,” Sophia said. “With an office dedicated to managing the rail, things should progress faster.” 
 
      
 
    “The private car on the train is comfy,” Posy said. “It was so fast to get here in it; much better than being in a carriage.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled. “The convenience of fast transport. Trains still fall behind airplanes, but they remain good for transportation and far easier to manage since railroads are an existing product. Kittyhawk was…” Doc trailed off, thinking. “I think it was 1902…? Maybe 1903…? Can’t remember, exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “Airplane?” Posy asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    Before Doc could answer, Charles and Olka brought breakfast in. “Somber morning to you all,” Charles said. “I have made a feast since we all know what today heralds. Sir, we will keep your wives well-fed and cared for while you are gone.” 
 
      
 
    Doc met the hound bestial’s eyes. “Thank you, Charles. You, too, Olka,” he said, giving her a smile so she knew she wasn’t an afterthought. “I’ll envy them the wonderful meals they get to have.” 
 
      
 
    The mood turned instantly somber with Charles’ small speech, as the realization truly hammered home for everyone in the room. When Olka and Charles withdrew, breakfast commenced with very little talk. 
 
      
 
    The near silence continued until Posy asked after a couple of minutes, “Doc, what’s an airplane?” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips twitched up, so he slowed eating to explain the idea. Everyone at the table all thought it was fantastical, the idea of flying through the air across vast distances. Everyone sat in awe and deep thought over how the idea itself could change the world. 
 
      
 
    “David was told what to look for; it won’t have commercial purposes for sixty years. With the new Voice coming soon, though, maybe all of that will jump forward…” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “To fly would be a dream,” Daf said softly. “I’ve always had dreams about flying.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to see what the future brings, but with Invention having a Voice, anything could happen. I’m just glad he’s on our side.” 
 
      
 
    “It would be terrible if he wasn’t,” Sophia said. 
 
      
 
    “Full agreement on that.” 
 
      
 
    Breakfast ended a little more positively, as everyone thought about flying in a magical airplane. It gave them a tiny seed of hope that the future might be even brighter than they’d previously thought. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    His guests left ahead of them, as it would take more than a single trip for all of them. Sonya cried when she said goodbye to her parents, even though it would be easy for them to visit with the railroad between Deep Gulch and Furden being functional. Posy sniffled when she hugged Sonya and Fiala, then gently kissed Suzanna’s head. 
 
      
 
    When it was just the family left, Doc sat with Fiala and Sonya beside him, Suzanna cradled in his arms. Eyes closed, Doc tried to hold onto the moment for as long as possible. 
 
      
 
    “A portrait that would speak for ages…” Sophia murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe Fiala can hire a painter?” Ayla suggested. 
 
      
 
    “We do have the papers with Doc’s photo, so he’d have an image to work with,” Lia added. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll find someone,” Fiala said softly. “When you all come back again, I’ll arrange for a photographer. That way, we can have a full family portrait.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be nice,” Sonya said. “We’ll work on finding the right person to do the photographs.” 
 
      
 
    “I would love to have a family photo and a painting,” Doc murmured. “Sonya, we’ll do our best to be back for your child. When it’s close to time, I’d suggest going to Deep Gulch. Rosa will let us know where you are, but if the church is being a pain, go there and we’ll head that way. If need be, we can see about arriving first and staying hidden with the clan.” 
 
      
 
    “The mine would be the easiest place for her to hide,” Ayla said. “The clan holds that tightly, and it isn’t going to have visitors. The train runs near it, too, making it easy for her or us to get off there, especially since you own the railroad.” 
 
      
 
    “Good points,” Sonya nodded. “It won’t be for another nine months, but I’ll make sure that, if you can come back, we’re safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodbyes always hurt…” Fiala whispered, her voice choked up. 
 
      
 
    Ayla, Sophia, and Lia came over to the trio on the sofa, hugging and kissing their wives. All of them blamed the church for the fact that Doc had to leave, and with him leaving, they had to go, too. They were still saying their goodbyes when the carriages came back from Furden for them. 
 
      
 
    Fiala held Suzanna to her chest while she cried silently, watching the carriage with her family roll down the drive. Sonya held her waist, crying, as well. She now knew what Fiala had felt at the start of the year when Doc left the first time. Petal stood behind them, gently rubbing their backs, her own eyes locked on the carriage. 
 
      
 
    Doc held Ayla and Sophia to his sides as the three of them sobbed. The goodbyes were getting harder, but life didn’t care what they wanted. Apoc surely didn’t care about what Doc’s family wanted, and he had to leave for the safety of those he loved. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be back…” Lia said, her own voice hitching. “When the time comes, Doc, all three of us would like to join our fellow wives in motherhood… but we can wait until it’s time.” 
 
      
 
    Looking at Lia, he nodded. “I’ll gladly give you all that you want. If I have to continue running after Pale River… Ayla, Sophia, I can have you go back to them with your own children growing.” 
 
      
 
    The two beside him pressed into him tighter, murmuring their love as they kissed his face and neck. They’d been wanting to ask for just that, but also didn’t want to deny him their help. To hear him offer it filled them with love. 
 
      
 
    “They accept, Doc,” Rosa said softly. “Lia will wait until you can set down the burden you carry.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I will be your protector until that day. When that day comes, I will again set my guns aside, but this time, I will pick up a child to care for, instead,” Lia said thickly. 
 
      
 
    Doc met her jade eyes— they were wet, but not spilling tears. “When that day comes, you’ll have twins, at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    Lia’s smile was bright as a tear slipped free. “I will revel in that day, my dear husband.” 
 
      
 
    They wiped their faces when they arrived at the train depot. The train to Deep Gulch was waiting on the auxiliary track, having been prepared for their arrival. As everything was loaded on, Doc looked back toward the city. He would be back in time— he knew that, but the pain of leaving was even higher this time. 
 
      
 
    “Doc?” Posy asked, coming off the train to take his hand. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Saying goodbye is hard, Posy,” Doc said softly. “I’ll have to tell you goodbye in a day or two.” 
 
      
 
    “Not goodbye, Doc. Just farewell. I know you’ll be back,” Posy said with a serious expression. “It’s what helps me when I have to leave, or if another person has to. ‘Farewell’ gives me hope that I’ll get to see them again.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips twitched as he scooped her up to hug her. “You bright, precious, wonderful little flower.” 
 
      
 
    Posy giggled as Doc spun her around, clinging to her father with all her strength. He might not have given her life, but he was the father of her soul. It was because of him that her mother would live decades longer. Her purpose in life was set: to help Luck bring light back to the world. Doc had given her that purpose, and she’d claimed it as her own. Together, as father and daughter, they would show the world how people should live. 
 
      
 
    Setting her down, he took her hand. “It’s time to step forward again, Posy.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Posy said, squeezing his hand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-six 
 
      
 
    Doc watched the scenery go by; it was relaxing to see the nearly untouched countryside. He had the river to look at on his side of the train, and the telegraph poles were on the far side. Posy sat across from him, and both Rosa and Ambrose kneeled between them, also watching out the window. Daf and Lia were the last two in the private room with them, the pair talking softly. 
 
      
 
    Ayla, Sophia, Otto, and Greta had another room to share while Posy’s two bodyguards, Melvin and Masha, had a third room. There was no one else on the train because it was hauling mostly construction materials to Heartwood’s Tears and some goods down to Deep Gulch. Ayla had brought up adding passenger cars to it, hoping to deal with the increased travel she expected to happen. 
 
      
 
    The hours passed in peace with Doc chatting with Posy about the animals they saw. Ambrose and Rosa joined in to explain things. It was nearly three hours later when the train began to slow, and Doc’s lips pursed. He was hopeful for what he was going to see soon. 
 
      
 
    Coming out of one of the many small tunnels that’d been made for the train, Heartwood’s Tears came into view on the other side of the river. As they got closer, Doc saw the small tent city that’d been set up. All kinds of people milled in the area, but a majority of them were bestials and dwarves. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be stopping for a couple of hours for them to offload,” Lia said. “I asked the conductor earlier.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. I want to see how things are,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    When the train finally stopped, the entire group disembarked. The train depot was nearly done, as it’d been the first structure being built since the track had arrived. It was going to be a match in size to the one in Furden. That meant it was overbuilding for now, but it would be well worth it later. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the depot, Doc was puzzled by the bridge Rosa had made before, as it was different. “Who changed the bridge?” 
 
      
 
    “Stonebeard, the elemental you gave to the Ironbeard clan,” Rosa said. “With the rail line pushing on to tie into the Grandeur line, it needed to be.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes sense to extend the bridge and lift it so the train can pass underneath. I just didn’t expect it.” 
 
      
 
    “The Molteneyes clan is paying for the expansion to connect Grandeur and Deep Gulch,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “The contract was signed off. They bought the right of way, are paying for the lines to be laid, and have sold it to the company at cost. It was well worth it, as it’ll help tie things together further. That’ll give Grandeur options as a hub between the territories. We’ll need to visit Salton to make sure the contract with Uta territory is as solid as the others we have,” Sophia explained. 
 
      
 
    “It should be easy enough to manage. I wanted to stop in to see them, as it is. They’ll get a shaman and elemental to help them,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “That bridge is impressive,” Greta said. “I marveled when we came through to Furden, but now that we’re taking the time to cross it, it’s even more amazing.” 
 
      
 
    “Dryads and elementals can do amazing things,” Otto murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Like Doc,” Posy said. “Are you going to make the springs holy, like you did with the manor?” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled down at her as she walked hand-in-hand with him and Daf. “It’s a square mile, which is why we’re crossing over. I’ll get the train depot, the bridge, and where the hotel should be all in a single blessing that way.” 
 
      
 
    People took note of the group crossing the bridge, as there wasn’t a lot of travel through the area yet. The fact that it appeared that they’d come from the train caused an even bigger stir. A crowd began to gather as Doc led his contingent down the far side of the bridge. When they got to the end, a couple of faces he recognized were waiting for him. 
 
      
 
    “Shaman, it is a pleasure to see you again,” Kitanashan Heartwood, the last blood tie to the Heartwood tribe, greeted him. 
 
      
 
    “We weren’t expecting you, Doc, but I can show you around,” Orville Simpson, the bull bestial builder, greeted him. 
 
      
 
    Doc gave them a smile. “Kitanashan, it’s good to see you. I want to hear how you and the others have been doing. Simpson, show me around while she does, please? We’re here until the train unloads, and then we’re going with it.” 
 
      
 
    Simpson turned to do that, but the crowd was thick. “Ahhh…” 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped forward. “Ladies and gentlemen, is there something I can do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “A few of us are injured,” someone in the crowd said. 
 
      
 
    “I just wanted to see you, sir,” another said. 
 
      
 
    “Not often do we get to see someone who’s doing so much for us,” another added. 
 
      
 
    “We can help the injured,” Doc said. “Two orderly lines, please, for me and Posy. If you need healing in the future, there will be a healer coming this way. She’ll heal anyone at reasonable prices.” 
 
      
 
    “Jessica Welton,” Ayla said, stepping up next to Doc. “She was a healer in Furden, but signed a contract with us. As soon as her home and business are built, she’ll move down.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s one of the fast-tracked projects,” Simpson said. “We could all use a healer nearby.” 
 
      
 
    Kitanashan spoke up, raising her voice, “If you need help, stay. Otherwise, disperse. You can see him as we show him around. His time here is limited.” 
 
      
 
    That got the crowd to start breaking up, with two lines forming. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took some time for Posy and Doc to heal the major injuries all the way through the minor ones. A few of those who’d been healed offered blood to the dryads in thanks. Doc smiled, thanking those who did, as it would help Ambrose, especially. 
 
      
 
    The hotel that Doc had envisioned was in the process of being built; it was further along than any other project other than the depot. The others were key buildings, like Welton’s home, which would also be her business. 
 
      
 
    The full contingent of half-elves that Doc had healed were camped just downriver. They all came up to thank him again for helping them and giving them this chance to build a community. They were excited to build the place up— most of them were on the work crews, and they’d be getting started once things were unloaded. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the tour, they were back by the hot springs. There were a few people in the springs currently, which Doc didn’t expect with the heat of the day. He really didn’t think there would be children in the encampment. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful of the heat!” Doc called out to the people relaxing. 
 
      
 
    “We are, sir. We only spend a few minutes in here before we go back to the river.” 
 
      
 
    “Is the river safe?” Doc asked Rosa. 
 
      
 
    “Stonebeard made a few slow channels so people can use it without being swept away. I asked for them for this exact reason,” Kitanashan answered him, instead. 
 
      
 
    “Smart.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing dangerous in the river itself. The current would be the real danger,” Rosa added. “The channel that was made makes it entirely safe for anyone who can wade.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a real plus with the summer being in full swing,” Simpson said. “We all cool off after work, use the springs to soothe our muscles, then cool off again. This has been a great place to work. Thanks again, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “I noticed a Beaverton helping at the depot. Did they come up from Deep Gulch?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Ursula, sent Binula up to help. Binula said her brothers were coming in from Uta.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
      
 
    “More than good. She’s really help speed things up.” 
 
      
 
    “Simpson has been courting her,” Kitanashan said sotto voce. “It’s been interesting to watch.” 
 
      
 
    Simpson flushed. “The downside to working out here is that everyone knows everything.” 
 
      
 
    Doc slapped the bull bestial on the back. “Small towns are like that, and this is the smallest town, as it’s still being built.” 
 
      
 
    “Still better than Furden was…” Simpson muttered. “Well, before you showed up.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you two are getting along so well. This town has a real chance with the unity that’s here.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make it a wonderful destination,” Kitanashan said. “The Heartwood tribe will continue to live on in name.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my hope,” Doc said. The train whistle blew, and Doc sighed. “Well, looks like it’s time. I’ll stop by again. It’ll probably be a few years, but I’ll be back.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have things built up by then,” Kitanashan smiled. 
 
      
 
    “And expanding,” Simpson chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Doc shook their hands before he led his group back over the bridge. The next step of the trip to Deep Gulch was coming up. In a few hours, he’d be back to where it had all begun. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    Doc once again sat with Posy, watching the world go by through the window. Someone had explained how this railroad worked to him— it would head toward the mine, then split off to Deep Gulch. Running parallel to that line was a second that only ran between Deep Gulch and Lucky Strike. Since the mine sent all ore to Deep Gulch first, there was no need to connect it to the other rail line. 
 
      
 
    Doc never saw the mine, even though he’d been looking for it, which is why he was surprised when they arrived in town. Stonebeard had been hard at work creating the descent that led into the town. The depot had been set up where Suez’s manor used to be; no one wanted to build a house on the property, thinking it was cursed ground. When the depot went up, people waited to hear about any tragic accidents, but nothing happened. It was only just now being hesitantly accepted as not cursed. 
 
      
 
    Posy told him the story and rumors as the train slowed. When they came to a stop, Doc immediately cast holy ground. Posy giggled, happy that he wanted to make sure it was safe. 
 
      
 
    “Old saying, Posy,” Doc said as he led the group off the train. “‘Better safe than sorry.’” 
 
      
 
    “An ounce of prevention is worth more than a pound of cure,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “Another good saying.” 
 
      
 
    “I can tell everyone that it’s been made safe now,” Posy smiled. “They’ll accept that.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked at the new homes that’d been built since he’d been there last. It’d been just over a year since he’d left the town on horseback. It’d grown, bringing a smile to his face. 
 
      
 
    “Where will we be staying, Doc?” Ayla asked. 
 
      
 
    “We might stay at the Springs or the Lily, but I want to see Jesamin first. She might let us take over the master bedroom for a few nights. It’ll be easier if we’re not as visible. I’m only here to see some friends. Tonight and tomorrow here, and then the day after that, we’re on the train back to Heartwood’s Tears. We’ll head over to Unaweep afterward.” 
 
      
 
    “The Elkhorn tribe will potentially meet with you this time,” Lia said. “The other tribes will have been spreading word of what you’ve done. They’re probably realizing what they did by turning you away.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine; I don’t blame them for being cautious. I’ll be happy to meet with them. I know they don’t like Grandeur being right at the edge of their lands, but we’ll need them to accept it. That town will grow as a junction to the rest of the territory.” 
 
      
 
    “When we stop there, we’ll see about locking up the railroad rights,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “It shouldn’t be hard,” Sophia said. “The mayor of the town was an idiot, as I recall.” 
 
      
 
    “A drunkard. It’ll be signed and sealed in an hour or less.” 
 
      
 
    “Works for me,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    The train had gotten the attention of some people, but no one was headed their way. Doc was glad about that— he wanted to minimize his notability while visiting friends. Greta and Otto promised to catch up to them, but they needed to see the clan as soon as possible. Doc asked Otto to let him know when the clan elders would be free tomorrow, getting an agreement that he would. 
 
      
 
    Their old house looked the same, minus the paint peeling just a little. Doc opened the picket fence gate to let the others go into the yard ahead of him. They’d barely advanced on the house when the front door opened and a mountain lion came rushing out. 
 
      
 
    Krisriit was quick to leap at Doc, earning some screams. He never made it, as both Ambrose and Rosa tackled the cat out of the air. 
 
      
 
    “Krisriit, no!” Jesamin shouted as she came out of the house. “Doc, I’m sorry. He was eager to say hello.” 
 
      
 
    Doc knelt to hug Posy, who’d clung to him in fright. “It’s okay, Posy. He wasn’t attacking. He just wanted to say hi.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia were both pale and shaking. Lia gathered them into a hug to speak softly to them. Daf had passed out, so when Posy let go of him, she rushed to her mother. 
 
      
 
    “He is sorry, Doc,” Rosa said, standing up. “Krisriit just knows you made Jesamin very happy before you left.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll behave now,” Ambrose added. “He’ll never leap like that at a friend again.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Caretakers,” Jesamin said, hurrying over to the group. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s head inside,” Doc said softly. “I don’t want to get swamped by people.” 
 
      
 
    Doc helped get Daf on her feet and then inside, away from the few people taking an interest in what was happening. When they were all indoors, Jesamin hurried out of the room. Doc frowned until she came back with a baby in her arms, then smiled sadly. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, let me introduce our son, Courage,” Jesamin said. “Courage, this is Doc Holyday, your father.” 
 
      
 
    Courage was sleeping peacefully, his ears and eyes elven in shape. There was no sign that Courage’s father was anything but an elf. His hair was a match to Jesamin’s, further showing him to take after his mother. 
 
      
 
    “He has green eyes,” Jesamin said. “It’s the only hint that he is yours, Shaman.” 
 
      
 
    Doc held out his arms, and Jesamin placed Courage into them. Doc stared down at his son, the son he’d never be able to claim without putting him in danger. “Courage, I’m sorry I’ll never be the father I should be for you,” the words were thick with emotion. “I know how that can hurt… You’ll never remember this, but I’m happy you have this chance to grow. I’ll be doing my best to make the world a better place for you.” 
 
      
 
    Lia stood beside Jesamin. “You have not told others?” 
 
      
 
    “No. The only ones who know are those who also have a special one to care for. I remember that I must deny Doc his child, but here, with family, it is safe to be open.” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” Ayla said, moving closer to look down at Courage. “May I?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. You are his wife,” Jesamin nodded. 
 
      
 
    Doc handed the baby off before taking a seat, wiping his face. “I knew it would be difficult…” 
 
      
 
    Sophia rubbed his shoulders. “But it’s good to see him, and it will be for the others, too. We’ll be here for you.” 
 
      
 
    Daf mostly kept her eyes on Krisriit, clearly not trusting the cougar. She did look at Doc, though, before she told him, “We’ll be doing our best to help with all the children. Posy is their big sister, as she says.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I am! I’ll help them know the wonders of Luck. I know not to tell them that Doc is their Poppa, but I can still be their big sister.” 
 
      
 
    “We were hoping to stay here for the few days we’re in town, Elder,” Lia said. “If that is okay?” 
 
      
 
    Jesamin’s eyes darted to Doc, then back to Lia. “As short or as long as you need, Lia. I welcome a daughter of the tribe and our shaman home.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be meeting with the clan and a couple of friends,” Doc said. “Posy, tomorrow morning, can you ask Jasmine and Lotus to come over here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Posy said. “Can I tell Cassia and Wenn tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get dinner started,” Sophia said. “I’ll want you to ask my mother to come over tomorrow, too, but in the afternoon, please?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” Posy beamed. 
 
      
 
    “We should go home for now, Posy,” Daf said. “I’m sure Doc needs to speak with Jesamin without us here.” 
 
      
 
    Posy got a hug from everyone before she let Daf lead her out the back door. 
 
      
 
    Ayla brought Courage back over to Jesamin. “He’s going to be a handful.” 
 
      
 
    “I expect him to be a mighty hunter who can lead the tribe,” Jesamin smiled brightly. “Let me put him down again, and I’ll come back to talk.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The talk with Jesamin had her shocked with how much Doc had done and how far belief in Luck had already reached. The fact that Doc could name people shamans and gift them powers— along with Mother allowing the tribes to have elementals— moved her to tears. Doc was single-handedly erasing what the Church of Apoc had done to the tribes, giving them a chance to rise again. 
 
      
 
    When Cassia and Wenn came over, Jesamin slipped out with Krisriit and Courage. She promised to return later, but wanted to give the family space to meet with their friends. She let Lia know that she would just be in the office at the Lily. 
 
      
 
    Doc answered the knock on the door. “Welcome! Come on in. It’s good to see you both.” 
 
      
 
    “It is good to see you, too,” Cassia said, giving him a hug before going to do the same with Lia. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, you son of a gun!” Wenn grinned broadly. “I’m glad to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the baby?” Doc asked, shaking hands with the sheriff. 
 
      
 
    “We left him with Daf. Figured we’d be here for a while, and she was happy to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Dinner’s ready,” Sophia said from the kitchen where she was being helped by Ayla. 
 
      
 
    “How’s the town been?” Doc asked as he headed for the table. 
 
      
 
    “Good. The deputies came back to work for me. There’s no need for them to bodyguard Nicole anymore. We haven’t had any issues, and I could use the help. They’ve been delighted to be allowed to uphold the laws without the problems they had before.” 
 
      
 
    “The tournaments continue to be a big draw for the Lily, too,” Cassia said, taking her seat, “even with the Silver Lily in Furden getting some of the draw. We’ve agreed that they can hold a yearly tournament near the winter solstice to even things out. That way, the big games are far enough apart to not compete with each other. Our monthly tournaments are two weeks apart, too. With the railroad here, we should see a big boom in travel for the games.” 
 
      
 
    “Another reason I’m glad for the deputies,” Wenn grunted. “The ease of travel will bring in some rogue elements, but I can handle it better now. The depot going in on Suez property, that caused a stir.” 
 
      
 
    “Posy told me. The ground there is holy ground to Luck now. Speaking of,” Doc closed his eyes, triggering holy ground again. “There. A half mile in all directions from me is now hallowed ground.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Wenn asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have a lot to tell you guys,” Doc chuckled, kissing Sophia’s cheek when she leaned in to set a platter down. “I can do that while we eat.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was getting late when Doc finished telling his tale. 
 
      
 
    Wenn looked troubled. “The church is going to have to hunt you down.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why I’m only staying tonight and tomorrow, then leaving again. I’ll be here just long enough to see friends. The inquisitor will be through here eventually. As long as I’m not here, they should just move on.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure they mind themselves,” Wenn grunted, “as much as I can.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll all do what we can, but I doubt they’ll exert themselves here, not when I’m elsewhere.” 
 
      
 
    Wenn stood up, helping Cassia to her feet. “Doc, you’re a good friend. I’ll keep my eye on the town and your… friends.” The last word was obviously a replacement for another. “My son will play with children his own age and be blessed for it.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make sure they have people around to help them,” Cassia added. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Doc said softly, rising to his feet. 
 
      
 
    They shared farewells, and a few minutes later, Doc and his wives stood there. Ayla took Doc’s hand. “Let’s get cleaned up and go to bed.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, we’ll have more to do,” Sophia added, taking Doc’s other hand. 
 
      
 
    Lia led the way down the hall while Rosa trailed them. The dryad watched his back— she knew Doc hated the idea of leaving his children behind again, but he also wanted to see them. Tonight, she would help him relax and make sure he knew the love he deserved. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-eight 
 
      
 
    Doc felt a little bemused as he watched Rosa, Lia, and Jesamin get dressed. Jesamin had been in bed with them when Doc woke up. Before he could say anything, Lia kissed him passionately, and things went exactly the way she wanted at that point. Jesamin didn’t get any of Doc’s semen, so he wasn’t worried about her having a second child with him. The only reason he was okay with it was because Lia had been there with him. 
 
      
 
    “He is very attentive,” Jesamin smiled over her shoulder at Doc. “You have a wonderful husband, Lia.” 
 
      
 
    “He is in so many ways,” Lia agreed. “Doc, you’ve had enough of a show. We’re going to have company soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Doc said, getting out of bed. “Lotus and Jasmine should be over.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be downstairs,” Lia said, taking Jesamin by the hand. “Rosa, come along. Otherwise, you’ll distract him again.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Rosa pouted as she went. 
 
      
 
    Chuckling as he watched them go, Doc grabbed his clothing. He would see his friends, and possibly more of his kids this morning. The elders would want to see him by this afternoon, he was sure. He’d need Nicole to stop by just to check in with her, too. In addition, Sophia was having her mother over at some point. Today was going to be busy, and it needed to be; tomorrow morning, they’d be heading back out again. 
 
      
 
    I’d love to stay for a week and just spend time with all of them, but the church has to already be heading back to Furden… I’m sure that someone spotted us on the way out, at least. The train is too new to avoid being noticed, Doc thought. Maybe the rail line between Grandeur and Heartwood’s Tears is done, or near done? We should be able to take the train most of the way… might need to get a mule to bring just in case we need to hoof it. 
 
      
 
    Lost in his thoughts as he left the bedroom, he failed to notice the voices coming from downstairs until he was almost to the kitchen. A sad smile came to him when he stepped out of the hall to see who was there. 
 
      
 
    Lotus and Jasmine sat at the table with babies in their arms. Both of them were smiling brightly as they chatted with his wives. Ayla and Sophia were sitting beside them while Jesamin and Lia were in the kitchen. Rosa wasn’t in view, so Doc figured that she was outside. The shock was the man at the table between Lotus and Jasmine. 
 
      
 
    “Geno?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    The man stood up, turning around to face him. “Doc! I, uh… wasn’t sure if I should come, but… well, with my wives being here…” 
 
      
 
    The words hit Doc in the gut— he hadn’t expected what he’d heard. “Uh, yeah. If I’d known, I would’ve made sure you were expressly invited. Congratulations on the nuptials.” 
 
      
 
    Stepping away from the table, Geno shook hands with Doc. “I’ll treasure them both, Doc. They’re precious. I… when they asked me to court…” He stumbled over his words, flushing slightly. 
 
      
 
    Doc clapped him on the shoulder. “I thought you were a good man before I left. If they asked you, it means they thought so too. It’s fine… about the children… you’re okay with it?” 
 
      
 
    “Their children they had with nameless strangers?” Geno asked, but met Doc’s eyes. “I’ll raise them like my own. I’ll call them my own daughters if I’m ever asked. Only those close to us know they were pregnant before I married them.” 
 
      
 
    Lotus and Jasmine had gotten up, coming over with their daughters in their arms. Their bright smiles helped ease Doc’s turmoil. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, this is Chrysanthemum,” Lotus said. “I’ll be calling her Chrys, mostly.” 
 
      
 
    “And this is Aster,” Jasmine smiled brightly. 
 
      
 
    Doc kissed each one on the head, wearing a trembling smile as he looked down at the little girls in their arms. They cooed at him, reaching up to grab at his face. Tears fell from his eyes as he let them poke, pinch, and grab at him. “I’m sorry, little ones…” Doc whispered. “Your mothers and father will take good care of you. You’ll likely never know just how special you are to me…” 
 
      
 
    Lotus and Jasmine let out small sniffles as they moved a little closer. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take them,” Geno said gently. “You stay and catch up. I’ll make sure they’re both okay until you two make it home.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded, stepping away so they could hand their daughters off. Pulling out his handkerchief, he wiped his face before folding it and putting it away. When he’d composed himself, he turned to be hugged by his two former lovers. 
 
      
 
    Arms tightened on him as the pair held him, crying into his shoulders. They both felt terrible for having moved on, but they also knew it was for the best. The fact that he came back to see his daughters was both joy and sorrow in a tight ball. Doc held them, starting to cry again himself. 
 
      
 
    “You all love each other, but Doc is very happy that you have Geno,” Rosa said, having come in when Geno left. “The fact that you have a good husband and that he is accepting of what came before is good news.” 
 
      
 
    Doc squeezed them a little tighter. “She’s right.” 
 
      
 
    It took a few moments for them to calm down enough to separate. Jasmine and Lotus went together to the bathroom to clean their faces; Doc would’ve changed his jacket, but perfectly presented had it looking pristine right after they’d left. Doc gave his wives hugs and kisses, accepting their love and soft words of happiness for their friends. He was seated by the time Lotus and Jasmine returned. 
 
      
 
    “When did you marry Geno?” Doc asked as they sat. 
 
      
 
    “A couple of months ago,” Lotus said. 
 
      
 
    “It was just us, the judge, and a couple of witnesses,” Jasmine said. 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t need a big wedding, and with the babies, it was easier this way. Thankfully, we have a wet nurse and a nanny to help us. That’s made it possible to keep the Springs running the way it should.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of, the gems have been very happy. It cut our rooms by a third, but we’ve had the wealthiest gamblers in many times. One of the gems asked about leaving behind her old profession; Ruby’s a bright one, and we’ve started to teach her how to manage a hotel. She wants to apply for a position at Heartwood’s Tears.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a good woman,” Doc smiled. “Thanks for letting her, and I’ll tell Kitanashan when we head back that way.” 
 
      
 
    “We heard about Fiala,” Lotus smiled brightly. “I’m so glad she has a daughter, too.” 
 
      
 
    “And Sonya is pregnant, too,” Jasmine giggled. “I recall her coming in to find you when you were setting up your mine.” 
 
      
 
    “She was so eager,” Lotus joined her wife in giggling. “I’m glad she got her wish.” 
 
      
 
    “Both of them are happy, but sad that they stayed behind,” Ayla said. “We’re the same. We wish they were here, but we’re glad they’re having children.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast is almost done,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, Otto came by. The elders will see you after breakfast,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    “We only have a short time to talk with you,” Doc told Lotus and Jasmine, “but I’m glad we got to see each other again.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand,” Jasmine nodded. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay. We’ll look forward to the next time you come back. By then, we should have children with Geno.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled softly. “I can ensure that, if you want?” 
 
      
 
    Both women held their hands out to him. Doc quickly increased their fertility, happy that they truly were moving on with their lives. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be so happy,” Jasmine said. “Do you mind if we tell him?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. He won’t think we…?” Doc trailed off. 
 
      
 
    “No. We promised him when we married that, even if you came back, we’d be loyal to him. His taking the girls home is him showing his trust in us. We’ll explain that you made us more fertile… we just hope the children get to take after him. Both of your daughters are just like us, except they both have green eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a trend…” Doc murmured, thinking about Courage. 
 
      
 
    “It is,” Lotus added. “Gretchen’s son is dwarvish and has her hair, but he has green eyes, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh… Luck must’ve helped me there,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “To make it harder for anyone to single them out,” Jesamin said as she brought a fresh kettle of coffee to the table. 
 
      
 
    “A good point, and she likely did.” 
 
      
 
    “Food’s ready,” Lia said. “We can chat while we eat. Doc needs to be going soon.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc walked with Rosa beside him. Lia stayed at the manor because none of them had felt like he needed extra protection in Deep Gulch. Doc was thinking about how Harrid would be striding just ahead of him if he was here. It’d only been a couple of days, but Doc found that he already missed his friend. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be setting up the templars for you. Harrid was very proud of you for trusting him to do that, Doc. It’s close to how happy he was that he could be there for Ginger and his soon-to-be child.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy for him. It was just a moment of melancholy.” 
 
      
 
    “It took him a while, but McKenzie finally made it to Hibernia. Yew has joined him, and he is starting to spread the word of Luck to the tribes there. Part of the boosts you had was from his brothers and the enclaves here in Emerita praising Luck.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad he made it home,” Doc said. “He’ll have a hard time if the church pushes to find him.” 
 
      
 
    “No. The church in Avalon will lose their foothold on the island when they make an overt move on you. He wanted you to know that he will make sure the tribes are calm until it is time… then, they will show them that hunting you is a mistake.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled at that. “I’m glad he isn’t acting right away. I’m not sure I’ll ever ask him to do that.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa stayed quiet; Doc was sometimes a little too nice for what would come. Mother knew that the Darkness would not stay passive with the world regaining some of its light. It would force its minions— the church— to find and remove him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Doc got far enough away from his old home, he used holy ground once more to spread the coverage in the town. Part of today was going to be using that gift as much as he could, with Rosa’s help, to ensure that every building currently built was covered. When it came time to leave, he was going to pause the train at the cliffs to do the same for the graves there. 
 
      
 
    The dwarves near the clan hall stopped when they saw him. They gave him big smiles and happy greetings. Doc returned them as he kept moving into the hall and toward the elders’ chamber. The door guard knocked, then opened the door, announcing him before he got there. 
 
      
 
    Koch and Becker were at their desks while the third was empty. Seated before them were Greta and Otto with two more seats empty near them. Doc took one of the seats while Rosa knelt at his side. 
 
      
 
    “Elders, you requested me,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “We did, Shaman,” Becker said. “Elder Redblade came to us last night with a story. We believe her, but would like to hear it from you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded. “This’ll take a while. Do you want everything since I left last year?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything from you leaving Furden will suffice,” Koch said. “We were updated on everything before that.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Doc said, then cleared his throat. “I headed to see the Molteneyes clan in Unaweep Canyon first…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-nine 
 
      
 
    The clan elders were thrilled to have a shaman who would stay with the clan, and an earth elemental. They wanted to throw a celebration, but Doc explained that he’d be leaving the next day to stay ahead of the church. It wasn’t what they wanted, but they understood that his job was far from done. 
 
      
 
    As Doc was leaving, Becker was making plans to announce Greta as the shaman, and start to find a new elder to fill in her now-vacant seat. Doc smiled as he took Rosa’s hand when they left the elder’s hall. 
 
      
 
    “You are happy she is stepping into the role,” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    “She’ll do good for them, and it’s not like I’ll be here. I should have Jesamin nominate a member of the tribe to be raised up, too,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “No. You are the shaman of the Treeheart tribe,” Rosa said. “Lia would be upset if you tried to set down that mantle. She is thrilled to have you carry it. Jesamin would not find anyone before you plan to leave, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Jesamin isn’t expecting me to marry her, is she?” Doc asked softly as they left the clan hall behind. 
 
      
 
    “No. She has spoken to Lia about it. In a decade or two, she will take a husband, but for now, she will be content to just raise her son without another beside her. All of your friends will be helping her, so it’s not like she will be without help.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay…” Doc sighed. “We should swing by to see Nicole.” 
 
      
 
    “She will be pleased that you did so. I have seen enough of the town to know that everyone who thinks of her does so positively.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. If we had the time, I’d take a tour of everything, but that isn’t going to happen this time.” 
 
      
 
    “The town is happy. Many think of Luck, thanking her for what you set up before you left. There is a single doctor here now, but most see Posy, if they can. The doctor is fine with that, as he only has so much energy to work with.” 
 
      
 
    “But with Greta stepping in for the dwarves, I’d bet that helps, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it will,” Rosa smiled, happy that he hadn’t let go of her hand. 
 
      
 
    Doc knew passersby were shocked to see people holding hands, but he didn’t care. When they saw Rosa’s hair, they knew she was a dryad, but most didn’t know Doc on sight, leaving them curious as to who he was. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc did take a small detour to see Clay Digger. The gravedigger had been surprised to see him, then overjoyed when Doc explained why he’d stopped by. Crying from the pain and joy, Clay promised to repay Doc one day. Doc just asked for him to pray to Luck before leaving with Rosa beside him. 
 
      
 
    Getting to Nicole’s home and office, he saw the open sign on the door and went in. The front room was set up like an office, and even had a receptionist, a half-elf, sitting behind the desk. Seeing them come in, he smiled politely, but as soon as he realized who it was, he shot to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Shaman,” the half-elf said. “How can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    It took Doc a moment, but he recognized the man. “Evard, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know you were working as her secretary. I was hoping to speak with Nicole, please.” 
 
      
 
    “One moment, Shaman,” Evard said before rushing into the hall beside his desk. 
 
      
 
    “He is very happy with his position. Jesamin recommended him to Nicole when he got here. He’s the only one from the half-elves you healed in Furden who came to Deep Gulch. The rest are in Heartwood’s Tears,” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    “He had a rough time of it. I’m glad he has a job.” 
 
      
 
    Evard came rushing back a minute later. “Shaman, if you’ll follow me?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m right behind you.” 
 
      
 
    They were led to a room at the end of the hall where Nicole was standing behind a large desk. Her smile grew wide when she saw him. “Doc, I had no idea you were coming.” 
 
      
 
    “I leave tomorrow,” Doc said. He stepped in to give Nicole a hug after she’d come around her desk. “Ayla’s at the house if you want to go bother her a little.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I will. If she thinks she can skip out without seeing me, she’ll learn her lesson.” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed as he took a seat. “To be fair, I wasn’t going to stop, either, but then I thought, ‘I should see if she regrets me putting her in as mayor.’” 
 
      
 
    A bright smile filled her face and Nicole shook her head. “No. I love this. Helping the town grow has been a life’s dream. Everyone has been so supportive, too. I think I’ll be elected in a few months. To win an election on my own… it makes me so giddy.” 
 
      
 
    “Is anyone running against you?” 
 
      
 
    “No. No one,” Nicole laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Is there anything that I should know about?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing bad,” Nicole said. “All the public works you wanted are done or nearing completion, currently.” 
 
      
 
    Doc grinned. “One of the most modern towns in Emerita, then, especially out in the middle of nowhere. A jewel of the west that will be known in time.” 
 
      
 
    “Like Aurora?” Nicole snickered. “Posy talked all about it when she came home.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that just kind of happened,” Doc shrugged. “Is the manager you found for the business doing okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Assistant manager. I’m still acting head. I couldn’t just hand everything off, not with all you did for me. Having help did cut down my work by well over half.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. I trust you to keep an eye on things.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc and Nicole chatted a little longer before Doc excused himself. Nicole went to close up for the day, planning to go track down Ayla, which meant Doc got home first to find Elta and Lita talking with Sophia. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, how are you both?” Doc asked, hanging his hat on the hat rack by the door. 
 
      
 
    Elta got to her feet, quickly closing the distance to him. “You are a good man, Doc.” She hugged him, which surprised Doc, but he patted her back. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Mom,” Doc murmured, returning the hug. “Your daughter has been a blessing.” He gave Sophia a bright smile. “I can’t thank you enough for letting me marry her.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s happy, and that means everything to me,” Elta sniffled. She suddenly pushed him back to look into his eyes. “Where are my grandchildren?” 
 
      
 
    Sophia groaned, covering her face. 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed. “We’ll have them, Mom. I promise we will. Just not this year.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. I’ll be waiting to hear about it,” Elta said firmly, then took his hand to bring him to the table. “You remember my niece, Lita.” 
 
      
 
    “Lawyer for Luck’s Holdings here in town, last I heard,” Doc said, shaking Lita’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “Still am,” Lita smiled. “The clerks we have are fine. They’re not Sagesses, but they do the job. I have a second cousin coming this way to step in as head clerk. The town is growing, and we’ll need a dedicated, trusted person to handle everything.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll agree to that,” Doc said as he took a seat, then looked over at Ayla. “By the way, Nicole’s on her way over.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I was trying to figure out when I was going to go see her,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “We were mostly catching up with family news,” Sophia said. “Though we did cover business a little, too.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s some surplus in the account for the town,” Lita said. “As the attorney, I’ve worked hand-in-hand with Nicole about where and when it’s being used. You should let her know what else you’d like to have done with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Ayla, can you handle that when she gets here?” Doc asked. “Whatever you think best works for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll cover it,” Ayla smiled, happy that he deferred to her judgment about money matters. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be having a big dinner cooked by Daf tonight,” Lia said from the kitchen. “She’ll be over in an hour or two to start on it. Our friends and family will all be here for it.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds wonderful. Thank you, Lia.” 
 
      
 
    “With us heading out tomorrow morning, it’s best to have a goodbye tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be heading back out shortly; I was going to see Gretchen. I’m just not sure where she’d be during this time of the day.” 
 
      
 
    “She was taking the year away from work to make sure her son was healthy,” Lita told him. “I’ve seen the contracts and checked in with all of them. She should be at her home. I can give you the address.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc approached the modest home with slow steps— he was about to see the last of his children. Gretchen had a son… If Sonya has a boy, it’ll be half boys and half girls, Doc thought. 
 
      
 
    Rosa squeezed his hand. “You will love them all, regardless, Doc. You are still melancholy over the fact you aren’t here for them.” 
 
      
 
    “True… Seeing them hurts, but I can’t not see them, either. That would be terrible.” 
 
      
 
    Knocking on the door, they waited a minute before it opened. “How can I…?” Gretchen trailed off as she stared at Doc. 
 
      
 
    “Gretchen, may I come in?” Doc asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course, Shaman,” Gretchen said, quickly stepping aside. She looked past him. “Sonya isn’t with you?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s in Furden with Fiala. She’s carrying our child.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen’s smile bloomed. “Good. I knew she wouldn’t wait too long to ask.” 
 
      
 
    “She is very happy,” Rosa smiled. 
 
      
 
    Ushering them into the sitting room, Gretchen rushed off to get drinks for them before Doc could stop her. Since she was out of earshot, Doc leaned in toward Rosa, “She’s married?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rosa replied. “Her husband has been very supportive. He’s a fellow smelter and loves her working with him. They’re both waiting for the year to pass; that’s when she plans to go back to work. They’ve had multiple offers to help watch their child by his mother.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled. “All mothers want to be grandmothers, it feels like.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. It makes them happy to see their children have families of their own.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen came back in with two mugs and a cup. “I didn’t know if Rosa drank ale.” 
 
      
 
    “Water will be fine,” Rosa smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Once the drinks were handed out, Gretchen gave Doc a smile. “I didn’t expect you. When you left last year, I thought you’d never be back.” 
 
      
 
    “I leave tomorrow morning,” Doc said. “I’m being selfish, considering what we agreed on before, but I… want to see him.” 
 
      
 
    Gretchen took a drink, then set her mug down. It only took her a minute to come back with a sleeping baby in her arms. “Doc, this is my son, Benedict. I was blessed by the shaman’s words to be able to work, then to be fertile enough to have a child. He is a blessing from Luck.” 
 
      
 
    Doc choked up as he looked at his sleeping boy. As with all the others he’d seen, Benedict looked like he’d taken after his mother. “Hello, Benedict…” Doc whispered. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen moved closer. “If you’d like to hold him?” 
 
      
 
    Doc took the child, tears slipping free as he held the tiny life in his arms. 
 
      
 
    “Derrick is supportive of Benedict, Doc,” Gretchen said softly. “He knows, but has sworn to never tell another. I couldn’t have him thinking otherwise. We plan to have a child of our own in three years.” 
 
      
 
    Doc held Benedict back out to her. “I’m glad you found a good man, Gretchen.” 
 
      
 
    Taking her son back, Gretchen went to put him into his crib before returning. “I did, all because of you, Doc. I see the pain you feel, but Benedict will have a good family. He’ll never be told who his father is until he is old enough to understand why it was kept from him. Is that alright?” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded jerkily. “It is. Please… explain…?” He couldn’t express himself clearly as he wiped at his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Gretchen hugged him tightly, standing in front of him. “I will, Doc. Derrick and I will. You will always have my deepest thanks for giving me so much.” Tears started to fall from her eyes. “So much…” 
 
      
 
    Rosa got up, hugging them both. Doc felt both better and worse about having come to visit. Gretchen was happy that Doc had but was upset that he was hurting. Rosa would tell him later when they were gone from the home— it would help him heal the wounds he inflicted upon himself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Doc woke slowly, thinking about dinner the night before. Everyone who was close to his mission had been there, and it’d been a bright evening of friends and family. Wenn raised a half-dozen toasts to Doc over the course of the evening. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone was happy…” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    Turning his head, he found her, as always, kneeling beside the bed and watching him. “I’m glad to hear that, Rosa. Come here.” He slid over, patting the bed. “Cuddle time.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes barely glowing, she climbed into bed— she knew he really just wanted to hold her and not more. Slipping under the blanket with her back to him, she giggled when he cupped her breast. 
 
      
 
    “Today marks the day that we leave for half a year or longer…” Doc murmured, kissing her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but we will come back for Sonya’s child,” Rosa whispered. “Unless the church blockades us, as you think of it.” 
 
      
 
    “If they’re that intent on me by then, I won’t put her or our child at risk. It’ll cut my heart, but I won’t expose them to that if I can help it.” 
 
      
 
    “She knows, Doc. I talked with Petal and she talked with them. You will have some contact, just like you did before.” 
 
      
 
    “Not as good as a ‘cell phone,’ but far better than it should be.” 
 
      
 
    The door opening got Doc to lift his head to see who it was. Sophia gave him a smile as she came into the room. “Good morning, my lovely wife.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, husband,” Sophia smiled. “Is our Weed teasing you?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I wanted a snuggle this morning.” He tweaked the nipple under his fingers, earning a moan from Rosa. “But I’ve teased her.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Rosa, will you get him ready for me? Lia said we have thirty minutes before breakfast, and I want him at least twice before we finish.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa was out of Doc’s arms and down at the bottom of the bed in seconds. 
 
      
 
    Doc inhaled sharply, his eyelid twitching as he watched Sophia strip. “Feisty this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother’s questions got me… eager for the act, if not her full wish,” Sophia murmured as she slid her dress off her body. “You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll never mind giving my wives as much love as they want.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Sophia said, crawling into bed and pulling the covers off him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Ayla snickered when the trio came into the dining room. “She ran you right up to the wire.” 
 
      
 
    “He was… commanding,” Sophia murmured happily as Doc sat her. “We did make it before breakfast was on the table.” 
 
      
 
    “Barely,” Jesamin laughed as she picked up the serving platters. 
 
      
 
    “But she did as I asked,” Lia added, helping bring the food and coffee to the table. “Fry bread and ground mutton with cheese and lettuce.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, traditional breakfast,” Doc grinned, taking his seat. “Thank you, ladies. I enjoyed it when Lia made it last time.” 
 
      
 
    “I was only assisting. Your elder made this,” Lia smirked. 
 
      
 
    “You are heading out to further the work of Mother,” Jesamin said slowly. “I thought a good breakfast to show my appreciation would be welcome.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla giggled. “She also wants it to show her appreciation for yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    Jesamin flushed, but didn’t correct Ayla, which got Doc to chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Elder. I will enjoy every bit you offer,” Doc said, staring at her. 
 
      
 
    Jesamin looked away, blushing hotly. The last time he’d said that to her, it hadn’t been over food. 
 
      
 
    Lia snickered. “Stop teasing the elder, Shaman.” 
 
      
 
    The table laughed, but there was something missing. Doc looked at the side where Harrid had used to sit— the absence of a harrumph from his friend at the sexual banter was loud to him. Rosa rested her head on his thigh, giving him a sad smile. He stroked her hair before he put together his plate to eat. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The goodbye with Jesamin was subdued, though Doc did spend a good minute petting Krisriit and checking him over. The cougar hadn’t gotten a lot of time with Doc, but Doc could see the joy in the large cat when he slunk to Jesamin’s side. 
 
      
 
    The wagon they’d borrowed from the clan carried their luggage to the depot, with them walking behind it. As they went, Doc noticed the large number of people on their porches. When the first young boy ran out toward them, Doc smiled sadly. He healed the small cut the boy had on his leg, then sent him off. 
 
      
 
    No one cheered, and no one tried to stop them. The smiles on their faces were bright, though, because they’d all come out to see him off again. That touched Doc as he waved to the few who waved to him. 
 
      
 
    The depot had others waiting for them, and his heart clenched when he saw them. Their easy goodbyes the night before made sense to him now— they’d planned to be here when he left. 
 
      
 
    Geno stood with Lotus, Jasmine, and their two children in their arms. He gave Doc a respectful nod when he saw the group coming. Beside them, Gretchen stood with her son in her arms and a dwarven male beside her, looking a little uncomfortable; Doc tagged him as her husband. Posy and Daf were there, as well. Daf had a hand on Posy’s shoulder, likely to stop her from rushing at him. Becker and Koch stood on the platform with Greta and Otto, showing clan support for him. 
 
      
 
    The porters started getting their bags loaded as the group climbed onto the platform. Hugs and tears were prevalent as goodbyes or farewells were said. Doc kissed each of his children’s foreheads, then the mother’s cheeks, whispering good wishes to them. 
 
      
 
    Geno shook his hand firmly, promising to look after his wives and their children. Doc healed the part-dwarf of the minor aches he had, thanking him. He then infused the man with increased virility, softly commenting that he’d more than likely be a father in short order. Geno grinned broadly, thanking Doc once more. 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of awkwardness when Doc went to shake Gretchen’s husband, Derrick’s, hand. “Thank you, Shaman.” 
 
      
 
    “Derrick, you have an amazing wife. She chose well, and I think you two will be happy for years to come.” 
 
      
 
    “I will care for the children with my last breath, Shaman. I was honored when she chose me to marry.” 
 
      
 
    Doc infused Derrick the same way he had Geno, making it so the husband would be extra potent for the next few days. “Your wife might have twins next. Luck blesses the faithful. Thank you for caring for my wife’s best friend. If Sonya was here, she’d thank you, but since she isn’t, I do so in her stead.” 
 
      
 
    Derrick felt the energy rush into him and he swallowed. “I will always be faithful to Luck, second only to my wife and children.” 
 
      
 
    “Then Luck will surely smile down on you.” 
 
      
 
    The elders promised to keep the clan supporting him and thanked him for raising a shaman, shaking hands with him as they said their goodbyes. Greta hugged him, thanking him for the grandchild she would have and her new path in life. Otto clapped his back with a bright smile, saying much the same as Greta had. 
 
      
 
    The last ones for him to say goodbye to were Daf and Posy. He turned to them with wet eyes, seeing the tears in theirs to match his. Doc hugged Daf first. “Take care of yourself and your precious flower, Daf. Thank you for sharing her life with me. I hope nothing bad ever comes to either of you.” 
 
      
 
    Daf hugged him back, sniffling as she squeezed. “Thank you, Doc. You gave me the rest of my life with her, and gave her that smile she wears every day and a goal in life. Luck will have my prayers every day for bringing you to us. Be safe, and we’ll be here when you can visit again.” She kissed his cheek. “Go with Luck.” 
 
      
 
    Stepping back, Doc turned only to get staggered a step when Posy hit him with a tight hug. He picked her up, squeezing her back, the tears falling faster. “Hey, you… You be a good girl for your momma, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I will!” Posy sobbed. “I’ll be the bestest flower for her!” 
 
      
 
    “Be safe, too. Your life means the world to me, Posy. I can’t let my first daughter get hurt.” 
 
      
 
    Posy sobbed harder, clutching him tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Until we see each other again, you’re Luck’s Voice in Deep Gulch. Help Greta with learning her gifts, watch the young ones, and…” His voice caught, making him clear it to keep speaking. “And, remember: I love you.” 
 
      
 
    “Love you, too, Poppa!” Posy sobbed. “Come back, okay? You have to come back, no matter what.” 
 
      
 
    Setting her down, he took a knee with her. Pushing her back a little, he met her eyes. “I will do my damnedest to come back. If that means moving mountains, well, I’ll push them by hand if I need to. But if it means I bring danger to you and the others, I’ll stay away until it is safe enough to come back… because you being hurt… I can’t… alright?” 
 
      
 
    Posy nodded, her lips quivering before she slammed into him again, crying harder. Daf collected her after a couple of minutes, and Doc walked to the side to compose himself. 
 
      
 
    “Shaman,” Masha said, having been staying to the side the entire time, “my brother and I will lay down our lives long before hers is taken. Every fiber of our being will be bent to her protection.” 
 
      
 
    “She is right,” Melvin added. “If the church comes in force, they will pay in blood before they touch a single hair on her head.” 
 
      
 
    “Peace, Voice,” Ambrose said, moving forward to hug him. “Your precious daughter will be safe, even if I have to spirit her into the wilds. I can see your thoughts and know what would happen if the worst came to be. The town will perish before your daughter ever comes to harm.” 
 
      
 
    Doc wiped his face, blowing his nose before he met their eyes. Seeing their dedication and resolute determination, he bowed his head. “Thank you. Be blessed by Mother and Luck.” 
 
      
 
    A few more words were exchanged before Doc stepped onto the train, the last of his group to do so. Holding onto the handle by the door, he waved to the crowd, as the town had come to the depot over the last half-hour. This time, the crowd cheered, hats were waved, and children were held up to see him off. 
 
      
 
    He stayed in the doorway even as the crowd got farther and farther away. It would only take minutes to reach the cliffs where he would pause to bless the tombs of the tribe and others who had been interred there— it was his last duty before he turned his eyes to the north. His plans were nearly complete for the railroads, and he needed to secure the Pale River tribes’ agreement for the mines in the frozen north. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-one 
 
      
 
    Doc yawned as he woke up, blinking slowly when he tried to place where he was. 
 
      
 
    “Grandeur, Voice,” Rosa said from beside the bed. “We were lucky that the rail line has made it to the town.” 
 
      
 
    “Luck is a lady, and she likes me,” Doc chuckled. “We’re supposed to meet with the tribe, then go south to see the dwarves?” 
 
      
 
    “We should have,” Rosa nodded, “but that is why I asked to get off the train yesterday. Both of their leaders will be coming to meet with you here. The Molteneyes clan has a line laid from here to their mine and is pushing it south to skirt the mountain ridge, then loop into Deep Gulch. They don’t have an engine yet, but they have handcarts. The elder for the Elkhorn tribe, plus the one he thinks best for the role of shaman, should be here soon.” 
 
      
 
    “A good wife thinks of everything,” Doc chuckled, thinking of some of his favorite books. 
 
      
 
    Rosa grinned. “You really did love that series.” 
 
      
 
    “I did; the author did good work with it. Honestly, the dryad message system beats messenger fairies at anything outside of a city.” Doc smiled as he turned to look into her glowing eyes. “Thank you for that, my lovely Weed.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa shivered when she looked into his mind at all the ways he would love to thank her. “Yes… anything for you, my dear Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Reaching out, he lightly tangled a hand into her messy green-blue hair, pulling her up so he could kiss her. Rosa moaned into the kiss, moving with him onto the bed when he slid to the side. 
 
      
 
    Neither of them heard the door open, but they heard it close and the snickering. “I see someone’s trying to take my morning, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    Rosa pulled back from Doc to look over her shoulder at Ayla. “Never, Mistress. He just wanted a kiss, and neither of us would deny him his wishes.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Ayla said, stripping down. “Do what he wants, Weed. Except for one thing: no orgasms for you.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa whimpered, but bowed her head. “As you decree.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled as he pulled Rosa up to cuddle into his side so he could watch Ayla. “Good morning, my wonderful banker. I thought it would be your morning. You’ll get to torment our Weed while I torment you.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla shivered as she slipped her shirt off, then attacked her belt to get her pants off. “That sounds lovely, Doc. I’ll make sure we balance the ledger of lust before breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed at her line, then shucked the blankets off so she could see his interest in her. “I’m waiting.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla stripped as quickly as she could, then slowly climbed into bed. Crawling up to him, she placed kisses along his legs. She’d almost gotten to his waist when he grabbed her head, guiding her to her first point of interest. Ayla bent to his whims, doing what they both wanted. Rosa’s whimpers of desire only fueled Ayla to show her that a weed had to wait until the mistress had her fill, first. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Making it down to the private dining room the inn had, Doc sat Ayla, then took his seat. “Good morning, ladies.” 
 
      
 
    “It certainly is for some,” Lia smirked at Ayla, “but today will be a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “Ayla and I will be heading to see the mayor after this,” Sophia said. “We’ll have everything in order for us to leave tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “We catch the train to Salton, then head north. We should stop in Mowying to make sure the railroad there is good, too. From there, we’ll go on to Sikahko, Ouaricon, and then Pacifica. We have a month at most to get to Pale River before the heavy snow starts,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Definitely need to get into Kanata before then,” Ayla shivered. “We’ll do the little shopping we need to before taking the ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Winter weather gear,” Lia nodded. “Plus, the gear needed for the trip, but most of that we can get in Pacifica before shipping out.” 
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the door as a waitress at the inn brought in their food, wished them a good day, then left them. Doc saw the sneer the woman directed at his wives, and his lips thinned. One day… one day, that won’t happen, Doc thought as he started eating. 
 
      
 
    It was near the end of breakfast when another knock came on the door. This time, it opened to reveal two men, both dressed in buckskins. Doc stood up, swallowing his last bite of food. “Gentlemen, welcome. Please, come sit. You’ve met my wife Lia before. These are two of my other wives: Ayla, who handles the money for the family and business, and Sophia, our family and business attorney. I am Doc Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    “I am Grayhide, elder of the Elkhorn tribe, Voice. This is Windwhip. I have brought him to be blessed by Luck,” the older of the two men said as they stepped into the room. “I apologize for not seeing you when the year began.” 
 
      
 
    “You were wary of what might be a trap,” Doc said, motioning to the empty seats at the table. “Please, sit. I don’t blame you for being cautious. Your tribe needs your wisdom to help guide it.” 
 
      
 
    “You are kind. When we heard from the Grouse tribes of Uta, I knew I had made a mistake. They told me of what you did in Vedana for the tribes there, too. It was then that I knew my folly. I prayed to Mother for weeks that I might be given another chance. Then, her daughter appeared to me and bade me to come with one to be blessed. The tribe waits with high hopes, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc turned his attention to Windwhip, who had been silent. The younger of the two men was looking from wife to wife with confusion. “A problem, Windwhip?” Doc asked in Elvish. 
 
      
 
    Windwhip jerked slightly, answering in Elvish, “No, Voice. I am just surprised at the diversity of your wives.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, you know we can’t speak Elvish. Lia has been helping us, but we aren’t fluent at all,” Sophia said. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, dear,” Doc said, switching back. “My other two wives care for our children. Sonya, formerly of the Oresmelter clan, and Fiala, a lovely cat bestial.” 
 
      
 
    Windwhip blinked for a few seconds before shaking his head. “You are a man of great wisdom. To have wives so diverse would give you many views of life.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled. “Exactly. That, and I love them.” 
 
      
 
    “And we him and each other,” Lia added. 
 
      
 
    “Before we do anything else,” Doc said, placing his hands palm up on the table, “I will heal you both. Lady Luck, the elder and potential shaman of the Elkhorn tribe come to you for healing. Please, help them know a respite from past pains.” 
 
      
 
    Both elves stared at his green glowing hands before tentatively reaching out to touch them. The energy filled them both and memories came back to them. For Grayhide, it was watching the sunrise with his grandfather while the older man spoke of Mother. The time was from before the humans had come to the shores, when their shamans were still there to guide the tribes. Tears trickled from his eyes, as the ache of missing the wisdom of his forebear hit him. Windwhip softly lamented the loss of his lover, about how she used to hold him during the cold nights of winter. Her death to sickness had driven him to find ways to help heal others of the tribe. 
 
      
 
    Rosa whispered, knowing the men were lost in memory, “Both are true, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “No trace of the Darkness,” Doc exhaled in relief as he finished healing them. Letting the energy fade, he waited for the elves to come back to their senses. “You are both fully healed. I can now invest Windwhip as a shaman for the Elkhorn tribe. You will be given a lot of choices of gifts to select. Take your time over the next couple of days and choose what is best for you. I will be helping the Molteneyes clan raise an elemental, but they will be told to help you if you request their aid.” 
 
      
 
    Grayhide nodded stiffly. “We do not have great relations with them… but we will heed your words, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “With one of Mother’s helpers, the clan will do less harm,” Rosa said, looking at the elder. “Mother has decreed that it is time for old injuries to be healed, and for all who walk with her to aid each other. Just as the tribes are doing to the west and east of you.” 
 
      
 
    Grayhide bowed his head. “I will do my best to guide my tribe as Mother says, Caretaker.” 
 
      
 
    “I can heal… like you,” Windwhip said, having been looking into the distance. “Sickness, disease, even cleansing the taint of the Darkness… But it all comes at the cost of energy.” 
 
      
 
    “You will slowly gain more as time goes on. Pick wisely for the near future, but also, look to the far future,” Doc told him. 
 
      
 
    Grayhide touched Windwhip’s back. “None can bring the dead back, but you can save those who need you now.” 
 
      
 
    Windwhip nodded jerkily. “Yes… She would want me to focus on what I can do, not on the impossible.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stood. “Go with Luck and Mother.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    A couple of hours later, Doc was back in the private dining room to use it as a meeting room. Across from him were two dwarves; one was Petrov Molteneyes, the man whom Doc had met in Furden when he elevated Svetlana to shaman. 
 
      
 
    “Petrov, it’s good to see you and Urica again.” Doc shook the man’s hand, then gently took Urica’s hand. 
 
      
 
    Urica smiled broadly. “It is a pleasure to see you again, Shaman. When my husband said you would be making a shaman for the clan here in Emerita, I wasn’t put forward by my husband, but by the other two elders. Petrov tried to argue, but the other two wouldn’t budge.” 
 
      
 
    “They said anyone who could handle me could more than handle the clan,” Petrov said with a hint of petulance in his tone. 
 
      
 
    “And they are right,” Urica laughed, then kissed her husband’s cheek. 
 
      
 
    “A strong woman is a blessing. You know that, or else you wouldn’t have married her. Why did you object?” Lia asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    “I know that she will be a great help to the clan,” Petrov deflated. “I just… didn’t want to share her. Now, she’ll be even busier than I am. It was purely selfish, and my friends… if they can be called that now… laughed at my attempts to persuade them to choose another.” 
 
      
 
    Urica patted his hand on the table. “I finally have a job that I can be proud of. Raising our son was a joy, as being your wife is, but now, I can help the entire clan alongside you. The only thing to make it grander would be having another child, which I will handle if Doc agrees to make me shaman.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled, holding out his hand. “Let me heal you first. I’ll also make sure that you’ll catch a child in the next month.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” Urica beamed as she took his hand. “I was sad that I didn’t take your offer when you came through earlier in the year. All of the others are well on their way already.” She fell silent as the healing touched her; the memory of rocking her son as a babe brought a soft smile to her face. 
 
      
 
    When Doc finished, he waited for her to wipe the couple of tears away before speaking. “I’ll also need you to step out back with me; I’ll be giving the clan an earth elemental. They’ll need a name and the clan emblem on their chest.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly,” Urica said, getting to her feet right away. 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a grin. “You’ll need to pick the three gifts you’ll start with, too. That’ll be your choice, but remember that all magic takes energy.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Retiring to the bedroom with his wives, Doc was happy. He’d done everything he’d needed to do for the day. “I didn’t expect an elemental with a more feminine form,” Doc chuckled as he shut the door. “Urica was very pleased with Shalla.” 
 
      
 
    “They are rare, but they have happened before. Mother thought it best for Urica,” Rosa smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just glad we made it back for dinner,” Ayla said. “The mayor was crude, but we were able to get the paperwork signed. It’s already on its way to Furden, so it can’t be stopped. To think, Strongarm left that idiot in charge of the depot here. I’m sure it’ll be fought, but the contract and signature are quite clear. The judge even laughed when he signed off on it. Grandeur’s rail depot is now part of our company.” 
 
      
 
    “It was lucky for us that the judge hated the mayor, or else he might not have signed off,” Sophia said. “It was also nice to get a small jab back at Strongarm, considering what he’d done to our friends.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy you two were able to take care of things,” Doc said, moving over to kiss each of them. “Lia, how about we spoil our hard-working wives?” 
 
      
 
    “That would be best. We need to remind them of how grateful we are,” Lia chuckled. “Ladies, I think Doc and I are going to be very rewarding, if a little demanding.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia shivered in anticipation; both of them loved it when the others were in charge. Rosa’s eyes lit up bright and everyone laughed at the clear sign of her interest. 
 
      
 
    “Well, first things first, a quick scrub to make sure we’re all at our best,” Doc said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-two 
 
      
 
    It took nearly a month to reach Pacifica territory on the west coast. The biggest delay had been in Ouaricon, where they’d spent over a week of back and forth with the governor before the deal was finalized. That put them into mid-August, making Doc antsy to get into Kanata and Pale River. 
 
      
 
    The stop in Salton only took a few days; the governor there had heard from his peers and already had a proposal ready for them. Sophia fixed a few things, but it was signed off in short order. The other Grouse tribes that hadn’t gone to meet Doc came to Salton to be blessed with a shaman. Tears of joy were shed by all the elders, as they got to have an integral part of their culture returned to them. 
 
      
 
    Mowying territory took a week to get the deal done, as they already had a major railroad. Doc just tied into the Bluebird depot, then plotted his to spread away from it, minus the way the existing line already covered. As Doc had done before, he paused to see the resident Digger family to fully purge their curse, earning yet more praise. 
 
      
 
    Doc was happy to meet with the Ravenfoot tribe in Sikahko. Citrine’s father praised him several times for his daughter becoming a shaman. The other Raven tribes gathered to be presented with their own shamans; Rosa made it very clear that the time of the Raven tribes raiding one another had to stop, as they’d been reduced too far already. Doc did learn that Citrine had only stayed with them for a month when she got home, then headed to Pale River. 
 
      
 
    The bad news was that, as they went northwest, the church increased their efforts to find him. Twelve inquisitors went through Furden— the two who went to the manor got a very cold reception, but after finding only lessers with children, they scoffed and left. Petal stayed hidden during their visit, as a dryad would garner too much attention. Onyx was accosted, and the church tried to find a loophole to take Wita from her, but because her paperwork was in excellent order, they couldn’t. When they tried to threaten her, Riker Coalton, the dwarf who was helping her, laid one of them out cold on the floor. The clan rallied to the dwarf, so the inquisitors left with angry expressions. They never found Harrid’s new training ground for the templars he was raising— the clans all sent their orphans to give the nameless a purpose and, in this case, names. Every dwarven orphan who joined took the order’s name, Luck’s Bastion, as their own, claiming the family name of “Bastion.” 
 
      
 
    Most of the inquisitors went west to spread out and trap Doc. One arrived in Deep Gulch, but quickly left without finding much; just being in the valley made him feel ill. He sent a letter cautioning the other inquisitors about the strange sickness, warning the faithful to stay away. Ambrose promised to keep a close eye on the area to make sure nothing bad happened. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc finished dressing, his wives and Rosa already downstairs, waiting for him. He was still considering the best way for all of them to make the trip; they could make the trek overland, but Doc remembered the “rich man’s route” from the Yukon rush. With Mother’s help, and he and Rosa doing what they could, the trip would start at what he knew as St. Michael, using the rivers to make the majority of the trip. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the bedroom to go down to the private dining room, he gave his wives a smile as he took his seat. “Ladies, we should discuss potential paths to reach our destination. That’ll dictate a lot of what supplies we need to take with us.” 
 
      
 
    “A good point,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s overland, isn’t it?” Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    “If we swing around the coast of Alyseka, we could hit a small town on the coast there. The river is a few dozen miles from there. We could maybe get a riverboat and make our way by river. It was called St. Michael on Earth… I have no idea what it is here.” 
 
      
 
    “Michaelton, and it’s a tiny town,” Ayla said. “I studied the maps that we could find… it might work. Tribes are supposed to dot the river all the way through Alyseka into Kanata.” 
 
      
 
    “We could help them along the way,” Lia said. “That would make things better for them and pave our way for later.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a Kokon tribe on the coast right on the river,” Rosa said. “I could arrange for them to greet us and act as a guide along the river to the other tribes. It would mean taking a good riverboat out with us to make it viable.” 
 
      
 
    “That should be doable, and would be better than traveling through the wilds,” Sophia said. “We’d need a pilot for the boat.” 
 
      
 
    “I can handle a boat that’s sized for us,” Doc said. “Worst comes to worst, Rosa and I can unstick us if I fuck up.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the boat?” Ayla said. “If you damage the hull, it’s much worse.” 
 
      
 
    “I can get a gift for that. I’d been eyeing it, but hadn’t seen a need for it yet. Luck provides.” 
 
      
 
    “I suggest we take the river,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Sophia nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need to find a boat and provisions,” Ayla said. “Lia, can you handle that while Sophia and I deal with the governor?” 
 
      
 
    “Doc and I can,” Lia nodded. “Do you want Rosa to go with you to help?” 
 
      
 
    “That might be for the best, at least for today. Knowing what he’s thinking will help make the rest of this easier. It certainly broke the Ouaricon negotiations open for us. I wish I’d thought of it sooner when we were there.” 
 
      
 
    “Just be as safe as you can,” Doc said. “The inquisitors shouldn’t be here, but if they put together everything that we’ve been doing, it isn’t unlikely they’ll be heading this way. We just need to leave before they find us. Once we take the river into the interior of Alyseka and Kanata, they won’t be able to do anything.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    A knock interrupted them as the server brought in breakfast. The half-elf kept her head down, wearing a false smile on her lips. Her features weren’t just Native Emeritan, but Qin. That reminded Doc of how many Chinese had helped build the railroads. Those workers and their children would be just as hated as his wives were. 
 
      
 
    She was gone before Doc could even begin to think of how he might help her and others like her. Shaking his head, he focused on his current goals. Anything that slowed him down here would allow the inquisitors even more time to find him. 
 
      
 
    With breakfast over, Sophia, Ayla, and Rosa left to meet with the governor. They had a meeting scheduled thanks to the telegraph they’d sent when they were in Ouaricon. That left just Doc and Lia to begin the hunt for the supplies they’d need for a river trip. 
 
      
 
    Stepping out into the overcast day, Doc chuckled, thinking about how wet the Pacific northwest was known to be. Walking beside Lia, they made it to where a cabby was just letting a passenger off. “Sir, could you take us to someone who sells riverboats?” 
 
      
 
    “I can, sir, and I’m free,” the cabbie grinned, showing off his disastrous dental care. “If you and the elf get in, we can be off.” 
 
      
 
    Doc managed not to wince at the stained, crooked teeth the man had. He wondered if it was worth offering to fix them, but held off. Helping Lia into the hansom cab, he got in after her. As soon as he was seated, the whip cracked and the horse began to move. 
 
      
 
    “Thinking of taking up fishing, sir?” the cabbie asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. It’s for another endeavor,” Doc chuckled. “A foolish idea that the church would deride me for.” 
 
      
 
    The cabbie spat to the side. “Eh, fuck ‘em. Bastards don’t help anyone; just go on and on about the soul. Never seen a soul, but I know that my wife ain’t loved by them. They see her as ‘unclean.’ She bathes more often than the damned preachers do, I’d bet. You’d know what that’s like, though, wouldn’t you, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “My wife and I have dealt with the problems a preacher brings,” Doc replied evenly. 
 
      
 
    “Humans are the only ones that matter? Pah! My little ones are worth a dozen of them. Two have no trouble at all, but the youngest… poor pup that she is. Has her mother’s features. She’s a right beauty, but not to most.” 
 
      
 
    Doc was shocked at how vocal the cabbie was being on the subject. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe she’ll find a man like you who will love her,” Lia said. “When she’s old enough, that is.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s our hope. Oldest doesn’t acknowledge us anymore… prick he turned into. Being our child ‘shames him with his peers,’” the driver huffed. “Maybe a few more slaps as a child would’ve beaten that out of him.” 
 
      
 
    Doc was about to interject, but had to remind himself that he wasn’t in America, nor was it the 2020s. Corporal punishment was how children were raised, though normally with a backhand instead of a belt like people his age had grown up with. His feelings on the matter would only make things worse, so he stayed quiet. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a bit of a ride,” the driver said after a moment of silence. “Sorry for my rant there. You mentioning the church set me off. Had a knockdown with my eldest yesterday over his views and what he said about his mother. Terrible when your own children say those things…” 
 
      
 
    Talkative cabbies aren’t just an Earth thing, I guess, Doc thought. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe one day, we’ll have to face the same,” Lia said, taking Doc’s hand. “Not yet, but maybe one day.” 
 
      
 
    “Our children won’t say anything bad about their mothers…” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what the missus thought, too. Then, he made her cry, and well… I took him out back. He’s grown up and gave me just as good as I gave him. I’d be proud of him if not for the reason why we were fighting.” He cleared his throat, then spat to the side. “Just keep yours away from the church when you have them. It wasn’t until he started going that he got bad.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll keep that in mind,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Since you put up with my rant, I’m taking you to the best. I think you’ll do right by them, so it’s worth the risk to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you?” Doc said questioningly, not exactly sure what he was thanking the man for. 
 
      
 
    “I hope whatever you’re doing with a boat makes the church choke on their tongues. If it does, that’ll make me very happy.” 
 
      
 
    “How much do you make in a day?” Doc asked. “And do you have any friends who drive that feel the same way you do?” 
 
      
 
    “Ehh… depends,” the cabbie said, suddenly wary. 
 
      
 
    “My wives are working on a deal with the governor, and having a reliable cabbie on standby would be for the best. Plus, Lia and I will need a driver to get us around for the next few days.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I guess we can come to an arrangement, if you can pay.” 
 
      
 
    Doc pulled out a twenty-dollar gold coin, then shifted so he could stand. The cab rocked slightly, but it didn’t faze the horse. Turning his head, he gave the cabbie a grin before holding out the coin. “I’m sure we can come to an agreement. Will you wait for us while we dicker over a boat?” 
 
      
 
    The cabbie took the coin and whistled. “Yes, sir! Glad to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Doc said as he took his seat again. “Today looks like a lucky day.” 
 
      
 
    Lia laughed as she patted his knee. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-three 
 
      
 
    The shipwright yard was busier than Doc thought it would be. Then again, the city was right on what Doc knew as the Puget Sound, though it was called Whulge here. When the cabbie dropped them off, he raised a flag on his roof. 
 
      
 
    “Here you are, sir. I’ll raise the flag so people know I’m waiting for someone.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mister…?” 
 
      
 
    “Daniel Freed, sir. If you tell the foreman there that I sent you, it’ll help.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Daniel,” Doc said. He helped Lia down, and then the pair of them walked into the busy drydock. 
 
      
 
    Doc had to get directions to the correct building from a worker having a smoke. He thanked the otter bestial before continuing on. The number of half-elves and aquatic bestials accounted for the vast majority of workers he saw. 
 
      
 
    The main office wasn’t the biggest building nor the best repaired, but the small sign did indicate that it was the office. Stepping inside, a badly scarred, one-handed half-elf man looked up at them. His smile was more grimace from the extensive scarring he had. 
 
      
 
    “How can we help you?” 
 
      
 
    “We need a riverboat that can be shipped north, preferably with a captain you trust to take it up around the edge of Alyseka to my chosen destination. More than that, I’ll be looking to get started on a ship large enough to haul goods from here up to Alyseka, as well.” 
 
      
 
    The receptionist’s eyes narrowed. “Who might you be, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Doc Holyday, owner of numerous mines across the western territories. Luck’s Holdings is the company.” 
 
      
 
    The man nodded before standing up. “A moment.” As he stood up, he grabbed a cane to hobble into the hall behind his desk. When he walked, his peg leg became visible. That meant he was missing both a hand and a leg on his left side. 
 
      
 
    “Damn… he must’ve had a terrible life, or at least a really bad moment…” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “If you could replace limbs, it would give him a new outlook,” Lia whispered. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips pursed as he looked over his gifts. He’d seen a gift for that, but had kept putting it off. Having a shipwright favoring him would help him with later plans. It would need to be carefully offered, but if nothing else, he could help the tribes when they got to them again. “We’ll see what I can do,” Doc smiled. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, the elf came back out. “If you’ll follow me, the boss will see you now.” 
 
      
 
    The trip to the last office wasn’t long, but it was slower following the half-elf. After being ushered into the office, Doc saw that it took up half the building. The walls were packed with shelving for paperwork, and behind the desk was a gray-haired man with otter bestial features: small, furred ears, full black eyes, and a mustache that was more whiskers than an actual mustache. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to my business. I’m Jamie Floats. How can we assist you today?” 
 
      
 
    Doc suddenly realized why the shipwright was named Floating Safely. “I need a riverboat that can handle the cold of the far north. If you know a ship captain that can tow or carry it up around the western edge of Alyseka, that would help, too. My wives will be along to work out a deal on a cargo ship; we’ll need it to bring goods up and to bring goods back. And, before I forget, Daniel Freed said to mention him.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie’s whiskers twitched. “Did he, now? Hmm… Have a seat.” 
 
      
 
    Doc and Lia sat. Jamie eyed Lia for a long moment before turning his attention back to Doc. “If my brother-in-law spoke for you, I’m inclined to listen. His views have gotten him into a lot of trouble, but I doubt you would be that kind of trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be more than likely to get into the same trouble… My name is Doc Holyday. This is one of my wives, Lia. I can say that the church is not happy with me and will be even less happy in the future. If this causes you problems, I can see about another shipwright.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie waved him off. “Not a problem for me. I’m the best shipwright on the Whulge. My family has lived in these waters for generations. We’ve always gotten along with the tribes, hence why you see so many half-elves here. The tribes want to help them, but not have them in the tribe.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m probably going to be speaking with those tribes soon,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Jamie sat forward suddenly. “You’re him, then?” 
 
      
 
    “‘Him’?” Doc asked warily. 
 
      
 
    “The Voice…” Jamie said softly. “A dryad visited the tribes all up and down the coast a few months back. She said the Voice of Luck was coming to the coast, that he was the only way for a tribe to regain a shaman. The tribes in the area have been eager to hear more about him.” 
 
      
 
    “My husband is the Voice,” Lia said. “Which dryad was it?” 
 
      
 
    “Sequoia. Her home is farther south of here, but she’s the only one still free in the area.” 
 
      
 
    “Tallest trees in the world…” Doc murmured. “I’ll hopefully get to see her when I see the tribes.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie sat up straight again. “Whatever we can do to aid you, it will be done.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll pay for it, but let me explain what I need. You’ll know what’ll work best, so I’ll defer to your judgment on boats and ships, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Always good to trust an expert,” Jamie chuckled. “Before that, though… I’d like to see proof.” 
 
      
 
    “Faith is good, but facts are better?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “Lady, please allow me to show your power to Jamie Floats,” Doc said, his hands lighting up green. “Just take my hand.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie reached out, taking the offered hand slowly. Memories of his wife soothing him through the rough parts of their lives came back to him. Sniffling, he held back the tears the memories brought. When Doc let go of his hand, he inhaled slowly. Pausing, he did so again, but deeper. He then stood up and flexed his back before sitting down. “Voice, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m sorry for my lack of faith.” 
 
      
 
    “The church will do whatever it can to hurt me, so I don’t blame you for wanting to verify. Let’s talk, and after that, you can ask your receptionist to come in. Luck recently gave me a new gift to help others, and I think he’d benefit from it.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. A riverboat means many things…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took a few hours for them to come to an agreement on the boat. Instead of building a new one— which would take far longer than Doc wanted— Jamie was going to repair one he’d just recently bought a week before, then sell it to Doc. Jamie was also going to put out feelers to the ship captains he knew that would be willing to take Doc around the coast. 
 
      
 
    After that, the receptionist was called into the office, and Doc almost drained himself and his batteries to give the half-elf his hand and leg back. The man wept tears of joy when he stood on his own two feet again. Being so overcome with emotion, he hugged Doc, weeping into his shoulder. Doc had done the easy part first, removing all his scars, which completely transformed the man’s face. 
 
      
 
    When Jamie had seen that display of power and emotion, he’d asked if Doc could do it again, explaining the number of workers who were missing fingers, hands, or feet. Doc promised to come back tomorrow to help more. 
 
      
 
    Daniel was still waiting for them in the hot afternoon, but had shifted into a patch of shade for the horse. “I take it that it went well?” 
 
      
 
    “Better than I hoped,” Doc chuckled. “Your brother-in-law sends his thanks for you bringing me here.” 
 
      
 
    “Did he? Huh. Normally complains about me bringing him business, but most of them can’t really afford him. Makes me think I know just the man to drive your wives like you asked. I’ll ask him tonight, and if he agrees, we’ll be outside your hotel tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll do. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Always nice to have solid income for a little while,” Daniel laughed. “Let’s get you to your next destination.” 
 
      
 
    “Right now, that would be back to the Chalice Hotel,” Doc smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    As the cab got moving, Doc exhaled slowly. Lia patted his thigh, giving him a smile. “You did good, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. Replacing limbs is taxing as hell. If not for the batteries, I would’ve only finished his hand. Rosa will be very happy later— I’ll need her to refill them, and then she’ll need to be refilled.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, the trials you endure,” Lia snorted humorously. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure my wives will be helping me.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. It was nice of Jamie to say he’d reach out to the closest tribe. We can meet them at the shipwright to make it easier and to not draw as much attention. The hotel in Ouaricon was not as welcoming of our guests.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… it’ll also let me feel useful while Ayla and Sophia work on the railroad approvals.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re worried,” Lia said. It was a statement, not a question. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Anyone with a brain knows that we deal with the governors. This is the last territory on the coast. It’s a big target, so I worry that we won’t have the amount of time I hope to have. Jamie said it’ll be a week for the boat… that’s going to have to be our cut-off. As soon as the riverboat is ready, we go.” 
 
      
 
    “What if they’re not done?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll play hardball. Right now, they can do what they have, as it’s worked out for us, but if push comes to shove, I will shove.” 
 
      
 
    “Because you detest having us in danger.” 
 
      
 
    “What can I say? I’m protective of my loved ones.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing to say to that except thank you.” She leaned over to kiss his cheek. “I hope they had a good day, too.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia got back later that evening, meeting up for dinner after washing their hands. Doc went first, catching them up on his day as the food was delivered by the same woman who’d served them breakfast. When she was gone, they focused on eating. While it was good, it was not as good as what Charles had made for them in Furden. 
 
      
 
    When they’d finished, Ayla cleared her throat. “The governor knows what we’ve been doing. He thinks he holds the cards since we’ve come to him. It’s annoying.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s worse because Rosa confirmed that he’s just looking to skim off the top of the deal,” Sophia added. 
 
      
 
    “Most of his wealth has come from swindling the local tribes,” Rosa added. “Because of that, he got a lot of land around the city that he sold for profit.” 
 
      
 
    “How big a skim is he looking at?” Doc asked. “I’m not above greasing a palm if it moves things along.” 
 
      
 
    “Right now, too much,” Ayla said. “You said we have a week. We’ll use that to try bringing his bribe down.” 
 
      
 
    “We might be able to manage it if we can convince him that a fee upfront is better than a skim…” Sophia murmured. “We’ll work on it.” 
 
      
 
    “Meeting the local tribes will be good,” Rosa said. “I’m glad my sister was preparing them ahead of us.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s lucky that we met Jamie, too. That’ll make meeting them easier. Rosa, you’re coming with me for the next few days, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Luck does favor you, husband,” Lia smirked. “Now, you need to be topped off, and then Rosa. Shall we go bathe, then retire for the evening?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Ayla said, getting up. “I could use some love after being frustrated all day.” 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Sophia nodded. 
 
      
 
    “As my wives wish,” Doc smiled as he led them from the room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-four 
 
      
 
    Doc spent two days meeting with the tribes and healing people, including the children of Jamie’s workers. Sequoia let Rosa know that she would travel north, readying the tribe that Rosa hoped would help them upon landfall in Alyseka. He gifted the tribes with a water elemental who would help them, as most of their life hinged on fishing the coastal waters. 
 
      
 
    He even had the city gravedigger show up, and Doc purged the entire curse from Quartz Digger. It didn’t change him physically, but the tall man collapsed into tears, overcome with emotion. 
 
      
 
    On top of that, he had two Hutmachers stop into the shipwright’s yard to see him, as well. The gnome had brought his daughter, who was just starting to learn to be a hatter with him. The father wasn’t as advanced as Sigmund had been, but the mercury was seeping in. Doc made sure that both would be free from the effects for the rest of their lives. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was on the fourth day of being in Olimna when things went right, but also took a bad turn. The good news came first: Jamie had found them a captain who would be shipping out in six days and would bring the riverboat with him. The captain was a regular who crossed over to Tsarrus to trade with the clans there. He knew the Alyseka coast well, and Rosa was sure she could explain exactly where along it would be best for them. The only hitch was that the ship, the Anastacia, was in Port Townsend up the coast, as the captain didn’t like going all the way into Olimna. 
 
      
 
    With that in mind, Doc, Rosa, and Lia went shopping for the gear they’d need for the trip and for staying months in the frozen north with the tribes. Lia asked him to purchase a couple of things to give as gifts as they passed through tribal lands. It was mostly knives that she asked for as quality knives were always welcomed by a tribe. When they were checking out, the first hint of trouble came. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, sir,” the shopkeeper laughed. “Going to trade with the savages, eh? Use your wife there to get some trust with them?” 
 
      
 
    “Something like that,” Doc replied with a false smile. 
 
      
 
    “Well, be careful with it. My cousin who works at the depot told me that an inquisitor came into the city last night. Never know what one of them might see as heresy. Your little endeavor could get his attention.” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed amiably as his heart clenched. “Trading with the tribes isn’t against the church’s stance, last I knew.” 
 
      
 
    “Inquisitors draw a hard line,” the shopkeeper said seriously. “Doesn’t matter what we think. If they say it’s wrong, well…” Trailing off, he shook his head. “My soul might need saving, but it’s my body I worry about with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point,” Doc said. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. Have it all delivered to the Anastacia; it’s in dock at Townsend. Tell them it’s for a traveler heading north.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly, sir. You paid the fee for delivery, so it’ll be there by the end of the day tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful. Good day.” Doc headed for the door, then went over to the cabbie. “Daniel, I need to go to the governor’s office. It’s urgent.” 
 
      
 
    “Right away,” Daniel said. The moment all three of his passengers were on, he snapped the reins to get the horse moving. 
 
      
 
    “You think the inquisitor went right there?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s possible. We’re in a bad spot. Six days until the ship is ready to leave, and still three for the riverboat to be ready? The inquisitor is already here and will send for his allies as soon as he realizes we’re here, too.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll deal with it as we have to, even if it upsets our wives.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled roughly, understanding what Lia was suggesting. Killing the inquisitor would give them more room, but Doc didn’t want to do it without provocation. If he did, the church would use that to mark them as outlaws. 
 
      
 
    “We need a solid reason before we do it,” Doc said after a few seconds. “We can’t give them a reason to turn the entire country against us. I want to push this deal through today. If we can do that, we can buy more time.” 
 
      
 
    Lia nodded. She knew why Doc didn’t want to act first. If it came to it, though, she would rather ask forgiveness than lament not acting when she could have. 
 
      
 
    The governor’s office wasn’t as stately as some, but Olimna was still growing into its role as the capital of the territory. Just down the street, the capital building was being built. The temporary offices would likely become another city building once the capital was finished. 
 
      
 
    “Your wives are still here, sir. Peter is parked in the shade right over there,” Daniel said, waving to another driver who waved back. “I’ll pull up behind him after dropping you off.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Doc said, some of the worry easing from his mind. 
 
      
 
    They quickly walked up the path to the front doors. Entering after scraping their shoes off, Doc slowed upon hearing unhappy voices. Swiftly heading toward them, he slowed again at the open door to the governor’s outer office. 
 
      
 
    “He will see me!” a man was saying tightly. “No one refuses to see one of my office unless they have something to hide.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s in a discussion about long-term business for the entire territory and is not to be disturbed,” the secretary said primly, her otter ears quivering. 
 
      
 
    “Look here, lost child, you are damning your soul by refusing me. More than that, once I talk with Governor Perry, you may well be out of a job. Now, I am willing to overlook this if you inform him that I am present.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips thinned and he pulled back from the door. “Go around the corner for a moment. I want to see if I can bluff this.” 
 
      
 
    Lia gave him a hard look, but took Rosa’s hand, walking away from the front doors and office. Doc swallowed before he stepped into the office. The bestial had risen to her feet, fear etched on her face. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I see another person already has the governor’s time,” Doc sighed. “Well, I don’t mind waiting.” 
 
      
 
    The inquisitor turned to face Doc. Intense eyes stared out from a sallow face. The man wore a gray robe belted at the waist with hemp rope. The throat of the robe bore the same black circle of Apoc that McIan had worn. A broad-brimmed flat hat was snug on his head, completing the outfit. “He will be busy for the rest of the day.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, a pity. I just had a conversation with a man who swore he was a faith healer. I was coming to ask the governor if—” 
 
      
 
    Doc cut off as the inquisitor lunged to be within a foot of him, staring into his eyes. “Where was this man?!” 
 
      
 
    “Umm…” Doc said, taking a step back. “He was… well… down near the Wavefront Hotel. Healing bestials and claiming his false goddess was why.” 
 
      
 
    The inquisitor strode from the room with hurried steps. An aura of hatred followed the severely-dressed man as he left the room. 
 
      
 
    The sigh of relief from the secretary got Doc’s attention. “Sorry, ma’am, but my wives are seeing the governor. I need to speak with them.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” The woman was lost until Lia came into the room with Rosa. “Oh, I remember her. Very well, sir. Let me just check.” 
 
      
 
    “My name is Doc Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    She left them for less than a minute, coming back out of the office with a smile. “Go on in, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Doc walked in with Lia and Rosa behind him. Ayla and Sophia gave him worried smiles, as they’d both heard some of the conversation through the door. “Governor Perry, I wish I’d come with better news,” Doc said, advancing on the desk to shake hands with the man. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, Mr. Holyday?” Perry asked, shaking hands. 
 
      
 
    “Take the deal, or we’re leaving in five minutes,” Doc said flatly. “You’ll be the only territory in the west left out of the new growing railroad system if you don’t want in. I’m fine with that, but your constituents might be angry when they hear about everything happening everywhere but here.” 
 
      
 
    Perry sat back; he’d not expected this hard sell. Something must’ve changed. He briefly wondered if he could use it to his advantage, but he saw the set to Doc’s jaw and knew this was truly a now-or-never deal. “I see… Well, if the secondary offer is open, fine.” 
 
      
 
    Sophia set a contract on the table. “You just need to call a clerk up to witness it.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla pulled out a check. “After she leaves, we’ll sign off the… incentives.” 
 
      
 
    It was less than ten minutes later when they all left the office behind. Doc waited until they were out the front doors before he told them, “Get back to the hotel and pack as quickly as you can. We’re on the train for Port Townsend as soon as we can be.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Ayla said. “I heard someone arguing with the secretary, but not what was said exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “Inquisitor,” Lia said grimly. 
 
      
 
    “Lia, come with me. Rosa, you go with them. We’ll meet you at the depot,” Doc said. “I need to speak to Jamie to make arrangements for the boat. Things are starting to tighten up, but we can still get out without bloodshed right now.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Jamie was puzzled by Doc showing up in the afternoon. He stood to greet the Voice, but Doc’s expression made him hold his tongue. 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, I need a favor. Get me a pilot and single crewmember who can get the riverboat up to Port Townsend when it’s done. The inquisitor is here, and we’re trying to duck him.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie nodded slowly. “Any of my men would be happy to; I’ll find a pair who can manage it. You’ll beat me to telling Captain Moltenhand what’s going on, but he knows your name. He’ll be willing to take you on and hide you.” He extended his hand. “I’ll get the ship started as soon as a drydock comes free. By spring, you’ll have your new ship. I’ve already got some old friends who are willing to sign up as crew for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Doc said sincerely. “That’s a big weight off my mind. Send it to Anchor Bay, along with the goods we discussed. The bank will pay out once a telegram confirms things are ready.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope whatever you are up to works, Doc. Inquisitors don’t stop. If they’re hunting you, they’ll go to the ends of the world to follow you.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not the end of the world, but you might see it from where we’re going,” Doc laughed before sobering. “Stay safe. Don’t fight them. In a week, it won’t matter what they know.” 
 
      
 
    “I can buy you a week,” Jamie said. “Fair seas and safe travels.” 
 
      
 
    “Warm home and happy life,” Doc replied. They shook hands, and Doc left. 
 
      
 
    Lia walked beside him the entire time. “Do you think we’ll make it out of the country without trouble?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, but if the inquisitors want to chase us to Pale River… it’ll be better for them to vanish there.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be easy to do,” Lia nodded grimly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-five 
 
      
 
    Doc woke with his wives still around him. The barest hint of dawn was in the sky through the window. Rosa’s eyes met his, prompting him to smile down at her beside the bed. His movement woke Lia, who murmured and kissed his chest. The late train from Olimna to Port Townsend got them to the small town and checked into a hotel near the station before they fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Doc whispered back, kissing the tip of her ear, getting a shiver from her. 
 
      
 
    “We have a ship to get to, but maybe a delay wouldn’t be too terrible,” Lia whispered back. 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s eyes began to glow, making Doc chuckle. “We’ll wake our wives up if we start that.” 
 
      
 
    “And then they’ll join us. We’ll be on the ship for days, Doc. There’s not a lot of room or privacy from what I’ve been told.” 
 
      
 
    Doc couldn’t fault her logic. They’d be in dock for just short of a week, and then they’d have the slow sail up the coast. Fall was approaching fast, and they hadn’t even made it to their destination yet. 
 
      
 
    His brain stopped thinking when her hand found her target. Exhaling, he met her eyes as he gave in to her desires. “I’m in your capable hands, Lia.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Lia whispered, nibbling his neck. “Just relax; I’ll make you feel good. Then, when you’re ready, our eager Weed will join in to clean up the mess. By then, our pliant wives will be awake, and I’ll guide them in pleasuring you and me. We’ll be getting a late start, but it’ll be worth it.” 
 
      
 
    “It always is with my wives,” Doc murmured. “Can I have a kiss before you stop my brain from working?” 
 
      
 
    Lia snickered, but shifted enough to claim his lips with hers. That’s what the kiss was: her marking him as hers again with a passionate need that she forced onto him. His willing acceptance only fanned her flames, driving her to make sure he knew she’d never let him go. 
 
      
 
    Ayla shared a smirk with Sophia. The pair had woken up shortly after Lia, but neither had moved or spoken. They both looked forward to what Lia was suggesting— it would mean staying still for a bit longer, listening to the passionate lovemaking of their husband and wife. Lia would reward them when they did join in, though, so they bided their time. 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s eyes glowed as she watched Lia’s and Doc’s minds. The love they had for each other, and their hopes for the other to be filled with joy and acceptance were breathtaking. She knew Doc loved her just as much; they all loved her just as much. Each of them depended on her in their own way. She was the center of Doc’s garden, and she reveled in that secret knowledge. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The hotel staff was courteous, but Doc caught some of the disapproving glances at his wives. He didn’t let it show, but it pricked at him. The ingrained habit of seeing them as lesser wouldn’t be easy to overcome. It’d likely take far longer than dealing with the church, but if things went right, eventually, those sneers might be envious glances, instead. 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was decent— not great, but good enough. Ayla arranged for a wagon to get their luggage carted to the Anastacia while Doc flagged down a pair of cabs to take all of them. That had them on their way to the docks before midday. 
 
      
 
    Port Townsend wasn’t a city, but a dedicated town. The whole town revolved around the port that took a majority of the cargo for the towns in the sound. The railroad that’d been completed just the year before then shipped that cargo where it needed to go. 
 
      
 
    The docks were massive, with warehouses taking up the land right near the ships. Hundreds of men were moving cargo to and from the ships and warehouses. The train line for shipping ran right along the back end of the docks, making it far easier for loading and unloading. 
 
      
 
    A handful of ships ranging from big to huge were tied up at the port. The Anastacia was the biggest ship currently in dock; Doc had no idea what type it was, as he’d never been big into naval history. The triple masts spoke of sail power, but Doc saw signs that it also had a propeller. There were also some side-hulled paddle boats waiting nearby, and the reason why was on display: another ship, nearly as big as the Anastacia, was being towed into dock. 
 
      
 
    “A decade or two ago, they’d have been moored away from the docks with smaller ships going back and forth to ferry goods,” Ayla said, seeing Doc staring. “The switch to powered boats and ships, is still catching on. Most modern ships are using the soulstone system for power, but keep a mast or two just in case. Older ones, like the Anastacia, retrofitted the power system into place.” 
 
      
 
    “Shipping has sped up tremendously since then,” Sophia said. “Since the first powered ship, my family has called it the end of the Age of Sail. Sail driven ships on their way out.” 
 
      
 
    “They really are,” Doc murmured. “The Age of Sail was romanticized on Earth for generations afterward.” He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “People always yearn for the ages past,” Ayla said. “We all think the past was better. Luckily, some of the past is being restored to us. It’ll give us a chance to make the future better.” 
 
      
 
    The cab pulled to a stop near the Anastacia, getting as close as the driver could get without causing problems. “This is as far as I can go,” the driver said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” Doc got out, helping his wives down before handing the man money. He then walked over to pay the other cabbie while Lia and Rosa were getting out of the second cab. “My thanks. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    The second man thanked him, tipping his hat before he left. That let the wagon hauling their baggage roll up to that spot. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be a minute,” Doc said, tossing the man a dollar coin. “We’ll be back as soon as we have permission to load.” 
 
      
 
    “Right you are, sir,” the wagon driver grinned. 
 
      
 
    Doc led his family down the docks, moving around the hustle and bustle to reach the gangplank of the Anastacia. A grim-faced half-dwarf stood there with a man who had distinctive striping in his fur. Doc addressed the half-dwarf with the clipboard, “Excuse me, I’m Doc Holyday. We’re due to ship out with you and were hoping to board now. Our luggage is in the wagon.” He motioned to where the driver sat. 
 
      
 
    The half-dwarf gave him a glance before shouting at someone unloading a net a dozen feet away, “If you break that barrel, I’ll break your damned knees and drop you in the water!” Coughing, he turned his attention back to Doc. “Captain told me. Head up. The boatswain will see to you, and I’ll arrange your luggage. Name’s Witter. I’m the quartermaster. We’ve only received half of the goods we’re shipping for you.” 
 
      
 
    “We have time,” Doc said, motioning to the gangplank for his wives. “We’ll head up. Thank you, Witter.” 
 
      
 
    Doc was the last to get on the deck. Looking around, he realized that most of the crew were half-dwarves, half-elves, or bestials. Only a couple of humans could be seen handling rope. The man heading their way was a full dwarf, except his beard had been trimmed short. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” the dwarf asked pointedly. 
 
      
 
    “Doc Holyday. And you, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Alexi Fireblood, boatswain of the Anastacia. Did not expect you week early.” 
 
      
 
    “Complications,” Doc shrugged. “The quartermaster said you’d see us settled.” 
 
      
 
    “Da. Follow.” Alexi’s name and accent were obvious indications of his being from Tsarrus. 
 
      
 
    They were led below deck to a snug cabin, but Doc was sure it was luxurious by ship standards. It contained two beds that they’d have to snuggle in for all four of them to sleep. Rosa would just kneel between them as she normally did. 
 
      
 
    “Latrine down at the end,” Alexi said. “This is officer hall. Only officers and you allowed. As safe as can be.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. If the captain wants to see me, I’m at his disposal,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Da. On ship, we all are,” Alexi laughed before stepping out of the room. “Mind your feet. Don’t interfere with ship duties.” 
 
      
 
    “What about food?” Ayla asked. 
 
      
 
    “Twice a day in mess. You will join officers’ table. I will get you when time comes.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Da. Luggage will be brought.” Alexi left them with that. 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled. “It’s the best we can do. If I can, I’ll try to get the captain to leave as soon as the riverboat gets here.” 
 
      
 
    “That might cost him more than is feasible,” Ayla said. “Asking isn’t a bad idea, though, and he might be amenable.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to heal the crew?” Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… maybe,” Doc said. “I’ll want to speak to the captain first. I’d like to. It would engender goodwill with the crew.” 
 
      
 
    “It always makes you feel better to heal people,” Rosa added. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make this space work for the trip,” Lia said. “I’m glad the riverboat has a bigger cabin for us, though, or that would be difficult.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Ayla and Sophia said at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “The deck was busy, so let’s just settle in as best we can for now,” Doc grinned at them. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    About an hour later, a knock came on the door. Lia opened it to find a young man standing there. “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    The boy bowed his head to her, his skin slightly gray. “The captain would like to see Holyday, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm? Are you to take him to meet the captain?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Doc got to his feet. “Just me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back,” Doc said. He paused to kiss each of his wives’ cheeks. 
 
      
 
    The cabin boy was slack-jawed at the display, but he managed to regain his senses before Doc got to the door. “This way, sir.” 
 
      
 
    As Doc was led down the hall, he asked, “Are you a dolphin bestial?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah… yes, sir. My skin kind of gives it away,” the boy said awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    “Glad to hear it. If it’d been a medical condition, I would’ve done my best to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir?” the cabin boy half-asked, not sure how the guest would’ve healed him. 
 
      
 
    Doc just grinned, as they’d reached a door that the lad knocked on before opening. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, I brought him.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ludwig,” the captain said. “Two glasses of my best, then dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped into the room, taking a seat across from the captain at his desk. “Captain, thank you for allowing us passage.” 
 
      
 
    “A moment,” the captain said, holding up his hand. 
 
      
 
    Doc took a moment to look over the dwarf. His accent meant he was from Tsarrus, and he had what Doc thought of as the Tsar’s eyes because of Svetlana. The red-black color of molten lava for his irises was distinctive. 
 
      
 
    When Ludwig delivered the drinks and then left, the captain raised his glass. “To Luck, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled. “To Luck, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    The ale was rich and dark. Doc smiled as he set his mug down, while the captain smacked his lips in pleasure. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Damir Moltenhand, Captain of the Anastacia. We are a neutral trading ship, but you clearly can see my allegiance.” 
 
      
 
    “I can, Captain. Now I understand why we found a ship willing to help us so easily.” 
 
      
 
    “I was surprised when my old friend asked for me to help a customer. More so, when I found out who he meant. Your name is spreading across the Motherland. I was the one who took Svetlana Molteneyes, our shaman, across to the home country. She spoke highly of you on our voyage. I hope to spend time discussing your plans, as well, but maybe after we leave port. Just in case.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be for the best. We have inquisitors on our tail, Captain. We came to board early in hopes of avoiding them.” 
 
      
 
    Damir took a long pull on his mug. “That is bad news. Here in Emerita, the church has a lot of sway. If they demand to board, I’d be risking a lot to deny them. They could prevent me from trading here.” 
 
      
 
    Doc took a drink. “That’s a problem… Can we ship out as soon as the riverboat gets in?” 
 
      
 
    Damir considered it, then drained his mug. “I’ll discuss it with my quartermaster. Let’s hope it isn’t needed, but I’m sure the Tsar would reimburse me to aid you. We’ll discuss it again in the future. For now, I need to see about moving quicker.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Doc said, then downed his mug. “For the drink, the cabin, and the help.” 
 
      
 
    “For Mother,” Damir smiled as he stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Before I forget, I’m willing to heal the crew. Depending on the severity, that’ll limit how many I can do at a time. I was recently gifted the ability to replace fingers, toes, and even whole hands or legs.” 
 
      
 
    Damir stared at him for a long moment before he barked a laugh. “Luck smiles down on us. I will arrange things.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-six 
 
      
 
    Over the next two days, Doc saw the crew one by one, healing old injuries that included lost limbs and eyes. That got Luck a lot of praise on the ship. His wives were treated with the utmost respect by the crew, especially after he started healing people. They all stayed below deck until night fell, but when it was dark, they’d sit on the aftercastle, the crew giving them space. They did find out one interesting thing: Sophia got seasick even from the gentle sway while at dock. Doc was able to help her with that, thankfully, or else she would’ve been miserable. 
 
      
 
    Doc looked up at the night sky— he’d been getting used to the different constellations. Picking out the ones he’d been shown before, he smiled as he held Lia and Sophia. Ayla was sitting in front of him, leaning with her back against his chest. For the time period, they were being vulgar in the extreme, but he didn’t care. Rosa sat beside Lia, her eyes shining faintly. 
 
      
 
    Tomorrow would see their riverboat arrive. Captain Damir had promised to hoist it and get them underway as soon as it was in port. It did mean that two of the normal lifeboats were going to be stored in the hold, but none of the crew had complained. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, I hate to interrupt,” Damir said, coming up onto the aftercastle. “The boatswain just informed me that we have a missing crewmember. The man in question had apparently been making comments about you to his fellows. It wasn’t until he failed to come back at curfew that his absence was noted, and after asking around, that little detail came to light.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled as Ayla got to her feet, followed by the others. Once they were all up, he stood, too. “Nothing to be done about it now, Captain… Do you have a suggestion?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already gotten things in motion. I’ll need you to return to your quarters.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the captain,” Doc said. “I take it we’re pulling out of dock?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to anchor away. If we’re not tied up, they’ll have problems reaching us to make trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get out of the way, then,” Doc said as he followed his wives off the deck. 
 
      
 
    As they left, Doc heard voices raised to get ropes untied. Another called down to a tug who was just coming in, asking for a tow out. Lips thin, Doc was sure bad news was coming. Things had been too good for the last few days. Even with Luck as his patron, nothing went right all the time. 
 
      
 
    They were almost to their quarters when Doc felt the hand grab his chin and lift it, then the blade across his neck. Falling forward, healing his deeply gashed neck as blood pumped out with each frantic beat of his heart, he was only dimly aware of what happened around him. It’d all happened so fast that he hadn’t realized what was going on in time to trigger a gift. 
 
      
 
    “Die, heretics!” 
 
      
 
    Gunfire erupted in the hallway in the next instant. Screams of anger and pain filled the air. Voices called out in alarm, and running feet thundered toward them. 
 
      
 
    “They attacked us!” Lia snarled. “Find out if they had more allies! You’d better hope he is merciful when he gets back up, for I am not!” 
 
      
 
    “Toss them over and find out who their friends were.” 
 
      
 
    “Bring them to me,” Rosa said, her voice cracking. “I will find out all they know! They hurt him! No, no! Not allowed, not allowed!” 
 
      
 
    “Calm, Rosa,” Lia said, looking at her. “He’s already stopped the bleeding, so he’ll be fine, just as Ayla and Sophia are healing. If not for those rings…” 
 
      
 
    “They hurt him, Lia…” Rosa’s voice was calming, but it started to break again as she kept talking. “It was the church. They must pay. Hurting the Voice is not allowed. Mother will rage… I will rage…” 
 
      
 
    Gasping as he hacked up the blood that’d gotten into his lungs, Doc heaved a few times. He didn’t get to his feet; instead, he shuffled on his hands and knees to Ayla, who was clutching her side. Her wound was healing, but not as quickly as he could do it. 
 
      
 
    The moment he touched Ayla, Rosa had her hands pressed to his head, pushing her energy into him. “Take, Voice. Take, please…” Her voice trembled, and tears fell onto his neck. 
 
      
 
    Doc took her energy, as he’d used a good portion of his own to seal his neck. The wound Ayla had was extremely caustic, but he purged it, then healed her. Ayla kissed him and shifted so Sophia could reach out to him. Her right hand was a mangled mess that she’d been struggling to heal. Doc purged the caustic wound, then rebuilt her hand. He crawled a little more to kiss her when he was done. 
 
      
 
    Rosa pulled him up, then plastered herself to him, kissing him with all the passion she had. That had them both hit the wall, as she wasn’t letting go until Doc gently pressed her. She stepped back, her eyes blazing with green light. 
 
      
 
    “I’m okay, Rosa,” Doc said softly. “We’re all alright now. Calm yourself for me?” 
 
      
 
    Seeing his mind and what he wanted, Rosa lowered her head as she grabbed ahold of her rampaging emotions. “Sorry, Voice… I…!” Her voice broke, unable to contain the horror of what would’ve happened if he’d died. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, we should go to our room,” Lia said, her tone flat. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Doc agreed, helping shepherd the others while still holding Rosa, who clung to him as she cried. 
 
      
 
    The moment the door shut, Doc eased Rosa onto a bed, then turned to face Lia. “Lia?” 
 
      
 
    Cold eyes stared into his. “I’m fine, Doc. Just give me a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “This is what we’ve talked about?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I have to shut down to do what I have to.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Doc trusted her, so he went to sit with Ayla and Sophia, as they’d both started to shake. “Shh… I’ve got you.” He looked across at the other bunk where Rosa sat, watching him. “Rosa, we could use your nectar, sweet dryad. Help soothe our wives, then me, then Lia.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa was standing over Ayla in the next instant, gently tilting the half-elf’s head up so she could kiss her. Ayla grabbed her around the waist as they kissed. She swallowed, but the kiss lingered past that. After a moment, she broke away, shuddered once, and then squeezed Rosa. “Thank you, Rosa…” 
 
      
 
    “You are most welcome, dear one,” Rosa whispered. 
 
      
 
    The same scene was repeated with Sophia. “You’re a treasure to all of us, Rosa. Thank you for helping us again,” Sophia said after her kiss. 
 
      
 
    “I love each of you, just as we all love Doc,” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    The act of doing what Doc told her to, plus the love of the others, helped slowly calm her raging heart. She went to Doc, who was already looking up at her. The kiss with him was calm, but it was also deep, sensual, and contained infinite love as she pressed into him, then straddled him. 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia’s soft laughter finally brought the moment to an end. Doc rested his forehead against Rosa’s so he could only see his precious weed’s brightly glowing eyes. “Good girl, Weed. Lia should be calm now, so help her, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything for you, husband,” Rosa replied. The acknowledgment of him being her husband instead of using his name or title was her way of thanking him for the ring that resided next to her core. 
 
      
 
    Lia accepted Rosa into her arms, then attacked the dryad’s lips with her own. She pressed Rosa into the wall, keeping her pinned as their kiss went on and on. Nectar was exchanged, but Lia kept the kiss going. She needed to feel emotion, and Rosa was pliant and very willing to assist her. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s hands on Ayla’s and Sophia’s thighs kept them from speaking or laughing. They just cuddled up to him as their wives exchanged a passionate kiss. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, Lia leaned back, staring into Rosa’s eyes. “I know what you felt, Rosa, at least a fragment of it, because I’ve felt it before. We cannot give in to the rage. We have to contain it. Doc would not want us to lose control.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa swallowed. She knew that Lia was right, but her emotions were barely calm again. “I will try, but he is my world, beyond what he is doing for Mother. His pain hurts my core. If he dies… so will I. My core will fracture, and I will not be me. That cannot be changed. I tied myself to him, and he tied me to him. If I die, I can be regrown with Mother’s help, but if he dies… I cannot. His gift will help him survive a single death, but even that will strain me. He didn’t even die this time, and I was going to tear apart the ship to find any who helped with the attack.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do all we can to help you. You being lost to madness will hurt him.” 
 
      
 
    Doc got up, going over to the pair. He put an arm around each of them, forming a triangle. “It would, but emotions aren’t rational. I’d feel the same way if anything happened to any of you.” 
 
      
 
    Sophia shifted on the bed, thinking back to the dwarven words that Sonya had found. None of them had told him about them— the last thing she wanted was Doc to be the good man who went to war. If he did, it would mean that one of them had died. Doc missed it, though, as he was speaking with the other two. Ayla had seen it, and she took Sophia’s hand in hers, knowing that same fear. 
 
      
 
    “Do the best you can for you, our family, and for me,” Doc murmured. “That’s all we’ll ever ask, just like we give Lia space to come back to herself, then help her.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Doc…” Rosa murmured, then stepped back, gently pushing Doc into Lia’s arms. “She needs more help.” 
 
      
 
    Lia laughed lightly. She was mostly fine, but she wouldn’t turn down the kiss she wanted. Doc smiled as he kissed her, and Lia was just as happy to claim her husband’s lips. Soft and slow, their kiss was different from most of their normal ones, but it was all the sweeter for it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-seven 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, there was a knock on the door, interrupting the family. Damir stood there with a man in shackles, gagged and struggling against him and Alexi. 
 
      
 
    “They had another friend besides the one who slipped off the boat,” Damir said stiffly. “He tried to get weapons, but that was quickly squashed. If you need to drop a body off the side, just let Ludwig know and we’ll arrange it.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Doc said as he reached out for the prisoner. “Captain, might my wives use your cabin while we talk with this man?” 
 
      
 
    Damir nodded. “Of course. No reason for them to have to witness things.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” Doc looked back to Lia. “A hand please, Death Flower.” 
 
      
 
    Lia’s expression went cold. “Of course, Shaman.” 
 
      
 
    The surprise on all three faces in the hall had the exact effect Doc wanted it to have. Doc and Lia yanked the man into the cabin before the door slammed shut. That made the room very snug, but Lia resolved that by knocking the captive to his knees, then to his face with no regard for his health. 
 
      
 
    “Ayla, Sophia, if you’d like to step out?” Doc asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” Sophia said, easing off the bed, being careful of her talons. “I’m sorry… I can’t…” 
 
      
 
    Doc hugged her, kissing her cheek. “I know. It’s fine, my love.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go with her,” Ayla said. She put a foot directly in the man’s back as she walked over him. “It would be troubling to see if things go badly.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a hug and kiss, too, before they left the room. Rosa’s gaze was intently focused on the man on the floor. Lia had a knee between his shoulder blades, keeping him pinned. When Doc closed the door once more behind his wives, he went over to where the man could see him with a single eye as he struggled underneath Lia. 
 
      
 
    “You failed. Your friends failed. The church will fail,” Doc said softly as he took a seat on the edge of a bed. “The question becomes when did you send for the inquisitor, and why this mad gamble?” 
 
      
 
    The man glared at him, but there was puzzlement in his gaze, as Doc hadn’t ungagged him. He mumbled around the thick wad of cloth that’d been forced between his jaws. The little struggles the guy made stopped when Lia’s Bowie thunked into the deck next to him. The blade gleamed in the light from the hooded lantern in the room. 
 
      
 
    “Lia, my wife who’s kneeling on you, is Death Flower. I know you recognized that name, which means you’ve heard the stories, right? Of what she did during the Bloody Flowers War? Now, she’s upset that someone tried to kill me. How much pain you’re going to know is fully dependent on how cooperative you are.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not afraid of pain,” Rosa said, “but is he afraid of having his soul ripped out by a demon?” 
 
      
 
    The man began to thrash in earnest. Lia had to clamp a hand on his neck as she knelt on him with both knees. Even then, he still tried to get free. 
 
      
 
    “The answer is ‘yes,’” Doc smiled. “Afraid of Apoc not claiming your soul? Good, good. We can work with that. I’ll tell you what: you start thinking about what the whole plan was, and I’ll not ever touch you again. Your soul will remain intact and Apoc will claim it. Fair?” 
 
      
 
    The man slowly stopped thrashing. He couldn’t figure out what Doc wanted; how could he talk if the gag was in place? Death was just a doorway to Apoc, but if the false healer corrupted his soul with the demon who backed him, then even Apoc would turn away from someone as faithful as him. It was better to tell the demon lover and remain unsullied. 
 
      
 
    Rosa hummed happily as she rode through the thoughts the man had. The humming cut off and her eyes blazed brighter than they ever had before; not in lust, but in rage. She dropped to the deck next to him, grabbing him by the skull and slamming his face into the wood. “No! No, they won’t!” 
 
      
 
    Doc had to grab Rosa, pulling her onto the bed with him. “Shhh… it’s okay. What did you see?” 
 
      
 
    “The inquisitors are coming, but so are the others. They planned to board the ship when they get here tomorrow. If the train didn’t stay here at night, they would’ve been here already. They planned to board with a mob to attack us and kill any disloyal to the church,” Rosa whispered. “Their missing friend stayed in town to guide them to us. The inquisitor tasked them with attempting to kill you. Then, it would be far easier for them tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s how most shamans and Voices died in the past, killed by zealots,” Lia said tightly. “Did we get everything we can from him, Rosa?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. He’s just a zealot.” 
 
      
 
    Doc kissed Rosa softly. “Go get our wives and ask Ludwig to arrange pickup for this one. After I go with him topside, I’ll need you when I come back down.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, let me. It’ll trouble me far less than it will you. Better for rumors to say that I killed someone rather than you,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    Doc met her gaze which was once again devoid of warmth. “We’ll be surrounding you in love all night after that.” 
 
      
 
    A tremor passed through her. “I will welcome it. This part of me is not what I want to be anymore. For our family, I will take it out, wear it as needed, and then put it away again.” 
 
      
 
    “We will help,” Rosa said before she left the room. 
 
      
 
    The moment she was gone, Doc looked down at the zealot. “No one will remember you. You’ll sink into the harbor just like so much other refuse. I’m a man of my word, though, so I won’t corrupt your soul. What you don’t understand is that I don’t corrupt people’s souls— I try to bring them back to Mother so you can be saved. You aren’t worthy of saving as far into the night as you are. So here, shortly, when you die, only oblivion awaits you. The church cannot stop the light that’s growing. This world has already been saved from the Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    The man glared at him, still not fully understanding what’d happened. In his heart, he knew that the church would crush this false preacher. His life was a small price to pay for the cleansing of the blight this man represented. 
 
      
 
    Doc and Lia got the bound man to his feet just as a knock came on the door. Doc answered it to find Alexi and another dwarf standing there; both looked surprised to see the man still alive. 
 
      
 
    “Ah… we were told to get a body?” Alexi asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Lia will accompany you to the deck. She’ll kill him where he can be tossed over the side with minimal cleanup,” Doc said. “Tell the captain the unwanted guests are arriving in the morning on the train. I’d thought the riverboat being late was coincidental, but now, I worry. If it isn’t here by the afternoon, we’ll need to head out and stop at a port where I can buy one, then go farther north.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Alexi grunted. 
 
      
 
    “If he struggles, I can help make him more pliant,” Lia said, going back to claim her knife. “If he wants a slow death, it’d be easy to just sever some tendons, then let him drown.” 
 
      
 
    The man stopped struggling; even zealots had preferences in how to die. 
 
      
 
    “Obliged,” Alexi said tightly, nervous around Lia now that he knew her other name. 
 
      
 
    When they left, Ayla, Sophia, and Rosa came back to the room. Doc hugged his wives, sitting with them on the bed. They huddled into him, wanting to show their support and love as best they could. 
 
      
 
    “How bad was it?” Ayla asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” Rosa answered. “Doc got him to think about what we wanted. He wasn’t injured at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good…” Sophia exhaled. “We saw him being led away. Where’s Lia going?” 
 
      
 
    “To make sure he’s gone,” Doc answered, not wanting to spell it out. “She’ll be back shortly. When she comes back, we’ll be spending the rest of the night loving her.” 
 
      
 
    “What was found out?” Ayla asked. 
 
      
 
    “The inquisitors will be here as soon as the train runs to Olimna and back.” 
 
      
 
    “The zealots were to kill Doc if they were able to, but otherwise, the inquisitors were going to storm the ship,” Rosa said, expanding on his answer. “The zealot was sure they would kill all of us and anyone who got in the way.” 
 
      
 
    “With us being out from the dock, they’ll have trouble with that,” Doc said, picking the conversation back up. “With any luck, the riverboat will be here in the morning. We can winch it up the side and set out. If it’s not, we’ll leave and go try to find another boat.” 
 
      
 
    “Emerita is not safe for us right now,” Ayla sighed. “It might not be safe after we’re done in Pale River, either.” 
 
      
 
    “The inquisitors will try to find out where we’re headed, then track us down again,” Sophia said. 
 
      
 
    “Which will be with the tribes up north. If they want to find us there, they get what they deserve. I won’t let them hurt you.” He met Sophia’s eyes for the last sentence. 
 
      
 
    She ducked her head. “I’m not afraid for myself, Doc. Well… yes, I am, but not like that. I… I just don’t like killing. It’s clear that it’ll happen sometimes. I know the church will force it, but it bothers me.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla leaned past Doc to kiss Sophia softly. “I know how that is. If it’s them or us, though, I’ll help Doc make sure it’s them dying.” 
 
      
 
    Sophia nodded. “As will I, but I don’t even like to think about it.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa shifted to touch Sophia’s thigh. “I will always be here to help with what comes after. You’ll never be burdened by the memories. You mean more to our family than anyone outside of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rosa,” Sophia said, leaning down to gently kiss Rosa’s forehead. “You really do so much for us…” 
 
      
 
    The soft sound of a single gunshot filtered down to them, catching everyone’s attention. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the last zealot dead,” Doc said. “Ladies, after the tribes in Pale River, it might be necessary for me to lose myself for a few years. I was thinking… would you be okay with returning to Fiala and Sonya for that? I’d make sure you get to experience what our other wives already are. This way, you’re all safe together, and get to be mothers.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia went quiet as they considered his question. They both yearned to be mothers, but neither of them wanted Doc to feel like they didn’t want to be beside him, either. 
 
      
 
    “He asks because he is thinking that just he, Lia, and I will be easier to hide. It’s not that he does not want you there, nor you not wanting to be with him,” Rosa said. “He also knows you both hope for children. He can give you what you want, keep you safer with our wives, and make it harder for the church to find him. With all four of you near the templars that Harrid is raising, he is certain you’ll be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we think about it?” Ayla asked. 
 
      
 
    “Take as long as you need,” Doc murmured, kissing her and then Sophia. “If things go badly, it might be best for me to go to Tsarrus or Qin. The church would have a difficult time finding me there. Take your time, though, as that’s months away, if not longer.” 
 
      
 
    Lia came into the room a moment later, her face blank. “It’s done.” 
 
      
 
    They all opened their arms and she walked stiffly to them. Minutes passed as she slowly pushed that cold, deadly side of herself back down, letting emotions come back. Having all of them holding her and supporting her helped make it far easier than it would’ve been for her alone. In time, she took another sip of Rosa’s nectar to help settle her emotions further. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you…” Lia said softly. “I’m better now.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. We’re going to wash up and go to bed. Tomorrow will come soon enough, likely bringing more troubles,” Doc said. “Before we go to sleep, though, we’ll smother you in kisses, touches, and love.” 
 
      
 
    “You are never alone,” Ayla murmured, rubbing Lia’s back. 
 
      
 
    “Even if it’s just Doc and Rosa beside you, you’ll never be alone,” Sophia said, thinking about what Doc had asked. 
 
      
 
    “We are glad to help you, Lia,” Rosa murmured, stealing a quick kiss. 
 
      
 
    “See? They all feel like I do,” Doc smiled. “Now, strip off your leathers, please? We’ll wash you down before we get ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    Lia smiled softly as she stood up. “Hmm? Want to be in control of me, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “To give you love tonight? Maybe a little.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, Doc, my beloved husband. I can surrender to our family when asked.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s eyes blazed, and everyone looked at her, then laughed. Her smile only grew when she saw all their thoughts. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-eight 
 
      
 
    They did what they could to stifle the sounds coming from the room. They mostly covered their mouths, got their faces pushed into pillows, or otherwise muffled the noises, but it was far from perfect. Doc was just glad that no one had come to complain. 
 
      
 
    With the first light of day coming through the cabin window, Doc stirred. He felt a warm body next to his, so he carefully eased his way into a sitting position. Lia was just putting her boots on; she gave him a wink, but put a finger to her lips. Doc nodded as he slid out of bed to get dressed. Rosa gave him a bright smile, staying between the beds. 
 
      
 
    The sounds of people moving about in the hall were starting to pick up, so Doc knew that the officers were awake, at least. Just as he was getting his boots on, Ayla and Sophia stirred. He didn’t blame them for sleeping a bit longer; they’d both been a favorite target of his and Lia’s last night. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, hmm? I slept well,” Ayla murmured, sitting up, and tossing the blanket off as she did. 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Sophia yawned. She did the same, but then stretched. 
 
      
 
    “Makes me want to go back to bed,” Doc chuckled. “Good morning, ladies.” 
 
      
 
    They gave him bright smiles as they got out of bed. Doc kissed them before taking a seat and pulling Lia down with him, giving her a kiss, too. 
 
      
 
    “Not a lot of room for all of us to be upright while we get dressed,” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, the gift that makes our clothing always perfect? Thank you,” Ayla said as she pulled out another outfit. “Makes laundry unneeded, which is amazingly helpful. I’m not sure I’d want my undergarments washed by someone here on the ship.” 
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t considered that,” Sophia said. “That’s a good point, though they’d be safe with Ludwig. He’s a sweet boy.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be heading north today, with or without the boat,” Lia reminded them. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure the captain will have something to say at breakfast,” Doc said. He held Lia while watching the other two get dressed. Reaching out absently, he stroked Rosa’s hair, as she’d come to rest her head against his thigh when he’d sat down. “We’ll also possibly get the inquisitors here before we leave. I have no idea if they’ll take a boat out to us or just demand that we return to shore. Today has a lot of variables in play.” 
 
      
 
    Sophia turned her back to them, stepping back far enough for Lia to help with her buttons. “I hope they don’t come out to the ship.” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t make it back to shore if they do,” Lia said softly. “They’ll try to kill Doc themselves this time. That I will not allow to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “No. It cannot be allowed…” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    “None of us want to kill people,” Ayla said, “but if they mean to harm us, we have to defend ourselves and those we love.” 
 
      
 
    Sophia nodded. “I know… but it’s easier for me if we act in self-defense.” 
 
      
 
    “It is for all of us,” Doc said gently. “I’m not saying shoot them on the way to the ship, but our lives are worth more to me than theirs. I don’t trust them to not outright attack us.” 
 
      
 
    A knock came on the door. “Holydays, the captain asks you to join him in his cabin for breakfast,” Ludwig’s muffled voice came through the door. 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia were dressed, so Ayla opened the door. “We’ll be with him shortly. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Ludwig said. He hurried toward the captain’s quarters, a faint blush on his face. 
 
      
 
    “We made too much noise…” Sophia whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Lia chuckled, “but we did our best, and after last night, no one will begrudge us that.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone got up to go, and it was then that Doc laughed. “Put a sundress on, Weed. No wonder the boy was blushing.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone looked her way to see a very naked Rosa. She giggled as she picked up the sundress that she wore most days. “I was hidden behind you, Doc. He only saw my head resting on your knee.” 
 
      
 
    “That’d be enough,” Doc snorted. “A woman’s head that close to a man’s lap? Scandalous,” he chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “She’s just who she is,” Ayla smirked. 
 
      
 
    “She’s dressed, so we can go,” Doc said. “Ayla, you’re in the lead.” 
 
      
 
    The captain stood when they entered. He waited to sit until all the women were seated, or kneeling, in Rosa’s case. Taking his seat at the table when Doc did, Damir exhaled. “We’ll hold business until after we eat, if that’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine with us,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Serve, Ludwig,” Damir said. 
 
      
 
    When breakfast was finished, Damir sighed. “Thank you for joining me. I had some questions that I was hoping to get answers to. Your throat was slit wide open, and your wives were visibly injured. I know you can heal, but to heal that kind of injury to yourself, and your wives not bleeding out, either… is that normal for you?” 
 
      
 
    “It took a lot out of me,” Doc said. “I have gifts that help me. As for my wives, I made sure they all have enchantments to help them with healing.” 
 
      
 
    “They work, but not as fast as I’d hoped,” Ayla said. “I think it was the caustic ammunition that was the problem.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Damir nodded. “If things go badly with the inquisitors, will you be able to help the crew?” 
 
      
 
    “As much as Rosa and I can,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “I had a question to that end myself, Captain,” Lia said. “Crew normally aren’t armed; most weapons are under lock and key of the boatswain. How did they come by the knives and gun to attempt the attack?” 
 
      
 
    “Smuggled them onboard when their friend stayed behind,” Damir spat. “None of the weapons were ours. They’re yours now; their wealth falls to you in payment for their crime.” 
 
      
 
    “Take them in partial payment for the trouble we’re bringing you,” Doc said. “Captain, I’m going to ask you to gather all the men on the deck. That’ll let us take stock of them. If any other zealots are in your crew, we’ll find them.” Doc didn’t say how, but Rosa understood. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I’ll have them all up and on deck after this talk.” Damir paused before clearing his throat. “The crew knew you were waiting on a boat and the general destination we’re heading for. If the one mutineer is waiting for them, he’ll tell them when they arrive. Are you sure you still want to do what you’d planned?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. With the riverboat, we’ll make it to where we’re going long before they will. If they send for another inquisitor close to Pale River, then the tribes there will have to handle them until we arrive. I’m sure they will, with prejudice.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. If the riverboat isn’t here by evening, we should depart, anyway. I know you paid for it, but if you want to avoid trouble, it’d be for the best. There are a couple of ports in Kanata that might have something similar that could work for you.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll revisit that if the boat doesn’t arrive,” Doc said. “I’m sure that Floating Safely is going to have trouble because they arranged the riverboat and are building a ship for me. I hope Jamie can manage it.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I’ll go arrange the crew. See you topside.” 
 
      
 
    The family thanked him for the meal, then returned to their cabin. About ten minutes later, Ludwig informed them that the captain was ready. 
 
      
 
    Coming out on the deck with his wives and Rosa, Doc looked at the gathering of sailors. Most of them had some dwarven or bestial blood— that made sense, considering the ship’s home port. The majority of the bestials were aquatic mammals, which Doc hadn’t realized until then, but it also made sense. What he hadn’t really known was how many people there were on the ship, but he got to see them all now. 
 
      
 
    “Holyday.” Captain Damir waved him to stand beside him. 
 
      
 
    Doc and his wives did so, joining the officer core on the aftercastle to look down over the entire two-hundred-man complement. It was then that he noted a handful of women among the crew. He hadn’t expected it, but he was glad to see they looked every bit the crew as the rest. 
 
      
 
    “Crew, these are our guests. They’ve paid for us to take them to their destination. A quarter of the cargo we carry is theirs,” Damir addressed them. “Doc Holyday is known as the Voice of Luck. Those with ties to the Motherland know what this means.” 
 
      
 
    The majority of the crew stared at him with wide eyes. Even those he’d helped had only known him as a faith healer, so to hear that he was actually the one who gave the clans a shaman again was awe-inspiring. 
 
      
 
    “Because of who he is, we had an incident last night. Mutineers who sided with the church instead of the ship attacked our guests but, as you can see, they failed. Today, we’ll likely have more trouble. We’ve been told inquisitors are coming to stop him. I’m giving all of you this chance to disembark via rowboat. You will be paid with no ill will, but sent to shore. It’s likely that the Anastacia will not be trading with Emerita for the next year, so consider that. Holyday, you wanted to speak?” 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped up to stand beside the captain. He cast holy ground silently, watching the entire crew as he did. A single man began to shift uncomfortably, his eyes darting around, looking for what he was feeling. Rosa coughed once, nodding when Doc looked her way. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, there’s one person who has been touched by the Darkness still aboard this ship,” Doc said, not keeping his voice down. “Sir,” he pointed to the man, “are you with the others who attacked before?” 
 
      
 
    The man bolted for the rail, diving overboard before anyone could stop him. Those who’d been near the traitor looked warily at everyone else around them. 
 
      
 
    “That was it for people who would rather see the world plunged into the cold, dark night,” Doc said softly. “Don’t fear the others around you. Anyone touched by Darkness will find the ship uncomfortable— it has been blessed by Lady Luck and Mother.” 
 
      
 
    There was a scream from off the side of the ship, and everyone looked to see the man who’d jumped over the side suddenly get yanked underwater in a bloom of red. 
 
      
 
    “Shark. What an unlucky fool,” Alexi snorted. 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s face was impassive, but inside, she giggled. She’d pulled a few sharks to the ship earlier, and when the man had bolted, she’d sent a thought to the predators of the deep. She would not abide anyone threatening her Voice. 
 
      
 
    “As I was saying…” Doc coughed, a little disturbed that a shark just happened to snag the man, “you have no need to fear your fellow crew, officers, or us. If any of you are injured, I’ll do my best to assist you. As we will be aboard for a week or longer, I should be able to help all of you. Some of you, I’ve already assisted. There’s no payment required to receive Luck’s help. It’s the least I can do for the trouble that’s following me. Thank you for your help. Because of people like you, Mother thrives, the light returns, and the Darkness is being pushed back.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped back, and Damir started to applaud, the officers and crew swiftly following. Doc gave an awkward smile, waving until the boatswain dismissed the crew to their duties and rest. 
 
      
 
    “What an unlucky idiot,” Witter, the half-dwarven quartermaster snorted. “Goes to swim for it and dies to a shark? Serves him right. We’re taking a small loss right now on this trip, but the captain assures me that Tsarrus will gladly reimburse us.” 
 
      
 
    “In a year or two, you could be one of the ships to help cart the product of my trip,” Doc chuckled. “That’ll make you much more.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be looking forward to the opportunities, then,” Witter laughed. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m sure one or more of the crew will ask to be put ashore.” 
 
      
 
    Damir grunted. “As long as we keep half, we can make do.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll keep more than that,” Alexi snorted. “Trust me.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll retire to our cabin again,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “About that,” Damir coughed. “Please… temper yourselves? Last night was understandable, but… it can be uncomfortable for the crew, even us officers.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked away. “Yeah… sorry. We’ll do better.” 
 
      
 
    A soft whine from Rosa prompted laughter from Doc’s wives. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t mind her. She’s just a needy one,” Lia said with a smirk. “The noise level will not be as loud in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Never thought I’d have the famed and feared Death Flower aboard my ship, much less on amicable terms,” Damir said. 
 
      
 
    “I set that name down years ago,” Lia said. “I’m Lia Holyday now. My old ways will only come out in defense of family.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we will all be safe,” Damir said. “I will let you know the moment the boat comes in.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Doc said before leading his family back to their cabin. As they walked to their room, he noticed the bullet holes and caustic burns that littered the hallway. That brought some questions to mind for him. Once they were in the room, he asked, “Ladies, I was curious: how did you get injured during the ambush?” 
 
      
 
    “When we heard you cry out, we turned to see what the problem was,” Ayla said. “That second or two of hesitation let the first couple of rounds hit us. We used our gifts at that point.” 
 
      
 
    “Same with me,” Sophia admitted. 
 
      
 
    “I used it right away, which is the only reason they got hit at all and not me,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “I used it right away, too,” Rosa said. “It was interesting to use a gift bestowed by a goddess, but I’d rather never have to use it if it means them or you are getting shot again, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “Good to know,” Doc exhaled. “It just struck me when I saw all the gunshots in the walls.” 
 
      
 
    “Because by then, they all passed through us after those first two,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “Group hug,” Doc said, taking a seat on the bed. 
 
      
 
    They piled around him, holding him and each other. Today would have other problems to deal with, but for this moment, they could just embrace their love. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-nine 
 
      
 
    It was just before noon when Ludwig came to inform them about the inquisitors on the piers. Doc and his wives went out onto the quarterdeck to look back at the shore; five men in black robes stood at the end of the pier where the Anastacia had been tied up the day before. Behind them was a mob of people milling around. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve come,” Damir sighed, holding out the spyglass to Doc. 
 
      
 
    Doc took it to see the men glaring at them. He recognized one of them from Olimna, but the other four, he’d never seen before. The men and women behind the inquisitors were a motley assortment ranging from rough men, to housewives, to businessmen. Beside the inquisitors stood a preacher holding up a black leather book as he spoke to the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Got themselves a lynching mob…” Doc muttered, handing the eyeglass to Lia. 
 
      
 
    Taking it, she looked over the gathering. “That would’ve been a problem if we’d been tied up at port.” 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t seen your boat, either,” Damir said. “It might be best to pull anchor and be on our way if you can take the loss.” 
 
      
 
    “We can, but it wasn’t cheap,” Ayla sighed. “The trip would’ve been so much easier with it.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re bringing a ship in,” Damir said, watching a larger tugboat heading for the pier. “I hadn’t thought they’d try to come over and board with a mob.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa sent her senses into the waters around them. The sharks she’d had come in earlier were still there, but there was nothing in the area that could sink the boat. She did have other options because of all the energy Doc had given her. Rosa didn’t want to act without Doc’s approval, but she would if she needed to to keep him safe. 
 
      
 
    “I guess we leave,” Doc sighed. 
 
      
 
    The man in the crow’s nest called down to them, “Captain, I got a rear-paddler coming in from the southwest. Two men on board flying Floating Safely’s flag.” 
 
      
 
    “Luck is with you, it seems,” Damir snorted humorously. “Alexi, make ready to bring the boat in. The moment we have it secure, we leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Da, Captain,” Alexi replied, then turned to shout orders to the crew. 
 
      
 
    “As lucky as I can be,” Doc said softly, “I don’t think we’ll get out before they’re on their way to us.” 
 
      
 
    Damir looked back at the pier. “You could be right. I won’t be letting them board, even if it means cutting ties with Emerita. We set out the fourteen people who asked to go ashore. Everyone still onboard is committed.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what they do…” Doc muttered. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t fire on them,” Damir said, “but we can issue the crew weapons against boarding.” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s just the inquisitors, that’s something we can deal with,” Doc said. “Then it’ll be more on us rather than you and your crew.” 
 
      
 
    Damir nodded, but they stood at the rail, waiting to see what was going to happen. 
 
      
 
    It took time for the tug to tie up at the pier. When it did, the inquisitors and a dozen men with guns boarded. The preacher stayed on the pier, rousing the crowd into a frenzy. When the boat finally untied and floated their way, Doc had his answers. 
 
      
 
    “At least the majority stayed back…” Ayla murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Why couldn’t they just let us leave?” Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because I’m too big of a threat,” Doc said softly. “Captain, do you have a bullhorn?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have it brought out. You want to talk to them first?” 
 
      
 
    “If I can stall them even for a moment, it’d help,” Doc said. “Time is what I always feel like I’m short on.” 
 
      
 
    “Voice,” Rosa said softly, coming to stand directly beside him, “I have an idea.” 
 
      
 
    Doc turned to her, ducking his head so she could whisper, since she obviously didn’t want to say it loudly. “Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I could create a whirlpool large enough to be a danger to that tug. It would take a lot of energy, but I can do it. If it doesn’t outright sink it, it would at least make it take on water and become unstable.” 
 
      
 
    “Would it be a danger to us or other ships?” 
 
      
 
    “We are much larger; it might draw the ship in some, but not enough to matter. Any other smaller craft nearby would risk being pulled in, depending on their proximity.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips pursed. If Rosa did that, it would make a bold statement, more so if he could play into it. He glanced to the south where the riverboat was coming. “You’d need to make sure the riverboat is safe.” 
 
      
 
    “They are going to the other side of the ship to be winched up,” Rosa said. “If you want me to do this, I need to start now.” 
 
      
 
    “Do it,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “Better than shooting them,” Ayla agreed. 
 
      
 
    “And it’s not guaranteed to cause deaths,” Sophia nodded. 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled at his wives, all of whom had sharp hearing. Even whispering, they’d heard the conversation. Damir looked at the group in confusion, as he hadn’t heard what was said until the others chimed in at the end. 
 
      
 
    “Make sure the riverboat is safe, but go ahead. Try to hold back until I speak, though. It’ll have a bigger impact later that way.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be starting deep so it has the strength needed,” Rosa said, then dropped to her knees and grabbed Doc’s leg. “I will anchor myself to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, the bullhorn,” Ludwig said, rushing over to them. 
 
      
 
    Damir nodded to Doc and the cabin boy handed it off to him. “Get below, Ludwig. The deck is not for you,” Damir said once the boy had. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” Ludwig ran for the cabins. 
 
      
 
    “Alexi, open the lockers. Break out weapons to repel boarders,” Damir ordered. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Doc interjected. “Captain, you don’t need to. Let me and my wives handle this. Those men will not make it to your deck.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain?” Alexi asked, waiting for confirmation. 
 
      
 
    “We trust in Luck, Alexi. Belay the last order, but arm yourself. I will also go get my guns. Faith is good, but protection is never a bad thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t deny that,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    He glanced to see the riverboat chugging along. It was different than the tugs in the area, which were side paddlers. Looking back at the boat with the inquisitors, Doc waited for them to get close enough for him to speak. 
 
      
 
    Before Doc could, the inquisitor he’d bumped into before raised a bullhorn of his own, standing at the farthest point of the prow he could get to. “Faithless, it is not too late for you! Give us the false healer and we will spare your ship the wrath of Apoc!” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips twitched as he thought about what Rosa was going to do. Raising his own bullhorn, he got ready for street theater. “Wrath of Apoc? Are you not worried about the wrath of Mother?” 
 
      
 
    “We fear not false demons! Surrender to Apoc’s mercy, and your soul may yet be saved!” 
 
      
 
    “Mother is the world itself. To call her false is to deny the water you even now travel over. She was dying, but because of Luck, my patron goddess, Mother is regaining her strength.” 
 
      
 
    “Lies and heresy!” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked to the side where he saw people on big ships like the Anastacia lining the rails. Smiling, he knew rumors from today would damage the church, and the inquisitor was playing along without knowing it. 
 
      
 
    “You would say that Apoc is greater than the very place you stand, breathing and living? Who is the one with false beliefs here, Inquisitor? I am Doc Holyday, Voice of Luck, shaman to dwarven clans and elven tribes. I have been sent by Luck to save the world from the dark night that was coming to claim it.” 
 
      
 
    “No! We shall not abide your false words!” the inquisitor shouted, then drew a rod to point at Doc. “Die!” 
 
      
 
    Doc triggered his immunity bubble. “Your god holds no power over me!” 
 
      
 
    The beam of dark, oily energy flashed across the distance between the vessels. It went through Doc and kept going toward the other side of the ship. A gust of wind brought an edge of the sail into the way— part of the sail crumbled to dust in seconds, leaving a ragged edge. 
 
      
 
    The beam cut off before the ten-second window passed. Everyone stared in shock, including the inquisitor, who was slack-jawed. What they’d just seen was boggling. No inquisitor had ever failed to kill someone they were hunting. To the onlookers, Doc had just survived the wrath of Apoc. It shook the belief some had, shattering it for others who weren’t as devout, and sealed the fact that Apoc was false to more. 
 
      
 
    “Now, know Mother’s wrath!” Doc shouted grimly. “Luck turns her face from you this day.” 
 
      
 
    That was when the waters of the sound suddenly churned; Rosa brought the whirlpool she’d been building up from the depths. The water became white-capped as the spinning vortex appeared in front of the tug, much too close for it to avoid it. The sudden yank by the hard current flung the inquisitor into the railing, his rod going over the side when he grabbed the railing not to go over himself. 
 
      
 
    “Mother is angry with you for denying her,” Doc continued. “We should all revere the world we live in. Made by the gods of old, she has struggled for far too long because belief in those gods waned. Luck is not a false goddess; she is as real as me and you. She chose me to spread her name, and I will until the day that the world accepts her again. Apoc cannot stop what has begun. Even if you never believe, others will, and the world will become healthy and whole once more.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone on the tug was gripping the rails as the boat lost headway in the current, beginning to be drawn in and around. Voices raised in fear, pleading for Apoc to save them, but the waters didn’t slow. 
 
      
 
    Some of the onlookers on other boats cried out in fear, too— to see the planet rise up to attack someone was even more faith-shaking than Doc not being killed. 
 
      
 
    Damir stood at the rail, his mouth open in awe as he watched the tug’s paddle spinning, but still being dragged into the vortex. “Maelstrom…!” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    The riverboat was coming closer, and Lia went to the stern to wave them wide. Whoever was on it seemed to understand, because they angled the riverboat farther away from the ships. 
 
      
 
    Minutes passed as the tug was dragged closer and closer to the center of the whirlpool. Someone came loose, flying into the water and never surfacing. Sophia closed her eyes, whispering a prayer to Luck. 
 
      
 
    Doc was too far away to see what the center looked like, but from the way the boat was starting to tilt, he suspected it was a deep hole. He watched intently as more people began to lose their grip against centrifugal force. There was no satisfaction in watching the zealots with the inquisitors get flung off. It was their choice to come for him, so he stayed still as Rosa continued to work her magic. 
 
      
 
    The moment the inquisitor on the prow was flung off, nearly clearing the whirlpool, Doc raised his bullhorn again. “Leave me be. I will never attack you first. My life is one of peace to spread Luck’s name. Mother will defend me if she must, as her life is tied to my mission. Luck has spoken. The world will be saved, and those who try to harm me and mine will pay the price for their folly.” 
 
      
 
    The moment he lowered the bullhorn, the tug rose out of the water at a bad angle. There was no stopping things as more of the zealots and inquisitors fell into the sound. Doc counted, and when the fifth inquisitor went over, he tapped Rosa’s head. 
 
      
 
    The whirlpool suddenly collapsed, and the boat splintered apart as the forces were let go. Debris and bodies were either sucked under or flung away. Silence filled the air, but Doc felt the power of the Anastacia’s engine under his feet as it was turned on. 
 
      
 
    Doc raised the bullhorn one more time, “You need not worship Luck nor Mother. Neither of them are like Apoc, who would see you killed for not believing. For those who witnessed the awe of Mother’s wrath, know that she will only act like this if my mission is threatened. Go in peace, and consider what you saw today.” 
 
      
 
    Damir took the bullhorn when Doc handed it back to him. “Umm… yes… that was…” 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s hair was pale green, as she’d expended most of her energy on this one thing. “Did I do good, Voice?” 
 
      
 
    Doc knelt to hug her. “You are the best dryad, Rosa. Come— we’ll refill you as quietly as we can.” Doc took her hand, helping her stand before looking at Damir. “Might want to stay clear of the cabins for a little while.” 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes… of course,” Damir stammered. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s wives went with him, leaving the officers on the aftercastle and quarterdeck. The crew of the Anastacia stared after the group in awe. It was one thing to be healed by the soft-spoken man, but quite another to see the world rise to defend him. Many quiet prayers were said to Luck with a deep belief in that moment. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
    The family was sweat-slicked and resting when they heard the bumps and thumps of the riverboat docking. Doc exhaled slowly, his post-orgasmic haze slowly fading. “Need to thank whoever was piloting that boat. We’ll need to put them and the other guy ashore before we leave Pacifica. Maybe we could ask the captain to go north to another harbor for it?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… yes, we should,” Ayla murmured, shivering when Sophia kissed up her side. “Thank you, love.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. You do the same for me,” Sophia whispered, then kissed Ayla once more. “We’re the ones closest to the edge of the bed. That means we have to move first.” 
 
      
 
    “Four people on one of these is a challenge,” Lia snickered. “But where there’s a will, there’s a way.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you all for the feast,” Rosa sighed happily. “I’m not full again, but I’m much better. Later tonight should see me refilled even more.” 
 
      
 
    “I should ask Damir how long the trip will be to the Pale River delta…” Doc turned to watch his wives as they got up. 
 
      
 
    Lia rolled with him, planting kisses on the back of his neck as she watched Ayla and Sophia get dressed, too. “Ayla?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” Ayla looked back at Doc and Lia with a smirk. “Did you want a slow show?” 
 
      
 
    “As delightful as that is, I just wanted to thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla’s expression was confused for a second, not understanding the specific reason. 
 
      
 
    “I want to thank you for accepting me last year,” Lia clarified. “Remember your old fear?” 
 
      
 
    “That I’d be replaced… because why would he need a half-elf if he had you?” Ayla snorted. “I was just jealous and insecure. Goddess, it feels like so much longer ago than that… You helped me see differently the day after the wedding.” 
 
      
 
    “We all had those fears when we wanted to join the marriage,” Sophia said. “My dear banker helped show me that I could be brave enough to ask.” She leaned over, kissing the tip of Ayla’s ear, getting a gasp and shiver from her. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t have those fears, but I had some of my own,” Lia murmured. “What if I was marginalized because I’m… different? Doc might not have been okay with my proclivities, and then he’d mostly leave me to myself to have the rest of you. What if you all got angry because I want to control the moments we’re together? None of those came to be, but then the older worries came. What if you are taken from me? I can’t stand to even think about losing a single one of our family.” 
 
      
 
    Doc rolled to his back, pulling Lia to his side and stroking her hair. “I know that fear, Lia. You’ve experienced it before, which makes it even more poignant for you. We’re all doing our best to never let that happen, even when it hurts us by taking us from our loved ones.” 
 
      
 
    Lia sniffled against his shoulder. “It aches to be separated, even if it is for their safety… But with the inquisitors clearly hunting you, and in force, it’s for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “Rosa, none of those men survived, did they?” Sophia asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Most of them drowned,” Rosa replied. “Two of the inquisitors would have made it to the surface if not for the sharks in the harbor.” 
 
      
 
    “They came to kill us,” Ayla said gently as she turned to button Sophia’s dress. “Defending ourselves is always okay, sweetling.” 
 
      
 
    “I know… I console myself with that,” Sophia sighed. 
 
      
 
    “What about that rod?” Doc asked as he sat up with Lia, who’d calmed. 
 
      
 
    “All of their Darkness-touched items sank to the ocean floor. I made a few small crevasses to swallow them. This way, Mother can purify them in her own time.” 
 
      
 
    “Good…” Doc murmured. “Those things worry me. It feels like entropy given will. Even when it went through my immunity bubble, I could feel it trying to pull at me. Those weapons are something to fear. Luckily, they seem to have a limited range, or else they would’ve been using them from the pier.” 
 
      
 
    “If they had, I’d have borrowed Ayla’s rifle and gone back onto the deck,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia, now dressed, took seats on the other bed so Doc and Lia could get ready. Rosa stayed where she was, kneeling happily as she watched all of them. Sophia was still conflicted over the deaths, but mostly accepted them as necessary. Ayla was worried for Sophia, but a deep desire was starting to grow in her. Before this time next year, Rosa was sure Ayla would be carrying a child.  
 
      
 
    Lia was worried about having to become Death Flower again, but was thrilled that they all understood what she needed when that happened. She would willingly embrace that part of her if it meant keeping Doc safe.  
 
      
 
    Doc was concerned about the trip and what the church would do. He also worried for Fiala and Sonya, but was hopeful that Ayla and Sophia would ask him and join the other two in Furden when it was time to leave Pale River. The fact that his wives wanted children with him had lit a bright flame inside him to give them each as many children as they wanted. The only thing that dampened that was the fact that he couldn’t be there with them all already. 
 
      
 
    “Weed,” Doc chuckled, “get your dress on.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice,” Rosa beamed. “I’m glad to be back to my simple dresses again.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve noticed,” Ayla smirked. “Always the first one naked and the last one dressed.” 
 
      
 
    “Only because Doc won’t just let me be naked,” Rosa pouted up at them. 
 
      
 
    “Get dressed,” Doc laughed. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Ludwig was about to knock on the door when Lia opened it. Her hand shot out and grabbed his arm, and she’d started to twist before she suddenly let go of it. “Sorry! Reflex,” Lia said tightly. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine…” Ludwig winced. 
 
      
 
    Lia extended her hand. “Luck, please heal my mistake.” 
 
      
 
    Ludwig stared at the green glowing hand before taking it. The slight pain vanished a moment later. “Thank you. The captain requests your family on the quarterdeck.” 
 
      
 
    “We were just about to head out there,” Doc said. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Making it up to the quarterdeck, Doc grinned, as he recognized one of the two people speaking to Damir. “Sal, I didn’t expect you,” Doc greeted the secretary for Floating Safely. 
 
      
 
    The half-elf turned to give Doc a bright smile. “When Jamie asked for people, I was the first one to speak up. Matthew Deirkes was the other.” He hooked a thumb at the big man standing a foot away. 
 
      
 
    Doc gave the man a smile, trying to place why he looked so odd. Then it clicked in: dark skin and white patches with his black eyes screamed orca bestial. “Thanks, Matthew.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad to help. If the church gives you problems, I’ll help,” Matthew said. He smiled, showing off teeth worthy of an orca. “Though from the way Mother watches over you, I’m not sure you’ll need me.” 
 
      
 
    “Matthew will help handle the boat, and if you’re okay with it, I’ll pilot it. Jamie knew we’d be signing on for the whole tour, if not longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t say I’m not flattered, but are you sure?” Doc asked. “We’re talking about a year or more.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m good,” Matthew said. 
 
      
 
    “As am I, so you have a crew for your boat,” Sal added. 
 
      
 
    “That answers my question about if we needed to find a port for you two,” Damir nodded. “The riverboat is secure, and we’re ready to go. Are you ready, Voice?” 
 
      
 
    “Take us out, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    “Helm, set course!” Damir called up to the aftercastle. 
 
      
 
    “Da, captain.” The dwarf at the wheel grinned. “Glad the sea has settled.” 
 
      
 
    “Boatswain, call the crew to order!” 
 
      
 
    Alexi blew a whistle in a specific call, and the crew got to work. 
 
      
 
    “Will you have dinner with me tonight, Holydays?” Damir asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’d be glad to, Captain,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Three hours and we should be good. By then, we’ll be well underway.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll head below deck until later. Will it be okay for us to relax on the aftercastle in the evenings?” 
 
      
 
    “As long as you give Josef, Alexi, or myself room to pilot.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Doc said. “Sal, Matthew, would you accompany me to the galley? I’d like to hear about what happened to Floating Safely.” 
 
      
 
    “Be glad to,” Sal replied while Matthew nodded. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, they were seated off to the side in the galley, mugs of tea in hand. Sal told them the story of how the inquisitor had stormed into the drydock to find Doc. Jamie held firm even in the face of the inquisitor’s screaming, calmly explaining that he’d paid for a ship for cargo that would take months to build. When pressed, he admitted that Doc had stopped by to say goodbye on the day he’d left. 
 
      
 
    “More inquisitors showed up then, and they scoured the city,” Sal said. “It came out that you’d boarded a train up the coast, but they didn’t know where until a telegram came in. We shipped out the next morning. The inquisitors were scrambling, trying to order the train to come and get them, but the conductor was drunk and they had to wait until this morning. We’d have been here a day earlier, but the inquisitor stopped all work the day he came to the yard.” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone was safe, though? No troubles afterward?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “No troubles that I know of. It should be fine unless they sent word about your ship being built. That’ll be Jamie’s area to wrangle. He’ll make it work, even if he has to ‘sell it’ to someone who would then get it to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Good man,” Lia smiled. 
 
      
 
    “He’s one of the best,” Matthew chimed in. “Takes most of us who find it hard to get work for good wages, not the shit others try to get us for.” 
 
      
 
    “The tribes are friendly with him, too, as you saw,” Sal said. “If worse comes to it, he’ll just close up shop and go make boats with them. Everyone at the yard would.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla watched Doc’s face, then snorted. “I’ll work on getting the land where the delta is. If we get the approval from the tribe there, it’ll be easy to set up a town right near the river. Add in a shipyard and Jamie would probably be happy to move if things get tough in Pacifica.” 
 
      
 
    “We can work on the paperwork during the trip,” Sophia said. “It’ll all have to wait until later, though.” Her eyes dipped to Rosa, who smiled brightly. She knew that Sophia was thinking of using her to talk to David— he could purchase the land and get the deal underway. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad the inquisitors left you all alone. I was worried they’d burn the yard down,” Doc admitted. 
 
      
 
    “No. They were intent on cornering you,” Sal said. “But with all of them dead, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
      
 
    “Not all of them; just the ones who could reach us here in time,” Lia said darkly. “We’ll have more work ahead of us when we get to our destination.” 
 
      
 
    “About that,” Matthew coughed. “I know it’s Alyseka. You are prepared for the cold, right?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll manage,” Doc said. “Our supplies have the clothing we’ll need.” 
 
      
 
    “We brought winter gear with us, just in case,” Sal said. 
 
      
 
    “Glad you did, or that’d be a problem,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “We hoped you’d agree, so we planned ahead.” 
 
      
 
    The galley started to get more crew in as dinner was getting ready to be served. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk more later,” Doc said. “Thank both of you for doing this.” 
 
      
 
    “You gave me back my leg and hand,” Sal grinned. “I figure this’ll help me feel better about the cost.” 
 
      
 
    “My family has longed for anyone to step up and stop the discrimination,” Matthew said. “I’ll help for that alone. If you can manage anything, I’ll be proud to brag about having helped.” 
 
      
 
    The family said their goodbyes, retiring back to their cabin until it was time for dinner. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-one 
 
      
 
    It took a couple of weeks for the ship to sail around the edge of Alyseka. At night, they would sit on the aftercastle with Alexi or Josef at the helm, as Damir never took the night shift. Rosa would entice the dolphins and other sea animals to play, showing her family who’d never been on the seas the majesty of the oceans. When they finally retired to their cabin, the family tried to be mindful of others, keeping the noise down as best they could. 
 
      
 
    The crew was reverent of Doc and prayed to Luck every day. Rosa asked Mother for smooth sailing, and as they finally approached their destination, Damir even commented on the best two weeks of sailing he’d ever had. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was morning when Damir called them to the deck. They knew they’d be reaching their destination, so they’d been ready for the summons. Walking out onto the quarterdeck, Doc was puzzled, as the captain was facing the rail away from Alyseka. 
 
      
 
    “Captain?” Doc asked, going to his side. 
 
      
 
    “A tribe is asking for your aid,” Damir said, motioning to the single-masted boat that rocked in the ocean. “They hailed us and asked for the Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked down into the boat where four men stood. “Greetings. You asked for me?” Doc called down in Elvish. 
 
      
 
    “If you are Luck’s Voice, we did,” the speaker of the group replied. “The island is in famine and we require aid, Voice. The elder sent us, having been told you were coming by Caretaker Sequoia.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, I can go. Together with my sister, we can help them,” Rosa said. “Once we reach landfall and plants, that is.” 
 
      
 
    “Go home. Tell your elder that Ponderosa and Sequoia will help the tribes of the island,” Doc told them. “It will take her time to make it to your tribe, but she is sure she can help.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Voice,” the speaker called back. 
 
      
 
    Damir coughed when he noticed the elves making ready to sail away. “Good or bad?” 
 
      
 
    “Bad; their island is experiencing famine. The good news is that Rosa can help once we get to land.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have us turned toward the island in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    “No. Take us toward the coast. She’ll use Mother to step from the mainland to the island.” 
 
      
 
    “I forgot they can do that… We’ll be switching to the engine shortly to make maneuvering closer to the delta easier. I’ll be looping the ship to put the riverboat on the correct side.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been our pleasure to assist the Voice of Luck,” Damir grinned. “If she’ll just smile on us during the trip back to the Motherland, I’ll be happy beyond words.” 
 
      
 
    “It might not be as peaceful, but it will not be bad, either,” Rosa smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Our thanks to Mother.” Damir bowed his head. “You have an hour or two, and then we’ll lower the riverboat.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make sure our trunks are packed and can be moved over before it’s lowered,” Ayla said. “What of the rest of the goods?” 
 
      
 
    “Once you’re all on board the riverboat, we’ll use the winch to lower cargo over to you. You might need to stack some on your deck, as it is,” Damir said. “You bought a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be offloading some as soon as we land,” Lia said. “The coastal tribes will be waiting for us. It’s not exactly a pau-wau, but it will be a greeting, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Because we don’t have time before winter sets in,” Doc nodded. “We’ll be ready in a moment, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Getting down to the riverboat was interesting, as it involved a rope ladder. Lia went first, with Ayla going second. When Sophia had to go, she had to take her time, as her feet weren’t designed for a ladder. She made it down, then hugged Ayla tightly, her fear ebbing now that she was in a loved one’s arms. Doc looked at Rosa, who smiled before gracefully descending. Doc thanked Damir and his crew one last time before he finally went down the ladder. 
 
      
 
    Once they were all down, Doc went to find their cabin with his wives while the cargo was being loaded. The captain’s cabin here was identical in size to the cabin they’d just been in. The biggest difference was the single large bed instead of two smaller ones. 
 
      
 
    Doc hugged Sophia, praising her for her bravery as he held her. She clutched him, soaking in his strength and love. When he kissed her at the end, she smiled, then she was handed to Lia who did the same, making her giggle. She went around everyone in the group before ending back in Doc’s arms. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine now,” Sophia whispered. “Thank you. The ladder was just… uncomfortable. I kept waiting to slip and fall to the deck.” 
 
      
 
    “Understandable,” Doc murmured. “I haven’t heard a big thump in a bit, so I’m going to check with Sal.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll stay here until we get to the river,” Ayla said. “The rocking is more intense in the small boat.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad he fixed my seasickness, or else I’d be miserable right now,” Sophia said, going to sit with Ayla on the bed. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll stay with them, husband,” Lia said. “Rosa, you should be able to guide them the best.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Rosa beamed. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t far to the stairs that Doc had requested over a ladder. The stairs came up in the pilot house, giving them some safety from ever flooding from a big wave. Sal was at the wheel; the engine was on, but the paddle was not yet moving. 
 
      
 
    “Sal? Everything okay?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s fine, sir. Matthew is securing the last of it right now, and we’ll be underway in a moment. Captain Damir has kept the Anastacia alongside us to give us some buffer from the waves, which I’m glad for. That and the calmness of the sea makes this possible. I’d hate to think of what this could’ve been like.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good thing we have Luck on our side.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. I’ve been in a blow in a small boat… ‘awful’ doesn’t begin to do it justice.” 
 
      
 
    Matthew trudged to the pilot house. “All tied down. I’m going below until we make the river.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    The orca bestial nodded as he walked down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Take us inland, Captain,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m the captain?” Sal asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    “I just need you to take us in and bring us out. After that, you’ll be the one to own and operate her.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain of the Lucky River…” Sal murmured, tasting the title. “Very well, sir. I accept.” 
 
      
 
    “Just know that you’ll be the one who’s hauling all of the goods out of Pale River down here for us. Eventually, I’m building a railroad between Pale River and Anchor Bay to make that even easier, but you’ll always have the boat as yours, and you’ll be paid for hauling for us.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll sign off on anything you need.” 
 
      
 
    “Ayla and Sophia will work with you,” Doc said, “and Matthew, too. Take us into the river delta. Rosa will guide us to where we need to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye aye, sir,” Sal grinned. Engaging the paddle wheel, he got Lucky River moving toward the widest mouth of the delta. “How long is the trip going to be?” 
 
      
 
    “At least a month, probably longer with the stops we’ll be making. Rosa will arrange the locations for us to anchor at night, as a tribe or tribes will be at each for me to talk to.” 
 
      
 
    “She does all of this without trouble?” Sal asked. 
 
      
 
    “Doc is my life. Mother has decreed that all of her children aid Doc as he needs,” Rosa smiled. “We are actually to aid all the Voices as needed, but Doc is the first among them.” 
 
      
 
    When they made it to the mouth of the delta, Doc had Sal slow down so he and Rosa could make sure the river would be deep enough for the boat. That slowed them to a crawl as they started upriver, but it would make navigation much easier. 
 
      
 
    They weren’t going particularly fast, maybe five miles an hour against the river, but they were progressing. Two hours in and Rosa pointed to the northwestern bank ahead of them. Sal saw what she was pointing at— twelve canoes were tied up out of the water. Near them were a series of regular mounds that looked out of place. 
 
      
 
    “Rosa, what’s with the mounds?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Those are ulas, their homes. They live in pit houses. The roofs are sod over timber or whalebone frames. When the winds whip, they survive, unlike anything that is aboveground.” 
 
      
 
    When they got closer, a tall woman with reddish-brown skin and red hair suddenly appeared beside a tree. Waving, she laughed, clapping her hands like a teenage girl about to meet her favorite band. Doc chuckled as he watched her exuberant greeting. Behind her, people began to emerge from the homes. 
 
      
 
    “Sequoia is very happy to know you are here,” Rosa giggled. “I will talk with her when we go help the tribes of the island. This way, she doesn’t make you uncomfortable, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “Uncomfortable?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. She wants to… show her affection for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yeah… thanks,” Doc said. “Rather not have an amazon mauling me in front of the tribe.” 
 
      
 
    Sal’s eyebrow went up, but he didn’t comment as he guided the riverboat toward the tribe. 
 
      
 
    “I will greet her and them while the boat comes closer,” Rosa said. She left the pilot house, then dove into the river. 
 
      
 
    “What? There are no trees in the river; how’s she going to do that?” Sal asked. 
 
      
 
    “There’s greenery,” Doc said, then he pointed to where Rosa appeared beside Sequoia. “It doesn’t have to be a tree. She’ll make the first part easier, so just be polite and we should be fine. We might end up staying for the night.” Doc looked at the midday sun. “Probably for the best if we plan on it, actually.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell Matthew, please? I’ll need him to drop the anchor and, if we can tie off to a tree, too, that would help.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Doc said as he watched Sequoia’s face fall, then saw her accepting nod. He felt a little bad for the giant woman, but he would do as he always had before. Just because someone wanted him didn’t matter— his wives would have to approve, and it had to be for a good reason. At least being a dryad, I wouldn’t get her pregnant, Doc thought as he went down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    By the time Sal had them settled, the whole tribe was waiting. Matthew waded to shore to tie them up; there was a gangplank that would get them to shore at least mostly dry once it was attached. Doc was the first one off the boat out of his group. Lia was directly behind him, followed by Ayla, then Sophia. 
 
      
 
    “Voice, we welcome you,” the oldest of the tribe said. “I am Bending River, elder of our small tribe.” 
 
      
 
    “Greetings,” Doc replied. “I thank you for the welcome. My wives: Lia, Ayla, and Sophia.” 
 
      
 
    “It is good to see one of our cousins in your family,” Bending River said, smiling as he nodded to Lia. 
 
      
 
    “It is good to see the tribes of the north live free,” Lia replied. “Why is the tribe so small?” 
 
      
 
    “I took a few families with me from another tribe to start this village. They called it Alakanuk, but it seems we are the first to greet you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled at the Elvish word; Alakanuk meant “wrong way.” “It might’ve been the wrong way for them, but if it works for your tribe, then it’s not wrong. I’m glad that Sequoia was able to tell you we were coming. She and Rosa will need to go for the rest of today, though, as a tribe on the nearby island needs assistance.” 
 
      
 
    “Their land has grown unfertile,” Bending River nodded. “Two Caretakers should easily be able to assist them. Come, let me introduce you to the other elders who are here to meet you. While we are not having a pau-wau, we are having a welcoming.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be glad to meet with all the tribes,” Doc smiled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-two 
 
      
 
    That night, Doc raised three new shamans for the tribes and an earth elemental. With the help of the elemental, the tribes in the delta would be able to grow protected crops to sustain their food supply. It would also keep the river flowing free, so there would be a safe harbor for smaller ocean-going ships. 
 
      
 
    Rosa and Sequoia stabilized the tribe out on the island. They did a portion of what the elemental did, suggesting that the elder send an apprentice candidate to Alakanuk so they could also return to balance with Mother. Sequoia was amazed at everything Rosa did on her own, humbled by what her younger sister had managed. 
 
      
 
    The trip upriver from there was a slow crawl with nightly stops to meet the tribes. Sequoia was happy to go ahead of them, preparing each tribe for Doc’s arrival. After a week, Doc had Sequoia join him and his wives for the night— they felt that she deserved a reward for all she was doing to assist him. That was a unique experience, as Sequoia was the tallest woman he’d ever been with. She was a stately amazon who was far shyer and timid than Rosa. 
 
      
 
    The month passed by, and winter truly began as they continued their slow journey. With a top speed of five miles an hour, it took them over a month to make the trip to where Dawson City would’ve been on Earth. The tribes of Alyeska and Kanata were energized as shamans were again raised up by Mother and, in some cases, elementals were gifted to help them. The message of unity among the tribes spread, as well, with pacts between them being made in the presence of the Voice. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was on a cold day with a light snowfall that Lucky River tied up for the last time on their trip. Five tribes had come together to meet with Doc. Hope burned brightly in all of them that Mother was again illuminating the world with her joy. 
 
      
 
    Standing with the elders was Citrine and her dryad, Fira. Citrine stood tall, proud that she had accomplished what Doc wanted before he arrived. She wore the traditional leathers of her people, but also a sacred bison cloak given to her by her father before the trip. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for being here to meet me, Elders,” Doc said in Elvish as he touched land. “It has been a long journey to reach this beautiful place. We have much to discuss in regard to Mother, Luck, and their plans that require your aid.” 
 
      
 
    “Holyday, may your family be blessed by Mother,” the foremost of the elders spoke. “I am Issac Salmon, elder of the Dancing Salmon tribe. Come with me, and we will pass the pipe as we speak.” 
 
      
 
    Doc didn’t know how to take the awe-filled looks or hushed conversations; he only ever saw himself as a guy doing the best he could. The looks made him a little uncomfortable, but he had to shoulder that faith. 
 
      
 
    Led into one of the pit-houses, Doc took the seat he was guided to. One of the elders looked uncomfortable with Doc’s wives having joined him, but didn’t speak about it when they sat behind him, not beside him. Sitting in the circle was akin to being viewed as equal, so when they didn’t, he relaxed. 
 
      
 
    “I will provide the pipe if you have the leaf,” Doc said. Lia handed him the pipe he’d received from the Curled Horn tribe. “I have used it infrequently since it was presented to me. The symmetry of a tribe from the far south desert having their pipe used in a gathering of the northern tribes is pleasing.” 
 
      
 
    Issac passed Doc a tin of crumbled leaves. “I accept this, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled when Sequoia came into the room. She beamed back at him and went to sit on Doc’s left, as Rosa was already on his right. “Mother smiles upon this gathering,” Doc said, preparing the pipe the way Lia had shown him during the trip. “Before the night ends, all of the tribes here will have a shaman again.” 
 
      
 
    Bright, hopeful smiles came from the elves around them. 
 
      
 
    “My wives are not fluent in your native tongue yet, but have been learning from our wife, Lia,” Doc said, glancing back to smile at the trio behind him. “So please, try to be mindful of them. They have been instrumental in me being able to do all I have and the plans that brought me here. They are the most important people in my life.” 
 
      
 
    “We would not insult your wives, nor you,” Issac replied. 
 
      
 
    “Before we begin, let the peace of Mother envelop us,” Doc said. He picked up a long, thin stick from the fire in the middle of the group to light the pipe. Taking a deep inhale, he slowly let the smoke drift out of his nostrils before passing it to the left. Sequoia let it go to the next elder, as dryads did not smoke. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was quiet and contemplative as the pipe went around the circle. Doc made a mental note to double-check for illnesses when the pipe came back around to him. Holding the pipe in his lap, he spoke again, “This part of Pale River is going to see a lot of work. Citrine has spoken to you about this.” 
 
      
 
    “I did, Voice,” Citrine said. “I have been here for months. I told them of your plans, as Lia explained them to me. Fira and I have scouted the locations we were told about; they are heavy with the minerals you seek. We also found a rich deposit of soul stones.” 
 
      
 
    “Then this will be an even bigger endeavor than I originally thought. Citrine, you have my eternal thanks. I will be here all winter. Will you stay, or will you return to your tribe?” 
 
      
 
    “I will stay until you leave, Voice,” Citrine said, her eyes going past him briefly. “I have things I need to discuss with your wives.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled, though hesitantly, because he was pretty sure he knew what she was thinking. “Very well.” Taking another puff, he passed the pipe again. 
 
      
 
    When it came to Issac, he puffed, then rested the pipe in his lap. “Holyday, can you give us an idea of the scope of what you expect? How many of the clans will be coming? Are they trusted allies of yours?” 
 
      
 
    “The clans that come to assist here will be allies of mine. All of Tsarrus and Qin are spreading word of Luck at a rate I didn’t expect. Mostly, it will be Tsarrus clans that come to work here. They should be on their way already. Since their homeland is much like yours, they will be suited to surviving the winter.” 
 
      
 
    Issac passed the pipe and Doc let it rest in his hand for a moment. What he was about to say was something they should all know. 
 
      
 
    “The Church of Apoc has sent inquisitors after me,” Doc told them. “In Pacifica, before sailing, five of them came to kill me aboard the Anastacia. Rosa sank the boat they were on before they could reach us, but they will come for me again. This means they might come here before I leave. You should all be aware that they are hunting for me. They believe that, if I fall, Mother will again be pushed into Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    Five voices rose in anger, their words tumbling over each other. Doc held the pipe up, took a puff, then exhaled into the moment. The elders grew silent— it would dishonor the tribes to be angry when the pipe was being used. 
 
      
 
    When Doc passed it to the elder beside him, the man didn’t smoke it, just holding it. “Voice, I am Elder Skyfall of the Skylight tribe. My tribe will not allow the church to harm you. I am sure all of us here feel the same.” The others interjected their agreement before he went on, “I will admit my shame. When your wives joined us, I thought they would break tradition and sit in the circle. I should have known they would not.” He looked past Doc and bowed his head. “I will be asking my wife to sit like they are for all future gatherings. The tribes should have the spouses of their elders and shamans with them when meeting. I see the wisdom in this. It reminds us of the greater whole that we carry by being elder or shaman.” Taking a puff, he passed the pipe. 
 
      
 
    “I am Elder Whitehorse, Voice,” the lone female elder said as she took the pipe, a patch covering her right eye. “I speak for the Rapids tribe— Elder Skyfall speaks wisdom. All of us here would rather see our tribes turned to dust than let you come to harm. Mother must be allowed to glow as bright as ever again. The church does not frighten us. The one time they came to our lands was only to hunt our shamans; we killed their assassins, but not fast enough. This time, we will not fail Mother by letting them silence our guides to her.” She took a puff before passing the pipe to Citrine. 
 
      
 
    Citrine looked angry. “Voice, I wanted to stay with you, but now, I cannot. If the church does hunt you, I will return home. The Raven tribes will take wing to fly to your aid.” She took a deep inhale, holding the smoke for a few seconds before she exhaled. 
 
      
 
    The next two elders said much the same until the pipe came back around to Doc. “I would never ask you to sacrifice your tribes for me. My wives know how that would burden my soul.” 
 
      
 
    “As your death would burden all the world,” Rosa said, talking for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “The tribes and my sister speak wisdom,” Sequoia added. “Mother would be most wroth if you were to fall.” 
 
      
 
    Doc fell silent, his head bowed as he felt the weight of everything building on his shoulders. It was heavy, the fact that others would die for him. It was a hard path, but it was the one he was on. He’d told Luck he’d keep moving forward, so even though it pressed down on him, he would bear the burden and keep placing another foot forward. 
 
      
 
    “This is the burden I carry as a Voice. I hadn’t thought it would weigh this much, but now, I begin to see the true cost of being Luck’s Voice. Just because it isn’t the path you want or the burden is heavier than you anticipated doesn’t mean you should lay down.” Shaking his head, he looked up. “They might come or they might not. What will be, will be. I will place myself in the hands of those who want to shelter me, but I will not be passive about assisting those who help me. Bring your shaman-hopefuls; let us see Mother’s blessing. After them, I will be asking her to grant four elementals for your tribes to share, one of each element to make life better for all of you.” 
 
      
 
    Hope filled the room— those who’d known life before the church had come to the shores of Emerita could see a way back to Mother once more. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-three 
 
      
 
    Six months of freezing cold settled over Pale River. Doc went with the tribes to the various mining sites, letting him, Rosa, and Sequoia mark out the dimensions so the dwarves would know the limit of the mines. 
 
      
 
    When the clans from Tsarrus arrived, Doc brought each of the leaders to the tribal elders to encourage friendship. Both sides pledged to honor Luck’s wishes— the pipe and drinks were shared between the two races, further cementing a peace that hadn’t been known in thousands of years. Each clan got its own site to mine, along with the quantity of ore they should pull out, and secondary and tertiary mining sites. The percentages they would get from their work would make every miner wealthier than most people from their homelands. 
 
      
 
    The tribes set up for spring, with their elementals helping prepare fields for planting and harvesting before the next snow. The dwarves brought with them the smithing that the tribes lacked, bringing prosperity to each side as both flourished in their new friendship. 
 
      
 
    No troubles came to his family, Deep Gulch, or any of his businesses. Fiala and Sonya told them about everything through the dryads to Rosa every night, and she responded with what Doc and his wives responded with. It helped ease the pain of the distance between them. Rosa let Doc know that Sonya was upset that he wouldn’t make it back for their child’s birth, but that she also understood why. Doc promised to send Rosa to act as his proxy when the time came; it was the best he could do, and even that tore at his heart. 
 
      
 
    David informed Doc that the new Voice for Invention had finally found him. Nickla Tellsall was a bright, young, half-dwarven man focused on harnessing soul stones as a catalyst for better-prolonged energy, using turbines to build greater energy. David and Nickla were sure that, in a few years, they would revolutionize energy, helping reduce the use of soul stones and further weakening the church in ways they wouldn’t expect. 
 
      
 
    When the year turned to the next, hints of the church moving were seen by woodfolk. The church was sending a head inquisitor, six inquisitors, and a full battalion of templars to find Doc; they’d pulled from Emerita and Kanata to field the hunting group. According to David, the government in Kanata had been resistant until the Pontiffica told them that they would feel his wrath if they stymied the expedition. A full battalion wouldn’t reach them before spring had come, and he was sure that leaving would only bring ruin to the tribes, as the church would vent their anger on people they saw as lessers. 
 
      
 
    Doc brought the clans and tribes of the area together, having Rosa and Sequoia go farther afield to make sure the church group was left without easy targets on their way. If no tribe was near them, they would have to subsist on their own supplies instead of stealing from the elves. It also meant he wasn’t leaving— he would stay and face the church’s wrath. 
 
      
 
    His wives had been unsure about his decision, but they all understood, which is how he ended up with Ayla and Sophia both carrying his children. They took his earlier offer and, when they left Pale River, would head back to Furden to be with their wives. It was a week later when Lia approached him with a request of her own, though not for her. Ayla and Sophia agreed, and Rosa told them about Fiala’s and Sonya’s agreements, so he gave Citrine that which she hoped for: to carry a child of the Voice. He could never deny his wives when they all agreed on something; they gave him too much for him to not give back. 
 
      
 
    When the snow began to melt and the weather became warmer than freezing, everyone prepared for the coming fight. Doc had tried to avoid bloodshed for two years, but his wishes were not granted by the Church of Apoc. They brought fire and ruin against him, his loved ones, and those he called his allies. He might not be a violent man, but he wasn’t a coward, either. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Shuddering as the aftershocks of orgasm tingled through his nerves, Doc exhaled roughly. He swallowed as he tried to catch his breath, lifting his head just far enough to see all three of his wives smiling up at him. Rosa giggled from above his head, as she’d just climbed off his face. “Well, today can’t get any better,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia kissed his thighs before sliding up to hold his sides. They both feared what today would bring, but they had faith in him, their allies, and Luck. Lia kissed his waning flesh, then stood up, stretching her lithe body and smiling down at him. That smirk grew when she saw his spent cock twitch as if it was going to rise again. 
 
      
 
    “No, it won’t get better, but we can still make today a good day for Mother,” Lia said. “Are you sure about your plan, Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “Am I sure? No, but I think it’s for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “Their supply line was disrupted weeks ago,” Sequoia added from behind Rosa. “The templars don’t even know it, but they will die out here. Their goods have already been scattered to the tribes farther from the source of their supplies. This way, they aren’t targeted for retaliation.” 
 
      
 
    “The closer tribes are ready to move in behind them if you call,” Rosa said. “Everything hinges on your word, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Sophia squeezed him. “I detest that you’re going to be at the front of this, Doc… I know why and I even agree with it, but I still hate it. We’ll do our best to make sure you’re safe.” 
 
      
 
    “My rifle will be ready. While I don’t want to take a life, I will,” Ayla whispered. “They threaten our family, and I’ll not let them take you or our wives from us.” 
 
      
 
    Lia smiled proudly at the others as she began to dress. “I’ve never been prouder of our family than right now. People think heroes are born, that they don’t know what fear is. That’s wrong. Heroes are the people who do what has to be done when it needs to be done, regardless of the cost to them. Courage isn’t a lack of fear, but an acceptance of it, while not letting it stop you from acting how you need to.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa and Sequoia stepped away so Rosa could slip into a sundress, but the much taller dryad stayed as naked as ever. “Mother will help us; Doc’s plan is ready to enact. The inquisitors might try to stop it, but Fira and the two of us will make sure it happens,” Rosa said, Sequoia nodding along. 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia kissed Doc’s cheeks before they both got up, too. Doc sat up as he watched his wives ready themselves for what was likely going to be a day of bloodshed and sorrow. He was glad that Fiala and Sonya were far away, as at least two of his wives would be safe from this. 
 
      
 
    “I know what’s likely to come in the future…” Doc murmured. “I wanted to avoid it, but I laid plans for it just in case. After today, we’ll separate. Citrine will make sure you two make it back into Emerita and down to Furden.” He looked at Ayla and Sophia. “Sonya was understanding of Rosa filling in for me, so I hope you both will be, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Doc,” Sophia said. 
 
      
 
    “We understand, just like Sonya did. We may hope for it to be different, but we accept what must be, Doc,” Ayla smiled sadly. 
 
      
 
    “Rosa will be there for you both,” Doc said. “I doubt it’ll be safe for me to be back in Emerita in nine months. Lia, Rosa, and I will go downriver, then across the ocean to Tsarrus and Qin. I have no idea how long I might be away, but I’ll miss all of you so much. It tears at my heart that I’m not with them and our children. That’ll only get worse when you’re both there, too.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia stopped dressing, kneeling beside him to hold him. Tears fell, and Lia joined them, then Rosa. In time, they separated. Doc was the last one to finish getting ready— he had his best gear on, his gun belt on his hip, and he carried his rifle in hand as he headed for the door. Hard roads must be walked, and he would continue to walk them. 
 
      
 
    When he came out of the home, he had to stop, as everyone was waiting for him. The dwarven clans were there, and the closest tribes had brought their warriors, shamans, and elementals. Silence filled the chill air as the moment crystallized for everyone present. No one had challenged the church in decades— they’d slaughtered everyone who openly believed in anyone other than Apoc. Today would make a statement. If they were victorious, it would embolden the clans and tribes around the world. Doc would be painting an even larger bullseye on himself and he knew that— he welcomed it— as it would hopefully keep his family safe. 
 
      
 
    “Clan and tribe together,” Doc said, his voice the only sound besides breathing. “Mother would be proud of you today. You have finally set aside your old grievances to embrace what should have been. Do not open a new one against humanity; most of humanity is no different than you. The zealots, the bigots, those are the ones you can have enmity for. Anybody from the church, as they truly believe in the Darkness, even if they don’t know it by that name. But don’t become them, either. The burden of being the one to offer a hand can be hard, but we must keep trying.” 
 
      
 
    Hope burned in the chests of the assembled warriors, and worry ebbed from the hearts of their watching spouses, children, and elderly. Everything about today had been discussed over the last week. No one expected it to go without problems; no clash with an enemy ever went without hitches. 
 
      
 
    “I’d love for today to be the only violent clash we’ll have to endure before change comes to the world,” Doc went on, a sad smile on his face. “Even I know that’s not possible, just as I continue to wish for it. Today will not be the last battle of light, but it is the first. Your children, grandchildren, and even their grandchildren will hear about today. My wives and the shamans will do their best to keep anyone injured alive, but even we cannot bring the dead back to life. For those that do fall, you will not be forgotten. My promise to you is that those who come later will know about your sacrifices today.” 
 
      
 
    In the distance, a horn blew, and Doc turned to face the direction it had come from. Everyone turned to look, waiting for the templars to march into view. 
 
      
 
    “Find your places and remember the plan. Today, the first strike against the church is made,” Doc said, going to his spot to begin the battle of Pale River. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-four 
 
      
 
    Doc and Lia waited for the approaching enemy atop the small, raised stone stage that the elementals had created. To the sides of the stage, the clans and tribes had amassed, and Sophia and Ayla were back in the tower that had been built. The tower had been reinforced three times to make it nearly impervious to being knocked down. They each had a rifle and were looking out through the viewing slits hidden among the decorative scrollwork. Rosa and Sequoia were sitting behind the stage, their hands joined as they waited for Doc’s command. The shamans and Fira, Citrine’s dryad, were also behind the stage, waiting to heal anyone who needed it. 
 
      
 
    The battalion marched in step, their boots thumping into the ground with finality. Ahead of them rode the inquisitors, with one in an ornate robe in the middle. Banners for Apoc’s templar order were carried at the back of the formation— they made an impressive sight as they came closer. 
 
      
 
    A half-mile away, the head inquisitor raised his hand, and the entire unit came to a stop. He rode forward another step before he spoke, his words carrying easily to the assembled crowd, “We have no desire to wipe your entire tribes and clans off the map today. Today, we are here only for the heretic, Doc Holyday. This man spreads falsehoods and lies that will tarnish even your non-existent souls. Stand down, step away, and you can live past this day. Fail, and you will find only death.” 
 
      
 
    Doc had picked up a gift just for this, and it seemed as though the inquisitor had magic or something like it. Triggering wind voice, Doc replied, “Inquisitor Nameless, you have made a grave mistake in coming. Luck has tasked me with bringing light back to the world, to save Mother from the Darkness choking her to death. I spoke with those you deem to have no value.” He motioned to his sides where the dwarves and elves were. “I never stood on a soapbox, preaching. I didn’t burn down churches or even tell your faithful they were wrong, yet here you are, trying to kill me?” 
 
      
 
    “Holyday. Good. We won’t have to chase you down. Know that Head Inquisitor Marcus Illumitas shall purge the corruption from your soul. Come peacefully and your pathetic followers can live. Or, resist if you want. I have with me the Righteous Fist Templar Order of Apoc’s Faithful. The entire order was brought to make an example of you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled— having an enemy who wanted to make a grand statement made things so much easier. “Would you be willing to test your belief against mine, Illumitas? I’ll meet you halfway between our groups, unless you’re afraid of your faith not being equal to mine.” 
 
      
 
    “You would dare question my faith?!” The anger in Illumitas’ voice was palpable. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Everyone’s faith should be questioned. Not because they are weak in belief, but because faith should be examined every day. Never questioning belief is unhealthy.” 
 
      
 
    Illumitas swung off his horse. He snapped his fingers, and one of the other inquisitors rode up to take the reins. With angry steps, he stalked forward, ready to tear this false demon lover apart. 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled, saying after he’d dropped the gift, “Lia will tell you when, Rosa. I need to make a statement, and maybe— though I doubt it— the others will leave. If they don’t, I’ll use every gift I have to get to safety.” 
 
      
 
    “Luck watches over you,” Lia said softly. “We’ll be ready.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped off the stage, walking calmly forward. His duster flapped gently in the cold breeze of the day, his hat pulled snugly to his head. It struck him that he looked like an outlaw going to meet a monk. Both he and Illumitas wore black; Doc had a silver hat band on his hat while the head inquisitor’s robe had runes threaded into it. 
 
      
 
    The faithful behind Doc stirred. He’d made it known that he would try for a testing of faith, but it was clear that the moment was here, making some of the gathered uneasy. He heard snippets of prayers as he walked away from them and toward his duel with Illumitas. 
 
      
 
    As the two men got closer, Doc took in the furious-looking inquisitor. Ramrod-straight with a small flat-top, wide-brim hat, he reminded Doc of the Quakers. He was smooth-shaven as if hair was an affront to Apoc, looking like he’d shaved just that morning. The runes stitched into the robe made Doc’s head hurt, so he forced himself to look into Illumitas’ eyes. 
 
      
 
    Stopping ten feet away from each other, Doc felt a wave of unnatural cold— even colder than the worst of winter— sweep over him. Whispers, just out of hearing, began at the same time; begging, demanding, pleading, asking, the voices came in all kinds from men, women, and even children. He steadied his nerves as he triggered holy ground. The whispers stopped and the unnatural cold faded; Illumitas’ eyes widened slightly at the sensation of the consecration. 
 
      
 
    “So, you do have the ear of a false demon… I had thought perhaps the archbishop had lost his mind. The rumors seemed so far-fetched, and yet they are true. Your little display won’t hurt the templars. They are steeped in the holy words of Apoc; this patch of ground will not touch them. It feels like a small itch at the back of my mind, but it is easily ignored. If this was your hope, heretic, you should ask for mercy now.” 
 
      
 
    “This was just to stop your little trick. The voices that whisper to the unwary, sinking into the minds of those with no defenses, twisting them to believe in your false deity. Do you not realize that Apoc wants this world destroyed? Apoc wants everything dead, to leave behind a lifeless husk before it moves on to the next.” 
 
      
 
    Illumitas laughed, but there was an edge of madness to it. “What do I care about the world? I’m one of the true faithful. I will be taken from this place when it crumbles, taken to continue the work of Apoc on the next world he deems worthy of his righteousness. My brothers wouldn’t understand, but any who reach my station are brought into the truth. Head Inquisitors, Master Templars, and Archbishops are all brought in, as the Pontiffica has deemed us worthy of the truth, a truth that you don’t even know.” 
 
      
 
    Doc frowned. He hadn’t expected Illumitas to know about other worlds, nor to believe so strongly that the “true faithful” would be taken to the next one. It made him wonder about the bigger picture of the Darkness. 
 
      
 
    “You have no clue that your false demon is just using you,” Illumitas snickered. “They come to you in the guise of beauty and trick you into trying to fight the inevitable. You are wasting your life for no reason other than the enjoyment they get from watching failure.” 
 
      
 
    Doc felt it then, the slight vibration in Illumitas’ voice. It was hidden, but Doc felt the wrongness in it— it was trying to get him to agree with the inquisitor. The church had sent someone who would catch the unwary or anyone who doubted their goddess. Doc didn’t doubt Luck; his life since coming here was full of love and acceptance. Even with moments like this and worse waiting for him, he was grateful to her for the chance to experience the love he’d found. 
 
      
 
    Illumitas’ smile had been growing, but the moment Doc smiled back, the inquisitor’s smile became a snarl. His arm jerked up and a rod shot into his hand, almost as if he’d had a spring-loaded holster up his sleeve. The beam of black energy passed right through Doc— he’d already triggered missed me, and kept mentally triggering it. 
 
      
 
    The moment the beam passed through Doc, it flashed back to Illumitas with a silvered edge. The inquisitor screamed in pain when his ear was vaporized. As if that was the signal they’d been waiting for, the templars ran forward, their rifles coming up to fire at the massed groups near the stage. The inquisitors let them surge past before they kicked their horses to follow. The templars were there to guard them so they could reap the unworthy. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s allies sprang into action. They didn’t rush; instead, they dropped into ranks from prone to standing, then began to fire in sequence. The riflemen on the ground and those kneeling kept a steady barrage. 
 
      
 
    The second beam of darkness yet again passed through Doc, then four bullets in rapid succession. That forced Doc to use his immunity bubble instead, giving him ten seconds of immunity. The cavalcade of bullets and dark beams that zipped through him returned back to their owners, again with a silver edge to them. 
 
      
 
    The templars were safe for ten seconds as a dark shield appeared in front of them, catching everything sent their way while they continued to fire at Doc and the assembled crowd. Elves and dwarves cried out as they were shot before being dragged to the healers. 
 
      
 
    “Now!” Lia hissed, her guns in hand. She stepped backward off the stage, using the chest-high stage as a barrier to give her some cover. 
 
      
 
    Illumitas was in pain that he’d never imagined as the beams he fired were returned with divine energy. Though they tore chunks from his body, but he was blessed with dark gifts. He refused to die simply because he was missing pieces of his organs. He didn’t expect it when the ground around him and Doc suddenly dropped out from underneath them. He lost his grip on the rod just as Doc’s immunity bubble wore off. 
 
      
 
    Doc grimly pulled out his pistol, triggering missed me as he fired into the prone man’s head. He’d been expecting the drop, so he’d landed on a knee, stable and ready to fire. No one saw him kill the head inquisitor, which was what he wanted. The mystery would make it harder for his enemies to prepare for him later. The ground above him sealed except for the dozen air vents to give him breathable air. Looking at the thoroughly dead inquisitor’s mangled body, he waited for the battle to end. 
 
      
 
    Sequoia dropped Doc and Illumitas into the prepared space, then safely covered them. Rosa had a bigger job, and she did it at the same time. Large holes appeared in the ranks of the templars, spilling entire groups of them into each one before slamming shut like the maw of a hungry beast, the very earth killing them. As hundreds of them died, the shield protecting them fell. Bodies began to drop as bullets from the tribes and clans tore into them. 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia felt sick, but it didn’t stop them as they calmly fired, reloaded, and fired again. With the two of them doing it, it was hard to say who killed the inquisitors, but between them, six riderless horses milled around uncertainly, as every one of the inquisitors had been sent to meet their god. 
 
      
 
    With their ranks thinned and their inquisitors dead, the templars were slowly cut down until none of them were left alive. The moment the firing stopped, Doc used his energy to raise himself from the ground. Opening a hole for himself, he left the lifeless remains of Illumitas behind to never be found. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he was visible again, a cheer went up from the uninjured tribes and clans. Luck’s name was chanted as weapons were raised overhead. Doc knew today would only bring more death— the church would never allow the loss of an entire templar order to go unanswered. He would be the biggest threat, and every resource they had would be focused on finding him. He prayed that not too many of those who’d sided with him had died. 
 
      
 
    With a heavy heart, he walked toward the cheering crowd. He’d do what he could for the injured, then preside over the funerals that were needed. But before next week, he’d be leaving for Tsarrus while two more of his wives went to join those already in Furden. I should be thankful that there’s enough civility that harming women and children is unconscionable here… that, and warfare is still lining up and marching at each other. I hope the church never grows out of that, Doc thought. He looked toward the tower, seeing Ayla and Sophia holding each other, then at where Lia and Rosa were on the stage again, helping guide people in what they should do. 
 
      
 
    “War… it’ll come for me, but I can delay it long enough for David and Nickla to get a stranglehold on technology. Then, even if I fall, the church can never win.” Doc whispered as he walked slowly back to the town. He felt a moment of searing pain, then nothing. The world fell away in blood and pain before darkness swallowed him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-five 
 
      
 
    Lia smiled when she saw Doc walking their way— she’d expected far greater losses than they’d suffered. Ayla and Sophia had done good work in removing the inquisitors, and the pits Rosa had opened had been key to their victory. She never expected things to work out so well, but today had been the cleanest battle she’d ever been involved in. 
 
      
 
    Her thoughts were scattered the next moment when Doc’s face exploded. Heart stopping, she watched his lifeless body collapse to the ground. Everything was wrong, so wrong… he’d died, and she’d been powerless to help. The world narrowed down to Doc’s body on the ground, darkness encroaching on her vision as the rush of her blood filled her ears. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Rosa’s scream snapped Lia out of her moment. 
 
      
 
    The dryad lunged off the stage back toward town. The movement boggled Lia for a moment until Rosa vanished into a tree. Lia leapt from the stage, running to where Doc had fallen. Gifts! His gifts should work! He’ll be fine! He… he had a gift just for this! Lia thought as her feet flew over the ground. 
 
      
 
    The crowd, which had been celebrating just moments before, had gone completely silent. Their hero had fallen, cut down by an unseen attacker. Their joy had turned to ash in their mouths, and the sky seemed to darken in agreement with their misery. 
 
      
 
    The sudden sound of a gunshot jerked a lot of them to look at Ayla braced against the tower, her rifle leveled toward a distant outcropping almost a mile away. A second echo of gunfire came as she worked the action to bring the next round into the chamber. 
 
      
 
    Sophia stood there, stunned, as Ayla fired into the distance. No, no! It’ll be fine… she thought. I’ve noted down each of his gifts. He can survive this… he will survive this. He has to… Swallowing the terror that his gift would fail, she was locked in place by fear. 
 
      
 
    Ayla suddenly whirled on Sophia, grabbing her and dragging her wife with her down into the tower. Doc would need them when he got back up; the town would need reassurance. She knew she hadn’t come close to hitting the distant assassin, but she had tried. When someone else suddenly appeared at the base of the tree, she knew Rosa was going to make the sniper pay. 
 
      
 
    Lia tumbled to her knees beside Doc. Hand trembling, she reached out to touch him. Gently rolling him over, she looked down at his ruined face. The bullet had taken him in the back of his head, exiting just off-center and obliterating one of his eyes when it exited. Tears fell as she rocked in place, pulling his bloody body into her lap. He hadn’t healed yet, and she was terrified that he wouldn’t get back up. 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia had just left the tower when the miraculous occurred— racing toward where Doc had fallen, they’d barely made it to the crowd when the earth shook violently. Then, a hand of earth lifted Doc and Lia into the air, cupping them gently in its palm. Long, slender fingers hinted at the feminine, making everyone who saw it think of Mother. People dropped to their knees as they saw the hand, crying out Mother’s name in awe. Ayla and Sophia stopped where they were. With Doc and Lia in the air, they couldn’t reach him. 
 
      
 
    Then, silver light flared above the hand, taking the form of a beautiful strawberry-blonde woman standing on nothing. She wore clothing none of those present had ever seen, and her face was one of sadness as she looked down on Doc and Lia. “I have come to uphold my gift, child of sorrow. Doc will not stop here. Dry your tears,” her voice was a whisper only heard by Lia. 
 
      
 
    Lia wiped at her face with one bloody hand. “Thank you, Luck…” 
 
      
 
    “My Voice was struck down by a hidden viper of the Darkness, as many Voices were silenced in the past.” Her voice now carried to everyone within view of the scene. “Doc is wise, as he picked the gifts that would help him survive the surprise of the long knife. Witness a miracle; Doc Holyday will not die on this field.” Lifting her head, she looked toward the town. Everyone present would swear later on that she’d looked directly at them. “Faith will save the world.” With a bright flash, she was gone, and the hand began to slowly descend. 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia darted forward again, running for where Mother’s hand was returning to the earth. The crowd held its breath as they waited to see Doc alive again. As the hand fully submerged within the ground, a tree sprang up, going from seedling to an elder fir in moments. Rosa stepped out of that tree a second later. Right after she did, Sequoia and Fira both did the same. 
 
      
 
    Doc blinked his eyes, looking up to see Lia crying, bending her head over him. “…Sniper?” 
 
      
 
    The moment he talked, Lia’s lips pressed into his. She needed to feel him, to reassure herself that he was indeed alive. Doc was caught unprepared but, feeling her tremble as she held him, he returned the kiss. When she finally broke it, the others had gathered around them. 
 
      
 
    “The gift worked…” Doc said softly. 
 
      
 
    He was then buried under bodies as his wives dove onto him and Lia to kiss them. Only Sequoia and Fira stayed standing, but they had their senses turned outward, scanning for any other threats. 
 
      
 
    The one who kissed Doc the longest was Rosa, who somehow managed to worm her way into his arms. She shuddered when the kiss finally broke; her eyes were wide, tears slipping from them as she stared into his. “Voice…! I…” 
 
      
 
    “Shhh…” Doc whispered, squeezing her. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes… no? …Yes,” Rosa murmured, her core no longer breaking, but mending. “I killed him. He tried to run, but I wouldn’t let him. I broke him into pieces. He hurt you, killed you… he had to die… so I pulled off his fingers first. They pulled the trigger… I couldn’t let him do that again. Then, his arms, because they carried the rifle that hurt you.” 
 
      
 
    Lia shifted, pushing Rosa into Doc as she held the dryad from above. “Good, Weed… You did good, but now you have to let it go. The pain is done, and Doc is safe and whole. Let that go.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa shuddered as the love of the flower in the garden washed over her. Then, Ayla and Sophia joined Lia, murmuring the same words to her. They all wanted her whole and safe, like Doc. She needed to bury what she’d become when Doc had been hurt. 
 
      
 
    “Precious little Weed,” Doc murmured, gently touching noses with her. “As we tell our dear Lia, when it’s not needed, put down the weight. Acting in dire situations is fine, but then you should unburden yourself. Let the love of your family fill you, raising you back to us. It’s okay if you were brutal. He tried to take from our family. But now, set it down, feel the love around you, wrap it around you tightly, and let it nurture your soul again.” 
 
      
 
    Swallowing, Rosa took the need to kill everyone associated with the sniper and buried that desire. She pushed it under her roots in the garden of her mind. It would be there, waiting to be called forth when Doc needed her to unleash it. Until he did, she would be the lovely, needy Weed she’d always been for him. That’s what he loved her for, and that’s what she wanted to be loved for. 
 
      
 
    “The elders are coming,” Sequoia said softly. 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled, then gently kissed Rosa lightly. “Good girl, Weed. We’ll all thank you later. I’m sure tonight, we’ll all want to be with each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice…” Rosa whispered as the madness was buried, but not truly gone. 
 
      
 
    The family rose to their feet. The elders of tribes and clans paused a few yards away as Doc joined his wives. Seeing him stand up, whole in body, had caused their faith in Luck to redouble. 
 
      
 
    “Seems like Luck still has need for me to spread her name,” Doc smiled. “We’ll talk about things later. For now, we need to heal the wounded and see to the dead. What’s your will for those who fell in defense of our work?” 
 
      
 
    “We prefer cremation,” Elder Issac Salmon said. The other tribes and clans all nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Then prepare for them to be cremated. Ladies,” Doc said, turning to look at Fira and Sequoia, “help me collect the weapons from the fallen. I will cleanse the dead so they won’t taint the land; that way, it can be used for crops later.” 
 
      
 
    “As the Voice decrees,” Sequoia said while Fira bowed to him. 
 
      
 
    Surrounded by his wives, Doc went to work dealing with the battlefield. The elders went back to help with the wounded and get their fallen ready to send to Mother. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took a couple of hours for Doc, his wives, and the dryads to go through the dead church zealots. The collection of guns was impressive, as well as just the money they found, especially in the saddlebags of the inquisitors. Once everything of worth that wasn’t tainted was gathered, Doc and the dryads worked their magic. The whole section of land split apart to allow the corpses to fall into the pit. Then, it closed over with rich dark soil that looked freshly rained on. Finally finished, the group headed for town. Doc again blessed the land to make sure it was pure. 
 
      
 
    The guns used by the church were simply enchanted with extra kinetic force. It made them better for penetration, but at least they weren’t caustic. The shamans who’d been healing were exhausted, but they’d stopped anyone else from bleeding to death. Doc and his wives, along with Rosa and Sequoia, healed the rest back to perfect condition, even restoring lost body parts. 
 
      
 
    When they finished, the elders of the tribes and clans stood waiting beside the thirty-five bodies laid out to be cremated. The fire elemental had offered to purify them to ash, as that would be easier and quicker than wood. The idea of the elemental assisting had been accepted with no qualms; one of Mother’s creations helping them return to her was viewed with reverence. 
 
      
 
    Doc looked at the gathered crowd. His eyes found the young children on their parent’s shoulders so they could see better. Doc wasn’t sure how he felt about that, but he wasn’t going to criticize them. “Ladies, gentlemen, and children, we are gathered here in the evening hours to pay our respects to the fallen. These brave few paid with their lives for what they believed in. I wish they hadn’t left us, but we all have to make our choices. Originally, I was going to raise a stone monument to them here, but the church wouldn’t let that stand. They would hound each and every one of you if there was evidence of their deaths.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd sobered— even having seen a legitimate miracle just hours before, the idea of the church marching even more templars after them was unsettling. 
 
      
 
    “Instead, I will ask the elementals to go to each of your homes and raise monuments there. There will be no mention of the date or events on them, just the names of the fallen. You will know who they are and why the names reside, but no one else will. The church will send people to investigate what happened, but they will find nothing here. Elders, the weapons that we recovered all have identifying marks— remove them before you give them to your warriors, or have them smelted down and use the materials to make new weapons. Let us leave the church with a mystery, something to haunt them. They marched their templars out here at the end of winter… so much could’ve happened to them.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd stirred, enjoying the idea of the church being uncertain and afraid. 
 
      
 
    “You all witnessed a miracle. Lady Luck herself came down to bring me back from an assassination. That was only possible because of your faith in her, so thank you. Because of all of you and our allies across the world, I am able to continue the task she has given me.” 
 
      
 
    Wonder lit up faces. The fact that they’d helped bring him back with their faith had more than a few of them standing taller. 
 
      
 
    “In two days, I will be leaving,” Doc went on. “I’m heading for Tsarrus and Qin; I need to see the larger clans and tribes that reside there. It’ll also make it harder for the church to try to find me. This will give you and others the time to build on what I have started. When I come back, everything will be in place and things will likely come to a head. You will always have my respect for standing up when it was time to defend what’s right.” He raised a hand. “If you will, please?” 
 
      
 
    The fire elemental drifted out over the bodies. As it crossed over each one, the corpse became ash in seconds. When it reached the end of the line, Doc turned to the air elemental that was there. 
 
      
 
    “Please take them out over the land. Let them slowly scatter back to Mother.” 
 
      
 
    Just like the fire elemental before, the small tornado went over each pile of ash. It turned from a white cloud into a dark one by the time it flew off into the sky. 
 
      
 
    “From Mother, we come. To Mother, we return,” Doc intoned slowly. “Ash and dust folded back into Mother herself until she brings forth life once more. Rest and, when you return, may you know a world of peace and acceptance, you brave few.” 
 
      
 
    Hats were taken off as everyone watched the air elemental fly the ashes into the distance. After a minute, the moment broke, and children were pulled down off their parent’s shoulders. People began to walk away to find comfort, food, or a bottle of alcohol. 
 
      
 
    “Elders,” Doc called out. Issac and every other elder stopped walking, going to Doc instead of leaving. “The guns, money, and other valuables are out there. Please make sure they aren’t recognizable. Split them up equally among your tribes and clans so you’re all stronger.” 
 
      
 
    “We will, Voice,” Issac said, bowing his head. 
 
      
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, I’m tired,” Doc said. “I’m going to retire for the evening.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Voice,” Issac said, bowing along with all the others. “Please rest well.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, Doc, his wives, the three dryads, and Citrine were on their way to Doc’s home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-six 
 
      
 
    Doc held Ayla and Sophia to his sides; he felt a little empty inside. The last two days had been filled with passion-fueled need, as all of them wanted to reaffirm his life. This morning, Ayla and Sophia had been there to wake him, and while they did have sex, it was more of a goodbye than frantic sex. Doc confirmed that they were both pregnant, and they’d have their children either at the start of the new year or close to it. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make sure the paperwork is done, then take care of everything we can,” Sophia whispered. “We’ll help our darling wives with their children like they’ll help us with ours.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything will be in place, and you’ll be able to rival some countries with the wealth you’ll have at your disposal,” Ayla said. “We’ll coordinate with David and make sure you always have the funds to do anything you need to on your journey.” 
 
      
 
    “I never would’ve made it this far without you two,” Doc murmured. “You are both pillars that helped support my crazy ideas. I’ll miss you as deeply as I have Fiala and Sonya. Rosa will be there for you both when the time comes for the children. I’m sorry that I can’t be.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand, Doc,” Sophia said. “Just stay as safe as you can. There might be assassins even in Tsarrus and Qin. You can only come back once a year, so please… be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “We need you,” Ayla added softly. “We might not be as frantic as Rosa was when you were shot, but it broke our hearts and the fear was… indescribable.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my very best,” Doc whispered. “Citrine will guide you to Anchor Bay, and Sequoia and Fira will make sure the path’s ready for the railroad you’ll be finalizing. That’ll make shipping ore easier than by riverboat.” 
 
      
 
    “The contingent of tribe and clan guards will make sure we get there safely,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “As well as help keep Fira and Sequoia refreshed enough to keep going,” Sophia giggled. “I like Sequoia; she’s so timid and shy, quite unlike our dear Rosa.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s wonderful in that way,” Ayla smiled. “If she wasn’t needed here, I would’ve tried to talk Doc into letting me take her with us.” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed. Ayla had taken a huge liking to making the towering dryad be submissive. Her ability to be a switch— dominant to women, but submissive to Doc— had come out even more with Sequoia involved in their fun. “That’s her choice, Ayla. She’s very useful here, but I won’t ask her to stay if she doesn’t want to stay. I’m sure that another dryad would be happy to help if she leaves.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll discuss it with her on the trip,” Ayla murmured, kissing his bare chest. “She already knows, because I’ve thought about it more than once. I’m sure she also knows the line you have for women who want to join the family and not be with other men.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s hypocritical of me…” Doc murmured. “I know it is. I can’t help how it makes me feel.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t need to change, Doc,” Sophia said, then also kissed his chest. “Our wives will be coming back with breakfast soon. We should—” 
 
      
 
    The door opened and Lia was the first one into the room. Behind her, Rosa, Sequoia, Citrine, and Fira carried food and drink. “I see they’re done, at least,” Lia chuckled. “Which is good. Breakfast is ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity. I was hoping for a light nibble,” Ayla sighed, sitting up. 
 
      
 
    “Rosa would’ve helped,” Sophia snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Gladly,” Rosa beamed, her eyes glowing. “Oh, that is nice.” 
 
      
 
    Sequoia gasped, then hurried over, leaving the food behind and kneeling in front of Ayla. “Truly, mistress?” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed as he sat up. “I guess the family will be expanding a little.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla touched Sequoia’s cheek tenderly. “We’ll discuss things on the trip, but it’s very possible after I have a collar for you. You’ll need to come back here when we get to Anchor Bay. Once we reach Furden, Petal will let you know when it’s time.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have one of my sisters come this way when you leave. This way, I can help her integrate with the tribes and clan before you call for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast first,” Lia said firmly. “We have to make sure you’re all ready to leave.” 
 
      
 
    No one spoke against her, and breakfast was soon handed around. Doc took the plate of fish, flat bread, and cheese with a smile. Breakfasts here might be a bit monotonous, but it’d never been bad. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    No one left the home until nearly lunch, as it wasn’t just food on the menu, Doc found out. Lia loved being in charge, and none of the women went against what she wanted, because they also got what they wanted that way. 
 
      
 
    Wearing a bemused smile, Doc led everyone outside. A contingent of dwarves and elves stood a hundred yards away, waiting. When the group came out, they started getting things together. 
 
      
 
    Doc hugged Ayla and Sophia tightly, kissing each, society be damned. He also hugged Sequoia, who looked like she’d be with his wives in Furden before the year ended. Lastly, he hugged Citrine and Fira. 
 
      
 
    “Keep them safe for me, Citrine.” 
 
      
 
    “With my life, Doc,” Citrine replied. “I will do my best to stay alive, too.” She touched her belly. “I will go back to my tribe once we are in Emerita. There, I will be the only one to know how special my child is. No one else will find out from me, not even my father.” 
 
      
 
    “She will live, as will they, Voice,” Fira whispered. “My word on that, even if it costs me my place with her. Mother has deemed you as the most important life, and you love them, so they will be protected as if they were you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Fira.” Doc touched her cheek. “But you need to live, too. Citrine will need you.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do my very best.” 
 
      
 
    Doc went back to Sequoia. The giant dryad knelt, lowering her head to him. “Voice?” 
 
      
 
    “I see Rosa has corrupted you,” Doc chuckled, stroking her hair. “My dear banker cares for you, so you must survive, too. My wives, Fiala and Sonya, will be happy to meet you. Your sister, Petal, will be glad to have another with her, I’m sure. Stay the gentle giant you are, dear Red.” 
 
      
 
    Sequoia shivered, his nickname for her making her core quiver in delight. “Yes, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled Sophia to him gently, kissing her softly one more time. “It never gets easier.” 
 
      
 
    “No, and it hurts more this time because I won’t be with you,” Sophia whispered. “It feels like I’m leaving my heart behind. I know why this is the right choice, but it hurts more to me.” 
 
      
 
    He held her for a few more minutes, then kissed her once more. “We’ll all be together again. It might take a few years, but we will be.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. That’s the only thing giving me the strength to go,” Sophia murmured, then stepped back so Ayla could have her turn. 
 
      
 
    Doc grunted when Ayla grabbed him, squeezing tightly. “I’ll miss you, too, Ayla.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything Sophia said goes for me, too. Thank you for agreeing to Sequoia. She’ll help me not be too rough on our wives. All of us will be waiting, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    Doc silenced her with a kiss. Tears spilled from his eyes as surely as they did hers and Sophia’s. It hurt more this time for him, too. He’d already missed the birth of his daughter with Sonya, and now, he was going to miss two more of his children, all because the church would hunt him and he wasn’t ready to face them. 
 
      
 
    When he stepped back, Lia moved in to hold both Ayla and Sophia. Doc walked to the men and women escorting his wives. He spoke to them for a few minutes, shaking hands and thanking each of them. By the time he’d finished, Sophia and Ayla joined the departing group, as had Citrine, Fira, and Sequoia. 
 
      
 
    Doc stood there until the caravan was out of sight. Eventually, his eyes dried as the sun passed midday. Sighing, he turned to Lia and Rosa. They hugged him a moment later, and he held them back, needing to feel that he still had loved ones with him. 
 
      
 
    After an unknown amount of time, there was a light cough. “Doc, do you still want to leave today?” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked up at Sal. The half-elf boat captain had found a wife among the tribe of the Dancing Salmon, which had made Doc laugh a few months back when he found out. It felt like fate that Salmon Fisher— Sal to his friends— had found love where he had. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Sal, I’m sure. Are the bags loaded?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s ready, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    Taking Lia’s and Rosa’s hands, Doc walked down to the pier. He was about to leave Emerita behind, along with the majority of his loved ones, to seek sanctuary in Tsarrus. While he was gone, the mines would produce money and the railroads would be completed. He knew David and Nickla would push things on their end, too. When he was ready to come back, the church would find a man who would face them. 
 
      
 
    That would lead to something Doc didn’t want, but wouldn’t run from. This world had missed out on a civil war, but it was very likely that war would be coming when he touched Emerita again. 
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    Greater Immunity Bubble: Stay safe out there, Voice. Your “Immunity Bubble” cooldown period is reduced from six hours to every hour. 
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    Banishment: Drive the Darkness from a person, place, or thing. Those unwilling to let go of the Darkness will make you contest wills to force the point. If you fail to contest your will, the Darkness may seep into you. Cost of this gift depends on many factors. 
 
      
 
    Lasting Holy Ground: Your “Holy Ground” will withstand the test of all but the most potent believers of the Darkness. A Voice of Darkness is the only one who can resist your “Holy Ground,” and may even be able to break it. This gift can also let you break Darkness-touched spaces, returning them to natural spaces. 
 
      
 
    Mother’s Magic: Able to manipulate natural elements like a dryad. Energy cost is dependent on what you are doing. 
 
      
 
    Dryad Boon: Your personal dryad companion is empowered to be twice as strong in energy, and can connect to Mother even easier than before. 
 
      
 
    Raising The Order: You have established an Order of Templars devoted to Luck. Select your Grand Master Templar. This person will be the one to guide, grow, and protect the Order. 
 
      
 
    Elemental Mandate: You are now only limited by Mother in being able to impart life into an elemental you raise. Please be kind to her, as she is the life of the world. 
 
      
 
    Replacement Limb: You can use your healing to regrow missing limbs. This heavily taxes energy. If no energy is available, you will use your vitality. If no vitality is available, you will use health. Using health in this way can lead to death. 
 
      
 
    Missed Me Again: Aiming won’t help. “Missed Me” becomes usable three times an hour. 
 
      
 
    You Keep Missing Me: Maybe I’m invincible. “Missed Me” becomes usable ten times an hour. 
 
      
 
    Can’t Touch This: Can’t touch this… I mean it. “Missed Me” cooldown is now ten minutes instead of an hour. Combined with “Missed Me Again” and “You Keep Missing Me,” you may use this ability ten times per ten minutes. 
 
      
 
    I’m Rubber: You’re glue; this is going to hurt. Anything that would damage you when using a defensive gift is returned to your attacker. 
 
      
 
    Blessed Ammunition: Any ranged attack you make is imbued with a touch of the divine. Anyone touched by Darkness will not be able to heal the wounds with magic. 
 
      
 
    Holy Retribution: Don’t blaspheme. Any attack returned by “I’m Rubber” now contains divine energy. Anyone touched by Darkness will not be able to heal the wounds with magic. 
 
      
 
    Wind Voice: Your voice carries with the wind. Amplify your voice so it can reach your allies and foes within a mile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Please consider leaving a review for the book, feedback is imperative for an indie author. If you don’t want to review it then think about leaving a comment or even just a quick message. Remember, positive feedback is always welcome. 
 
      
 
    If you want a one stop shop for all the links, my website is the best place for that. Remember to subscribe to the mailing list to know when I publish a new book, and you get an exclusive short when you sign up. 
 
    http://schinhofenbooks.com/ 
 
      
 
    Other places you can keep up to date on me and my works: 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/DJSchinhofen 
 
    https://twitter.com/DJSchinhofen 
 
    Fan group on Facebook for Daniel Schinhofen 
 
    https://schinhofenbooks.blogspot.com/ 
 
      
 
    If you LOVE LitRPG, then check out these pages full of awesome LitRPG goodness. You can interact with authors like me and many more. Find banter, good times, and a lot of like minded people. 
 
      
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRpg & GameLit Readers 
 
      
 
    A big thank you to my editors, Sammi Katt and Sarinia Phelps. Also props to Geno Ferrarini and Sean Hickinbotham for being my Alpha Readers. I’d be remiss if I didn’t include my beta readers, in no particular order: Ian McAdams ~*~ Dame ~*~ Jay Taylor ~*~ Zee ~*~ Scott Brown ~*~ Kevin Kollman ~*~ Justin Johanson ~*~ Kenneth Darlin ~*~ Rob Bunting  ~*~ Aoife Grimm ~*~ Peter LaFemina ~*~ Tanner Lovelace ~*~  Dimitri Shadow ~*~ Matt Case ~*~ Richard G Stahl ~*~ Cheyene Adams ~*~ A Madsen ~*~ Jeremy Stone ~*~ Megan Grueloh ~*~ Aaron Preston ~*~ David Hoerner ~*~ Todd Kibler ~*~ Testsu-nii  ~*~ Brad Schultz ~*~ Derek Morgan. 
 
      
 
    The cover for Luck’s Voice 7: Rail-Laid Plans is brought to you by Anthony Bishop, a very talented artist. You can find him at https://grimmhelm.artstation.com/ 
 
      
 
    A big thanks to my Patreon supporters who have gone above and beyond in their support: 
 
      
 
    Brett Hudson ~*~ David Hoerner ~*~ Jacob Lawlor ~*~ Kori Prins ~*~ Michael Mooney ~*~ Otis Colley ~*~ Matthew Parikka ~*~ Calidia ~*~ Exempt Pie ~*~ Michael Erwin ~*~ Christopher Cales ~*~ Scott Baxter ~*~ Matt Sensenig ~*~ Jeff Kollada ~*~ Jeff Gaebler ~*~ James Domec ~*~ Tyller James ~*~ Craig Mather ~*~ No0nespecial ~*~ Brain Biggers ~*~ Stefan Holze ~*~ James Parker ~*~ IntheRaccon ~*~ Michael Pellman ~*~ Jeff Ford ~*~ Kurt Bodenstedt ~*~ Khamla Khongloth ~*~ MadManLoose ~*~ Cheyene Adams ~*~ General Raith ~*~ Kyle Pettay ~*~ John Cothrin ~*~ Ron Abitz ~*~ MattMick222 ~*~ Stephen Juba ~*~ Stephen Caperton ~*~ Robert Shofner ~*~ Dedalus Inventor ~*~ James Murphy ~*~ Michael Shearer ~*~ Eric Hontz ~*~ Christopher Gross ~*~ Kurt Borek ~*~ Charles Demarest ~*~ Spencer Jefferson ~*~ Riley Dunn ~*~ David Taylor-Fuller ~*~ Christopher B. ~*~ Council of Nine ~*~ Charles Henggeler ~*~ Matthew Kelly ~*~ Deme A. ~*~ Dances with Kobolds ~*~ Zifferix ~*~ Mark Kewer ~*~ David Florish ~*~ Panther Theory ~*~ Joel Wilkinson ~*~ Cody Creager ~*~ Orry Mooney ~*~ Michael Moneymaker ~*~ Brett Hudson ~*~ Sith ~*~ Tetsu-nii ~*~Richard Papst ~*~ Red Phoenix ~*~ Jerrod ~*~ Ryan Luttinger ~*~ Christopher Edstrom ~*~  Clinton Wertzbaugher ~*~ Kevin McKinney ~*~ Gregory Johnson ~*~ David Fletcher ~*~ Dwinald Lint III ~*~ Sawyer Williams ~*~ Thomas Corbin ~*~Influenza ~*~ David Peers ~*~ Tanner Sealock ~*~ Erin Jordan ~*~ Brendon Quinn ~*~ Ryan A. Larkey ~*~ Andrew Nevius ~*~ David Hoerner ~*~ Jon Bryant ~*~ Sean Fitzpatrick ~*~ Taefox ~*~ Kevin Kollman ~*~ Tanner Lovelace ~*~ Zachariah Miller ~*~ Gregory Lamberta ~*~ Kenneth Darlin ~*~ William Simmons ~*~ Terry Wood-Davies ~*~ Michael Browningkoelper ~*~ EthanK ~*~Robert Owen ~*~ Aaron Blue ~*~ Michael Jackson ~*~ Masta Matna ~*~ Abraham Madsen ~*~ Benjamin J Russell ~*~ Jose Caudillo ~*~ Derek Raines ~*~ T3iain ~*~ Rey T Nufable ~*~ Barry Dirickson ~*~ Matthew Malkin ~*~ Eli Page ~*~ Darkserra ~*~ Don Jinkins ~*~ Matthew ~*~ Chace Corso ~*~ Lui Adecer ~*~ Damien Osborne ~*~ Chioke Nelson ~*~J. Patrick Walker ~*~ Rafnar Caldon ~*~ Travis Hilliard ~*~ Brad Schultz ~*~ Matthias Meilahn ~*~David Morrissey. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Other Books written by Daniel Schinhofen: 
 
       
 
    Binding Words: 
 
    Morrigan's Bidding 
 
    Life Bonds 
 
    Hearthglen 
 
    Forged Bonds 
 
    Flame of War 
 
    Lost Bonds 
 
    Noble Solutions 
 
    Accorded Nobility 
 
    Accord 
 
    Truestrike's Treachery 
 
        
 
    Aether’s Revival: 
 
    Aether's Blessing 
 
    Aether's Guard 
 
    Magi's Path 
 
    Aether's Apprentices 
 
    Mages of Buldoun 
 
    Magi Guard  
 
    Moral Stand 
 
      
 
    Luck’s Voice: 
 
    Suited for Luck 
 
    Cashing In 
 
    Breaking the Bank 
 
    Dangerous Gamble 
 
    Luck's Holdings 
 
    Emerita Boxing Day 
 
      
 
    Antecedents’ Legacy: 
 
    Antecedents' Legacy 
 
    MX Hub 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Walkers: (Completed) 
 
    Dungeon Walkers 1 
 
    Dungeon Walkers 2 
 
    Dungeon Walkers 3 
 
    Dungeon Walkers 4 
 
      
 
    Apocalypse Gates Author’s Cut: (Completed) 
 
    Rapture 
 
    Valley of Death 
 
    Gearing Up 
 
    Elven Accord 
 
    Downtime and Death 
 
    Can of Worms 
 
    Unexpected Dev-elopments 
 
    One Nation, Under... 
 
      
 
    Alpha World: (Completed.) 
 
    Gamer for Life 
 
    Forming the Company 
 
    Alpha Company 
 
    Playing for Keeps 
 
    Fractured Spirit 
 
    The Path to Peace 
 
    Darkhand 
 
    Gamer For Love 
 
      
 
    Last Horizon: (Completed.) 
 
    Last Horizon Omnibus 
 
      
 
    NPC’s Lives: (Hiatus) 
 
    Tales from the Dead Man Inn 
 
      
 
    Resurrection Quest: (Hiatus) 
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    I would like to point you all toward some fellow authors whose works I enjoy: 
 
      
 
    William Arand: Author of the complex interconnected series in the genre which all starts with Otherlife Dreams. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/William-D.-Arand/e/B01AY7PSG4 
 
      
 
    Scottie Futch: King of over-the-top parody zaniness. He has always made me laugh with his books.
https://www.amazon.com/stores/Scottie-Futch/author/B00NCSEN28 
 
      
 
    Eden Redd: Queen of lewd content. If you like some spicy action she has that in spades.
https://www.amazon.com/stores/Eden-Redd/author/B00I8X8BCK 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    You can also find out more about LITRPG stories at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/ 
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