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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Doc woke up slowly— his dreams had been unpleasant to start with. The Darkness had been closing in on him, but then his wives appeared beside him. Together, they glowed brightly, helping push back the Darkness. As they did, others came rushing into the light, joining them, and, in doing so, adding more light to the night. 
 
    
    Rubbing his eyes, he finally looked around to find Rosa kneeling beside the bed, watching him. “I told you that was creepy.” 
 
    
    “And yet you still like it,” Rosa murmured. “Your dream reflected your task.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, it did,” Doc said as he sat up. “I doubt it’ll be that easy.” 
 
    
    “No, it won’t, but the symbolism was correct, Voice.” 
 
    
    He smiled at the dryad, soaking in her bark-patterned skin, emerald eyes, and blue-tinged, green hair. “Trying to be a brat, Weed?” 
 
    
    Rosa shivered. “Yes.” 
 
    
    “Not this morning. I know you were filled up last night. Repeatedly, in fact, since you took from the others when I finished inside them.” 
 
    
    Rosa’s eyelids fluttered, and she smiled widely as she recalled the same thing. “Yes. They wanted me to be at my best for you.” 
 
    
    Getting out of bed, he looked down at the submissive woman. “Go tell Fiala I’m dressing. I’ll be down for breakfast shortly.” 
 
    
    Rosa rose smoothly to her feet, lowering her gaze from his face. “As you command, Doc.” 
 
    
    He snagged her before she could get too far, pulling her back gently to kiss her. He made it soft and swift, then released her. “You’re a good weed, my precious Weed.” 
 
    
    Rosa shivered again, her nipples hardening against the simple sundress she wore. “Thank you, Doc.” 
 
    
    He spanked her ass. “Now get going.” 
 
    
    “As you command,” she said eagerly, rushing from the room. 
 
    
    Doc gathered his clothing and got dressed. His black suit was lined with red silk that matched the silk shirt he chose for the day. He briefly thought about a book series that he’d enjoyed before coming to this world, as the main character loved those same colors. He didn’t strap his pistol on, but he made sure his Derringer was in his vest pocket. 
 
    
    As he came down for breakfast, he heard voices. He slowed his steps a little to catch snippets. 
 
    
    “Nothing special at the Lily today,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Nothing special today at all,” Ayla added. “I think we have a few days before doing anything specific.” 
 
    
    “I promised Posy I would teach her more,” Sonya said. “She was hoping you’d tell her more of Mother, too, Lia.” 
 
    
    “I can manage an hour or two of that today,” Lia replied. 
 
    
    “Sophia is coming to breakfast, right?” Fiala asked, her voice a bit fainter. 
 
    
    “She said she would,” Ayla replied. 
 
    
    Doc entered the room, not speaking, just wanting to take in the scene. Fiala was in the kitchen, her black-furred tail swishing gently behind her as she cooked. Her cat ears twitched slightly, as she’d heard his footsteps. She glanced over her shoulder at him, her blue eyes filled with love when she saw him. Doc gave her a smile and wink. 
 
    
    Lia gave him a smile. Because of her exceptional elven hearing, she had heard him come into the room, too. Wearing her buckskins, Bowie knife, and dual pistols, she looked as deadly as she was. Her blond hair was pulled into a tight ponytail that draped down her back. Her jade eyes sparkled with happiness when she saw him. She was gently stroking Rosa’s hair, as the dryad was kneeling beside her. 
 
    
    Even with her back to him, Ayla also knew he was there with her half-elven hearing. Her business suit was as expensive as his was— she’d made sure all of his wives could match him in dress to keep up appearances. Her blond hair was a different shade from Lia’s, and she kept hers out of her face with hair combs. She looked over her shoulder at him, her hazel eyes shining with joy. 
 
    
    Sonya had been facing his way, so she’d seen him immediately, and her bright smile radiated her joy. While the shortest of his wives, she was still physically a match to the rest because of her dwarven heritage. She brushed her black hair behind an ear as her brown eyes tracked over his body. 
 
    
    Doc shared greetings with each of them as he took his seat at the table. “Unless Grange or Suez does something today, we should have a calm day. This week has a lot coming up, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Two tournaments: a monthly, and then the yearly at the end of the week,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “I’ll have more applicants for the Lily here in a handful of days,” Lia said. “I’ll be having Cassia and Lotus sit in with me for that. And, if you have time, Doc, I’d like you there, too.” 
 
    
    “Barring the unforeseen,” Doc agreed as he poured himself a cup of coffee and refilled Lia’s mug. 
 
    
    “It’s going to be busy during the yearly tournament,” Doc sighed. “That will be my chance to really push Suez.” 
 
    
    “We have soul stones set aside with the property that would entice him without costing us too much,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “I’ll need them, and I’m sure we’ll see me lose a few before I use my goddess’ gift to push back hard,” Doc nodded. 
 
    
    “You’ll miss the monthly tournament?” Sonya asked. 
 
    
    “Yes. That one doesn’t matter to me, though we might have some cardsharps from out of town in that one. I’m sure the ones who could make it for the yearly will be here to sample the game beforehand.” 
 
    
    “We’ll be keeping our eyes open,” Lia said. “The dwarves will be there for security, so we should be fine on that count.” 
 
    
    There was a knock on the door, and Rosa was the first to her feet. “I’ll get it.” 
 
    
    She came back a moment later with Sophia. The owl bestial was smiling as she followed the dryad. Her taloned feet lightly scored the wooden floor, but she walked as delicately as she could. Her dark-blue skirt-suit hugged her body without clinging to it. She greeted them all as she came to the table. 
 
    
    Doc met her orange eyes with a grin before his gaze darted up to the feathers she had for hair. Her hair reminded him of another book series he used to love, except her feathers weren’t stark white like that character’s had been. Instead, they were brown with a few white splotches. “Morning, Sophia.” 
 
    
    After another knock on the door, Rosa again went to check it. A minute later, she was back with Harrid, Doc’s dwarven bodyguard. Dressed in his normal attire of chainmail, with an axe on his back, a pistol on his hip, and a shotgun in his hand, Harrid looked dangerous. His black hair was cropped short, and his dark-blue eyes looked over the room for threats. 
 
    
    “Harrid, breakfast?” Fiala asked as she got things ready for the table. 
 
    
    “I ate this morning, ma’am, but thank you.” 
 
    
    “What did you have?” Sonya asked. 
 
    
    “Frumenty, as I normally do,” Harrid replied. “The clan still lets me eat with the other guards.” 
 
    
    “That’s as bland a meal as you can have,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Do you want some eggs?” Fiala asked. “We have plenty.” 
 
    
    He hesitated, then bowed his head. “I would. Thank you.” 
 
    
    “Glad I didn’t have to order you to,” Doc chuckled. “Remember the first breakfast?” 
 
    
    Harrid nodded. “When I was concerned about you cheating on your wives.” 
 
    
    “I don’t remember this story,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “Lotus and Jasmine, while you were all out with Lia.” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Harrid nodded again. 
 
    
    “Breakfast,” Fiala giggled. “I remember having to explain it to you, Harrid. You were so mortified.” 
 
    
    Sonya laughed. “Yes, and it was awkward for me, too.” 
 
    
    “Let’s eat,” Doc said to spare Harrid. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    With breakfast over, Sophia sighed happily. “You cook very well, Fiala. Thank you for inviting me.” 
 
    
    “You’re always welcome here,” Fiala smiled. “I believe we’ve all told you that.” 
 
    
    “You have,” Sophia replied. “I will always tell you before I come over so you don’t make too much food.” 
 
    
    “We were going over the week ahead of us before breakfast started,” Doc said. “Did either of you have anything to mention?” 
 
    
    “I have nothing new,” Sophia added. “We’re still waiting to hear back from the governor about the mayor position. We made sure to send the letters from Luck’s Holdings, the dwarven clan, and the elven tribe.” 
 
    
    “Sent a sizable campaign contribution, as well,” Ayla added, “and a letter to Roquefell asking him to support our choice.” 
 
    
    “From Luck’s Holdings, not from me?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Yes, though since you’re the owner of the company, it should be easy for the governor to infer.” 
 
    
    “There is that,” Doc agreed. “Odds the governor will appoint Nicole?” 
 
    
    “With the letters, the odds aren’t terrible, and it will depend on if he’s getting push for anyone else.” 
 
    
    “Well, we’ll just have to wait and see,” Doc sighed. “What else are you working on, Sophia?” 
 
    
    “Mostly business paperwork. I’m refining all of it for you to offer the smaller shares more easily. I figured you wouldn’t want to re-split the percentages later.” 
 
    
    “Thank you.” 
 
    
    “I’ve also started looking into reservation laws,” Sophia added, looking at Lia. “The law that a member of the tribe must be present every week is flimsy. I doubt we can get it changed soon, since it’s a national law, but in time, we might.” 
 
    
    Lia gave Sophia a bright smile. “Thank you. Jesamin would thank you too.” 
 
    
    “Oh, that reminds me,” Ayla said. “Doc, Clyde Rossal is under contract with us for five years to drive any wagon or coach we need him for, with options to extend as needed. When we are ready to leave, we have an experienced driver.” 
 
    
    “And he promised to teach me,” Sophia smiled. 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Doc said. “I never did follow up with you, but I knew you’d handle it.” He paused, then chuckled. “What deal did we give the general store?” 
 
    
    “Same as the others,” Ayla said. “A discount until the debt is paid off. It won’t take them long with us getting all the supplies for the mine through them.” 
 
    
    “They’ve changed the name,” Sophia snickered. “The new sign declares it as ‘Lucky Finds.’” 
 
    
    “They asked, and I told them sure,” Doc smiled. “They thought I might be offended.” 
 
    
    “Nicole had a question, Doc,” Ayla said. “The mine and the town that will spring up around it: did you want her to draw it into Deep Gulch, or make it a separate town?” 
 
    
    Doc took a long sip of coffee as he thought about it. A smile came to him as he set his cup down. “Lucky Strike. I want to play into Luck. The more people that think of her, the better.” 
 
    
    Everyone laughed at the name, but agreed with his reasoning. 
 
    
    “Okay, I’m going to treat the day like any other,” Doc said. “I’ll be healing at the Lily unless something else happens.” 
 
    
    “I’ll come over in an hour or two to teach you more dwarven lore,” Sonya said. 
 
    
    “And I’ll make time for elven lore,” Lia added. 
 
    
    “And time for Posy, too,” Doc reminded them. “She’s eager to learn. Let’s nurture that drive.” 
 
    
    “We will,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Sophia, let’s go check on things,” Ayla said. “I had a few ideas I wanted to run past you.” 
 
    
    “Okay, Ayla,” Sophia said, standing up from the table with the others. 
 
    
    Doc kissed his wives goodbye as everyone split up to go handle their own tasks. He made sure to give Fiala two kisses, thanking her for breakfast when he did. He went out the back door with Harrid and Rosa following him, heading for the Lily. 
 
    

  

 

  

     Chapter Two 


       


     Doc waved goodbye to the old woman as she walked out of the room. 


     “She is already planning to go home and pray,” Rosa murmured softly. 


     “I was happy to help her,” Doc said as Harrid shut the door. “Acute arthritis hurts, from what I know of it.” 


     A minute after the woman left, there was another knock on the door. When Harrid opened it, Tom Rondle, the bodyguard for Peabody, was standing there. “Doc,” Rondle said, “Peabody is asking to see you. You might want your lawyer and accountant to come with you.” 


     Doc rose to his feet. “Is there a problem on my end?” 


     Rondle shook his head. “Ours.” 


     Relaxing a little, Doc nodded. “We’ll be along shortly.” 


     “See you there,” Rondle said, then left the room. 


     “Harrid, go tell Posy to have anyone waiting to come back tomorrow,” Doc said. 


     Harrid didn’t reply— he just left the room with a fast walk. 


     “Doc, they will likely be at Sophia’s home,” Rosa said. 


     “It was there or at home,” Doc agreed. “Let’s go. Remember, you’re mindless in the streets.” 


     “I will be as you need me to be, Voice.” 


     Doc chuckled at her name for him, making sure to think about spanking her later for being a brat. The small gasp as he walked away told Doc that she’d been monitoring his thoughts, but she always did when she was with him. “Later… perhaps,” Doc said. 


     Rosa made sure her eyes were no longer glowing as she bent her head and trailed him. She took slow, deep breaths to calm herself as best she could. Her heart held hope that he would indeed indulge her bratting later. 


     When they got to the main room, Harrid was waiting for them. Nodding at Doc, he led them out of the Lily. He didn’t get far, as he was waiting for directions, but once Doc let him know where they were going, the three of them headed to Sophia’s house. 


     ~*~*~ 


     Doc slowed as he approached the home. The last time he’d been inside, he’d tried to help Sophia’s father, Adrian. He’d managed it, but the bestial damned him the entire time. That led to Adrian being killed by the church. 


     Harrid glanced back. “Doc?” 


     “Sorry... memory,” Doc said, motioning Harrid to keep going. 


     Rosa kept her head down, but she watched all of Doc’s thoughts. 


     Once Harrid had knocked on the door, it only took a minute for it to open. Sophia stood there, about to welcome them, but looked confused to find them on her doorstep. 


     “Is Ayla still with you, Sophia?” Doc asked. 


     “Yes. We were having tea,” Sophia said. “Please come in, and—” 


     “No time right now,” Doc said, holding up his hand to cut her off. “I need both of you. Peabody requested us to come to the bank.” 


     Ayla was coming their way, having caught a glimpse of who was at the door. When she heard part of what Doc said, she quickened her pace. “We didn’t make a mistake,” she said as fact, not as a question. 


     “Not us. Them,” Doc said. “Rondle told me and mentioned that I might want you both to come along.” 


     Sophia nodded. “Let me get a few things. Come in for a minute.” 


     “My papers,” Ayla added, heading back inside with Sophia. 


     The other three entered the home to wait. They didn’t have to wait long before the two women were coming back their way with their usual binders in hand. With them in tow, the now larger group headed to the bank. 


     Ayla asked questions, but it became clear quickly that Doc didn’t have any information to work with, so they walked in silence. As they crossed the town, Doc spotted one of the twin deputies trailing them. 


     Fucking Grange, Doc thought as he nodded to Fido or Spot, not sure who it was. Now that he has the two crime scenes done, he set them back to following me... 


     ~*~*~ 


     Reaching the bank, Harrid led them into the financial institution. A man was dealing with one of the tellers, but other than that, the bank was as empty as it normally was. Doc gave Kenneth Steinagel a nod as they passed his cubicle. The former teller gave Doc a tight, worried smile. 


     The bull bestial next to the manager’s door, Morton, knocked on it. “Sir, Holyday is here,” he announced. 


     “Send them in,” Peabody said. 


     Harrid stepped into the room, then to the side of the door. Doc entered the office, giving Rondle and Peabody nods as he took a seat at the desk. Rosa followed and immediately knelt at Doc’s side. Ayla took the other seat in front of Peabody’s desk, looking for a third chair. 


     “Use mine,” Rondle said, standing and pulling his chair around for Sophia to use. 


     “Thank you,” Sophia said, taking the offered seat beside Ayla. 


     “Peabody, you asked for us?” Doc asked once everyone was seated. 


     Oliver Peabody looked at them before touching his bowtie. The man was the embodiment of the thin-necked geek. His thinning hair and austere expression reminded Doc of a tax collector. 


     “Yes. Emerita First National Bank has defrauded you,” Peabody said tightly. 


     That had Ayla and Sophia relax a little, but both sat forward, waiting to hear more. 


     “How?” Doc asked when Peabody didn’t elaborate immediately. 


     “The former manager of this institute withheld your percentage of soul stones. We do not know what he did with them, but you were not paid for them,” Peabody said. 


     “I thought he’d acted funny when we brought that paperwork in,” Sophia said. “I asked for copies from the main branch.” 


     “And they sent them to me, along with a question about why the paperwork had been filled out twice,” Peabody said. “The signature on the first set was obviously a forgery.” He slid the documents across the desk. 


     Ayla and Sophia pored over them before Ayla handed one to Doc. He snorted when he saw it, then passed it back to her. “That isn’t my signature. The only paperwork I’ve signed for the bank was for my accounts.” 


     “Yes,” Peabody said, “which means that Goodman stole a sizable sum from you and from us. With him dead, it gives us very little recourse. Roquefell has advised me to make sure you remain happy, so what can we do to smooth over this obvious theft?” 


     “If Sophia hadn’t asked for the paperwork, would you have found this?” Doc asked him. 


     “Yes, in time.” 


     “Would you have brought it to my attention?” 


     “In time. I would have clarified with Roquefell first. But since I didn’t have time for that, I am working off the instructions I had before I came here.” 


     “Ladies?” Doc asked Sophia and Ayla. 


     “Was there anything that pointed to him doing this in the papers here?” Ayla asked. 


     “I have found nothing since I took over the bank,” Peabody said. “It is possible that he kept any incriminating evidence close to him. I will be filing a theft claim with Grange shortly, as that will be the only way to get a warrant to search Goodman’s home.” 


     “He kept the bank locked down for days, ‘processing’ the crime scene,” Doc said. “Not sure he’ll be happy to help.” 


     “He’ll help,” Rondle said. “I’m sure he didn’t find what he was looking for here, which means he’ll want to search Goodman’s home as it is.” 


     “I’m sure he already did, in the name of looking for evidence on Peabody’s murder,” Sophia said softly. “I could be wrong, as Goodman had just died, but I bet he did.” 


     “He kept Whittaker’s locked down for days, too,” Ayla nodded. “Since Whittaker was a close associate of Goodman, he must have thought the soul stones or money might have been there.” 


     “Either way, we will push forward with the theft claim,” Peabody said. “We have to so our other customers to feel safe. My questions for you are; if you are going to sue the bank, and what can we do to make this right for you?” 


     “Not going to sue the bank,” Doc said. “Don’t need Roquefell for an enemy.” 


     “It would be business. He’d understand, but he’d also fight it,” Rondle said. 


     Peabody shot him a look before clearing his throat. “He isn’t wrong.” 


     “Since you have to pursue it, we’ll just take monetary payment for the losses,” Ayla said. “Sophia or I can sign off on anything you need signed.” 


     Peabody nodded, then pulled out some forms and passed them to them. “This absolves us of the crime and pays you generously to make sure you never sue us for it.” 


     Sophia took the papers and read them over, passing each to Ayla as she finished. “They’re in order. It only absolves what came before, not what might happen in the future.” 


     Ayla set the papers on the desk. “Doc?” 


     “Is the money right?” 


     “Yes. It is generous, as Peabody said.” 


     “Then sign it off, Ayla,” Doc told her. “We want a good relationship with them.” 


     Ayla took the offered pen from Peabody and signed the papers. Giving Sophia their copy, she was quick to put the paperwork into her folder. 


     “Thank you,” Peabody exhaled. “That was a major issue that I needed to resolve.” 


     “You’re welcome,” Doc said. “Was that all?” 


     “One other minor matter,” Peabody said. “Can you release Friedrichsen from the contract?” 


     “Why would we?” Ayla asked. 


     “We’d like to hire him back,” Peabody said. “Not having an assayer on staff is a liability with three mines in the area. There is a backlog from one of the mines, as it is. I do not wish to have to send for a certified assayer when one resides in town.” 


     Sophia and Ayla both looked at Doc. He took a moment before nodding. “We’ll ask. If he declines and wants to stay under contract with us, I won’t cut him from my staff.” 


     “That is fair,” Peabody said. “We will match your offer and extend the contract for twenty years, as long as he stays certified. Please let him know.” 


     Ayla looked impressed. “We will. I believe he will gladly take those terms. You do realize that he was paid very well, right?” 


     “I know what a top assayer gets paid, so I’m sure we can match it. If I end up paying more, I will just have to justify it to Roquefell. I can manage that.” 


     “Very well,” Ayla nodded. 


     “That is all the business I had for you today,” Peabody said, rising to his feet and extending his hand. “Thank you for your understanding.” 


     All three shook hands with him, thanking him and saying their goodbyes before they left the bank. 


     “Well, that was unexpected,” Ayla said. 


     “I’d forgotten I’d asked for the paperwork, since Goodman was killed,” Sophia said. 


     “You did the right thing,” Doc told Sophia. “Thank you. You’ve once again proven how invaluable you are to us.” 


     Sophia smiled brightly. “I will continue to do my best, Doc.” 


     “And I’ll never worry about our legal standing because of it,” Doc replied, returning her smile. “Okay, I’m going back to the Lily, unless either of you need me for anything?” 


     Neither of them did, so the group separated, going their own ways. 


     


  



   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Taking a seat in the dining room with a mug of beer in hand, Doc sighed. “Well, I’m sure Grange will rant and rave about me to Peabody.” 
 
    
    “If he does, it’ll only be because it stops him from finding the soul stones or money,” Harrid said from beside the door. “I didn’t think he was a greedy man before.” 
 
    
    “He is not greedy,” Rosa said from her spot beside Doc. “I believe he thinks of them as a means to an end.” 
 
    
    “My end, no doubt,” Doc said, taking a long drink from his mug. 
 
    
    “You stand in his way,” Rosa murmured, resting her head on his knee. 
 
    
    “In his way of having Lia. Yeah. What he wants is obvious.” 
 
    
    “We can help cast more doubt on Grange for Wenn,” Harrid suggested. “You had asked Digger about copying his findings on Whittaker’s and Goodman’s deaths.” 
 
    
    “Oh, that’s a good point,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Rosa shuddered lightly at the thought of the undertaker’s shop. 
 
    
    Doc stroked her hair. “Do you want to stay with Lia?” 
 
    
    “I want to stay with you. I can deal with my revulsion, Voice.” 
 
    
    “I just want you to be comfortable, Weed.” 
 
    
    Rosa shivered a little at her nickname. “Thank you, Doc. I can deal with the unnatural feeling. It is easier when I am beside you.” 
 
    
    Doc took another long drink of his beer. “Okay, we’ll go in a moment.” 
 
    
    There was a knock on the door a few seconds later, and Harrid opened it to reveal Jesamin. The elven hunter smiled at Doc, then gave Harrid a nod. “Doc, might I speak with Rosa?” 
 
    
    Rosa looked up, a smile on her lips. “Oh, yes. I did promise. Doc, I apologize. Please leave me here?” 
 
    
    “What’s up?” Doc asked, curious at her sudden shift. 
 
    
    “I promised Jesamin to give Krisriit a boon,” Rosa replied. “Now would be a good time, as you’re not healing anymore today.” 
 
    
    “Oh, right. I vaguely recall that,” Doc said. “What does that mean?” 
 
    
    “Boons come in many forms. I need to speak with Krisriit to see what they would feel best with.” 
 
    
    Doc was about to question her ability to talk with Krisriit, then chuckled. Rosa giggled and looked up at him with amusement on her features. 
 
    
    “Yeah, don’t question how a dryad can talk to a mountain lion,” Doc said. “Harrid and I will go see Digger while you do this. This way, you don’t have to be uncomfortable, and we get it done quicker.” 
 
    
    “I will find Lia and stay with her when I finish, or maybe find Posy to speak about Mother. If that is okay?” 
 
    
    “Either is fine, Weed,” Doc murmured, stroking her hair. “Sonya might be here soon to speak with Posy, too. Just make sure you find me or one of my wives before you think of leaving the back halls.” 
 
    
    “I will,” Rosa replied softly, nuzzling his knee. 
 
    
    Draining off the last of his mug, Doc stroked her hair one more time before he stood up. “Jesamin, look after her for me until she finds one of my wives, please.” 
 
    
    “Yes, Shaman,” Jesamin said, bowing her head. 
 
    
    Doc rolled his eyes at her, but smiled. “Thanks.” 
 
    
    Harrid preceded Doc out of the room and downstairs after Doc sent his empty mug down the dumbwaiter. As they went to leave, Doc smiled— he could hear the sounds of poker from the other side of the Lily. 
 
    
    Stepping out into the warm day, Doc idly wondered how Heather’s reunion with Peabody had gone. He paused just outside the door and glanced back inside. She should be here to play by the time I get back. I can check with her then. 
 
    
    “Sorry, Harrid. Let’s go.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir. What troubled you?” 
 
    
    “I was wondering if Heather’s okay. She was going to play one of her original songs last night for Peabody. I just wanted to see how she was. I wasn’t going to ask him during our meeting.” 
 
    
    Harrid nodded as he led the way down the street. “You care about your friends a great deal.” 
 
    
    “I’ve found that I really like having friends. Speaking of, any more interest for you?” 
 
    
    “Not at the moment, Doc. I’m sure the fact that I will leave when you do is spreading. It might take time for any who would be okay with that to approach me.” 
 
    
    “That I work you every day can’t help, either,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “I’ll get my days of rest when you get yours, Shaman.” 
 
    
    “Touché,” Doc laughed. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    When Doc entered the undertaker’s, he slowed, as there was a person speaking with Digger. Digger gave Doc a nod, then went back to assisting the older man. Stepping off to the side, Doc looked over the coffins on display, waiting for Digger to have a free moment. It took a bit, but the old man paid for his purchase and left the shop. 
 
    
    “Doc, what can I do for you?” Digger asked. 
 
    
    Nearly seven feet tall, pale to the point of unhealth, and gaunt enough that he looked skeletal, the undertaker was an intimidating man. His flat voice added to the idea of him being a recently dead man who just hadn’t stopped moving. 
 
    
    “Did your brother already leave town?” Doc asked casually. He was not intimidated by him, having come to know Digger’s story. 
 
    
    “Yesterday. His assistant was watching things while he came down. Grant felt it would be better to hurry back to make sure things didn’t go wrong.” 
 
    
    “Fair enough. He’s the boss there?” 
 
    
    “One of us always is,” Digger said. “That will be changing. Slowly, but still changing.” 
 
    
    “Glad to help,” Doc grinned, then grew serious. “I had a question. Did you make those copies of the paperwork for Whittaker and Goodman?” 
 
    
    Digger nodded. “Yes. Did you want them?” 
 
    
    “No. I’m going to nudge Marshal Hickinbotham to come get them from you.” 
 
    
    “I see. You are hoping the marshal will take an interest?” 
 
    
    “He has one. I didn’t know if you’d made copies, so I didn’t mention it to him last night. Today, he was supposed to let Grange know he was in town.” 
 
    
    “I will make sure the paperwork is ready for him,” Digger said. “Those are the only copies of the forms, unless you want me to make a third set?” 
 
    
    “No, I trust Wenn,” Doc replied. “I don’t need a set for myself if he takes them.” 
 
    
    “Very well, Doc.” 
 
    
    “I should buy a casket while I’m here, just in case Grange gets around to checking if I did when he grabbed the urns,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Digger nodded somberly. “I can order a wide variety. It was what I was helping my last customer with.” 
 
    
    “I heard pieces of it,” Doc said. “I’d like one made of ponderosa pine, with a silver trim and blue silk interior.” 
 
    
    Digger nodded as he made notes behind the counter. “Very well. I shall make sure one is ordered. It will stay in Furden until I send for it. Normally, I take payment on order, but I can say I forgot when you saw me the first time, and I asked you to come pay today.” 
 
    
    “Nice doing business with you, Digger,” Doc grinned, glad the undertaker was willing to help. 
 
    
    It only took a moment for Doc to make out the check for Digger, then get his receipt that he’d hand off to Ayla. With the business done, Doc had an indelicate question, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to ask it. 
 
    
    “Is something wrong?” Digger asked. 
 
    
    “It just strikes me, with your condition... and forgive me for asking this, but how do you find a wife?” 
 
    
    Digger nodded somberly. “With difficulty.” 
 
    
    A small silence stretched out, and Doc coughed. “Right. Sorry.” 
 
    
    “The curse makes it hard for people to tell when I am joking,” Digger said. “The truth is that my family can find wives without too much difficulty. We are not wealthy, but we are well off. The comfort and security of marrying into our family help offset the… drawbacks.” 
 
    
    “Right. Not really my place. I was just curious.” 
 
    
    “I have spoken to three women who have expressed interest. One of them has recently told me she is no longer interested. The fact that I cannot show affection is… a strain. The other two are still interested, so one of them will end up being my wife in the next year, I believe.” 
 
    
    “Okay,” Doc said slowly. “If I ever get to the point where I can do more for you and your family, Digger, I’ll come back to help you.” 
 
    
    Digger blinked slowly, then bowed deeply. “We are honored you would do more for us, Doc. I’ll be happy enough that my children will be free of this curse.” Digger’s lips flexed into a smile. 
 
    
    “I can see how happy that thought makes you,” Doc said, returning his smile. “Thanks again, Digger. Have a good day.” 
 
    
    “You, as well,” Digger replied. 
 
    
    Back on the street, Harrid looked at Doc. “The Lily?” 
 
    
    “Yeah, to pick up Rosa,” Doc said. “After that, home. I’m going to relax for the rest of today.” 
 
    
    Harrid nodded, leading them back to the Lily. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc looked around the table when he’d finished talking. His wives, Sophia, and Harrid were all there. “That’s what I did today.” 
 
    
    “You told Cassia so she could tell Wenn,” Lia said. “She’ll make sure he’s informed.” 
 
    
    “It was nice of Peabody to work with us,” Sonya added from the kitchen, where she was helping Fiala with dinner. 
 
    
    “We could have sued the bank for much more if we wanted to fight them,” Sophia said. “This was to soothe us and clear the way for him to push into Goodman’s deeds.” 
 
    
    “The cover with Digger was good,” Ayla said. “Not that we will need a coffin for years.” 
 
    
    “He chose me...” Rosa shivered. She’d been smiling ever since they got home, thrilled that Doc had chosen her tree type for the coffin. 
 
    
    The other all smiled at her as Rosa leaned into Doc’s leg. 
 
    
    “How did the boon go for Krisriit?” Doc asked Rosa as he stroked her hair. 
 
    
    “Good. I extended his life,” Rosa replied. “He will live far longer, barring injury.” 
 
    
    “That explains why I saw happy tears,” Lia smiled at the dryad. “Jesamin was very happy, Weed. I will make sure you are thanked well tonight.” 
 
    
    Rosa’s eyes glowed. “Thank you, Lia.” 
 
    
    “Any other business we need to cover?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “I did have a thought...” Ayla said slowly. Her eyes darted to Sophia, who gave her a small nod of her head. “We have the spare bedroom, and Sophia is always here to hear what is going on. Instead of her having to walk home late all the time, what if she were to stay with us?” 
 
    
    Doc was caught by surprise, but his wives didn’t seem to be. “You’ve talked this over?” 
 
    
    “It might have been brought up when you were passing the tribe to Jesamin,” Fiala said as she pulled the steaks off the stove. 
 
    
    “Sophia?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    Sophia sighed, looking down. “It would make things easier from a practical standpoint, but I do not wish to butt into your family life, either.” 
 
    
    “You never would,” Lia said before Doc could speak. “We welcome you into our home, Sophia. You are a trusted ally and, I’d say, a very dear friend.” 
 
    
    “It’s your call,” Doc said. “We aren’t going to push you.” He gave his wives a searching look as he said it. “I would feel better if you weren’t walking home in the dark.” 
 
    
    “Wouldn’t it make more sense for Harrid to stay in the guest room?” Sophia asked. 
 
    
    “I don’t worry about Harrid walking home,” Doc said. “No offense, Harrid.” 
 
    
    “None taken,” the armored dwarf replied. 
 
    
    “I worried about you on the days Harrid wasn’t here to go with you,” Doc added. 
 
    
    Sophia swallowed, then bowed her head. “I accept.” 
 
    
    “Good,” Fiala smiled. “Dinner is ready. Tomorrow, we can help you move your things over.” 
 
    
    “What about her house?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “My cousin is staying there,” Sophia said, “so it’ll be fine.” 
 
    
    “If you need anything to make it feel more like home, just let us know,” Doc told her. 
 
    
    “I will,” Sophia murmured, her heart beating fast. 
 
    
    “Steak and salad for dinner tonight,” Sonya said as she helped Fiala bring it to the table. 
 
    

  

 

  

     Chapter Four 


       


     Doc took his seat in the dining room, or his office, depending on how you looked at it. Breakfast had been good, and all of his wives, including Lia, went to help Sophia with her move over to the house. Rosa was the only one who stayed with him, since he planned on healing. 


    

     “Harrid, can you give me a bit? Tell Posy I’ll let her know when I’m ready, if she comes up?” 


    

     “Yes, sir,” Harrid said, stepping out and shutting the door. 


    

     “You don’t plan on spoiling me,” Rosa said simply. “You want to know about Sophia.” 


    

     “You being in my head makes it easier to broach topics.” 


    

     “I want to do everything I can for you, Doc,” Rosa said softly. 


    

     “Tell me,” Doc said, stroking her hair. 


    

     “She is very interested. Your praise of her, especially over the last couple of days, has helped her be more certain of what she wants. Fiala and the others talking with her the night you passed the tribe to Jesamin helped more.” 


    

     “They all talked about it then?” 


    

     “Except for Lia, who was busy,” Rosa said huskily, rubbing her cheek against his knee. 


    

     “Right,” Doc chuckled. 


    

     “They talked with her the other day, and she agreed with them,” Rosa purred. “Do I count in that, Voice?” 


    

     “Yes, my dear Weed, you always count,” Doc told her. 


    

     “I will always consent, so it is a moot point, but thank you.” 


    

     “Okay, I’ll get one of my extra rings out.” 


    

     “No,” Rosa said softly. 


    

     “What?” 


    

     “She hasn’t moved forward herself because of the trouble it would cause.” 


    

     “The judge?” Doc asked. 


    

     “Yes. There is no loophole like there was for the others. Bestials have always fallen under human law because of them being slaves or servants for so long. Their history is all but forgotten.” 


    

     “Why is the Sagesse family so well-regarded?” Doc asked, as it had been bothering him slightly. 


    

     “They have been scribes and law-keepers for as long as the two races have lived together. Back when humanity first interacted with bestials, bestials were treated as equals. As humanity grew and the elves and dwarves warred, that equality faded. Humanity started to see itself as the only race worthy of leading the others. It was around then that Apoc’s religion started.” 


    

     “Is it just the Sagesse family that stayed above the hatred and contempt?” 


    

     “They aren’t above it so much as they just aren’t denigrated to their faces.” 


    

     “Which they know, because I’m sure idiots forget how well they can hear,” Doc said. 


    

     “Yes. Sophia has heard the judge speaking with Grange in the past. They were not as circumspect as they thought they were. The Sagesse family has just accepted it and pushed on with that which they love the most.” 


    

     “Laws?” 


    

     “Rules that must be followed. Before the first real laws were made, there were still rules of conduct.” 


    

     “So are all owl bestials part of the Sagesse family?” 


    

     “No, but it does give those few who aren’t the chance to avoid more abuse.” 


    

     “Stupid...” Doc sighed. “I’m sorry, Rosa, but I hate this world.” 


    

     “You don’t,” Rosa said softly. “You hate the stupidity that has flourished, not Mother.” 


    

     “Fair enough, Weed,” Doc chuckled. “I should just wait for the right time, then?” 


    

     “Yes. Waiting to give her a ring is for the best.” 


    

     “Okay. I know my dear Weed wouldn’t lead me wrong.” 


    

     “Never,” Rosa shivered as she read his thoughts of thanking her. 


    

     “We have a little bit of time,” Doc murmured, letting carnal thoughts flood his mind. “Which means w—” 


    

     A knock on the door interrupted him. Harrid cracked the door just enough to ask, “Doc?” 


    

     “Open it,” Doc said. 


    

     Harrid glanced in, then did so. “Posy came for you.” 


    

     “Doc, I’m sorry,” Posy said quickly. “There’s a young man here for you.” 


    

     “I was going to call for them shortly,” Doc said, silently promising Rosa to reward her later. 


    

     “He isn’t here for healing,” Posy said. “It’s Christopher Goodman, the mayor’s son.” 


    

     Doc stared at Posy for a moment. “Goodman’s son? Why’s he here?” 


    

     “He said business.” 


    

     “Hmm... Posy, I need you to run an errand. Go find Sophia and Ayla and tell them I need them, please. Before you do, show Christopher up.” 


    

     “Yes, sir,” Posy replied before bouncing away. 


    

     Harrid looked uncertain. “You trust this?” 


    

     “Nope,” Doc said simply. “I have you to protect me. I am interested as hell in what he wants to say. I heard Goodman had a kid and that Whittaker helped him, but that was it.” 


    

     A minute later, Posy came back with two people. The first was a teen, maybe thirteen years old from the look of him. The second was an aging wolf bestial woman wearing a maid’s outfit. 


    

     “Here they are, sir,” Posy said. 


    

     “Thank you, Posy,” Doc said before she bounced away. Standing up, he addressed the two people, “I’m Doc Holyday.” 


    

     “I’m Christopher Goodman, Mr. Holyday. This is my nurse, Fredrika,” the young man introduced them. 


    

     “A pleasure. Please, have a seat,” Doc said, motioning to the table. 


    

     Christopher crossed the room slowly, as if his legs were unsteady. Fredrika was just to his left. She was walking at the same pace, clearly ready to catch him. Doc watched them with interest. 


    

     “I don’t need pity,” Christopher said primly when he sat down. 


    

     “Not pity. I was curious what the problem was,” Doc said, taking his seat. 


    

     “Whittaker said I had a nerve issue. It would come and go. When he’d help, it got better for a time, then worsened again. With him dead, I’ll need to leave to find a doctor who can help, which brings me to why I am here.” 


    

     “Please wait,” Doc said, holding up a hand. “Would you like something to drink?” 


    

     “He can’t have alcohol,” Fredrika said stiffly. 


    

     “Tea? Coffee?” Doc offered smoothly. 


    

     “Tea would be fine,” Christopher said. 


    

     “Excuse me for one moment,” Doc told them before he left the room to go speak with Daf. 


    

     Doc didn’t hurry, so he killed a good handful of minutes before he returned to the dining room. When he took his seat again, both Christopher and Fredrika looked at him expectantly. 


    

     “Tea will be up shortly, along with some small snacks,” Doc said. “I had to inform the chef. I hope you don’t mind the delay.” 


    

     Christopher’s lips compressed, but he nodded. “I understand.” 


    

     “Did you want to start now, or wait until after refreshments?” Doc asked. 


    

     “Now is fine,” Christopher said. “There are only two men who live in this town that have the resources for what I need. Those two men are you and Suez. I dislike Suez. He’s too… oily.” 


    

     “He’s a shark wearing a man’s skin,” Doc said simply. “Have you looked in his eyes?” 


    

     “No. I have avoided him as much as I could.” 


    

     “I have,” Fredrika whispered. “He is as you say, soulless.” 


    

     Christopher glanced at Fredrika, who bowed her head and stepped farther back. 


    

     “Fredrika,” Doc said. “You’ve been his nurse for a long time?” 


    

     “She has been since I first became ill,” Christopher said, “but let us get back to the topic at hand.” 


    

     “Of course. Go ahead,” Doc said. 


    

     “My father left me with a lot to liquidate before I can leave,” Christopher said tightly. “I am here to see if you’d like to help with the acquisition of these properties.” 


    

     Doc took a minute looking Christopher and Fredrika over. Before he replied, there was a knock on the door, and Harrid opened it. Posy entered with a tea tray. She walked carefully to the table to set it beside Doc. 


    

     “Doc, they’re on their way,” Posy said. 


    

     “Thank you, Posy. I’ll handle the tea.” 


    

     “Yes, sir,” Posy said, curtsying before bouncing away. 


    

     Christopher watched her go, and Doc saw envy in his eyes, not the hatred or disdain he would have expected. Nodding, he poured tea, knowing Fredrika had seen him watching her charge. 


    

     “Do you prefer sugar, butter, both, or neither?” Doc asked as he set up Christopher’s cup. “It’s black tea.” 


    

     “A pat of butter only,” Christopher said. 


    

     Doc fixed the cup and set it down for the young man. “We also have some crackers and cheese. It’s sharp goat cheese from the southern fields.” 


    

     “I must decline the cheese,” Christopher said primly. “It doesn’t agree with me. I would take a few crackers.” 


    

     Doc set a small platter in front of him. “There you go. I take it Fredrika doesn’t take tea with you?” 


    

     Christopher looked surprised, but quickly covered it. “Of course not.” 


    

     “A pity. I find company with tea preferable,” Doc said. “Do you know my wives?” 


    

     “I’ve heard you have a few,” Christopher said warily. 


    

     “My first wife, Fiala, is a feline bestial. If you’re worried about how I would feel about Fredrika joining us for tea, you can set that aside.” 


    

     Christopher looked uncertain, then shook his head. “No. She is staff.” 


    

     “I see. Because society dictates that?” Doc asked as he fixed his own cup. 


    

     Christopher looked back at Fredrika, and the nurse cleared her throat. “Why do you push on this topic, sir?” 


    

     “I find that I deal better with people who can see everyone as an equal,” Doc said simply. “Now, if you are just staff and not a friend, I can understand that. From the little I’ve seen, though, you aren’t just staff, Fredrika.” 


    

     The wolf bestial’s lips thinned before she leaned in toward Christopher and whispered, “He is rumored to be as he says...” 


    

     Christopher licked his lips, clearly weighing the two sides, then exhaled. “I know how my father would have preferred I acted. But he… died. Killed by the sheriff, because of his deals. Idiot.” The single word hitched, his sadness and anger mixing on it. 


    

     Doc touched a third cup. “Fredrika, preference?” 


    

     “Sit, Rika,” Christopher sighed. “My father didn’t like you, Holyday, for reasons like this.” 


    

     “Didn’t care for him much, myself,” Doc replied softly. “He didn’t care about anyone but himself is how it looked to me.” 


    

     “You aren’t wrong...” Christopher grunted. “He was trying to find a new wife so he could have another child. Since I am not… well.” 


    

     “You could be well,” Doc said simply, “if you have it in your heart to have faith.” 


    

     Fredrika stiffened. “The stories are true?” 


    

     “I’ve healed many things, from old injuries to new, including giving Henrick a new eye.” 


    

     Christopher’s hand shook and he quickly set the cup on the table. “Whittaker said I couldn’t be healed. I could only be… helped.” 


    

     “Whittaker was an idiot. I can’t promise it, not without checking you first. With that said, I have faith.” 


    

     “Because of her?” Fredrika asked. She nodded toward Rosa, who was kneeling face down on the floor beside Doc’s chair. 


    

     “She supplies me a lot of energy,” Doc said gently. “I was healing before she was collared, though.” 


    

     Christopher took slow, deep breaths— the idea of being fully healed hung before him, just out of reach. If Doc was lying, the pain would hurt him, but if Doc was telling the truth... 


    

     Fredrika touched Christopher’s back gently, leaning over to whisper to him, “The church says being healed by him damns your soul, but they also never helped you. I’ve heard of dozens of people he has helped, and I have seen Henrick’s new eye myself. Letting him check shouldn’t cost you anything. They say he only asks for a prayer to his goddess.” 


    

     Christopher was still breathing slowly while he considered the offer. He had to wipe his hands off, as they were sweating. 


    

     Before he could decide, there was another knock on the door. Harrid opened it a moment later. Ayla gave Doc a smile, Sophia right behind her. “Husband. You needed us?” 


    

     “Come in,” Doc replied. “Have some tea, and let me introduce you. Christopher Goodman, Fredrika, this is my wife Ayla Holyday, and my lawyer, Sophia Sagesse. Ladies, Christopher came to offer us the chance to buy land that he owns.” 


    

     Both of the women took seats beside Doc, looking interested. 


    

     “Depending on the prices, we would be interested,” Ayla smiled. 


    

     “I can have a contract written up quickly if we do come to a deal,” Sophia added. 


    

     “He’s thinking over a second proposal,” Doc said when Christopher remained silent. “I offered to heal him.” 


    

     They smiled and shook their heads. It was Ayla who said, “Always wanting to help those around you.” 


    

     Christopher cleared his throat. “My apologies, ladies. It is a pleasure to meet you both. The offer Holyday gave me was… not a small one. I will be talking more on the sale of properties shortly. First, though...” He took a deep breath. “What do I have to do?” 


    

     Doc held out his hand. “Take my hand, and we’ll see if my goddess can heal you.” 


    

     Christopher swallowed, then took Doc’s hand. 


    

     “Lady Luck, this man is in need of your help. Please look past what his father has done and help him.” When Doc finished speaking, his hands glowed green with faint golden sparks of energy. 


    

     Hmm... he has nerve problems, alright, Doc thought. He’s becoming partially paralyzed because of it. No idea what the condition is called, but it’s because of the nerve-covering-fiber-thing. I can fix it. That’s the important part, and then I can strengthen his nerves back to what they should be. Taking a deep breath, he touched Rosa with his other hand. He drew energy from her as he healed Christopher, then triggered lasting help to make sure it didn’t reoccur. 


    

     Christopher watched Doc with doubt until he felt the energy flowing into him. The moment the warmth seeped into him, his eyes got large, and he gasped. He didn’t know what fatherly love was— his father had never given it to him— but this felt like what he always imagined it would have felt like. Tears spilled from him unbidden as he started to silently sob. 


    

     Ayla’s and Sophia’s expressions softened as they watched the teenager cry. Fredrika looked a little panicky as she pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed at the tears. She was speaking softly, trying to comfort Christopher. She eyed Doc’s hands, thinking of trying to separate them. 


    

     The glow faded and Doc sat back, exhaling slowly. “You’re healed. It will never recur. The fatty tissue around your nerves was causing the problem. It’s all been fixed.” 


    

     Christopher wiped at his face when he released him. Swallowing repeatedly, he accepted Fredrika’s handkerchief to mop up his tears and blow his nose. “What was that feeling?” 


    

     “I’ve been told it feels like a loved one caring for you,” Doc replied. “I believe it’s my goddess comforting the one she is healing.” 


    

     “Luck… right?” 


    

     “Yes.” 


    

     Christopher turned partially to Fredrika, taking her hands in his. “Pray with me, Rika.” 


    

     Fredrika was shocked, but she nodded. Together, the pair stumbled through an awkward prayer. 


    

     Ayla fixed a cup of tea for herself and Sophia as Christopher calmed down. 


    

     “If you want, you can stand up and test your legs,” Doc said gently. “You’ll feel the difference.” 


    

     Christopher nodded. He placed his hands on the table to help him stand, but the effort was almost non-existent. With a shuddering breath, he pushed his chair back, then took a few tentative steps. Fredrika hurried to help him just in case, but Christopher laughed, feeling strong legs for the first time in years. 


    

     “All healed,” Doc said again. “Please, sir, let’s talk about what you came here for originally.” 


    

     Christopher took a deep breath, then hugged Fredrika tightly. “I’m healed, Rika! Healed!” 


    

     Fredrika began to cry as she held the young man back. “I’m so happy...” Something in her voice hinted that, while she was happy for him, she was also sad. 


    

     “I doubt he’s going to dismiss you,” Doc said, having caught the subtext. 


    

     “What?!” Christopher gasped, pulling back to look at Fredrika. “I’d never, Rika! You’ve been my only friend.” 


    

     That really got Fredrika crying. She pulled him to her, her deep sobs echoing through the room. 


     


  



   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Do you have room for a partner?” Doc asked Heather. 
 
    
    “Duet?” Heather asked with a bright smile. 
 
    
    “Maybe one or two more, as well,” Doc said as he sat beside her. “I was hoping to catch you today to ask how your night went yesterday.” 
 
    
    Heather’s smile grew. “He was happy to see me. Told me he asked for the job here so he could court me.” 
 
    
    “I’m sure there was blushing and perhaps some stammering on his end,” Doc chuckled. 
 
    
    “Yes, but that’s part of his charm,” Heather admitted as she continued with the song she’d been playing. “He isn’t aggressive, overconfident, or likely to try telling me what to do.” 
 
    
    “I’m glad you found some happiness, Heather.” 
 
    
    “I’m not sure if he’d have ever asked if not for you, Doc.” 
 
    
    “I didn’t—” 
 
    
    “Shush,” Heather said. “You showed me the new music, nurtured me in my exploring it, and… fixed my scar. If not for all of that, Oliver wouldn’t have come here, and I’d never have met him. I don’t know if he’d have minded my scar, but it being gone let me be happy with how I look again.” 
 
    
    “And he doesn’t care about your heritage, which makes him a stand-up guy in my books,” Doc added. 
 
    
    “That, too. Too many men thought I should be grateful to them for giving me attention because of that reason... You never did.” 
 
    
    “I just wanted to hear more from you. You are exceptionally talented, Heather. If you ever left Deep Gulch, you’d make a name for yourself.” 
 
    
    “I won’t leave. This is my home. I’m distantly related to the Treeheart clan. I believe it was my grandfather or great-grandfather that was a member of the tribe.” 
 
    
    “You should talk with Jesamin about joining the tribe,” Doc said softly. “It would be good for them to have more members.” 
 
    
    “The other tribes won’t see me or Ayla as members,” Heather snorted as the song came to an end. “Even they see half-breeds as lesser.” 
 
    
    “People are people, no matter the race, it seems...” Doc sighed. “You’d think they’d welcome anyone into the tribe if they were true to it.” 
 
    
    “No,” Heather sighed. “Humanity tried to breed out the tribes when they first came to this continent. There was a huge number of half-elves for years, and some accepted them until the wars began to push the tribes off ancestral land. Then, the elves could only see their half-children as another attack on them.” 
 
    
    “Shit...” 
 
    
    “Lia accepting Ayla into the tribe is a major thing. It will be met with some skepticism. But you would, too, until you can show them you are a Voice.” 
 
    
    “And with her being my wife, once I prove myself, they should calm down,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Yes, but also having Sonya as a wife will strain them.” 
 
    
    “We’ll have to wait and see,” Doc shrugged. “If you stay in the valley, it’ll make it easier to attract people because of your music.” 
 
    
    Heather laughed. “Let’s get on with me clubbing you with our duet.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, I don’t have a chance, but I still enjoy it,” Doc said as he set his fingers on the keys. He looked back to see some people filtering in. “And our audience awaits.” 
 
    
    “I have to ask, where did your shadow go?” 
 
    
    “Harrid? He’s by the door.” 
 
    
    “No. The other one.” 
 
    
    “Rosa? She’s speaking with Posy.” 
 
    
    “Posy?” 
 
    
    “She asked Rosa to tell her more about Mother.” 
 
    
    Heather smiled softly. “That’s sweet.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, it is. Now, let’s get to you trouncing me.” 
 
    
    “Gladly,” Heather laughed. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc smiled, seeing Fiala in the kitchen with Sonya. “Good evening, my lovely wives.” 
 
    
    “Welcome home, husband,” Fiala smiled. 
 
    
    “Ayla and Sophia are taking a bath. Lia was in there before them, so she should be out soon,” Sonya added. 
 
    
    “No Harrid?” Fiala asked. 
 
    
    “He asked to go. I think another dwarfess asked to speak with him, so I came home a little early.” 
 
    
    Sonya’s smile was soft. “I hope he finds a good woman. You were nice to make sure he could.” 
 
    
    “He’s a good man. I hope he finds a good woman like you. Oh, we had some major news today.” 
 
    
    “Ayla and Sophia said you met with Goodman’s son,” Fiala nodded. “They didn’t go into the details, though.” 
 
    
    “We’ll cover it after dinner.” 
 
    
    “Outside of the break we took when you needed Ayla and Sophia, we spent most of the day getting her settled in the spare room.” 
 
    
    “She’s excited to be with us,” Sonya said. “I think part of that is because she’ll get Fiala’s cooking every day.” 
 
    
    “Stop!” Fiala laughed. “But maybe.” 
 
    
    “You’re turning into a fabulous cook, Fiala,” Doc said. “If we give you a year, you might equal or beat Daf.” 
 
    
    Fiala was smiling widely, her cheeks pink. “I doubt that, but thank you, both of you.” 
 
    
    “Was that your only excitement for today?” Sonya asked Doc. 
 
    
    “I did a little bit of healing after Goodman… Christopher. Can’t call him by his surname. That just makes me think of his father. After that, I played a bit with Heather, then Rosa spoke with Posy about Mother.” 
 
    
    “She is very eager to hear about Mother,” Sonya smiled. “I’ve told her all I know.” 
 
    
    “I’ve told her much, but still have more to impart,” Lia said, coming down the hall. “Evening, Doc.” 
 
    
    “Evening to you, too, beautiful,” Doc grinned at her. “Do we have everything we need for the tournaments coming up?” 
 
    
    “We’re as prepared as we can be.” 
 
    
    “Good. I can breathe a little easier, then.” 
 
    
    “As can I, but I worry what the two being back-to-back might mean,” Lia admitted. “The big players should start filtering into town soon.” 
 
    
    “Yeah,” Doc said. He offered Lia a chair at the table, then sat her. 
 
    
    “Get the white wine, Doc,” Fiala said. “We have fish and rice tonight.” 
 
    
    “I’ll get it set,” Doc said, heading for their small cellar. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Dinner was done, and everyone was full and happy. When the meal had ended, Doc, Ayla, and Sophia filled the others in on their deal with Christopher Goodman. 
 
    
    “All of that?” Lia asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    
    “Surprising, isn’t it?” Doc told her. “He bought a lot of it right after my mine brought the first load in.” 
 
    
    “Peabody won’t find the money or soul stones. They’ve been used,” Sonya said. 
 
    
    “He’ll look and perhaps find the trail, but his recourse is near zero,” Sophia said. “Doc is going to offer the bank the properties around it so they can expand if they want to.” 
 
    
    “Expand and put in their own stable area for their wagons and teams,” Ayla added. “Nicole was told, so she’s looking at what can be done with all the new property and, if we have enough, for a real planned community.” 
 
    
    “What do you plan to do with the Springs and Gold Strike, Doc?” Fiala asked. “Those sound like the two biggest businesses you gained.” 
 
    
    “Going to need to put people in charge of them,” Doc said. “I was going to ask Lia for opinions.” 
 
    
    “Hmm...” Lia said slowly. “Jeb and Bubba together could probably get the Gold Strike in order. I did feel bad for removing them from the Lily. Neither of them were bad people, but they didn’t want to do security, either. I don’t blame them for that.” 
 
    
    “Reach out to them for me?” Doc asked her. 
 
    
    “Gladly,” Lia smiled. 
 
    
    “Keep the bestial guards on staff, but make sure that if Jeb and Bubba take over, they vet each dealer. I know a few of those guys were cheats. Also, the girls there need to be reined in. They would steal from their marks and help their player cheat. I don’t mind if the women want to provide company, but those actions need to stop.” 
 
    
    “I’ll make sure to tell them.” 
 
    
    “As for the Springs...” Doc smiled softly. “I’m going to leave it for now. After we get more people in for the Lily, I was thinking we can maybe have Lotus and Jasmine take the Springs under management.” 
 
    
    “I’ll have to push for Lotus to learn more in the next few days, then. I don’t disagree with your idea. It’ll be interesting to see my girls spread out and become successful in their own right.” Lia smiled happily. 
 
    
    “The applicants you don’t accept for the Lily... maybe they would work at the Gold Strike?” Sophia suggested. 
 
    
    “I don’t mind that,” Doc said, “as long as they’re still good people.” 
 
    
    “We’ll have to wait and see.” 
 
    
    “We’ll be paying off Goodman… Christopher,” Ayla said, shaking her head, “the better Goodman for a few months. He accepted the deal, signed the contract, and handed all the deeds over.” 
 
    
    “He’ll be leaving town in a week or two,” Sophia said. “That’ll give us a manor to do something with.” 
 
    
    “Sell it to Peabody?” Lia suggested. “He was looking for permanent lodgings, wasn’t he?” 
 
    
    “Heather would like that,” Fiala smiled. “She wants to keep him in town.” 
 
    
    “She does, indeed,” Doc nodded. “We can offer him a good deal.” 
 
    
    “We’ll handle it,” Ayla said. “Um, Doc... you mentioned going to see my mother before. Since we don’t have anything major planned for tomorrow, can we go then?” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Doc said without hesitation. 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Ayla replied, a sad smile on her lips. 
 
    
    “I’ll handle everything I can for you,” Sophia told her, covering Ayla’s hand with hers. 
 
    
    “Thank you, Sophia.” 
 
    
    “That covers everything,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Good. Once we clean up, we can go have dessert,” Fiala said, standing up. 
 
    
    “We’ll all help to make it go faster,” Lia said, rising to her feet. “Except for Doc. Doc is going to bathe and wait for us in bed.” 
 
    
    Doc chuckled. “As you wish, my dear wife.” 
 
    
    Rosa watched Sophia with a smile, but she didn’t say anything. Doc had been told, his wives already knew, and now, it was up to Sophia to make the next move. Rosa enjoyed some of the thoughts Sophia had in regard to what dessert might mean in the future. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled a shuddering breath as his body relaxed. “Had to get that in because I’m leaving, Weed?” 
 
    
    There was a sound of agreement before Rosa cleared her throat. “You will be gone with Ayla all day, Doc. I will be staying home with Fiala to help as much as I can.” 
 
    
    “Not going to complain about waking up that way,” Doc said as he sat up. “Are they waiting for me?” 
 
    
    “I’m sure one of them will be coming up to get you soon,” Rosa smiled. “Ayla wanted me to verify something. You are fine with them having fun with Sophia, right? We told her it was alright, but she asked me to check again.” 
 
    
    “Like I told Fiala, Lia, and you before, if she’s willing, they have my approval. No waking dreams, though.” 
 
    
    Rosa giggled. “I won’t do that. I should say I would have no need. She is a little worried about me right now, but she has been entertaining thoughts. Especially last night when dessert was mentioned.” 
 
    
    Doc got out of bed. “Yeah, better get dressed.” 
 
    
    “Or you will be delayed,” Rosa giggled. “I’d gladly delay you for hours.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, yeah you would,” Doc laughed. “Get your dress on and get.” 
 
    
    Rosa got out of bed, stretching languidly. “As you command, Voice.” 
 
    
    “Brat,” Doc chuckled darkly. “Tonight, I might just make you sit out for all the fun.” 
 
    
    Rosa shuddered, gasping as she steadied herself against the bed. “As the Voice commands.” 
 
    
    “You’re impossible,” Doc snorted. 
 
    
    “And you love me,” Rosa whispered with a delighted shiver. “Oh, those emotions and thoughts make me so happy.” 
 
    
    “Wear the blue dress today,” Doc said, having turned away from her. “It makes your hair and eyes stand out more.” 
 
    
    “As you wish, Doc.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was only five minutes later when they joined the others in the dining room. Doc greeted them, as he was the last one to the table. 
 
    
    “Harrid, going to be joining us for breakfast?” Doc asked as he took a seat. 
 
    
    “I offered, since he can eat better here,” Fiala said from the kitchen. 
 
    
    “I am grateful. The food is delicious, but it also means I’m on hand if he needs to leave quickly,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “You can have the day off,” Doc said. “I’m just going to the cliff with Ayla to pay respects to her mother.” 
 
    
    “I’m your bodyguard, Shaman. It is impossible to do my job if I am not present. I will take days off when you are absolutely staying home.” 
 
    
    “There won’t be any dang—” Doc began. 
 
    
    “You told me to tell you when you aren’t valuing your safety enough,” Harrid cut him off. “This is one of those times.” 
 
    
    “Harrid does have a point,” Lia said. “Is it likely you’ll run into trouble? No. But with the troubles in town, keeping him with you makes sense.” 
 
    
    “Okay,” Doc said. “We’ll be grabbing horses from the stables after breakfast.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Harrid nodded. 
 
    
    “Doc, did Rosa talk with you?” Fiala asked. “I was going to have her stay home.” 
 
    
    “She told me,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “We’ll be gone most of the day,” Ayla said. “I want to spend a few hours with her, at least.” 
 
    
    “That’s fine,” Lia said softly. “It’s good that you are going. I wasn’t sure if you were going to follow tradition or not.” 
 
    
    “I always wanted to,” Ayla replied. “The day just snuck up on me with everything going on.” 
 
    
    “Oh... today is the day of her passing?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Yes, which is why I suggested today and not later.” 
 
    
    “Makes it even more important.” 
 
    
    Sophia leaned over toward Lia and asked softly, “Elvish tradition?” 
 
    
    “Yes. Most tribes do the same... visiting the graves of your loved ones on the day they passed to remember them. We still mark the day if we are too far away to visit them.” 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “Of course.” 
 
    
    “Breakfast is ready,” Sonya said from the kitchen. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    “Good morning. How can we help you?” the receptionist inside the stables asked. 
 
    
    “I need two horses for the day,” Doc said. “One for a dwarf, and the other will be riding double.” 
 
    
    “Just for the day? So not going to the mine?” 
 
    
    “To the cliffs,” Doc said somberly. 
 
    
    “Ah, I’m sorry,” the man said. “Two for the day will run you a hundred and twenty. We’ll buy them back at our normal rates when you bring them in.” 
 
    
    Doc placed six shiny twenty-dollar gold coins on the counter. “Here you go.” 
 
    
    The receptionist was quick to scoop them up. “Thank you, Mr. Holyday. I had a question, sir, if it’s okay? Is it true you had the deed to this place like the general store, but gave it back to Suez?” 
 
    
    Doc was surprised that the receptionist knew, much less asked the question. “Yes. He gave up a lot in return.” 
 
    
    “Wish you’d kept us,” the man sighed. “Here’s your chits.” 
 
    
    “I might get the deed back again soon,” Doc said. “Side-bets during tournaments are a thing.” 
 
    
    “Will you keep it this time?” 
 
    
    “If I win it again, yes. Then, I’ll do what I did with the general store. You’re related to Josep?” 
 
    
    “He’s my uncle,” the receptionist smiled. “My father used to run the counter…” He trailed off as his voice grew somber. 
 
    
    “What’s your name?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Abraham Ferrier, sir.” 
 
    
    “If I get the deed again, you’ll get the same deal as the general store. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, sir,” Abraham said, extending his hand. “We’ve heard of all you’re doing. We’ll be hoping for your side-bets to come in during the tournament.” 
 
    
    “Me, too,” Doc laughed, shaking hands with him. 
 
    
    “Oh, here.” Abraham quickly pulled out two chits. “You know how this works.” 
 
    
    “I do, indeed,” Doc said. “See you later today.” 
 
    
    Stepping out the side door into the stables, Doc headed for Josep. The older man was chewing his tobacco, but straightened up when he saw Doc. 
 
    
    “Mine trip?” Josep asked before spitting to the side. 
 
    
    “Day trip to the cliffs,” Doc said, handing over the chits. 
 
    
    “Hmm...” Josep mused, looking at the two tokens. “Philup, number five and seven.” 
 
    
    “On it, Pa,” the younger man said, rushing off to get the horses. 
 
    
    “I didn’t know Abraham was related to you two.” 
 
    
    “My brother had more schoolin’, and I was good with animals, so we went in together to make this place. May he rest in peace.” 
 
    
    “May he rest in peace,” Doc echoed somberly. 
 
    
    “You’ve done good by us,” Josep said. “Wish you’d kept the deed.” 
 
    
    “I hope to get it back in less than a week.” 
 
    
    Spitting to the side, Josep nodded. “Gambling?” 
 
    
    “How property always seems to change hands in this town.” 
 
    
    “I’d wish ya luck, but that seems… silly.” 
 
    
    Doc laughed. “She favors me, but I don’t win them all.” 
 
    
    “Huh... guess even gods ain’t perfect.” 
 
    
    “No, they make mistakes, too. If they didn’t… the world would be a far different place.” 
 
    
    “I got the horses,” Philup said, heading their way. 
 
    
    “Have a safe trip,” Josep told Doc. 
 
    
    “From your lips to Luck’s ears,” Doc grinned. “Have a good day.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    The trip out of town to the cliffs was quiet. Harrid looked uncomfortable on the horse, but was able to ride. Ayla rode sidesaddle behind Doc, holding him as they went. 
 
    
    “Never thought about the cliffs much,” Doc said. “They’ve always been used for burials?” 
 
    
    “The tribe has used them for a long time. The town put a graveyard at the base a while back. The cost to dig out a niche in the cliffs was more than most wanted to spend.” 
 
    
    “This was part of your debt?” 
 
    
    “Yes. The house and the funeral,” Ayla replied softly. 
 
    
    “The new road is up to the north?” Doc asked to change the subject. 
 
    
    “Yes. From what I’ve been told, the cutting is going smoothly. The original plan was changed by the dwarves after they had a look at the cliffs. Instead of a zigzag up, we’re going straight toward the mine at a decent incline.” 
 
    
    “Not too steep for coming down with a full load,” Harrid added, “nor too much for a full load going up.” 
 
    
    “It should take a full day off the trip,” Ayla finished. 
 
    
    “That’s good. So it’ll take just over a full day for them to come in?” 
 
    
    “Instead of nearly three,” Ayla nodded. “You can do it in two with just a horse, but the wagon takes three, normally. I was going to take Rosa back out there in the next day or two.” 
 
    
    “She helps?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Makes it easier for the dwarves to work,” Ayla replied. “She speeds things up.” 
 
    
    “Hmm... tomorrow,” Doc said. “The day after, we’ll have people to vet for the Lily, and then there’s the tournaments the days after that.” 
 
    
    “Okay,” Ayla nodded. “I’ll tell her when we get home.” 
 
    
    “Speaking of the helpful weed,” Doc chuckled, then lowered his voice, “I approve of you all having fun with Sophia. She told me you were unsure, so I’m telling you myself now.” 
 
    
    Ayla gave him a squeeze. “Thank you. We want her to know we’re all interested. She’s made comments that make me think she is, as well. Like us, though, she knows there are rules. I really hoped that Fiala was right, but I didn’t want to make a mistake.” 
 
    
    “Have fun. I approve of her, Jesamin, Lotus, and Jasmine.” 
 
    
    “All of them?” Ayla murmured, holding him tight. “Fiala wanted me to tell you that, if we have approval, so do you. I’ve agreed with those who’ve come before, and the others do too. Sophia is the only one we’re thinking of as another wife.” 
 
    
    “That’ll be six,” Doc chuckled. “Might need to call it there.” 
 
    
    Ayla giggled. “Don’t want to have more wives than days in the week.” 
 
    
    “I don’t. Besides, I’ll have the very best wives, as it is. Already have most of them.” 
 
    
    “And we have the best man,” Ayla replied huskily, then kissed the back of his neck. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    There were metal rings sunk into the rock face, as well as rough-hewn steps that climbed the cliff. Ayla had Doc tie off the horses using one of the rings. 
 
    
    “She’s this way,” Ayla said, taking his hand. “Harrid, do you mind?” 
 
    
    “No, ma’am. I’ll wait here with the horses.” 
 
    
    “Thank you.” 
 
    
    Doc let her lead him down the cliff, then up some of the stone stairs. They climbed a good fifty-feet up the cliff before she took a small path along the facing. Five niches down, she stepped in. 
 
    
    “Mother, I have come to visit,” Ayla said softly, sadness in her voice. “I wanted you to meet someone. This is Doc Holyday, my husband.” 
 
    
    Doc was surprised at the tomb. It was a stone block that had small holes in the sides. The top slab had a name and dates etched into it. Doc figured the holes were to help the body to decay. 
 
    
    “Ma’am, it’s an honor to meet you,” Doc said, removing his hat. 
 
    
    Ayla held out her hand to him, and he went to her side instantly. “Let me tell you about my husband.” 
 
    
    Doc held Ayla with an arm around her waist as she cried and told her mother about him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The day after they visited Ayla’s mother, Doc went back to helping the sick. There were more than a few, since he’d missed a couple of days. Rosa was there after midday, which made helping everyone easier. 
 
    
    Doc settled into what he thought of as his office, with Rosa kneeling between him and Lia. Cassia was sitting to Lia’s right and Lotus on Doc’s left, filling that entire side of the table. 
 
    
    “There are going to be fifteen people,” Lia said. “We won’t hire all of them for the Lily, but with Doc owning the Gold Strike, we might send a few there to help Jeb and Bubba.” 
 
    
    “We’re just here to watch and learn?” Lotus asked. 
 
    
    “Mostly, but after the first one or two, you can join in,” Lia replied. 
 
    
    “So it will be dealers, and perhaps a bartender or two?” Cassia clarified. 
 
    
    “For here, yes. Dealers, bartenders, waitresses, and companion girls for the Gold Strike,” Doc answered her. “We can consider them for positions at the Springs, as well.” 
 
    
    “A wide selection, then,” Lotus smiled. “Are you sure about the offer, Lia?” 
 
    
    “I am. Doc?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “I suggested it. I have to have people I trust in charge of it.” 
 
    
    Lotus smiled, putting her hand on his knee. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    
    “I know that you and Jasmine both will,” Doc grinned at her. “Posy should be here soon.” 
 
    
    Harrid opened the door at the knock, allowing Posy and a raccoon bestial into the room. The woman had the striped tail and white-edged, furred ears of her heritage. Crossing the room, the bestial looked nervous as she looked over all the people sitting at the table. 
 
    
    “Have a seat,” Lia greeted the woman. “I’m Lia, and this is Doc. We’re the owners of the Lily. These are my assistants, Cassia and Lotus.” 
 
    
    “I’m Eugena Walt, ma’am. I was told by a friend that you needed workers. It was surprising that you paid for my trip down from Furden.” 
 
    
    “Oh, yes,” Lia smiled. “You’ve had experience working at hotels.” 
 
    
    “Yes, ma’am. I’m sure I can learn how to deal poker quickly, though.” 
 
    
    “What jobs did you hold while you worked there?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Reception mostly, but I also did some cleaning.” 
 
    
    “How long did you work in the field?” 
 
    
    “I’ve never worked in a field, sir,” Eugena said slowly. 
 
    
    “How long have you worked in hotels?” Doc clarified. 
 
    
    “Two years in total, sir.” 
 
    
    “Have you had any experience with bartending or serving drinks?” Cassia asked. 
 
    
    “I did serve drinks for a few months. Never been behind the bar.” 
 
    
    “Well, we could try to teach you how to deal,” Doc said, “but I also have a hotel that could use good people. Ownership just changed, so we’ll be having some turnover there.” 
 
    
    “I’m not opposed to the idea,” Eugena smiled. “The pay has to be better than what I was getting in Furden.” 
 
    
    “We’ll be willing to work on the pay with you,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “I’d also like to see the hotel first,” Eugena said. “I don’t want to work in some places.” 
 
    
    Doc laughed. “That’s fair. Why don’t you take a look first, and then we can talk money?” 
 
    
    “I would be amenable to that, sir,” Eugena smiled. 
 
    
    “Have a seat in the front. As soon as we’re done here, Lotus can take you over,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Eugena looked at Lotus. “You work there?” 
 
    
    “I’ll be the manager,” Lotus smiled. 
 
    
    “Hmm... yes, I think I can work there, but I would still like to see it first.” Eugena got to her feet. “Thank you for seeing me. I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    
    “Hopefully, we won’t be long,” Doc replied, extending his hand to her. “Thank you.” 
 
    
    Eugena blinked at his hand before she gently shook it. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    
    When she left, Doc chuckled. “She’s fine.” 
 
    
    “Well, a miss for the Lily, but a good person for the Springs,” Lia said. “Posy should see her and bring the next one shortly.” 
 
    
    “Have Posy bring some tea up when she drops off the next person?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “I could use a cup,” Cassia said, touching her stomach. “Mint, preferably.” 
 
    
    “Everything okay?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “A little light nausea, but it’s better than it’s been.” 
 
    
    “Mint tea works for me,” Lotus said. 
 
    
    “We’ll all have mint,” Lia said. “How has the marshal been?” 
 
    
    “He’s concerned... that concern spiked when he read the papers from Digger. He told me he was going to be talking with Fido and Spot in the next few days.” 
 
    
    “He sees the trouble, then?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “I think he does,” Cassia said, “which makes me worry. If he gets enough evidence for corruption or worse, he’ll try arresting Grange.” 
 
    
    “And Dennis won’t go quietly,” Lia said softly. 
 
    
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    
    “Shit...” Doc exhaled. “If he goes to do that, you need to let us know. We might be able to help.” 
 
    
    “I will, Doc,” Cassia said softly. 
 
    
    The knock announced the next person, and they all tried to set aside their worries about the future, to do the job in front of them. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    “That took longer than I thought it would...” Lia sighed. 
 
    
    “I’m off to do a walk-through of the Springs with Lotus and the two we might hire,” Doc said as he stood up. 
 
    
    “I’m going to go rest,” Cassia said softly. “Thank you for approving my change of shift, Lia.” 
 
    
    “It works best for you,” Lia smiled. “I’ll have to rework everything in another day as it is, since Jasmine and Lotus are leaving.” 
 
    
    Doc kissed Lia’s cheek. “Rosa, stay with Lia. I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    
    “As you wish, Voice,” Rosa murmured from her spot on the floor. 
 
    
    “I’ll keep her entertained,” Lia said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    
    Doc shook his head. “Yeah, not even going to imagine.” 
 
    
    “He already is,” Rosa giggled, her eyes glowing as she looked up from the floor. 
 
    
    “Come on, Lotus, let’s go,” Doc laughed as he held out his hand for her. 
 
    
    “You need to warm me up first, Doc,” Lotus snickered. 
 
    
    “Oh, I would welcome her,” Rosa purred. 
 
    
    Cassia laughed. “You’re all so bad.” 
 
    
    Doc just shook his head as he left the room with Lotus beside him and Harrid trailing them. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    The walk over to the Springs wasn’t bad— it was only a short way off the main street, and was one of the tallest buildings in town. The exterior was in decent repair, but Doc could see where it needed some touch-ups on the paint at least. 
 
    
    The double doors opened into the lobby. It was spacious, but not as well planned out as Doc thought it would be. There were only two chairs and no tables, dividers, or anything else to break up the large space. The silver chandelier held five lanterns that helped illuminate the front room, along with two massive bay windows that flanked the doors. 
 
    
    The older man behind the counter sniffed in disdain when he saw the group. He waited for them to get closer as his lip curled up in a slight sneer. “I’m sorry, we can’t assist you. We have standards.” 
 
    
    Doc smiled widely. “What’s your name?” 
 
    
    “Alvin, sir.” 
 
    
    “You’re fired,” Doc told him. 
 
    
    “What? You aren’t the manager, nor the owner,” Alvin scoffed. 
 
    
    “Actually,” Doc pulled out the paperwork he had brought with him, “I am.” 
 
    
    Alvin took the papers from him. As he read it, his eyes went wide. Swallowing, he looked up from the papers at Doc. “Sir, I—” 
 
    
    “Are fired,” Doc said simply. “I won’t tolerate bigotry.” 
 
    
    “Sir, please! Give me a chance!” Alvin said quickly. “It was policy before, and—!” 
 
    
    “One chance,” Doc said firmly. “I believe people should be given chances.” 
 
    
    Alvin visibly sagged in relief. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    
    “Let me introduce the new manager: Lotus.” 
 
    
    Alvin looked at Lotus and his brow furrowed gently. “Lotus… weren’t you—?” He cut himself off. 
 
    
    “Before we had more choices,” Lotus said stiffly. “I remember you, too. Doc...” she asked, turning to look at him, “I’m the manager?” 
 
    
    “Yup. Going to go find the current one and let him know.” 
 
    
    Lotus turned back to Alvin. “One misstep and I’ll throw you out. I remember all the things you said, but Doc has offered you a chance.” 
 
    
    Alvin’s jaw clenched briefly, but he bowed his head. “As you say.” 
 
    
    “Where’s the manager?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “In his office, sir,” Alvin swallowed. “Right back there.” He pointed to a door behind the counter. 
 
    
    “Thanks,” Doc said. “Ladies, please wait here,” Doc told Eugena and Anita, a half-elf woman. “I’ll be right back so we can take a full tour.” 
 
    
    Doc walked around the counter to the manager’s office. Now that he looked at it, he noticed it was marked. He didn’t knock, just walking right in. Standing in the doorway, he didn’t bother to apologize for interrupting. 
 
    
    The manager stared at him before he pulled a woman’s head out of his lap and covered himself. “This is a private offi—!” 
 
    
    “Which I own,” Doc cut the man off. “Miss, you might want to get back to work.” 
 
    
    The woman, clearly wearing a maid’s outfit, looked mortified and rushed out of the room, covering her face as she went. 
 
    
    “I’ll call the sheriff!” the manager snarled as he struggled to put himself away. 
 
    
    “Go ahead. I’ll have him toss you out,” Doc said simply. 
 
    
    “The owner of this place is the Goodman estate,” the manager said, rising to his feet now that he was back in his pants. 
 
    
    “Was.” Doc crossed over to the desk and set the paperwork on it. “Read.” 
 
    
    The manager snarled as he snatched up the documents. His expression froze as he read through the entire thing, and the color drained from his face. When he set it down, he swallowed hard. 
 
    
    “Now, who owns this place?” Doc asked simply. 
 
    
    “It appears you do…sir.” 
 
    
    “Good. Assemble all the staff on duty. I want them in the lobby in three minutes. Oh, and what’s your name?” 
 
    
    “Evan Brown, sir.” 
 
    
    “Well, Brown, get going.” 
 
    
    Evan left at a dignified stalk. 
 
    
    Doc motioned Lotus into the room and shut the door. “I’ll get you a new chair before you take over.” 
 
    
    “Thank you. I feel bad for the maid.” 
 
    
    “Well, she won’t have to do that anymore.” 
 
    
    “Maybe she was doing it because she wanted to?” Lotus hedged. 
 
    
    “If she was, then feel free,” Doc said. “I know you won’t coerce any of them. That guy, though... yeah, he would.” 
 
    
    “Agreed.” 
 
    
    “Tell me about Alvin.” 
 
    
    “He was a customer at the Lily before you came to town. He was okay to start with, but when we went to the room, things went badly. He used a lot of names I didn’t care for, but he’d already paid, so…” She trailed off with a shrug. “I finished the job and never agreed again.” 
 
    
    “I see. Do you think he can do the job?” 
 
    
    “He’ll fail, but giving him rope is fine. I was thinking... in some of the bigger towns or cities, they have a security guard on duty. What about Matt and Lawrence? Since Jeb and Bubba are going to the Gold Strike.” 
 
    
    “If you want them and we can afford them, you can have them,” Doc told her. “Talk to Ayla.” 
 
    
    Lotus gave him a small smile. “I will. Thank you.” 
 
    
    “Come on. Can’t let them think we’re as bad as them. Time for you to meet your employees. Or most of them, at least.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    
    Stepping out of the office, Doc looked at Alvin. “Find a different chair for the office.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir. Evan said you wanted us all here?” 
 
    
    “You’ve already met me. Go on.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Alvin said, leaving to go take care of his task. 
 
    
    Evan came down the stairway on the far side of the room. Five women— all in maid uniforms— trailed him, looking terrified. 
 
    
    “Eugena, Anita, come over here, please,” Doc said softly. 
 
    
    Both women went to the counter, then turned to face the others. 
 
    
    Evan moved to go behind the counter with Doc, but Doc held up his hand and shook his head. “Stop there, Brown.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Evan said stiffly. 
 
    
    “Harrid, accompany Brown into the office so he can collect his things and only his things. He’s fired, effective immediately.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “What?! You can’t do that!” Evan snapped. 
 
    
    “Just did. You want to fight it, get a lawyer,” Doc shrugged. “Now, ladies,” he said gently, turning toward the maids, “I apologize for the previous manager. What came before won’t be happening going forward.” 
 
    
    “I’ll see you in court!” Evan snarled. 
 
    
    “No, you’ll see my attorney,” Doc shrugged. “If you sue me falsely, I’ll countersue, so make sure you have a case. Now get out.” 
 
    
    The five maids looked shocked, and the one who’d been in the office with Evan was on the verge of tears. 
 
    
    Harrid followed Evan into the office and was back out a minute later. “He took a few things, but nothing of importance. Unless you think a pen is worth it?” 
 
    
    “He’s fine,” Doc replied before turning to the maids again. “Ladies, I don’t know if he coerced any of you into… things.” 
 
    
    The one maid hiccupped, tears falling as she tried to not cry. 
 
    
    “That won’t happen ever again.” 
 
    
    “He said we’d be fired if we didn’t,” one of the others said tightly. 
 
    
    “As you can see, he doesn’t have that power anymore. Let me introduce the new manager,” Doc said, motioning to Lotus. “She’ll be taking over, along with an assistant. These two might be joining the staff, as well.” 
 
    
    “There’s not enough work for us as it is,” the one who spoke before said. 
 
    
    “What’s your name?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Barbara, sir.” 
 
    
    “Well, Barbara, things will be busy for a few days here in the near future, and I expect it to get busier in town before a couple of years go by. A small loss now for loyal employees when we need them is doable.” 
 
    
    The maids stared at him, even the one who’d been crying. 
 
    
    “How many people are currently here?” 
 
    
    “One,” Barbara said. 
 
    
    “Now, a big question: can you work with Lotus?” 
 
    
    “Yes,” four of them said, but the last one grimaced. 
 
    
    “Miss? Is it because she’s bestial?” Doc asked politely. 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    “I see. Get your things. You’re fired.” 
 
    
    The woman started cussing before she stormed away. Doc was a little impressed with her inventiveness for some of the curses. 
 
    
    “Ladies,” Doc said after motioning for Harrid to follow the woman, “the Springs is now open to everyone. It’s no longer a humanist-only establishment. That means business will pick up. Treat our guests with respect and they will do the same to you. Any guest who treats you poorly will be tossed out. Lotus has full authority to do so. Any questions?” 
 
    
    “You’re the faith healer, aren’t you?” Barbara asked. 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    “One of my friends saw you,” Barbara grinned. “She’s expecting a kid now. Couldn’t have them for years, and now, she’s pregnant. I’ll do my best for you.” 
 
    
    The others all chimed in that they would do their best, too. 
 
    
    “Okay, I need a tour. Barbara, can you help with that?” 
 
    
    “Of course, sir,” Barbara said. 
 
    
    “I have the chair, sir,” Alvin said, carrying a chair toward them. 
 
    
    “Sir,” Barbara said, “Alvin here hates bestials. Thinks they’re pets.” 
 
    
    “What? No I don’t!” Alvin snapped. 
 
    
    “Barbara, I promised him a chance,” Doc said. “I appreciate you telling me, but everyone should have the chance to change.” 
 
    
    “But—!” one of the maids began. 
 
    
    “She didn’t even ask for a chance, and frankly, after hearing Evan was using you, he was never going to get one either,” Doc cut her off gently. 
 
    
    “I can show you around, sir,” Barbara said. 
 
    
    “Thank you. The rest of you, back to work,” Doc said. “Lotus will be meeting with each of you in the near future. I find knowing your employees makes it easier to work with them. Thank you for your service, and we will be doing our best to make things better.” 
 
    
    Barbara nodded, waiting for Doc and the others to come out from behind the counter. 
 
    
    “Harrid, wait here, please. We’ll be back shortly,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Harrid said slowly. 
 
    
    Doc caught his eyes, glanced at Alvin, then smiled. 
 
    
    Harrid nodded. 
 
    
    “Eugena, Anita, Lotus, you ready?” Doc asked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Amazing as always, Heather.” 
 
    
    “Thanks for playing with me, Doc. Did you like my song?” 
 
    
    “It was very touching. How did Oliver like it?” 
 
    
    Heather smiled broadly. “He had to wipe away tears, then asked me to play it again.” 
 
    
    “I haven’t talked with him yet, as the house is still being used for another week or two, but I have a property he’ll probably be interested in,” Doc told her as he picked up his mug and took a drink. 
 
    
    “Really?” Heather asked hopefully. 
 
    
    “It has a piano in it,” Doc grinned at her. “I wonder if he’ll have anyone over to play it?” 
 
    
    Heather laughed. “I’m sure he will.” 
 
    
    “Figured if he had a nice home, he’d be more inclined to stay longer. Maybe a place he could offer up as part of a bridal tradition?” 
 
    
    “I don’t really follow the elven traditions, though I would love to see if he could write out a song for me.” 
 
    
    “Which would be two of four,” Doc chuckled. 
 
    
    “Go on,” Heather said, shooing him away. “Until it happens, you’re just getting my hopes up.” 
 
    
    “Maybe, or perhaps I’m just hopeful for a friend.” Doc looked over to see Peabody coming from the far side of the Lily. “Here he comes now.” 
 
    
    Heather looked over her shoulder and beamed at Peabody. Peabody’s stern face melted into happiness when he saw her smiling at him. 
 
    
    “Hey, you going to play more or talk all night?!” someone called out from the crowd that’d formed. 
 
    
    Heather glanced at the throng and snorted. “I always play, but even I need breaks. Now, onto a song of my own creation for a special man.” 
 
    
    Peabody paused at the bar to get some wine, smiling at Heather’s declaration. Doc wandered over to him, listening to the song she played. 
 
    
    “If you have a minute after this?” Doc asked softly. 
 
    
    Peabody nodded absently, his eyes fixed on Heather. 
 
    
    When the song ended, Peabody dabbed at his eyes, then turned toward Doc. “How can I help you, Doc?” 
 
    
    “You’re still looking for permanent lodgings, right?” 
 
    
    “Yes. Prices in this town are higher than anticipated.” 
 
    
    “I’ll have a home available in two weeks. As for price, we can work out a deal. It may even be a long-term deal. It’s spacious and has many specialized rooms that a refined gentleman would enjoy, including a music room with a grand piano.” 
 
    
    Peabody had looked indifferent until the piano was mentioned. “How much, and who owned it?” 
 
    
    “Price can be negotiated. Ayla handles all that for me because she’s better at it. As for who owned it, Goodman. I bought it and a lot of other properties from his son the other day.” 
 
    
    “That will make it difficult for us to recover anything from the theft,” Peabody said. 
 
    
    “His son wasn’t involved,” Doc said softly. “Goodman stopped caring for him when he fell sick.” 
 
    
    “I see. You’ve helped him with that?” 
 
    
    “I’m sure he gave us a discount because of it.” 
 
    
    “Very well. I’ll close it out. I was going to bring it to Grange tomorrow. Instead, I’ll message Roquefell about my decision.” 
 
    
    “Thanks.” 
 
    
    “I’m sure you’ll factor that into the house.” 
 
    
    Doc laughed. “I’ll tell Ayla.” 
 
    
    Peabody glanced at Heather as she started playing another song. “Can you look at something for me?” 
 
    
    “Sure.” 
 
    
    Peabody pulled out some papers, passing them to Doc surreptitiously. Doc was intrigued, so he turned away from Heather and opened them. He grinned when he saw the sheet music. Focusing, he tried to hear the song as he read it. After a few minutes, he folded them back up, then made sure Heather was preoccupied before he slipped them back to Peabody. 
 
    
    “The music is soft and sweet. You need words. It’s obviously a love song.” 
 
    
    “That is where I am having trouble,” Peabody said. “Every time I try to put words to it, they all seem to pale compared to her.” 
 
    
    “I can see the trouble,” Doc nodded. “Words fail to describe her and your love for her?” 
 
    
    “Exactly.” 
 
    
    Doc was about to reply, but the song ended. Instead, he stayed quiet, giving Heather a grin. Peabody was also smiling at Heather when she saw them. She grinned back and launched into another happy song. 
 
    
    “If you don’t have the right words, go with the ones that feel the best as they come to you. Heather will love them because, no matter what they are, they came from you,” Doc said, glad the music would cover up their quiet conversation. 
 
    
    Peabody swallowed down his wine in an ungentlemanly way, then exhaled a long, shuddering breath. “I just worry that she’ll hate it… and then me.” 
 
    
    “Oliver,” Doc said, resting a hand on his shoulder, “unless you tell her you hate her, she won’t hate you. She loves you just as much. Her song tells everyone that. Don’t let fear stop you— keep putting one foot in front of the other. Trust in your heart.” 
 
    
    Taking another deep breath, Peabody nodded. “Yes... I can do that. I’ll work on it tomorrow and give it to her then.” 
 
    
    “She’ll probably cry in happiness. If you want to surprise her the most, I’ll be here tomorrow. I’ll play your song to her first so she can experience it. We can ask Cassia to sing it. That means we might need to wait until after the big tournament, but that might be for the best, so there are no distractions for her.” 
 
    
    “I see...” Peabody nodded. “I’ll consider it.” 
 
    
    “I’ll make sure to be ready. Make sure to give Cassia at least a day to memorize it, too,” Doc said. “I need to make it home for dinner, so pardon me.” 
 
    
    “Yes, of course,” Peabody said, then he extended his hand to Doc. “Thank you.” 
 
    
    Doc shook his hand, then clapped him on the shoulder. “Friends, Oliver, help each other.” 
 
    
    “Yes. I… don’t have many of those.” 
 
    
    “You do now,” Doc grinned. “Have a good night.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc rubbed his stomach. “Fabulous, Fiala. Sorry for being as late as I was.” 
 
    
    “You made it before dinner was ready,” Fiala said, “so it’s fine.” 
 
    
    “Now that dinner is done, we can talk about the day,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Ayla grabbed her folder, ready to take notes, as she was sure he had things for her to handle. “I’m ready.” 
 
    
    “Okay, let’s start with the Springs,” Doc said. “The former manager might try to sue me for firing him. He was forcing one of the maids to ‘service’ him. She didn’t want to make a deal about it, so I told her we wouldn’t. He was still yelling about suing, so you might have something to deal with shortly, Sophia.” 
 
    
    “Understood,” Sophia said, making a few notes. 
 
    
    “The current receptionist is on thin ice and might be fired in a few days. I’m giving him rope right now.” 
 
    
    “Humanist?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “Of course. One of the maids refused to work nicely with Lotus, so she was terminated. The Springs needs some work done to it, so we’ll need the Beavertons to help there. Lotus also wants to talk to you, Ayla, about costs and staff.” 
 
    
    “I’ll make time with her tomorrow,” Ayla nodded, taking notes. 
 
    
    “We have eight staff for the Lily, two for the Springs, and four for the Gold Strike. I sent one of the applicants back to Furden,” Lia added. 
 
    
    “She had a faint tinge of Darkness to her,” Doc said. “She wasn’t subsumed by it, and I cleansed it, but she wasn’t right for us.” 
 
    
    “There are a lot of people who get touched by it,” Lia said sadly. 
 
    
    “How do you find so many women named after flowers?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “It just seems to happen. I never really questioned it.” 
 
    
    “Maybe Luck?” Sonya suggested. “She wanted you here, Doc. Maybe the Lily is special to her, too.” 
 
    
    “They do share a name,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “What?” The question came from most of them. 
 
    
    “I never told you her full name, did I?” Doc chuckled. “She had me call her Lilly, but her full name is Lillianna Uma Caroline Kingmaker.” 
 
    
    “That explains your interest in me,” Lia laughed. “I have the same name as a goddess.” 
 
    
    “And your home is named the same as her nickname,” Sophia said. “Yes... she had plans for Doc.” 
 
    
    “I wouldn’t trade this life for anything,” Doc said softly. 
 
    
    “None of us would, either,” Sonya said. 
 
    
    Everyone nodded in agreement, including Sophia. 
 
    
    “We’ve had five people take rooms today,” Lia said. “All of them were in fine suits, and each expressed interest in the tournaments.” 
 
    
    “We had three show up at the Gold Strike before I left there,” Doc added. 
 
    
    “What are the new girls going to be doing during the next couple of days?” Fiala asked. 
 
    
    “Serving drinks, mostly. One of them was a dealer before, and she was quick to understand our game, so I’ll use her as a breaker. One of them had been a bartender, so she’ll be taking over for Lotus. Petunia will be taking over for Cassia, who took Jasmine’s early shift.” 
 
    
    “Did Jeb and Bubba agree to take over the Gold Strike?” Doc asked Lia. 
 
    
    “Yes. They’ll meet you tomorrow to go over and accept the management positions. If you can take the girls with you, then everyone can settle in together.” 
 
    
    “The church isn’t going to like us giving more jobs to bestials, half-elves, and half-dwarves,” Fiala said. 
 
    
    “It might strain things more, but I have one more card to play for McIan that should buy us more time,” Doc said. “Sophia, I need you to mock up a contract. It’ll read like I’m giving everything over to the church.” 
 
    
    Everyone stared at Doc, and he chuckled. “We won’t be signing and sealing it. It’s the next hook for him. I’ll show it to him, dangle it in front of him, saying it’s for when I go to ‘redeem’ myself. He was excited enough about Rosa and the heretics being handed over to him. If I give him all my property, too…” 
 
    
    Sophia nodded. “I’ll draw one up, but I’ll make sure that even if it’s signed and sealed, it can be wiggled out of.” 
 
    
    “I doubt he knows contracts, so that should work.” 
 
    
    “When do you expect him to come to you again?” Ayla asked. 
 
    
    “After the tournament. I’ll take a lot from Suez at that point, and McIan will think it’s time. But Suez will probably be upset with me by then, and will need to be dealt with first.” 
 
    
    “Have you thought of asking Ivan or Burk to take over as foreman for Goodman’s mine?” Sonya asked. 
 
    
    “Hmm... good point. When they come into town next, we should ask. If I can get Suez’s mine, as well, we’ll include that one.” 
 
    
    “You’re not joining the tournament tomorrow, right?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “I’ll only join the yearly the day after,” Doc said. “I think that covers everything.” 
 
    
    “We should head to bed, then,” Fiala said. 
 
    
    “After dishes,” Sonya said. 
 
    
    “I’ll do them,” Sophia offered, getting up. “I want to help out around here.” 
 
    
    Lia smiled as she stood up. “We accept, Sophia. We’ll make it up to you later.” 
 
    
    Sophia flushed slightly. “Oh...? There’s no need.” 
 
    
    “Maybe not a need, but we want to,” Ayla smiled. 
 
    
    Doc left them talking as he walked away. Maybe she’ll say something soon? It might take until we leave town... Hmm, a trip to Furden before I finish with McIan wouldn’t be a terrible idea, right? Considering that, Doc went to bathe before bed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Catching his breath, Doc watched Ayla feed Rosa what she’d gotten from him. “Damn, ladies... I love waking up that way.” 
 
    
    “We all love to wake you this way,” Ayla said, once her mouth was clear. “I’d have kept it for myself, but we need to keep our Weed in peak condition.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, mistress,” Rosa purred happily. 
 
    
    “Sonya will be nearly finished with breakfast by now,” Ayla said, getting out of bed and smoothing her pants. 
 
    
    “Fiala went to help Lia with the tournament?” Doc asked as he watched Ayla and Rosa get ready to leave the room. 
 
    
    “Yes. She’ll help tomorrow, but after that, she’ll be staying home. With the extra help, she won’t be needed there anymore.” 
 
    
    “She’s fine with that,” Rosa added for Doc’s benefit. “Fiala has been thinking of other ways to help the family.” 
 
    
    “She’s a good wife, much like you two,” Doc murmured as he finally sat up. 
 
    
    “We all want to do our best for our family,” Ayla smiled. “I’m off to speak with Lotus and Jasmine about the Springs.” 
 
    
    “I will go help with breakfast,” Rosa said, her eyes glowing when she looked back at Doc. “Feel free to feed me when you come down.” 
 
    
    “Insatiable,” Doc laughed. 
 
    
    It took him a little while to get dressed. His dark blue suit with a black shirt and blue tie had him feeling dapper. He felt odd wearing his boots with the suit— he knew he needed to see about getting some dress shoes when they got to the city. Out here, boots just worked better, but they would look well out of place in society. 
 
    
    “Maybe I should go make sure he actually got out of bed,” Sonya was saying as Doc came down the hall. 
 
    
    “Sadly, I’m here,” Doc chuckled as he entered the room. “I might have stayed in bed if I’d known.” 
 
    
    “You have things to do,” Sonya said. “I would love to have more time with you, but I also won’t make you miss meetings.” 
 
    
    “Good morning, Doc,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “Good morning to you. Staying in to work?” 
 
    
    “I’ll be going to see my mother and let her know about the potential lawsuit. I’m going to have her handle it for the company so I can continue to do my research on other topics.” 
 
    
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    
    “No tournament today?” Harrid asked. 
 
    
    “I’m going to the Gold Strike today to settle the new management in. I’ll probably swing by the Lily afterward to heal, and see if the new players are a challenge.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    
    “I’ll be with you?” Rosa asked from her spot beside his chair. 
 
    
    “Since I want to heal, yes.” Doc took his seat, then gave Sonya a smile. “Pancakes?” 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    Doc took the napkin from beside his plate and tucked it into his shirt collar. “I’ll just be careful. They look delicious.” 
 
    
    “They were very good,” Harrid said, sipping his coffee. “She fed me already.” 
 
    
    “Me, as well,” Sophia added as she sipped from her cup of tea. “I was about to go see my mother, but knew you were coming down. Since you don’t have anything for me to handle, I’ll get on with my task.” 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Doc mumbled around a bite of food. 
 
    
    “Not with your mouth full,” Sonya gently chided him. 
 
    
    Doc swallowed, then cleared his throat. “Thank you, Sophia. Have a good day.” 
 
    
    “I will, Doc. You, too.” 
 
    
    Doc watched her go out the back door, smiling as he watched her. 
 
    
    “She’d enjoy that,” Rosa murmured. 
 
    
    Sonya giggled. “Was he thinking of Sophia?” 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    “She has a nice ass,” Doc mumbled around another bite of food. 
 
    
    “Agreed,” Sonya smiled. “Now don’t talk with your mouth full.” 
 
    
    Doc swallowed before replying, “Yes, dear.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Jeb and Bubba were waiting at the Lily— both men had worn their best outfits, but neither of them owned a suit. 
 
    
    “We were shocked at the offer, sir,” Jeb said as they walked down the street. 
 
    
    “We need people we can trust,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Lia let us go, so it was really surprising for her to ask us to work for you again.” 
 
    
    “She liked you both, but she never would have had men in the Lily if not for Brand. When this came up, she was the one who suggested you both,” Doc told them. 
 
    
    “She did give us a generous amount of money when she let us go,” Jeb said. 
 
    
    “Very kind of her,” Bubba nodded. “We needed it, too, since Goodman didn’t want us in the Gold Strike. We’d been thinking of leaving town.” 
 
    
    “I’m glad you both stayed,” Doc chuckled. “You’re fine with being Jeb’s assistant?” 
 
    
    “He’s better at people than me,” Bubba said. 
 
    
    “As long as you’re both okay with it.” 
 
    
    “Lia said you want us to vet the dealers and get the companions to stop stealing and cheating. What if we have to fire too many?” Jeb asked. 
 
    
    “They’ll be working with you,” Doc said, motioning to the four women standing outside the Gold Strike. “Ladies, sorry for the delay.” 
 
    
    All of them replied that it was fine. As they did, Doc smiled at the diverse group: one half-dwarf, one half-elf, a dog bestial, and a rat bestial. 
 
    
    “I wonder if the manager here will be better than the one at the Springs,” Doc murmured as they entered the gambling hall. 
 
    
    There was a single cashier behind the cage and only one bull bestial on guard duty. Both of them looked surprised at the large group. 
 
    
    “Where’s the manager?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “In his office,” the cashier said. “Did you need chips?” 
 
    
    “No,” Doc smiled. “I’m here to see him.” 
 
    
    “Of course,” the woman looked at the people behind Doc. “Can I help the rest of you?” 
 
    
    “They’re with me,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “All of you are here to see him?” the cashier asked with curiosity. 
 
    
    “Changing of the guard,” Doc replied, watching the cashier frown. “Can you have someone take me to see him?” 
 
    
    The cashier looked to the guard. “Call for another.” 
 
    
    The bull bestial stuck his head into the room and asked for someone. A minute later, another bestial came into the front room. 
 
    
    “Take them to see the manager,” the cashier told the new guard. 
 
    
    “All of them?” 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    The bull bestial shrugged, then led them into the main room. “This way.” 
 
    
    They were taken upstairs to a door that Doc hadn’t noticed when he’d been on the second floor before. The guard knocked and waited for someone to yell at them. 
 
    
    “Sir, people for you,” the guard said before stepping back. 
 
    
    The manager sat behind an oak desk, going over paperwork. He looked up to see the group enter, his brow furrowing. “What the fuck is this?” 
 
    
    Doc pulled out the paperwork and handed it over. “New owner.” 
 
    
    The man read the paperwork twice before he nodded and handed it back to Doc. “What can I do for you, sir?” 
 
    
    “How many dealers on staff are cheaters?” Doc asked bluntly. 
 
    
    “Six.” 
 
    
    “How many of the companions steal from their marks?” 
 
    
    “Three, but that might be four now.” 
 
    
    Doc hesitated, surprised at the man being so honest. “Your name?” 
 
    
    “Guthrie Marker, sir.” 
 
    
    “Well, Guthrie, I was going to put these two in charge as manager and assistant manager.” 
 
    
    Guthrie sighed, nodding as he stood up. “I understand, sir.” 
 
    
    “But since you’re being forthright and honest, I might need to reconsider.” Doc turned to Bubba. “You were hesitant to be an assistant. Would you rather be a dealer?” 
 
    
    “Honestly, sir,” Jeb said, “Bubba and I would both rather be dealers. We’d love to take the high tables.” 
 
    
    Doc turned back to Guthrie, who looked a little shocked. “Answer me one question: Can you work with them?” Doc motioned to the four women near the door. 
 
    
    “Yes,” Guthrie said. “I… never held certain views.” He exhaled then went on. “My wife is partially mink bestial, sir.” 
 
    
    “This property is part of Luck’s Holdings. We only care about the best being hired, regardless of their heritage, and we do not allow any discrimination by management or fellow employees. Can you make that work, Guthrie?” 
 
    
    “I can fire them?” Guthrie looked excited. “Finally. I had to put up with so many comments.” 
 
    
    “Easy. We still need the place to run,” Doc said amiably. “Put Jeb and Bubba on the high rollers. These four can all deal.” Doc motioned toward the rat bestial. “Zeta a skilled bartender too, so I’d use her there instead.” 
 
    
    “Gladly. One of the people I’m going to fire is a bartender,” Guthrie laughed. “Today is my lucky day.” 
 
    
    Jeb laughed. “Doc and Luck are friends.” 
 
    
    Guthrie sobered, nodding. “I’ve heard. Sir, I will make this place so much better.” 
 
    
    “Get rid of the faro tables, and no adding hold’em,” Doc said. “That stays with the Lily.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Guthrie nodded. 
 
    
    “My financial officer will be by to talk numbers with you in a few days.” 
 
    
    “Goodman’s old secretary, right?” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Doc replied, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    
    “He was a fucking idiot for letting her get away. She’s sharp. You’d know, though. I heard you married her.” 
 
    
    “I did, indeed.” 
 
    
    “So much better than Goodman already,” Guthrie laughed. 
 
    
    Doc turned back to the six workers. “Did any of you have concerns or questions?” 
 
    
    No one spoke up, so Doc wished them all well and left the office. The second floor was empty, as the tables didn’t open up until the evening. 
 
    
    Doc turned to Rosa. “Weed, is he honest?” 
 
    
    Rosa gave him a smile. “He is. When he thought of his wife, I was able to see her and know that he loves her deeply. They’ve dealt with a lot of problems because of their love. This is the fifth town they’ve moved to, trying to find a place where they could be accepted.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Lady,” Doc exhaled. 
 
    
    “Guthrie will be a staunch supporter for you,” Rosa added. “He’s been hopeful you’d win the Gold Strike since he heard of you taking the general store. When you said he could stay on as manager, he was silently blessing you. He never once thought of stealing, either, so I do not think he is skimming the profits.” 
 
    
    “And the ones he was thinking of firing?” 
 
    
    “The few he pictured he had no good thoughts of. I do not believe he will be overly vindictive.” 
 
    
    “Good.” 
 
    
    “Back to the Lily for healing?” Harrid asked. 
 
    
    “Yes,” Doc said. “We’ll also be back in time to see the tournament start.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc was surprised when he entered the Lily— it was full of people. The tournament had already started, and every seat had someone in it. The second floor on the one side was full of people watching the games, too. 
 
    
    The biggest surprise was the man sitting at the bar. When Doc came inside, the man set his glass down and stood up. Doc gave him a nod, crossing the room to speak with him. 
 
    
    “Suez, I didn’t think you’d be here today.” 
 
    
    “I wished to speak with you, and it’s known that you’re here most of the time,” Suez said. “Do you have time?” 
 
    
    “I will make time for you,” Doc said. 
 
    
    As Doc motioned Suez toward the back hall, a rough-looking man got in the way. “I was here before him.” 
 
    
    “I’ll be healing after my meeting with Suez, sir. This is business, not healing.” 
 
    
    The man eyed Suez before taking his seat. “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Once they’d gotten up to the dining room, Doc motioned for Harrid to wait outside while Rosa followed Doc into the room. Harrid took up his position beside the door. 
 
    
    Suez waited by the table, feeling a small flicker of surprise when Doc had Harrid wait outside. Doc motioned for Suez to sit as he took a chair for himself. Rosa knelt beside Doc, her face pressed to the floor. 
 
    
    “What can I do for you, Suez?” 
 
    
    “I went to speak with Christopher Goodman yesterday. He’s always been sickly, and I figured he’d want to leave town with his father dead. I was surprised when he informed me that he’d already sold everything.” 
 
    
    “A couple days ago,” Doc said. “Expensive, and we’ll be paying it all off over the next few months, but well worth it.” 
 
    
    “Would you be willing to sell any of it?” 
 
    
    “Sell? Maybe. Ayla would know that better than me. I don’t handle the money.” 
 
    
    “I see...” Suez said stiffly, his smile slipping. 
 
    
    “I’ll probably use a few pieces of property during the tournament tomorrow,” Doc went on. “I know I’ll need them to match up with you.” 
 
    
    Suez’s smile came back. “Ah, yes. I’ll have to make sure to come with similar collateral for side-bets. I did notice a lot of new faces in the tournament downstairs.” 
 
    
    “Out-of-towners here for the big game,” Doc grinned. “Should make it interesting.” 
 
    
    “Oh, I’m sure it will be,” Suez agreed. “But besides us, who do you really expect to see at the end?” 
 
    
    “Smythe... maybe Kiddum? And perhaps a few of the cardsharps who came in today.” 
 
    
    “About what I thought, too.” 
 
    
    “Though with no limit, things might get surprising. It just takes some balls and the right run to end up at the last table.” 
 
    
    “After the tournament, if I don’t win some of the properties I want, would you be willing to sell?” Suez asked. 
 
    
    “If the price is right,” Doc nodded. “I’ll let Ayla know you’re interested, but let’s wait until after the tournament for that.” 
 
    
    “That would be fine with me,” Suez said, standing up. “You do know that the governor is going to be appointing a new mayor soon, right?” 
 
    
    “I’d heard that,” Doc nodded as he stood up. 
 
    
    “Not to brag too much, but I have it on good authority that I will be taking over that position.” 
 
    
    “The town would be much better off than when Goodman was the mayor,” Doc lied smoothly. “How did he beat you into the position?” 
 
    
    “I wasn’t in town during the election,” Suez shrugged. “If, for some reason, I’m not appointed, I can wait a year for the next election. I’ll win that one... unless you’re going to vie for it?” 
 
    
    “Politics aren’t for me,” Doc said. “I wish you luck on being appointed.” 
 
    
    “Thank you. I look forward to the game tomorrow.” 
 
    
    “I do, too,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Does that even work anymore?” Suez asked, motioning to Rosa. “I heard McIan broke it.” 
 
    
    “She’s been lesser since the preacher spoke to me,” Doc said a little tightly. 
 
    
    “Ah, yes. You are a publicly declared faith healer. Surprising that he hasn’t roused a mob to oust you.” 
 
    
    “I’ve listened to everything he’s told me,” Doc said, looking down. 
 
    
    “I see. Good day, Holyday.” 
 
    
    Doc looked up to see Suez striding away. Harrid entered the room once Suez had left. 
 
    
    “Everything okay?” Harrid asked. 
 
    
    “For me,” Doc said. “Rosa?” 
 
    
    “He was thinking only of how he will win the tournament and how many women will cling to him afterward. The thought of being mayor is just a step to him. His goal is to be governor in two election cycles.” 
 
    
    “Yeah... knew he was power-hungry,” Doc sighed. “Okay. Need to tell Posy to start sending people up.” 
 
    
    “I’ll let her know,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “Thanks.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Lia was sleeping beside him when Doc woke up. He knew she’d gotten home late last night. Smiling gently, he watched her sleep for a moment before brushing her hair out of her face. She murmured and twitched in her sleep. Leaning in, Doc kissed her softly. 
 
    
    “Good morning,” Lia mumbled when the kiss ended. 
 
    
    “It is. I rarely get to stay in bed with you.” 
 
    
    “We’re both going to be busy today,” Lia said, her eyes sharpening as she woke. 
 
    
    “Yeah, big day. My first move against Suez.” 
 
    
    “Second,” Lia corrected him, shifting over to hold him. “He sees you buying Goodman out as the first.” 
 
    
    “Probably right,” Doc agreed before kissing the tip of her ear. 
 
    
    Shivering, Lia squeezed him. “If you keep doing that, we’ll be late.” 
 
    
    “Then I won’t do it again... right now, at least, my dear wife,” Doc whispered. “I’ll make sure to give them more attention next time.” 
 
    
    “You are a wonderful husband,” Lia murmured, then changed the topic back. “If you upset him enough, he’ll sic Kiddum on you.” 
 
    
    “With the way he uses his guns, it will be dangerous. I’ve been looking for ways to stay safe from that eventuality. I have enough faith for what I want to do, but it would clean me out.” 
 
    
    “If it will keep you safe, please do it.” 
 
    
    “Okay,” Doc agreed. “We need to get out of bed, too.” 
 
    
    Lia smiled at him. Leaning forward, she kissed him passionately for a long moment, then broke it and rolled away from him. “Yes, we do.” 
 
    
    “Fuck... that was mean,” Doc sighed as he watched her get out of bed. 
 
    
    “A little. It made me happy, though.” 
 
    
    “Well, then, I guess it’ll accept it. Keeping my wives happy is something I deeply care about.” 
 
    
    “We know,” Lia said as she grabbed her clothing for the day. “Besides, if you had real trouble, we both know that our wives would be glad to help ease any hardships you have.” 
 
    
    “There is that,” Doc laughed. “No, you stopped at a good point. Just enough to get me interested without going too far.” 
 
    
    “Perfect,” Lia smiled. 
 
    
    Doc shook his head, not replying. He took the moment to open up his interface and purchase another gift from Luck, clearing out the faith he had. It was the best he could do to keep himself safe from Kiddum. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    The two walked beside each other as they entered the dining room. Ayla and Sophia were in the kitchen, making breakfast. Rosa knelt between Fiala and Sonya, the two women stroking her hair. Harrid was sipping a cup of coffee and was the first to see them. 
 
    
    “Good morning, Doc, Lia,” Harrid greeted them. 
 
    
    “Big day today,” Fiala said. “What are we going to do with Rosa? She can’t be at the tables with you.” 
 
    
    “Good question,” Doc said. “I’d like her close at hand, just in case.” 
 
    
    “I can sit with her in the dining room,” Sonya suggested. “I’ll chat with the dealers as they go on break.” 
 
    
    “That’d work,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “I have one of the Beavertons working on the Springs, Doc,” Ayla said from the kitchen. “Lotus knows her budget and will be working on making the lobby better. She’s eager to prove that she can do it. I’ll be heading over to the Gold Strike today to work with Guthrie.” 
 
    
    “I was surprised that you kept the old manager on,” Lia said. “I’m glad you asked Jeb and Bubba before deciding.” 
 
    
    “They were happy to have a job, and neither of them felt entirely comfortable trying to be a manager as it was,” Doc said. “Besides, Weed helped me know he’d work out for us.” 
 
    
    “She is very helpful,” Sonya smiled at the dryad. 
 
    
    “I do my best for the Voice,” Rosa grinned. 
 
    
    Doc just chuckled at her attempt to brat at him. “Harrid, I’ll be in the big tournament all day. Help out when you can, please.” 
 
    
    “I will,” Harrid replied, “but I will be staying mostly near your table.” 
 
    
    “Just make sure that you aren’t giving the impression of trying to help me cheat.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    
    “I believe we’ll only reach four, possibly five, tables at most,” Lia said. “That means the tournament will be on just one side of the Lily. We’ll be able to run cash games on the other side.” 
 
    
    “Lotus sent word this morning that she had another dozen people check into the Springs,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “Yeah, the last of the big guns from Furden, no doubt,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Breakfast is ready,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “What did you and Sophia make for us?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Ham steaks and eggs,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “With diced potatoes and peppers,” Ayla added. 
 
    
    “Sounds tasty to me,” Doc said, giving Sophia a smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    
    “You’re welcome, Doc,” she replied giving him a wide smile back. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Since they had time before the tournament itself, Doc went to Otto’s first. Doc grinned when he entered the barbershop. Two of the three chairs had people sitting in them already. 
 
    
    “Be with you as soon as I can,” Otto said as he shaved one of the two men. 
 
    
    “Busy is good,” Doc said, hanging his hat by the door. 
 
    
    “Yes, it is,” Otto laughed. “Take the empty seat, Doc.” 
 
    
    Doc took the remaining seat and waited as Otto finished helping the two men before him. 
 
    
    “It’s been busy the last two days,” Otto grinned as he removed the hot towel from Doc’s face. “Lots of people want to be fresh for the tournament.” 
 
    
    “That’s why I’m here today,” Doc laughed. “How’s it been overall?” 
 
    
    “Business has been decent since the move,” Otto said. “I’ve had more bestials than humans, though. Haven’t seen Grange at all in the last few weeks.” 
 
    
    “He should be getting pretty shaggy, then,” Doc chuckled. “Unless he’s shaving himself.” 
 
    
    “Good way to get cut,” Otto said as he whipped up the shaving cream. 
 
    
    “Which is why I come here.” 
 
    
    “You could always ask Sonya. She might be a little rusty, but she was learning from me when she was younger, and you can heal any accidents she might inflict.” 
 
    
    Doc stayed quiet as Otto applied the cream to his face. Once Otto was finished, Doc replied, “I’ll see if she is interested.” 
 
    
    “She’ll likely be thrilled.” 
 
    
    Doc stayed quiet while Otto shaved him. 
 
    
    “All done,” Otto said. 
 
    
    “Thanks, Otto.” 
 
    
    “You’re playing today?” 
 
    
    “Yup. Gotta win some property today.” 
 
    
    “May Luck bless you,” Otto said, shaking hands with Doc. 
 
    
    “She does every day.” 
 
    
    The sounds from the Lily filled the air when Doc left Otto’s. Walking the short distance to the Lily, Doc took in the people he could see right upon entering. The room had a clear divide as people waited. 
 
    
    One clump of people was unknown to Doc, and most of them were wearing expensive suits. That group clearly knew each other and were talking amiably. Out of towners... the high rollers from Furden who’ve come to play, Doc thought. 
 
    
    Some feet away from them, a handful of people in more common clothing were standing around. These men looked like a mixed lot of hard workers and disreputable men. Not sure about the guys who look like workers, but a couple look like outlaws. 
 
    
    The last big group was comprised of the locals. Smythe was there, along with Kiddum. The two men were chatting next to the bar. Doc made mental notes about the players he knew, including a cheat from the Gold Strike. 
 
    
    “Joey,” Doc said, going over to him, “see the man with the green vest near Kiddum? Keep an eye on him. He likes to mark cards.” 
 
    
    “I’ll do that. Busier than I thought it would be.” 
 
    
    “Furden’s sharps came down,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Joey nodded. “I thought so. We’ll do our best, sir.” 
 
    
    “I know.” 
 
    
    Harrid trailed Doc, scanning the room for threats. 
 
    
    Smythe noticed Doc and waved at him. Doc headed that way, as the man clearly wanted to talk. “Holyday, you’re going to join the game today?” 
 
    
    “Yup. Heard you went out in third last night.” 
 
    
    “I didn’t want to stay up longer,” Smythe shrugged. 
 
    
    “Met a few of these people then,” Kiddum chuckled. “Easy marks.” 
 
    
    Doc just smiled, but inwardly, he called Kiddum an idiot. Smythe glanced sideways at Kiddum, clearly having had the same thought. 
 
    
    “I’ve heard that the mine I run was bought from Goodman’s brat,” Smythe said, changing the topic. 
 
    
    “That’s true,” Doc nodded. 
 
    
    Smythe leaned forward. “You going to make changes?” 
 
    
    “I hadn’t planned to,” Doc lied easily. “Do I need to?” 
 
    
    Smythe stared at him for a moment before shaking his head. “No. Just wasn’t sure, since you only work with dwarves for mining.” 
 
    
    “I’ll work with anyone if they can do the job,” Doc replied honestly. “Best person for the job should be doing it. If I wanted a gunslinger, I’d ask Kiddum, for instance.” 
 
    
    “Because I’m the best,” Kiddum smirked. 
 
    
    “Fastest draw I’ve ever seen,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “No one faster,” Kiddum agreed, basking in the praise. 
 
    
    “Okay,” Smythe said. “I was thinking you’d push one of them into my job.” 
 
    
    “Not unless I need to,” Doc shrugged. “I kept Guthrie running the Gold Strike.” 
 
    
    “Huh, really? Okay.” 
 
    
    A whistle cut through the room, and all eyes turned to Lia standing behind the bar. 
 
    
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Lia announced, “welcome to the Lily and our first yearly tournament. I see we have some new faces here, so let me tell you the rules of the establishment. You will treat the staff with respect, or you will be ejected from the building and tournament. Cheating will get you ejected and banned from future tournaments. During the game, we will be having regular breaks so you can stretch your legs and relieve yourselves.” 
 
    
    “Thank Apoc for that...” a random voice drifted from the crowd. 
 
    
    “No limit hold’em is the game today. The buy-in is two thousand dollars. The prize pool is based on the amount of people who buy-in, and will be announced just before the games begin. After each break, the blinds will increase to keep play moving. The tournament will not end until a single player remains. I hope you’re ready for a long game. Now, for those who are buying in, line up in front of me.” 
 
    
    Doc stepped away as people rushed forward. He knew there was plenty of room, and wanted to get one last look at the competition. When the line was almost gone, he moved to get into it, but paused when Suez walked in. 
 
    
    “Ah, good, I’m not too late,” Suez smiled, his two escorts on his arms. Seeing all eyes on him, he smiled. “I do hope there will be some competition today.” 
 
    
    “Suez, the line is here,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Yes. Ladies, go find us a seat,” Suez said, motioning to the tables. 
 
    
    “No,” Lia said as she finished with the player in front of her. “Those not in the tournament can watch from upstairs. As for seating, I’m distributing people.” 
 
    
    Suez’s smile slipped for a fraction of a second before returning. “How quaint. Fine. Ladies, go and watch.” 
 
    
    Doc joined Suez as the last two in line. “I should have mentioned that the other day. Didn’t know you’ve had them with you for tournaments before.” 
 
    
    “I’ve just gotten used to them being beside me for my games,” Suez replied. “I’ll be fine without them.” 
 
    
    “After you,” Doc said, stepping back when they got closer to the bar. 
 
    
    “Very kind of you,” Suez said before moving forward. “Lia, it is good to see you again. Will you be joining us?” 
 
    
    “No. Doc will be, though.” 
 
    
    “I see. A pity. I never thought you’d be afraid because of the last tournament you played in.” 
 
    
    Lia laughed lightly. “I’m not afraid, Suez. I just don’t think my husband and I should be in the tournament together.” 
 
    
    “Hmm... I see.” Suez set the hundred coins on the counter. “Twenty-dollar gold coins. I haven’t had to bring cash to a game in nearly a year.” 
 
    
    “That is the buy-in,” Lia said, taking the offered chip rack from Cassia. “Here you go. Table three, tenth seat.” 
 
    
    Suez took the rack and moved off to go find his seat. 
 
    
    Doc stepped up next and placed his own money down so everyone could see that he was buying-in just like them. “Looks like it’ll be a lively game.” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Lia agreed as she handed over his chips. “Fourth table, tenth seat.” 
 
    
    “Has it started yet?” 
 
    
    All eyes went to the door to see Wenn come walking in. 
 
    
    “Marshal?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “Has the tournament started yet?” 
 
    
    “No, Marshal.” 
 
    
    “Good.” Wenn walked up to the bar and placed his own stake on the counter. “Buy me in.” 
 
    
    Lia blinked at the cash, then nodded. “Very well. I didn’t know you were planning on playing.” 
 
    
    “I have a feeling this tournament will be talked about, and I want to be able to say I was here at the start,” Wenn said. “It’s a bit pricey for me, but the payout will be worth it, I’m sure.” 
 
    
    Cassia handed over the chips for Wenn with a smile, but her voice was a touch strained. “Good luck, sir.” 
 
    
    “Oh, I’ve had nothing but good luck here,” Wenn said, the love in his voice clear. 
 
    
    Cassia blushed as she stepped away. 
 
    
    “Fifth table, tenth seat, Marshal,” Lia told him. 
 
    
    She waited a little longer, but no one else approached. “Very well. I’m calling the tournament buy-in closed. We have fifty players, which gives us payouts to four places. Fourth place will get five thousand dollars. Third will receive fifteen thousand. Second place will see twenty-five thousand. First place will walk away with forty-five thousand.” 
 
    
    The people watching from the second floor began to talk excitedly. 
 
    
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Lia said, looking toward the archway to the other side of the Lily, “this side will be kept clear of onlookers, except for the second floor. That is where you must be to watch the games. The tables on that side will be cash games and music, when Heather arrives. If you cause any trouble, you will be tossed and barred for the rest of today.” 
 
    
    The people who’d been going to sit at the tables not in use grumbled as they went back to the far side of the Lily. 
 
    
    “Let this first yearly tournament begin,” Lia said. “Dealers, the time is now. Open the decks, shuffle up, and deal.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Doc hadn’t spoken much to the dealer at his first table. She was one of the older new hires that he’d first vetted with Lia. Her curling horns and thick, black, curled hair made Doc think of a black sheep. She went through the introduction of hold’em quickly and efficiently before the game got underway. 
 
    
    “Interesting concept for a gambling hall,” one of the well-dressed out-of-towners said. “An all-female dealing staff? And non-humans to boot.” 
 
    
    “I think the game is more interesting,” another of the newcomers said. “The strategy involved in this is higher than simple draw.” 
 
    
    “The proprietress said you are her husband,” the first man said, looking at Doc. 
 
    
    “Yup,” Doc nodded. 
 
    
    “Why did you limit your dealer pool? Is it a simple gimmick?” 
 
    
    “Gimmick?” Doc chuckled as he mucked his first hand. “No. This is Lia’s home, and she prefers that only women work here. Well, besides the security.” 
 
    
    “But these women surely can’t be the best dealers you could have gotten.” 
 
    
    “Each of them, like Orchid here, is skilled and honest. We never have to worry about one of them trying to cheat. How many gambling halls have you been to that can say something similar?” 
 
    
    “None of them?” 
 
    
    “We get paid more than dealers normally get paid, get to keep all of our tips, and have room and board paid for,” Orchid said before prompting a player to call or fold. 
 
    
    “Hmm... I guess,” the man said skeptically. “I’ll just keep my eyes open.” 
 
    
    “As will I, sir,” Orchid replied. “Anyone caught cheating in any way will be tossed. We’ve been practicing spotting the common cheats, from sleeving cards to card markers.” 
 
    
    “You think you can spot a good cheat?” the second man asked. 
 
    
    “We have faith in them,” Doc said. “They will do their best, as will security. We also believe most of the other players will help, as well. No one wants a crooked game.” 
 
    
    “Is that why she split the players like she did, instead of filling each table?” a roughly-dressed man asked. “To split up potential trouble?” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Doc nodded. “If people came as a pair or group to try scamming things, it would have been harder to get seated at the same table.” 
 
    
    “What about when the tables condense?” the first man asked as he folded after the flop. 
 
    
    “Her system has worked for us every tournament so far,” Doc shrugged. 
 
    
    “Those tournaments wouldn’t have had real cheats in them,” the roughly-dressed man scoffed. 
 
    
    “Maybe,” Doc agreed. 
 
    
    “The blinds, as they are called, replace the traditional ante, but why are they called blinds?” 
 
    
    “It’s obvious,” the second well-dressed man scoffed. “It’s because you are forced to bet before you even see the cards.” 
 
    
    “Correct,” Doc nodded. 
 
    
    Orchid pushed the first pot to the winner. “That’s the first opening tournament hand I’ve dealt that didn’t have someone go all-in.” 
 
    
    “This tournament will be slower,” Doc said. “Most, if not everyone, understands it’s about the grind, not the rush.” 
 
    
    “Most tournaments are,” the first man agreed. 
 
    
    Doc looked over the room as Orchid shuffled. None of the other tables had an all-in moment, either. It really is going to be a grind, he thought before turning back to his table. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    The first break came and went, and only two people were removed from the tournament. One went all-in against Suez and lost the hand. The other had tried to sleeve an ace, but was called out by another player. The cheater tried to protest their innocence, but the card was clearly in their sleeve. The man was physically thrown out, as he kept refusing to leave. With no other players gone and the two removed from different tables, Lia didn’t change their seating arrangements. 
 
    
    Wenn paused by Doc’s table on the way back to his. “Quiet so far.” 
 
    
    “It’ll heat up in another break or two,” Doc murmured. “Surprised you’re in it.” 
 
    
    “I love a good game of poker, and this is looking to be that. Besides, it’s easier to keep an eye on things if I’m at the tables.” 
 
    
    “Fair enough,” Doc chuckled. “How’re you doing?” 
 
    
    “Down a little from the start, but nothing bad yet. Some good poker faces in this tournament.” 
 
    
    “I’ve noticed,” Doc agreed. “They wouldn’t have had the buy-in if they weren’t decent players, though.” 
 
    
    “Agreed. Good luck.” 
 
    
    “You, too,” Doc grinned. 
 
    
    The rest of the players trickled back in from using the outhouses, taking their seats. Once the hour chimed, Lia addressed the crowd and declared the tournament back in play. 
 
    
    “Why did the blinds double?” the roughly-dressed man at Doc’s table asked. 
 
    
    “To force people to bet,” Doc replied. “Next break, they’ll go up again, and again the break after that.” 
 
    
    “Which forces anyone losing to get aggressive at some point,” the second well-dressed man nodded. “It really is a good idea. It drives the game forward, if slowly.” 
 
    
    “A break every hour?” the first man asked. 
 
    
    “Every hour, or a bit more,” Doc said. “Dinner is a two-hour break instead of the fifteen minutes we just had.” 
 
    
    “That would be good. I don’t do well if I miss meals.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc raked in the pot as the rough-dressed man cussed. “You picked the wrong time. Happens to everyone.” 
 
    
    “Wish I’d stayed in,” the first well-dressed man sighed. “I’d have beaten your hand.” 
 
    
    “Ah, hindsight is always perfect,” the second well-dressed man laughed. 
 
    
    “At least it was only a chunk and not your entire stack,” Doc said amiably. 
 
    
    “If I’d pushed, would you have called?” the loser asked as Orchid started shuffling. 
 
    
    “I would have had to think about it more, and I might have folded,” Doc shrugged. “As he pointed out, there were hands that could beat me.” 
 
    
    “Dammit...” the man complained. 
 
    
    “The problem now is that you’re half of anyone else,” Doc said. “You’re going to start being pushed.” 
 
    
    “Pushed?” 
 
    
    “Everyone here can bully you because you have to be even more careful with your chips. If it ends up just you against one other, they can bet more to try bullying you out of the hand.” 
 
    
    A few others at the table nodded. 
 
    
    “Which means I have to be aggressive to make it up,” the rough man growled. “And that puts me in more danger of going out.” 
 
    
    “Exactly,” Doc said. “You might get lucky and have a monster hand when people doubt you. We’ll see.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Five hours later, Doc stretched as he left the table. His blinds had just passed, and he liked going to use the bathroom before the break. Harrid trailed him down the alley, keeping an eye out for trouble. 
 
    
    When Doc came back out of the outhouse, he gave Harrid a shrug. “How’s the tournament?” 
 
    
    “People will start falling soon. At least one per table, but a bunch at Suez’s. He’s only been building his chip count.” 
 
    
    “Hmm...” Doc said as they slowly walked back to the Lily. “Haven’t seen anything?” 
 
    
    “No, but his women always come down and kiss him during the breaks.” 
 
    
    “Has he been looking up at all during the games?” 
 
    
    “He keeps his eyes focused on the game. They aren’t passing him signals, though someone else has been. I told Joey. They’re going to catch them in the act next time.” 
 
    
    “The danger of having an audience.” 
 
    
    “But the amount of alcohol and food to the crowd has been high, from what I heard Cassia tell Lia.” 
 
    
    “Also not surprising.” 
 
    
    “No one’s complained about the music,” Harrid said. “I was thinking someone might.” 
 
    
    “It’s distant enough to not interfere with the game. If someone does, I’m sure Lia will shut them down.” 
 
    
    “I thought the man you knocked out was going to threaten you. Never expected him to shake your hand and leave. I saw him go to the other side and started gambling there.” 
 
    
    “He bluffed, and I called. Stupid to have hard feelings when you know you’re the one bluffing.” 
 
    
    “Logic doesn’t always apply.” 
 
    
    “True enough,” Doc chuckled. “Next break in a handful of minutes. If a few more get knocked out, Lia might condense down to four tables.” 
 
    
    “I think she will, but that means two more have to drop.” 
 
    
    “We’ll see,” Doc shrugged, stepping back into the tournament side of the Lily. 
 
    
    “Heads-up,” Orchid declared as she gathered the money together. 
 
    
    Doc went back to his table to find the two well-dressed men staring at the table. Orchid burned the card, then put the fifth onto the table, faceup. Neither man reacted much, but one shifted a fraction in his seat. 
 
    
    “All-in,” the second man said, pushing his remaining chips forward. 
 
    
    “I know I have more than you,” the first grinned. “Call.” He started getting the chips in order to match the bet. 
 
    
    “Bet has been made and called,” Orchid declared. 
 
    
    The man who pushed all-in showed his cards. The other man hadn’t gotten his chips separated out all the way, but he laughed and turned his cards over. 
 
    
    “Ah, you’re shitting me,” the loser sighed. “The one card that could have beaten me.” 
 
    
    Doc got a good look at the table. Both men had used four from the table to make flushes. The winner had an ace in his hand, and the loser had the king. 
 
    
    “Ouch,” Doc said. “That always hurts.” 
 
    
    “Explains why we were both so certain,” the winner chuckled. “No possibility of straight flushes. No pair on the board, either. Had to be flushes.” 
 
    
    The second man stood up, shook hands with the winner, then exhaled deeply. “Well, that’s my day shot. I think I’ll go try to win at the cash games. Good luck.” 
 
    
    “Thanks,” the winner grinned. 
 
    
    “Makes you the big stack,” Doc chuckled as he took his seat. 
 
    
    “Finally got more than you,” the man nodded. 
 
    
    “I said ‘all-in,’” Kiddum’s voice cut across the background noise. “Now, you got a set of balls, or you a coward, Smythe?” 
 
    
    Smythe looked at his cards again before glaring at Kiddum. “If I had asked you that, you’d ask me to go outside.” 
 
    
    “Damn right I would,” Kiddum laughed. “Call or fold.” 
 
    
    Smythe studied the board again and nodded. “I’ll call. That’s my entire stack, as you have more than I do.” 
 
    
    The dealer quickly counted the chips, then gave some back to Kiddum. “You’ve been called, sir.” 
 
    
    Kiddum turned his cards over and Smythe hissed. “Shit titties...” 
 
    
    Kiddum laughed. “That’s right.” 
 
    
    “You win. Good luck keeping any of it,” Smythe said as he stood up and walked out stiffly. 
 
    
    “Sore loser,” Kiddum chuckled, rearranging his new stack of chips. 
 
    
    “Dealers, finish your hands,” Lia said now that the showdown was over. “Once the hands are done, we’ll be taking a break. Since we’re down ten players across all games, I will be condensing you down to four tables. When you come back, check with the dealers to see where you end up.” 
 
    
    “Game is paused,” Orchid said as she stopped shuffling. Bringing the cards in, she counted them to make sure that she still had a full deck. “Please verify your chips so we can have them moved.” 
 
    
    Doc looked at his stack, did some quick mental math, and nodded. He had just over double his starting count. 
 
    
    Orchid passed out slips of paper and pencils to everyone. “Please note your money. I will verify it before I sign off.” 
 
    
    Doc was done with his first, so Orchid counted his chips from her seat before she nodded and signed off. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    
    “Time to be a breaker,” Doc told her. 
 
    
    “Yes. Good luck.” 
 
    
    “Thanks,” Doc grinned. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    As everyone went to take advantage of the break, Doc watched the room. Only ten people were out of the tournament so far, making it look like it would stretch on for two days at the current rate. When Suez got up, Doc’s eyebrows went up when he finally got a good look at the man’s chip total— Suez was easily the leader of the tournament. 
 
    
    I wonder how he cheats? Doc thought, tracking Suez as the man met his companions at the base of the second-floor stairs. 
 
    
    Suez wasn’t shy about public displays of affection. He kissed both women passionately before spanking them and motioning them back upstairs. With a satisfied smile, Suez left the Lily. 
 
    
    “Doc, do you have a moment?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “Of course, Lia,” Doc said, following her into her office. 
 
    
    When the door shut behind Doc, Lia exhaled. “I put you at a table with Suez. I’ll separate you again when we drop enough to condense again. I figured you’d want to ease into the side-bets now.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, that’d be good. I need to lose a few with him, first,” Doc said. “Make sure he’s comfortable betting things against me.” 
 
    
    “I wasn’t sure, as we hadn’t discussed it before,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “No, and it won’t look like favoritism, either, since Suez is the chip leader.” 
 
    
    “Good,” Lia smiled, then she was suddenly on him, her lips demanding his passion. 
 
    
    Doc grunted in surprise, but was eager to give the kiss right back to her. His arms went around her as her leg rose to press into his side, his back pressed firmly to the door. 
 
    
    When the kiss broke, Doc was flushed. “Damn... that’s mean.” 
 
    
    “Yes.” Lia exhaled a slow, shuddering breath. “For both of us, but I wanted to wish you luck.” 
 
    
    “You love being in charge,” he murmured, his arms tightening around her. 
 
    
    “And you don’t mind it,” Lia whispered back, her eyes bright. “Would you like to have dinner in my office with me?” 
 
    
    “Can I have dessert afterward?” Doc asked before nibbling her ear. 
 
    
    Lia shivered, then pushed him against the door, using her forearm to separate him from her ear. “Oh, you’re going to pay for teasing me...” 
 
    
    Doc grinned at her. “Goose, gander.” 
 
    
    Lia’s lips twitched. “True... I did tease you first. I’ll only make you pay a little.” 
 
    
    “As you wish, my dear elf,” Doc murmured. 
 
    
    Lia’s smile softened as she released him, then leaned in to kiss him gently. “I need to stop now, or things might get delayed.” 
 
    
    “Unfortunately,” Doc agreed. 
 
    
    Lia stepped back and brushed at her shirt and pants. “Dinner in here later?” 
 
    
    “I’d love to, but don’t you think our wives might be upset?” 
 
    
    “I asked earlier,” Lia smiled. “They agreed to let me have dinner with you, since I wasn’t there for the fun last night.” 
 
    
    “If everyone agreed, then yes.” 
 
    
    “Wonderful,” Lia said with a gleam in her eyes. “Shall we go back and play our parts?” 
 
    
    “Yeah,” Doc said before exhaling slowly. He opened the door and motioned her forward. “Ladies first.” 
 
    
    “I’ll remember that for later,” Lia winked. “Before we go, let me get the soul stones for you. You said you wanted to use them for side-bets.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc felt energized when he made it back to the tournament tables. A few people were already seated, and one of the dealers waved him down, pointing to the seat that was his. 
 
    
    “How’s the tournament, Poppy?” Doc asked the deer bestial. 
 
    
    “Good, Doc,” Poppy replied, touching her short, white-spotted, brown hair. “No one’s been mean to me.” 
 
    
    “Good.” He hadn’t spoken to Poppy much in all of his time at the Lily, as she’d been the quietest and most reserved woman in the building. She was also one of the few who still entertained men for money on rare occasions. 
 
    
    Doc took his seat and checked his chips. He didn’t doubt the dealers, but he wanted to make sure no one had skimmed them while he was out of the room. 
 
    
    “Ah, we get to play,” Suez smiled as he took his seat directly across from Doc. “I was hoping that we’d see each other before the final table.” 
 
    
    “I was hoping we wouldn’t,” Doc laughed, “especially when you have a chip lead.” 
 
    
    “Hmm, yes. For someone who claims to have Luck on his side, you don’t seem to be doing as well as you could.” 
 
    
    “She’s not going to hand me everything in life,” Doc laughed. “I lose hands all the time. It’s a matter of not losing the big ones.” 
 
    
    Suez nodded. “It’s good to know she isn’t rigging the games for you.” 
 
    
    “Luck is both good and bad. I think all of us have been on a losing streak before.” 
 
    
    A few others at the table nodded, agreeing they had their share of losses. 
 
    
    “Not me,” Suez smiled broadly. “I have lost a hand here or there, but never had it become a streak.” 
 
    
    “Ah, so you’re confident against me for that reason, then,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Suez’s smile didn’t reach his cold eyes. “Yes.” 
 
    
    “Hmm... maybe I shouldn’t side-bet.” 
 
    
    “Cautious, but I don’t think you’re going to hold to that.” 
 
    
    “Probably not. We’re here to gamble, after all.” 
 
    
    “Ladies and gentlemen, the break is over. Increase the blinds and resume the tournament,” Lia announced. 
 
    
    “Been enjoying the game? I didn’t think you’d played hold’em before.” 
 
    
    “I haven’t, but I seem to have a knack for it,” Suez laughed as he touched his chips. 
 
    
    “It does look that way.” 
 
    
    “I’ve never played this game before, either. Where did it come from?” one of the newcomers to town asked. 
 
    
    “My home,” Doc said. “It was preferred over draw.” 
 
    
    “So you have another edge, then,” the player said. 
 
    
    “If I did, I think I’d be doing better than I am,” Doc laughed. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc wondered what had happened to his luck as the game went on. He ended up with trash every hand while Suez had the best cards all the time. Even paying attention intently, Doc couldn’t see Suez cheating in any way. 
 
    
    Suez knocked two people off the table as the hour was coming to a close. Doc knew he had to at least attempt a hand and lose a soul stone or two on a side-bet. Taking a deep breath while the cards were being shuffled, Doc gave Suez a grin. 
 
    
    “Nice run there,” Doc told Suez. “I wish I’d have had any hand at all.” 
 
    
    “Your luck seems to have abandoned you. False gods will do that, though,” Suez said amiably. 
 
    
    “False? I don’t believe that. I might have upset her somehow.” 
 
    
    “Maybe it’s because you married an elf,” another player at the table snorted. 
 
    
    “I very much doubt that,” Doc laughed. “Lia is one of the times my luck shone brightly.” 
 
    
    “Sir, you have the big blind,” Poppy prompted the bigot. 
 
    
    The man tossed his chips in. “Bright points? Sure. Freak.” 
 
    
    Doc didn’t reply, just shaking his head. 
 
    
    The cards were dealt, and Doc checked his. The aces of spades and hearts were his pocket pair. Doc waited for the bet to come around to him. When Suez raised the bet, Doc considered his options. 
 
    
    I currently have the best hand that can be had before the flop, Doc thought. I have to raise his bet... maybe I can get him into a side-bet that way? As long as it doesn’t push too far, I can still lose like I want to and set the hook... but if I do this, I might win. Would that goad him or back him off? 
 
    
    The others between Suez and Doc folded. Doc met Suez’s eyes, seeing the heartless bastard he was. “I have to raise. Let’s call it three hundred.” 
 
    
    The next two people folded, leaving it to the man who’d insulted Doc a moment before. “Six times the big blind? Must have a good hand finally, or you just want to push us all out.” 
 
    
    Doc didn’t reply, but he did look away from Suez to the man. 
 
    
    “Let’s make it five hundred,” the bigot said, pushing in more chips. 
 
    
    “If we’re going to have a real hand,” Suez said, “an even grand.” 
 
    
    “Two grand,” Doc said a second later. 
 
    
    The other player hesitated for a moment, checked his cards again, then grunted. “All-in.” 
 
    
    Suez stared at the other man for a long, silent moment. “Call.” 
 
    
    “Call,” Doc said. 
 
    
    All three men pushed their money into the middle. Suez only had used a fifth of his chips while Doc pushed in over half, and the other man put all of his into the pot. Poppy made sure the amounts were correct before she tapped the table, burned the next card, then placed three cards on the middle of the table. 
 
    
    Doc watched her turn the three cards over for all to see. The first was the ace of clubs, followed by the king of clubs, then, finally, the jack of diamonds. Doc saw the bigot shift a tiny bit, clearly uncomfortable, but Suez didn’t even twitch. 
 
    
    “Mr. Suez, your bet,” Poppy said softly. 
 
    
    Suez stared at Doc. “We finally have a pot. I don’t think we need to risk more chips currently, do we?” 
 
    
    “Depends on what you’d like to bet,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Hmm...” Suez nodded. “A side-bet. I have a lovely house that I just recently bought. I was going to add a third to my entourage, but I can easily put it up.” 
 
    
    Doc dipped a hand into his vest pocket and pulled out a soul stone. “I think you remember this beauty. Will you take it as equal?” 
 
    
    The room was watching the two men, who were clearly playing a game far above the tournament. There was a single person who wasn’t amused, and that was the third man in the pot. 
 
    
    “The house is very nice. It might be better than the one you already got from me. I’d have to ask for a bit more... or perhaps a bit of property, instead?” 
 
    
    Doc sighed. “I’d like to keep the property off the table until later. The higher stakes then will make it even more exciting. Instead,” Doc pulled a second soul stone out, “how about now?” 
 
    
    Suez’s eyelid twitched and his lips curved up. “I’ll accept the pair for the home. I know how pure your mine is.” 
 
    
    “Mr. Suez, your bet for the hand,” Poppy prompted gently. 
 
    
    “Check.” 
 
    
    “Check,” Doc agreed, using the term most well-known for a pass when betting. 
 
    
    Poppy nodded, then tapped the table before finally placing the fourth card, known as fourth street, onto the table. People drew in sharp breaths, staring at the card, as Poppy turned it over for all to see. The queen of diamonds was revealed, and the crowd began to murmur— a straight was only a single card away. 
 
    
    Suez didn’t even wait for Poppy to call on him. “Check.” 
 
    
    Doc thought about pushing more chips into the pot, then briefly about putting his last soul stone as a side-bet. Instead, he shelved both ideas. “Check.” 
 
    
    The crowd picked up in volume as everyone thought there was no straight to be made. Poppy did her job, tapping the table, burning the next card, then setting the fifth card, known as the river, onto the table. With a long pause, she looked from Suez to Doc, then turned it over. The king of diamonds was revealed and those at the table and on the second floor murmured excitedly. 
 
    
    “Well, Holyday,” Suez said, “I would offer another property, but I’m going to check again, instead.” 
 
    
    Doc nodded as he considered the possibilities. I have a full house, aces over kings. He might have slow-played the straight... Perhaps picked up a flush, or even a straight flush? If that damned card hadn’t been another diamond... he thought before he exhaled. Let’s play into it. 
 
    
    “Well, Suez, I like my odds. I have one more small beauty to offer up.” Placing another soul stone on the table in front of him, Doc smiled. “What do you have to match this one?” 
 
    
    Suez glanced at the soul stone. It was the largest of the three. “Hmm... What if I take back the house and offer up one of my businesses? A business you don’t mind... I’d offer up the Den for all three stones.” 
 
    
    “The brothel?” Doc asked to clarify. 
 
    
    “Yes,” Suez said. “Do you agree?” 
 
    
    Doc contemplated the idea, then nodded. “Agreed. I’ll check.” 
 
    
    “All betting done. Sir,” Poppy addressed the bigot, “you were the last bet. Show your cards.” 
 
    
    The man snarled as he turned over the jack and nine of hearts. 
 
    
    “Pair of jacks,” Poppy said before looking at Suez. 
 
    
    Suez gave his usual cold smile as he turned over the other two kings. “Quads.” 
 
    
    Doc inhaled slowly. He nodded and passed his facedown cards to Poppy, as he technically didn’t need to show his cards. “I can’t beat four of a kind.” 
 
    
    “Dealers, we will be pausing for dinner. Finish your hands,” Lia announced. “Pouches will be brought out so each player’s chips can be secured. Players, verify your chips before sealing them. There will be a two-hour break for dinner.” 
 
    
    Doc stood up, walked over to Suez, and dropped the stones into his hand. “Nice hand. You’ve been on a streak all day.” 
 
    
    “And I just took a big chunk out of you. It’ll be a pity if you go out before the last table.” 
 
    
    “It would,” Doc agreed. “We’ll have to see what happens. Dinner normally has another shift of the tables which, frankly, I need.” 
 
    
    Suez laughed humorlessly as he pocketed the stones. “Yes, yes you do.” 
 
    
    When Fiala brought the pouches over to the table, Doc went back to his seat to get his chips taken care of. She gave him a worried smile, but he gave her a bright one and a wink. Seeing his calmness, she nodded and looked reassured. 
 
    
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Doc was still smiling three hours after dinner. The tournament had finally reduced down to two tables, and he’d been able to get his chip stack back up. Wenn managed to stay in the tournament, as had Kiddum. Suez was still the leader— he had nearly double his chip lead since Doc had sat at a table with him. 
 
    
    Joey, Dillon, and the dwarven guards removed two people called out by other players. A few decks were changed when the dealers noticed cards being marked with subtle creases on the edges. The players at the tables were warned that, if they were caught, they would also be ejected, which stopped the marking. 
 
    
    Heather was playing only the songs she’d learned from Doc and her own new songs. That had the far side of the Lily packed with happy sounds. One of the players complained, but was roundly mocked by the others, who were enjoying the music. 
 
    
    Doc took note of Suez during each break. The man would practically maul his two companions before going off to refresh himself. Something about it felt wrong to Doc, but he didn’t know what. 
 
    
    Nineteen players were left after Suez removed two at the same time. Doc took his seat beside Orchid at his table, wondering who else was going to be there with him. 
 
    
    “How has it been for you?” Doc asked Orchid. 
 
    
    “A little stressful, but Lia giving us a break every hour has been very helpful. Sonya and Rosa have been keeping us company in the dining room. I had no idea how gentle a dryad could be, but her massages are amazing.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, they can be,” Doc agreed. “Just four of you now?” 
 
    
    “Two of us are working and two are on break,” Orchid nodded. Other players came to the table and she waved them down. 
 
    
    Kiddum chuckled as he took his seat. “Holyday, you survived? That’s good. I’ll enjoy shearing you.” 
 
    
    Doc gave him a pleasant smile, though he hated the pun Kiddum used at Orchid’s expense. “I’m glad you haven’t shot anyone today.” 
 
    
    “No one’s called me a cheat or a coward,” Kiddum snorted, “so everyone gets to live.” 
 
    
    “Good,” Wenn said, taking his seat on Orchid’s other side. 
 
    
    “Marshal, didn’t get enough of me taking your chips?” Kiddum laughed. 
 
    
    “Was barely a dent,” Wenn shrugged. “I’ll be taking them back now, plus extra.” 
 
    
    Doc glanced at the other table. Did you mean to split it this way for a reason, Lia? Doc wondered, looking at the only dwarf left in the tournament. They were sitting at the same table as Suez. I’m surprised we had a dwarf in the tournament at all... I think he’s from Furden, since I don’t recognize him. 
 
    
    “Let the tournament continue,” Lia declared. 
 
    
    Orchid opened up the new pack of cards, showing them off to the table before she shuffled. 
 
    
    “You’re using a lot of cards for this tournament,” Kiddum snorted. 
 
    
    “All of them have been from different suppliers.” The man who spoke was the same rough-dressed man from much earlier in the tournament. “It makes it harder for people to substitute cards that way.” 
 
    
    Doc nodded. “Correct. Glad to see you’ve made it this far along. You were a cagey player earlier.” 
 
    
    The man looked down at his own chips, then sighed. “Not cagey enough. That slick bastard took most of my chips before the break.” 
 
    
    “Suez is a slick one,” Doc agreed. 
 
    
    “‘Good player,’ you mean,” Kiddum growled slightly. “Right?” 
 
    
    “What’s it to you?” the rough-dressed man sneered. 
 
    
    “Kiddum is his right hand,” Doc answered before Kiddum could. 
 
    
    “Must get tired a lot,” the rough man snickered. 
 
    
    Kiddum’s lips pulled back, showing teeth. “You want to say that again?” 
 
    
    “No. I’ve seen that bastard practically fuck the two women who see him each break. It’s disgusting the way they kiss and grope each other.” The rough-dressed man turned to Wenn. “Bordering on indecent.” 
 
    
    “If they bare their chests or other parts, I’ll step in,” Wenn said. “Until then, it’s just a bit unseemly... which is odd. He normally he cares about his appearance.” 
 
    
    “He’s twice the man you are, Marshal,” Kiddum said sourly, the last word dripping with disdain. 
 
    
    “I doubt that,” Wenn snorted. 
 
    
    “He doesn’t sleep with…” Kiddum trailed off, looking to where Lia was standing. “Well, we’ll say others.” 
 
    
    “Good save,” Doc said. “Would hate to have to toss you so far in.” 
 
    
    “Be the only way you could get me out of this tournament,” Kiddum snorted. 
 
    
    “Put up the blinds,” Orchid said. “We’ll be starting in just a moment.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc folded his first few hands. He didn’t have the cards, and he wanted to get a read on the players he hadn’t played with before. Kiddum won two hands early, forcing a smaller stacked player to fold or go all-in and taking a chunk out of another player. 
 
    
    He’s an annoying fuck... Doc thought as Kiddum laughed and collected his winnings. I need a good hand and him in the pot. If I take most of his chips, he might calm the hell down. 
 
    
    “Afraid to join in?” Kiddum asked Doc. “You won’t be meeting Suez during the final table like this.” 
 
    
    “Just not getting the cards,” Doc sighed. “I was going to stay in that first hand, but you bet above what was reasonable for my cards, and it turned out to be the right choice.” 
 
    
    Kiddum stacked his chips. “Sure.” 
 
    
    Doc didn’t reply, just waiting for the next hand to play out. It wasn’t the next hand, nor the one after that that got him into the game— it was when he was the big blind. 
 
    
    Doc was happy to see the pair of queens, clubs and diamonds. It made him smile internally, reminding him of Fiala and Sonya being his first two wives. He would be the last bet at the table, so he waited for it to go around. 
 
    
    A couple called the big blind, hoping to get in on a small pot hand. Kiddum ruined that when it came around to him. 
 
    
    “A grand,” Kiddum smirked as he pushed in the money. 
 
    
    Everyone folded around to Wenn. The marshal stared at Kiddum for a long moment, clearly sizing the loudmouth up. 
 
    
    “Marshal?” Orchid prompted. 
 
    
    “Kind of steep for what I have in hand,” Wenn said, “but what I have isn’t terrible, either. Call.” 
 
    
    Doc nodded as he sorted out chips. “Sorry, Wenn. Raise to five thousand.” 
 
    
    Kiddum’s smile faded, and he checked his cards. 
 
    
    “Sometimes, you just have to step up,” Doc said idly. “It’d take a man with a brass pair to call me.” 
 
    
    Kiddum’s eyes narrowed, but he couldn’t find any way to call Doc out for the phrasing. Doc wouldn’t have said it normally, but he’d seen that small jabs could push Kiddum into almost any pot. 
 
    
    “Mr. Kiddum, sir?” Orchid prompted. 
 
    
    “Shut it, you fur—!” Kiddum started before snapping his mouth shut. “I’m thinking.” 
 
    
    Wenn snorted. He pushed his cards together, making it clear he’d be folding when it got to him. “Thinking is good.” 
 
    
    Doc silently thanked Wenn for the nudge, as that had made Kiddum grab his chips. 
 
    
    “Five is a bit light. Real men would go eight,” Kiddum sneered. 
 
    
    Wenn slid his cards to Orchid. “I’ll pass with what I had.” 
 
    
    “Like I thought,” Kiddum snorted. 
 
    
    “Call,” Doc said, putting his money in. “Half of our chips before the flop. This could get interesting.” 
 
    
    Kiddum glared at Doc, clearly not liking having been called. 
 
    
    Orchid made sure the chips were brought in and correct before she burned the next card, then placed the flop onto the table. With a slight pause, she flipped them over one by one. 
 
    
    Doc kept his face impassive when he saw the other two queens show up. Beside them was the nine of spades. It was his bet, and he wondered what would be the best ploy to sucker Kiddum in. All eyes went to Doc as he picked up a hundred-dollar chip and rolled it across his knuckles. 
 
    
    “Your bet, Doc,” Orchid said after a few long seconds. 
 
    
    “Check.” 
 
    
    Kiddum looked at the board, then looked at his cards again. With a smirk, he put his hands to either side of his chips and pushed them forward. “All-in.” 
 
    
    Doc looked at his own stack— he would be left with a few hundred at best if he lost, but the odds of him losing with only two cards to go were minuscule. 
 
    
    “That… is a big bet,” Doc said before Orchid could prompt him. 
 
    
    “Do you have brass ones?” Kiddum snickered. 
 
    
    Doc put on a worried expression for a moment, then licked his lips. “I… call.” 
 
    
    The table started talking excitedly, and the commotion soon spread to the rest of the room. Doc made a long show of pulling out three hundred from his stack before carefully pushing the rest forward. 
 
    
    “We have a heads up with an all-in,” Orchid announced. “Gentlemen, show your cards.” 
 
    
    Kiddum laughed as he flipped over his cards, revealing his pocket pair of nines. “Full house. You’re not beating me, Holyday.” 
 
    
    Doc stood up slowly, looking troubled. “That is a hell of a hand, and flop for you. But... I win.” He smiled as he used a single finger to flip his two cards over. 
 
    
    A gasp went up when people realized Doc had four of a kind. Kiddum rose to his feet, anger and disbelief warring on his face. 
 
    
    “You cheating bastard!” Kiddum snapped, his hand twitching toward his waist. 
 
    
    Doc was glad he wasn’t wearing his gun. “What?” 
 
    
    “Did you have your animal whore bottom deal you?!” Kiddum raged, as he had no chance to win the hand. 
 
    
    “Mr. Kiddum,” Lia’s voice cut over the crowd which was murmuring, “I will have you retract that statement.” 
 
    
    Kiddum turned a snarl on Lia. “Fuck you, you uppity elf whore! Grange might think you’re dangerous, but I know better! You ain’t drawn them guns for real in years!” 
 
    
    Doc cleared his throat, watching the guards coming their way. “Stay back. Kiddum will be leaving shortly.” 
 
    
    “The fuck I will! I want you to admit you’re cheating!” 
 
    
    “Kiddum,” Suez said levelly. He stood up, then pointed at the door. 
 
    
    Kiddum looked at Suez, his jaw clenched, then he stormed off, cursing the entire way. A sailor with a tick on his nuts would have been hard pressed to match the gunslinger. 
 
    
    “He is banned from this establishment unless he publicly apologizes to my employee, Suez,” Lia said stiffly. 
 
    
    “I’ll make sure he knows,” Suez said, looking over the room. “He gets a bit excited. I’m sure he’ll calm down by tomorrow.” 
 
    
    Doc watched Suez closely— the oily bastard was saying the right things to get the crowd to see him as reasonable, but it was clear to him that he didn’t mean any of it. 
 
    
    “Looks like I’ll be seeing you for the final table unless someone gets you in a similar way, Holyday,” Suez said as he took his seat again. 
 
    
    “I’d say that’s likely,” Doc nodded. “Be a while until we reach the final table, I think.” 
 
    
    “We’ll see,” Suez said. 
 
    
    Wenn exhaled. “That almost went sideways, Doc.” 
 
    
    “Almost,” Doc agreed as he took his seat. “Sorry about that, folks.” 
 
    
    The rough-dressed player chuckled. “Don’t be. I’m glad that asshole is gone.” 
 
    
    “So am I,” another out-of-towner said. 
 
    
    “Just don’t say that near him,” Doc cautioned the two men. “He’s the fastest draw in town. It’s said, he’s never lost a shootout, and any slight is reason for a shootout.” 
 
    
    Both men nodded slowly, clearly understanding that doing so would be bad. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    There was an unusual occurrence during the next break— when Suez met his companions for his makeout session, one of the women fainted. 
 
    
    Doc frowned as he watched Suez guide her to the floor. She had gone from being an enthusiastic participant to unconscious in a blink. The other woman blanched slightly when she knelt to check on her friend. 
 
    
    “Is she okay?” Wenn asked, going over to them. 
 
    
    “She’s just exhausted,” Suez told him before turning to the other woman. “Make sure she gets home, then come back here.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir...” the woman whispered. 
 
    
    The unconscious woman stirred, mumbling as she woke. 
 
    
    Suez touched her cheek when her eyes opened. “Get your rest. I’ll need you again.” 
 
    
    She nodded, accepting his help to her feet. The second woman guided her out of the Lily. The first’s footsteps were unsteady, but firm enough to manage walking. 
 
    
    “Glad she’s okay,” Wenn said. 
 
    
    “Probably had a bit too much to drink,” Suez said as he walked away. 
 
    
    Doc watched him go with a thoughtful expression. When Suez was out of the Lily, Doc went to the bar. “Petunia, were Suez’s women drinking all day?” 
 
    
    “Not since I came on,” Petunia said. “They’ve had tea since I took over.” 
 
    
    “Hmm...” 
 
    
    “It is late,” Wenn said as he came over to the bar. “Not surprising she passed out after drinking all day.” 
 
    
    “She’s been having tea for the last few hours,” Doc told Wenn. “She went from kissing him back eagerly, to out in a snap. It isn’t right.” 
 
    
    “What else could it have been?” Wenn asked. 
 
    
    “Possibly a medical condition? Narcolepsy causes people to faint suddenly... but it’d be odd if she had that and never showed it before now.” 
 
    
    “Been around her a lot?” 
 
    
    “No, but Suez would know if she had that condition. I doubt he’d have called her drunk if she did.” 
 
    
    “Hmm...” 
 
    
    “I’ll take some coffee, Petunia,” Doc said. “That’s all I’m going to drink until this is over. Time to stay awake.” 
 
    
    Wenn looked back at the tables, which still had a total of fourteen players. “Might be a good idea. How long do you think it’ll drag on?” 
 
    
    “Into tomorrow afternoon, at least,” Doc said. “Final table may be in the early hours.” 
 
    
    “Not far from midnight now,” Wenn sighed. “I’ll be back. I have to see a man about a horse.” 
 
    
    Doc chuckled. “You saw me leave a few minutes ago? I beat the rush and it only cost me a single hand of play.” 
 
    
    “I was curious about that. I might do the same myself in the future. You leave after your blinds go past, right?” 
 
    
    “Best time for it. If there are quick hands, you’re still back before your blinds come around again.” 
 
    
    “See you at the tables,” Wenn said, clearly thinking as he left. 
 
    
    “Doc,” Sonya said from the archway to the other side of the Lily. 
 
    
    He went over to her and gave her a quick hug. “Yes, my dear wife?” 
 
    
    “I’m going home. Rosa is in Lia’s office if you need her.” 
 
    
    “Get your sleep,” Doc murmured to her. “I’ll see you for breakfast.” 
 
    
    “Lia said she would do at least a two-hour break for breakfast, so that sounds lovely.” Sonya stood on her toes, her lips pursed. 
 
    
    Doc bent his head to kiss her, giving her another hug before letting her go. “Almost as lovely as you.” 
 
    
    Cheeks tinged slightly pink, Sonya giggled. “Thank you, husband.” She separated and headed away, but looked back before stepping out of the Lily. She gave Doc another smile as he watched her go. 
 
    
    “Your elf know about that?” the rough-dressed player asked. 
 
    
    “She should. I married Sonya before her,” Doc replied. “By the way, I haven’t caught your name.” 
 
    
    “Geovanni Ferrarini, but most just call me Geno,” the man said, extending his hand. 
 
    
    “Doc Holyday,” Doc replied, shaking the offered hand. “What do you do, Geno?” 
 
    
    “I’m a fixer,” Geno said. “I can fix almost anything if given the right materials and time.” 
 
    
    “A true handyman?” 
 
    
    “Exactly.” 
 
    
    “How does a handyman come to have the cash to buy-in?” Doc asked curiously. 
 
    
    “Fix the right things for the right people and they can be very appreciative,” Geno grinned. 
 
    
    “Hmm... You don’t have regular employment?” 
 
    
    “I have repeat customers, but I’m not beholden to any one person or business.” 
 
    
    “No interest in that?” 
 
    
    “No business has enough work for me,” Geno shrugged. 
 
    
    “A handyman who can do what you say you can is an asset,” Doc said. “If you can prove your claim, I might have a job for you.” 
 
    
    “I’d consider it, if the money’s good enough.” 
 
    
    “I pay very well. Can you work with non-humans?” 
 
    
    “I can work with anyone for the right pay,” Geno laughed. 
 
    
    “You staying in town?” 
 
    
    “I took a room at the Springs last night.” 
 
    
    “I’ll have your room covered if you’ll give a demonstration after the tournament is over. If that pans out, my financial officer will work with you on a contract and salary. Sound good?” 
 
    
    Geno thought about it for a long moment before nodding. “I’ll try it.” 
 
    
    “Wonderful,” Doc grinned. “Good luck in the tourney.” 
 
    
    “You, too,” Geno chuckled as he headed to the bar for a drink. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    The next few hours went by with the tables split so each one had seven players. Doc was even more suspicious of Suez when his second companion collapsed in the early morning hours, then paid a man to escort her home. After his second companion was gone, Doc ended up on a table with Suez as they worked their way down to ten players. 
 
    
    Doc watched Suez for over half an hour. He wasn’t winning nearly as often as he had, and rarely got into hands. His slicked back hair was mussed and dark circles were forming under the playboy’s eyes. 
 
    
    As the cards came around, Doc checked his hand to find the ace and king of hearts. He was the first one to bet, so he tossed a grand into the pot. The next few players dropped out quickly, their stacks of chips slowly whittling away as it was. 
 
    
    Suez checked his cards before meeting Doc’s eyes. “Hmm... a solid bet. I’ll be raising to one thousand five hundred.” He matched his words by pushing the chips in. 
 
    
    Everyone else dropped out, and Doc matched his raise. “Let’s see what we get.” 
 
    
    The dealer was quick to get the flop onto the board. Doc didn’t react, watching Suez, instead. A small tremor of a smile touched Suez’s lips for a fraction of a second. Doc then looked at the table to see what had come up. The ace of clubs, the king of diamonds, and the queen of hearts stared up at them. 
 
    
    “You know,” Suez said with a grin, “we’ve only had one side-bet so far. I’m willing to put the Den back up.” 
 
    
    Doc kept his face impassive, but the outs for Suez were too many with an almost completed straight on the table. “I’d need to see another card first.” 
 
    
    “Very well. Let’s make it three thousand,” Suez said, pushing his chips in. 
 
    
    “Call,” Doc said. 
 
    
    The bets were collected and the next card was exposed. Doc watched Suez’s face before looking down at the card. Again, a barely there tremor had crossed Suez’s lips. Doc kept his face blank though he was ecstatic to see another ace on the table: the ace of diamonds. 
 
    
    “Ten thousand, and I, again, offer up the side-bet,” Suez said. 
 
    
    “I’ll call the chips,” Doc said. He knew he had the winning hand unless Suez could pull out a royal flush. “What do I put up to match the Den? The Gold Strike?” 
 
    
    Suez considered it for a moment, then nodded. “I agree.” 
 
    
    The room was not as busy as it had been, but the commotion from the onlookers caused the other table to pause and look over. 
 
    
    The dealer collected the chips, burned the top card, then placed the last card on the table. After a few heartbeats, she turned it over, revealing the six of clubs. 
 
    
    “I’ll match your chips and put up two homes,” Suez said with supreme confidence. 
 
    
    Doc sat back, looking at the cards on the table. He can’t have four of a kind, and there’s no straight flushes or royal flushes. The best he could have is a full house, and he has to for what he’s betting. Maybe the other ace and king to match me and push the pot? Or perhaps the ace and queen? 
 
    
    “Doc?” the dealer prompted him. 
 
    
    “Two houses...” Doc said slowly. “Not sure I want to put the Springs against that. What would you match up against the Springs?” 
 
    
    “The Springs by itself isn’t enough to put my mine up... but the Springs and Goodman’s mine would be enough to match it.” 
 
    
    “Your mine and the two houses for the Goodman mine and the Springs?” Doc countered. 
 
    
    Suez paused, then nodded. “If you go all-in, yes.” 
 
    
    Doc leaned back again as if he had to really think about it. After the dealer prompted him again, with all eyes on him, Doc sighed. “Call.” 
 
    
    The dealer counted the chips and made sure both men pushed them into the pot, then called on Suez to reveal his cards. 
 
    
    Suez laughed a false laugh as he turned them over. The ace and queen of spades were on display to the room. “It’s a tough break for you. Got the straight on the flop, did you?” 
 
    
    “No,” Doc sighed theatrically. He flipped over his cards for everyone to see. “I have a full house, too.” 
 
    
    The room went silent before people started talking or laughing. The dealer called Doc the winner, then started sliding the chips to him. 
 
    
    Suez glared at the table before he looked up. “Well done. I’m glad that we still have more tournament to go. I’ll have to win back my properties.” 
 
    
    “We can settle it all up after the tournament ends. Better that way,” Doc agreed, seeing the dark hatred in Suez’s eyes. 
 
    
    It took a few minutes for Doc to collect his chips and get them organized— he even sat out the next hand to manage just that. Suez stared at him the entire time, and Doc wondered at how things had turned against Suez in the last hour. I didn’t use my gift from Luck and I still got that hand... he would have pulled out a win somehow before... 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    A couple of hands later, the last of the players needed was knocked out. Suez pushed two of the short stacks all-in, and Wenn removed a second player from the other table. 
 
    
    Petunia cleared her throat at the bar. “Ladies and gentlemen, Lia is currently unavailable, so I have my instructions from her. We will be pausing here for the last table to be seated. Pouches will be brought for the players to secure their chips, after verifying for themselves and the dealer how many are secured. Once that is done, there will be about a four-hour break. Get a nap, food, or anything else you wish. The tournament will resume at seven in the morning.” 
 
    
    Suez looked nearly giddy at the long break. He was the first one done counting his chips and out the door. Doc was the last one, and he looked at the other players who remained. Wenn, Geno, the one dwarf who’d managed to make it this far, and five others from out of town. 
 
    
    Guess the locals just couldn’t keep up. 
 
    
    “Doc, see you back at the tables,” Wenn said. 
 
    
    “I’ll be here,” Doc nodded. “I’d suggest a nap.” 
 
    
    “I plan on it, and a good breakfast.” 
 
    
    Doc checked the office to get Lia, who was dozing in a chair, and Rosa. With them beside him, they went home so he could get a nap. Rosa promised to wake him in time for breakfast. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Seething Darkness churned around Doc. His heart was beating fast as dissonant whispers filled the air in a cacophony of sound. Every wish or desire he ever had was being offered to him over and over. 
 
    
    A small patch of the Darkness pulled back, showing Doc the vision he’d had when he cleansed the se’sxac: him sitting on a luxurious throne. Lia, Fiala, Jesamin, and all the other women lounging around him, rubbing against his legs, and massaging his feet and more intimate places. Doc pushed the thought away and the Darkness closed over the image. 
 
    
    Another patch opened at that same moment. This time, it was the offering when he’d touched Adrian’s body. He was sitting behind a large desk with his wives standing behind him. They wore wide smiles while another man in the room addressed him as Governor Holyday. All of this happened while Rosa bobbed her head up and down his shaft under the desk. Doc again pushed the image away, and the Darkness closed over the image. 
 
    
    A soft hand touched his face, and whispered words touched his mind, “Doc, wake up. Nightmares plague you.” 
 
    
    Jerking up in bed, Doc was breathing fast. Rosa was standing beside him, her hand on his cheek. “Oh gods...” Doc exhaled slowly. 
 
    
    “The Darkness tempts you,” Rosa whispered. “Twice it has offered you to join it.” 
 
    
    “Yeah...” 
 
    
    “Both times, you refused it...” 
 
    
    “Fuck it if it thinks I’m going to just roll over,” Doc said, calming down. 
 
    
    Rosa lunged into him, her lips finding his with feverish intensity. Doc was knocked back onto the bed, his arms going around Rosa’s lithe waist in reflex. Tongues dueled as the dryad shifted to straddle him over the blankets. 
 
    
    Doc rolled them over, pinning her underneath him and breaking the kiss. Breathing roughly, he stared down into Rosa’s glowing eyes. “Weed?” 
 
    
    “Thank you...” Rosa shivered. “I want to thank you for staying with us.” 
 
    
    Doc smiled softly down at her. “I’m not going to stop, Rosa. Luck chose me because I don’t give up. Besides, those were not real offers. I already have all of you.” 
 
    
    Rosa shuddered, her eyes slowly dimming. “Yes... All of us wish to be here, too. We were not controlled into it like the Darkness would have you do.” 
 
    
    “Well, one of you is controlled,” Doc said, leaning down, but pausing an inch away from kissing her. “Aren’t you, Weed?” 
 
    
    Rosa moaned, her eyelids fluttering as she waited for him to kiss her. “Yes, for you, Voice. I gave my neck to you after you took my heart.” 
 
    
    Doc kissed her softly and gently, allowing his love to transfer to her. Rosa moaned into his mouth as she kissed him back just as softly, giving him what she was receiving. 
 
    
    When he finally broke their kiss, Doc touched his forehead to hers so they only saw each other’s eyes. “You’ll make me late, Rosa.” 
 
    
    “I don’t mean to... I just want you all the time, Doc.” 
 
    
    “I know, just as I want you, Fiala, Sonya, Ayla, and Lia. We have our times, but we also have work.” 
 
    
    “As you command, Voice.” 
 
    
    “Good girl, my precious Weed,” Doc murmured, tilting his head to nip her ear. 
 
    
    Rosa gasped and shook as she let his desires flow through her. She stayed there as he got up and dressed for the day. When his mind focused on breakfast, she exhaled and crawled out of the bed. 
 
    
    “Tonight?” Rosa asked hopefully. 
 
    
    “If things go right,” Doc smiled. “Let’s go eat.” 
 
    
    Rosa’s face brightened, but then she sighed. “Harrid will be there, and you won’t let me with him present.” Her voice carried her pout. 
 
    
    “Correct,” Doc chuckled. He took her arm and slipped it through his. “Come now, my lovely dryad wife. Our wives are waiting for us.” 
 
    
    Rosa shivered. “As my husband commands.” The single word held an endless happiness to it. 
 
    
    When they reached the dining room, Doc greeted everyone as he took his seat. 
 
    
    “When did you get in?” Ayla asked. 
 
    
    “Around three-ish,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Not a lot of sleep,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “Once I get some coffee in me, I’ll be good for the day.” He looked around. “No Harrid?” 
 
    
    “He might have overslept,” Lia said. “Or he’ll be here before we go over.” 
 
    
    “How did you do before the break?” Fiala asked from the kitchen. 
 
    
    “I ended up head-to-head with Suez right near the end,” Doc said. “I have his mine, the Den, and two houses currently, along with taking a good chunk from his chips. His luck turned on him during the last part of the night.” 
 
    
    “That’s good,” Sonya smiled. 
 
    
    “He was abnormally lucky all day,” Lia said slowly. “I didn’t think about it at the time, but now that I do…” 
 
    
    “Yeah,” Doc nodded. “His luck turned when both of his companions left, right after they passed out.” 
 
    
    “That’s odd...” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “Very,” Ayla agreed. 
 
    
    “It was as if they were what was giving him the luck,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Is that possible?” Fiala asked. 
 
    
    “Not that I know of,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Or me,” Sophia added. 
 
    
    “They aren’t dryads,” Rosa said softly. “I would feel them if they were.” 
 
    
    “I didn’t think they were, but it was odd,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Breakfast,” Fiala told them. “Cheese and eggs with some sausage.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Fiala, Sonya,” Doc smiled at them. 
 
    
    “You almost had Kiddum pull on you,” Lia said as the food was brought out to the table. 
 
    
    “Suez called him off. I was ready to use my new gift. Glad I didn’t have to, because other people would have caught the bullets, instead.” 
 
    
    “New gift?” Sophia asked. 
 
    
    “It’s like missed me, but instead of a single attack, it’s ten seconds of immunity. The cooldown is a full day once it’s used.” 
 
    
    “Because Kiddum shoots six times in a span of a few seconds,” Fiala said. 
 
    
    “I hope to never have to use it, but if I do, I’ll be good.” 
 
    
    A knock on the door came just before Sonya sat down, so she rushed off to get it. She came back with Harrid in tow. The dwarf looked tired, but awake enough. 
 
    
    “Morning, Harrid,” Doc said as he poured a cup of coffee for him. “Quick breakfast.” 
 
    
    “Thanks,” Harrid grunted, dropping into the seat that had been left for him. 
 
    
    “You were there all night, too?” Fiala asked. 
 
    
    “Yes,” Harrid said. “I escorted them back to the house, then went to get some sleep.” 
 
    
    “Where did the tournament pause?” Ayla asked. 
 
    
    “Last table,” Doc said between bites of food. “It’ll take most of today, I believe.” 
 
    
    “Really?” Sophia asked. 
 
    
    “Yeah. Last tables always take longer,” Doc explained. “Payout only goes to the top four, so everyone will be trying to make it there. I was surprised Wenn was still in it when we stopped.” 
 
    
    “Cassia’s unhappy with him,” Lia sighed. “I hope she forgave him.” 
 
    
    “Because he spent all that money to buy-in?” Ayla asked. 
 
    
    “It was most of his savings,” Lia explained, “after he’d been talking of buying a home with her.” 
 
    
    “Oh, yeah, that might upset her,” Doc nodded. “Then again, prices in town are sky-high. He might not have found one for that much. Maybe he thinks he can win enough in the tourney to do it?” 
 
    
    “Hmm... I’ll tell her that today, unless he already explained it to her.” 
 
    
    “Couldn’t we give her one of the homes you won, Doc?” Sonya suggested. 
 
    
    “We could,” Doc said around his fork. He quickly swallowed his food before continuing, “If he’ll accept it.” 
 
    
    “Cassia would accept it,” Fiala said. “Give it to her.” 
 
    
    “No. He needs to own it,” Sophia said. “It would be another link to the town.” 
 
    
    “She has a point,” Harrid said, joining the conversation. “Ownership of property does help one feel more grounded.” 
 
    
    “I agree,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “That all depends on Doc having them at the end of the day,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “Time will tell,” Doc said before focusing on his food again. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    When they came out of the back hall of the Lily, having entered through the kitchen, Doc whistled softly. The cash games were nearly full, but that was just the beginning of it. Every open seat was filled, and more people milled around the room. 
 
    
    Lia led them through the room and into the other side of the Lily. It was also full of people. No one was gambling, but every seat was taken except for a single table. It had been shifted to be easily visible from the second floor. 
 
    
    Suez was already near the table, his two women on his arms. Wenn stood off to the side, shooting glances at Cassia behind the bar and looking upset. Geno was at the bar with a pint in his hand, smiling as he watched the room. All three of them looked at Doc when he walked in. Geno raised his drink in acknowledgement, getting a nod in return. Suez smiled falsely, then leaned in to whisper in the ear of one of the women with him. 
 
    
    Doc crossed the room to Wenn. “Morning. Doesn’t look like a good one.” 
 
    
    Wenn exhaled roughly. “She… is upset with me.” 
 
    
    “Because you played instead of finding a home?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    Wenn side-eyed him, then grunted. “She told Lia?” 
 
    
    “Women talk their problems out,” Doc replied. “She probably didn’t even think that, with what you had, you still couldn’t get one.” 
 
    
    “I was going to explain it to her, but she was already asleep. When I woke up, she was gone. I came downstairs and she just iced me.” 
 
    
    “Lia’s going to talk to her and explain the hows and whys. If all goes well, I bet I know someone who’d sell you a house at a sweetheart deal.” 
 
    
    “Heard you won two off Suez last night, along with his mine and the Den.” 
 
    
    “It was a good hand,” Doc chuckled. “I’ll have even more tonight.” 
 
    
    “I won’t let you undersell it too much, but I appreciate it.” 
 
    
    “Friends help,” Doc chuckled, slapping him on the back. 
 
    
    “Friends help,” Wenn said softly, clearly thinking of something. “They should...” 
 
    
    “Ladies and gentlemen, the final table for our yearly tournament is about to begin,” Lia announced from behind the bar. “Considering the crowd who wish to see it, I will keep these tables closed. If anyone raises a fuss or looks to be cheating, I will have you tossed with extreme prejudice. The second floor will have the best seats to see the table itself. I will be asking people to rotate out every break so others have the chance to watch the action.” 
 
    
    There was some grumbling from the second floor, but no one spoke up. 
 
    
    “We have two dealers for today’s table, who had the most compliments for their dealing yesterday: Orchid and Poppy. They will be rotating out every break. There will be more servers, so you will have an easier time getting drinks and food. Players, your drinks are on the house.” 
 
    
    A couple at the final table grinned widely at that, and Doc recalled them as the short stacks. He’d been the one to suggest the idea to Lia, and knew those two would be drinking heavily to feel better about not making it into the money. 
 
    
    “As I call out your names, take your seats, verify your chips, and get ready to play for the prize,” Lia said. “Orchid, take your seat and be ready.” 
 
      
 
    “First seat, our leader in chips: Mr. James Suez,” Lia went on after a brief pause. “Second seat, Mr. Geno…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Doc didn’t play a lot during the first hour. He didn’t defend his blinds, folding as soon as someone raised them. His cards were mediocre at best, so he used the time to get a feel for the people he hadn’t played against yesterday. Suez won most of the hands during that time. 
 
    
    When the hour was almost over, Doc came back from the outhouse to find Wenn, Geno, and Suez all in a contested pot. Taking his seat, he checked the board, which was just getting to the river. When Orchid turned the card over, Doc silently whistled. There were options for straights, flushes, and even a straight flush. 
 
    
    “Three thousand,” Suez said, the first to bet. 
 
    
    Geno checked his cards before, with a heavy sigh, calling. “I probably don’t have this pot, but my hand is good enough to check, just in case.” 
 
    
    Wenn chuckled. “Should have dropped. Raise to five grand.” 
 
    
    “Call,” Suez said tightly. 
 
    
    Geno mumbled a curse and mucked his cards. “Yeah, no.” 
 
    
    Wenn gave Geno a grin. “Good call.” 
 
    
    Orchid collected the chips, then looked at Wenn. 
 
    
    “Flush to the ace.” Showing off his cards, he looked at Suez. “Unless you have that straight flush, I win.” 
 
    
    Suez’s jaw tightened and he mucked his cards to Orchid. 
 
    
    “Winner is the marshal,” Orchid announced. 
 
    
    “Nice hand,” Doc said, taking his seat. 
 
    
    “Just glad to win one,” Wenn said. 
 
    
    Doc caught sight of Suez checking his pocket watch from the corner of his eye. He’s wondering when the hour is up. Must be wanting to see his companions again... His luck was high early, but it’s been dropping off, and this is the biggest pot he’s lost since we started today. 
 
    
    Orchid shuffled, then dealt the next hand. Once the cards were out, Lia said, “Last hand before the break.” 
 
    
    Doc had the three and four of hearts in his hand. It wasn’t great, but it gave him potential flush and straight draws. The person ahead of him folded, giving Doc the first bet. 
 
    
    “Let’s go... five hundred,” Doc said, tossing his chips in. 
 
    
    Suez looked at his cards before calling. 
 
    
    Geno, the dwarf Doc hadn’t gotten the name of, and Wenn all called, but the rest of the table folded. Orchid started collecting the chips into the pot so she could get to the flop. 
 
    
    No one raised, which means either everyone has a shit hand, or someone is slow playing to get a bigger bet after the flop... 
 
    
    Orchid burned the next card, then placed three cards into the middle of the table. After a second pause, she flipped them over. The six of hearts, five of clubs, and the ace of hearts were revealed. 
 
    
    Wenn was the first bet, having been the small blind. “I’ll go five hundred.” 
 
    
    “Raise to a grand,” Doc said without hesitation. 
 
    
    “Two grand,” Suez said while Doc was still putting his bet into the pot. 
 
    
    “Fold,” Geno sighed, tossing his cards in. 
 
    
    Wenn sat there for a moment, getting prompted by Orchid before saying, “Good luck. Fold.” He mucked his cards to Orchid. 
 
    
    “Call.” Doc added in the other thousand. 
 
    
    Orchid collected the chips, then burned a card before putting the next card onto the table. After a second of pause for people to feel the excitement, she flipped it over. The two of hearts made people murmur about straights and flushes. 
 
    
    “Check,” Doc said, tapping the table with a single finger. 
 
    
    Suez looked past Orchid to Doc, studying him even after Orchid prompted him to raise, call, or fold. “Three thousand,” he finally said. 
 
    
    He could have a flush, which would beat mine, or he hit a straight like I did... Considering his betting, I’m thinking the straight. He’s checking to see if I’m slow playing the flush. Best thing to do would be to call. Then, if the river doesn’t add another heart, go for him then. 
 
    
    “Doc, the bet is three thousand,” Orchid told him. 
 
    
    “Call,” Doc said slowly, pushing his chips in. 
 
    
    Orchid did her job, then looked at both men before flipping over the river. The five of hearts now on display got some excited chatter from the room. 
 
    
    Doc hesitated— he had a straight flush, and he wanted to suck Suez into a bigger loss. “Check,” he said after Orchid prompted him. 
 
    
    Suez stared at him for a long moment. “You picked up property from me yesterday, as well as a good portion of my chips. I’m going to bet ten thousand on the hand, but I want to offer a side-bet. I have some soul stones that I’d put up for a good match.” 
 
    
    “I’m not interested in the stones,” Doc shrugged. “I can get more from my mine easily enough. If you want to put up property worth either the mine or the Den, I’d consider it.” 
 
    
    Suez’s lips puckered. “If you put them both up, I’d offer the stables.” 
 
    
    “Done,” Doc said happily. “And call.” 
 
    
    Suez’s lips thinned even more, as he’d just finished putting his chips into the pot. 
 
    
    After Orchid collected Doc’s bet and had the pot in order, she turned to Suez. “Sir, you’ve been called.” 
 
    
    Suez turned his cards over, revealing the king and queen of hearts. “I have the best flush possible.” 
 
    
    The crowd talked excitedly, as Doc would need a full house or straight flush to beat him. 
 
    
    Doc nodded solemnly before flipping his cards over. “If not for the five of hearts, you would have beat me.” 
 
    
    “Straight flush,” Orchid announced. “The winner is Doc.” 
 
    
    “With the hand done, we will be taking a fifteen-minute break,” Lia announced as the room chattered. “Orchid, hold the table until Poppy relieves you.” 
 
    
    “Yes, ma’am,” Orchid replied, passing the winning pot to Doc. 
 
    
    Doc stood up and gave Suez a small shrug. “You had me until the river.” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Suez said through clenched teeth. “Excuse me.” 
 
    
    Doc watched as Suez went right to the stairs where his companions had come down. Again, Suez had a fierce makeout session with the two women. They both were wearing thicker makeup and looked exhausted. Doc focused on the hair of the woman Suez was kissing— she had touches of gray in her hair, mostly hidden by the hat she wore. 
 
    
    She didn’t have gray hair yesterday. Is he pulling the life from them to be luckier? 
 
    
    “Nice hand,” Wenn chuckled, slapping Doc on the back. “Happy I got out of it when I did.” 
 
    
    “He would have had me if not for that card,” Doc said. “It was damned close.” 
 
    
    “Luck still seems to like you.” 
 
    
    “For now. I didn’t have many hands worth playing.” 
 
    
    “But the ones you did were pretty good for you.” 
 
    
    “There is that,” Doc smiled. 
 
    
    “I need to go for a bit. See you after the break,” Wenn said before heading out the door. 
 
    
    Doc made his way to the bar. “Cassia, can I get a cup of coffee, please?” 
 
    
    “Of course, Doc,” Cassia said. When she brought it to him, she glanced at the door. “Do you think he’ll make it to the final four?” 
 
    
    “He has a good shot. If he doesn’t get pulled into a big bet, he has a real chance. Two of the guys at the table will be forced out in two sets of blinds if Lia doubles them again. They’ll try to push in for at least one hand, maybe both at the same time. That’ll knock us down to eight easily.” 
 
    
    “Okay...” 
 
    
    “Did Lia talk with you?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Yes. I’m still upset he didn’t discuss it with me, but I understand,” Cassia sighed. Someone called for her, and she gave Doc a worried smile. “Excuse me.” 
 
    
    “Have some faith in him,” Doc told her. 
 
    
    “Hell of a hand,” Geno said, coming over to him. “Glad I backed out.” 
 
    
    “Yeah. You made the right call.” 
 
    
    “I see why you were playing slow. He’d been winning most of his hands until just before the break.” 
 
    
    “Noticed that, did you?” 
 
    
    “It was like that yesterday, too, but the only big hand he lost then was to you.” 
 
    
    “I didn’t keep track,” Doc admitted. “He won a good hand off me yesterday. I won’t be surprised if he wins another off me today.” 
 
    
    “If I might ask, what’s this side-betting you two are doing?” 
 
    
    Doc turned to the new speaker— it was the dwarven man he hadn’t gotten the name of. “Hi. We’ve been betting property in town and, the other day, he got three soul stones off me. I haven’t caught your name. I’m Doc Holyday.” 
 
    
    The dwarf chuckled. “I know who you are, Holyday. Shaman of the Oresmelter clan and owner of the mine in this area that has both mythrium and soul stones. I’m Elder Alaric Ironbeard of the Ironbeard clan in Furden. You met my much younger cousin not long ago.” 
 
    
    “Oh, Karl? Heard he had a hell of a poker face.” 
 
    
    Alaric laughed. “No, he doesn’t. For business, he is as calm as a frozen mountain lake, but for poker, he’s a wreck.” 
 
    
    “Good to know,” Doc chuckled, offering his hand. “A pleasure to meet you, sir.” 
 
    
    “The pleasure is mine. I was wondering if I might visit your mine after the tournament?” 
 
    
    “I’m sure we can arrange something. Where are you staying?” 
 
    
    “With Michael Creager.” Doc winced, and Ironbeard laughed. “He did have a lot to say about you.” 
 
    
    “Any of it good?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Yes, actually, though he did tell me the bad, as well. I had no idea. It isn’t easily seen... that is certain. I’ve talked to others and the good vastly outweighs the bad. Your ruling on young women is concerning, but even then, they do apparently have a large number of offers for marriage.” 
 
    
    “Following your heart should be encouraged. I just tempered that with the wish that the clans remain strong.” 
 
    
    “Yes. It is good to meet you. I was going to approach yesterday, but the tournament has been far harder than I initially thought. I do notice that the majority of players left in it are from Furden.” 
 
    
    “They’re used to bigger games up there,” Doc shrugged. “That isn’t surprising to me. The fact that we’ve had as few cheats as we’ve had is more surprising.” 
 
    
    “I think the caveat that they would be banned from all future tournaments is what did it.” 
 
    
    “True enough.” 
 
    
    “I am curious about why you left the table before the break.” 
 
    
    “Used the bathroom,” Doc shrugged again. “I prefer beating the rush.” 
 
    
    “Ah… interesting. And you go after your blinds, hmm? Yes, this makes sense.” 
 
    
    “Doc, you might want to head back to the table,” Cassia said, coming down the bar. 
 
    
    “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    
    “Can I get a dark ale, please?” Ironbeard asked, turning toward Cassia. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    The following hour saw the two smallest-stacked players eliminated. Suez’s luck was up again at the start of the hour— Ironbeard lost half of his chips to Suez, and Wenn lost a chunk, but folded before losing more. As the hour wound down, Geno took another player out of the game. As the last hand came to a close, Ironbeard went all-in and knocked out the other smaller stacks. 
 
    
    That set the table for a five-way game only two hours into the game. Lia announced a break until the top of the hour, as she was going to remove the empty chairs to give each player more room. Doc paid attention to Suez, who again mauled his two companions, one of whom nearly fell over. 
 
    
    Guess we just need to draw out the game and tap his ability to influence things, Doc thought. 
 
    
    Geno was chatting to one of the servers, wearing a smile on his face; Ironbeard had stepped out of the building to probably use the outhouse, which Suez was now heading for; and Wenn was at the bar, having a whispered conversation with Cassia. 
 
    
    “Doc, do you have a moment?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “Office?” Doc asked her. 
 
    
    “For the best,” Lia smiled as she led the way through the room. 
 
    
    Doc waved to Heather, who was just taking a seat at the piano. She beamed back, then winked when she saw him following Lia. 
 
    
    Making it to her office, Lia sat in one of the chairs. “This has been good for business, and bad for my nerves.” 
 
    
    “High stakes always are,” Doc chuckled as he took another, “from what I’ve heard. Honestly, I’ve never played in a tournament with this much on the line. I just keep telling myself it’s for pennies, not dollars.” 
 
    
    Lia laughed. “So that’s why you look so cool?” 
 
    
    “That and the fact that the money itself isn’t the real thing I’m after here. Suez knows he has a problem. He’s draining his companions to stay up on his luck. I don’t think he realized how long the tournament would run.” 
 
    
    “Draining them?” 
 
    
    “They’re caked in makeup and one of them has gray hair today. I’m betting the makeup is to hide wrinkles.” 
 
    
    “So he’s killing them?” 
 
    
    “I’m not positive, but if he’s draining them of their life, yes.” 
 
    
    “And trying to call him out would invite all sorts of issues...” Lia said slowly. “They don’t seem to dislike it, either.” 
 
    
    “Which worries me,” Doc sighed. “Why are they still doing it if he’s killing them?” 
 
    
    “We’ll probably never know... Can you win everything?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “Yeah, should be able to. I just need him to exhaust himself first. I wish I knew what he was doing, though it explains why people think he cheats. Most times, they’re at the table with him.” 
 
    
    “So he takes from them at the table?” 
 
    
    “He didn’t kiss them when I played against him, but it might be skin contact. They did rub his neck a lot…” Doc trailed off, thinking about it. 
 
    
    “Just be careful, Doc. He already hates you. I saw it in his eyes when you took the stables.” 
 
    
    “He has the act of a generous, understanding man down, but his eyes tell you who he really is.” 
 
    
    “A murderous bastard,” Lia said. “Yes, I’ve seen him. He hides behind the playboy act.” 
 
    
    “I need to get back out there,” Doc said, getting to his feet. 
 
    
    “Doc?” 
 
    
    “Yeah?” He paused at the door to look back at her. 
 
    
    Lia pushed him into the door, kissing him passionately. Doc was all too glad to pull her to him and return the kiss. After a minute or two, they broke apart with Lia smirking at him and Doc grinning back. 
 
    
    “Love you, Lia,” Doc said before he opened the door. 
 
    
    “And I, you, my dear Shaman,” Lia snickered. 
 
    
    The crowd was chattering excitedly as Doc and Lia came back into the room. Doc went to take his seat to Orchid’s right, but spaced a bit farther away. Suez was on her other side, with Ironbeard to his left. Wenn was on Doc’s right, and Geno was in the middle of the five of them. 
 
    
    Doc sat and leaned over toward Wenn, as the room was still loud. “Slow play until the hour gets close. Don’t get into hands with Suez until then.” 
 
    
    Wenn grunted, then boomed out a laugh, slapping Doc’s back. That got the room to quiet down, all eyes going to the pair. “I wouldn’t say that joke in front of your wives.” 
 
    
    Doc coughed, shaking his head. “Don’t say that out loud, idiot!” 
 
    
    Wenn looked around, then cleared his throat. “Sorry...” 
 
    
    “What was the joke?” Geno grinned. 
 
    
    “I think I got him in enough trouble already,” Wenn said. “I’m not going to dig his grave for him.” 
 
    
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Lia said loudly, making the noise die off even more. “We continue with our yearly tournament. We’re down to just five left of the fifty we started with. Just one more needs to go before we get to the money. Remain civil, and you can continue to enjoy the game. Orchid, open up the deck and get it rolling.” 
 
    
    Orchid smiled as she opened up the new box of cards. “Welcome back, gentlemen. The blinds have increased again. The big blind is now four hundred, and the small is two hundred. Good luck.” 
 
    
    “I have to say, I was concerned about the quality of the dealers before yesterday,” Ironbeard said, “but you have chosen skilled people, Holyday.” 
 
    
    “That’s mostly Lia,” Doc chuckled. “I just asked about poker when they were interviewed. Orchid here was pretty raw when we got her. She learned quickly, though.” 
 
    
    Orchid smiled as she shuffled, but didn’t speak. 
 
    
    “It’s a novelty,” Suez said. “Using the house dealers for the final table? I’m not sure that’s for the best. How do you excuse yourself from being accused of cheating if you win it all?” 
 
    
    “I don’t need to cheat,” Doc shrugged, “but if it helps you...” Doc stood up and took off his jacket, draping it over his chair. Taking his seat again, he unbuttoned his sleeves and rolled them up to his elbows. “There you go.” 
 
    
    “I have to say switching the decks every break is a good idea, too,” Ironbeard said, seeing Suez’s ploy for what it was. “It would make it difficult to have the right cards on hand unless you brought all of them, which would be silly.” 
 
    
    “Is someone implying my dealers aren’t honest?” Lia asked from the bar. 
 
    
    “I think they are,” Wenn said. 
 
    
    “I’ve been happy with them,” Geno added. 
 
    
    “I believe if they were going to cheat, they would have done so already,” Ironbeard said. 
 
    
    Suez’s jaw set. “I wasn’t saying that. I was just saying that if people talk later, they might raise that point.” 
 
    
    “Perhaps,” Doc agreed, “but none of us here think that, so it would be hard to sell it to others.” 
 
    
    “Blinds, please,” Orchid said as she finished shuffling. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The tournament went on over the next few hours. Suez played almost every hand early, but then tightened up as the hour progressed toward the next break. Ironbeard lost a hand or two to Suez, as did Geno. Both Doc and Wenn would bet double the big blind to see the flop, but never went over that during the first half of an hour. During the later part, they bet more if their hands were good. 
 
    
    At noon, one of Suez’s women collapsed again, and Doc noticed that her hair had lost even more color. Suez called someone over to take her home— the man was obviously a worker of his, as he didn’t object or ask for pay. The second woman looked worried, but still kissed Suez passionately. 
 
    
    “I don’t remember her hair being so gray,” Wenn murmured to Doc. 
 
    
    “He’s draining them for luck is my theory,” Doc replied back just as quietly. “Once the other one drops, he’s out of tricks. I’m going to lose a hand to him early this time. Just stay out right now. His luck will be high.” 
 
    
    “Why?” Wenn asked. 
 
    
    “To make sure he doesn’t think about us knowing his weakness, and to set him up for a bigger bet later,” Doc replied. 
 
    
    “Hmm... can you heal them?” 
 
    
    “I don’t know. Honestly, they’re very active helpers, so I don’t want to ask and tip my hand. I can’t save every person. Only those who want help and don’t continue to make those choices.” 
 
    
    “True enough,” Wenn sighed. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    The first hand that Doc had decent cards, he did what he said he would— betting into Suez, Doc lost when Suez got the two cards he needed. That cost Doc a quarter of his chips, along with the mine and one of the houses he’d previously won. 
 
    
    After that, Doc prompted Ironbeard and Geno to both bet into a hand. Suez sat that one out, allowing the two men to have a fair chance. Geno lost the majority of his chips, and five hands later, Wenn removed Geno from the tournament as the hour came to a close. 
 
    
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Lia announced as the round finished, “we will be taking a one-hour break so our players can refresh themselves and get a bite to eat. Seats will be shifted to allow them even more room. We are now into the money and, as each player is removed, I will be paying them out. Good work, gentlemen, on outlasting the rest of the field.” 
 
    
    A round of applause and whistles went through the crowd. 
 
    
    Suez didn’t go to his remaining companion— he motioned for her to stay as he left the Lily with quick steps. Doc watched him go and had a bad feeling about Suez leaving. 
 
    
    “Doc, lunch?” Lia asked with a knowing smile. “I have food and wine in my office.” 
 
    
    “Sure,” Doc agreed. 
 
    
    A tray with sliced meat, cheese, and rolls sat on the desk along with a bottle and two crystal glasses. Doc set his jacket on the chair by the door, not having worn it since Suez’s comment. He went around Lia’s desk and pulled the chair out for her, seating her before taking his own seat. 
 
    
    “A romantic lunch, just the two of us again?” Doc asked as he poured wine for them both. 
 
    
    “A perk of the tournament,” Lia smirked. 
 
    
    Doc glanced at the bedroom door to the side. “I haven’t seen Jesamin. Is she still here?” 
 
    
    “No. She went back out to help with the mine while we’re still in town. Rangvald is looking for a replacement for her. Until we leave, I’ll be here so she can do as she has in the past.” 
 
    
    “That’s good. I feel a little bad that she’ll be stuck here when we go.” 
 
    
    “Not stuck. She just needs to be here every week, which gives her plenty of time to go into the woods and hunt with Krisriit. Do you worry for your elder, Shaman?” 
 
    
    “I worry for all of my friends, Lillianna.” 
 
    
    “Poking me back? Maybe after we eat.” 
 
    
    “At times, you’re as bad as Rosa.” 
 
    
    A soft moan came from the bedroom, and Doc’s gaze went back to the door. 
 
    
    “I never said it would be just us for lunch,” Lia smirked at him. “Now, eat up. We don’t have too long to enjoy the food.” 
 
    
    Doc took one of the rolls and split it open to make a sandwich. “I’m interested to know who else is in there besides Rosa.” 
 
    
    Lia watched him make the sandwich, then did the same. “I could keep it a secret, but I won’t. All of our wives are in there.” Her words were punctuated by another moan that Doc knew was Fiala’s— hers always held a light growl to them. Lia grinned at him. “Surprised?” 
 
    
    “Yes, but pleasantly, which is normal when the surprise comes from you.” 
 
    
    Lia took a big bite of her sandwich, staring at him as she did. 
 
    
    Doc wasted no time in matching her, very interested in the entertainment waiting for them both. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    When the tournament started up again, three of the four men at the table were wearing satisfied smiles. Ironbeard glanced from one to the other, chuckling as he took his seat. 
 
    
    “Well, I should have brought my wife with me, it seems,” Ironbeard commented. 
 
    
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Suez snorted. 
 
    
    “I have four wives,” Doc shrugged with a grin. “Things happen.” 
 
    
    Wenn shook his head, but he looked briefly over at Cassia behind the bar, glowing as she served drinks. “A good woman is a blessing.” 
 
    
    “I can drink to that,” Ironbeard said, raising the mug he had. 
 
    
    Wenn and Doc drank, as well, but Suez just snorted again. 
 
    
    “I also wanted to ask how you thought of these?” Ironbeard asked, tapping the wooden disk he set his mug on. 
 
    
    “Had to have something to keep the felt as pristine as possible,” Doc chuckled. “We still have our fair share of cleaning because not everyone does what we asked, but it helps cut down on it.” 
 
    
    “Ah, and they are not costly to make, either?” 
 
    
    “You can make them out of nearly everything. I’ve seen them done in slate and granite before.” 
 
    
    “Hmm... to protect the table the drink rests on. I can see this.” 
 
    
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Lia announced, getting the room to quiet down, “we’re continuing the tournament. Each of these four men will be walking away with a payout. Poppy, open up the cards, shuffle up, and deal.” 
 
    
    “Gentlemen, welcome back,” Poppy smiled. “The blinds are now two thousand for the big blind, and one thousand for the small blind.” She set the dealer button on Ironbeard, making Wenn the small blind and Doc the big blind. “Good luck.” 
 
    
    When the cards were dealt, Doc checked his to find the jack of clubs and the ten of diamonds. Not great, but not terrible. Let’s see what everyone does. 
 
    
    Everyone was surprised when Suez mucked his cards— it was the first time he’d folded his first hand after a break. Doc kept his face impassive, but Ironbeard’s beard twitched enough to show his surprise, and Wenn’s eyebrow rose a tiny bit. 
 
    
    Ironbeard shook his head before he cleared his throat. “Well then... I’ll double the big blind. Four thousand.” 
 
    
    Wenn thought about it for a moment, then moved his chips forward. “Call.” 
 
    
    “Call,” Doc said, adding his own. 
 
    
    Poppy collected them all, burned the next card, then placed the flop facedown in the middle of the board. Pausing for a second, she looked at the players before turning them over. The ace of diamonds, the king of clubs, and the queen of hearts were displayed to the crowd. 
 
    
    All three men remained impassive, but Wenn, being the small blind, was the first to bet. “Five thousand.” 
 
    
    No easy flush draw there... the best someone can have is three of a kind, or a straight like I do, Doc thought as Wenn pushed his bet forward. 
 
    
    Seconds ticked by and Poppy looked at Doc. “Doc?” 
 
    
    “Call.” 
 
    
    “Call,” Ironbeard was quick to say. 
 
    
    Poppy collected the chips, burned the next card, then placed the fourth card on the table. There was the same brief pause before she turned it over, revealing the six of spades. 
 
    
    Wenn’s lips pursed as he stared at the board. 
 
    
    Doc was glad that a flush was now impossible, and the newest card wouldn’t help anyone else make a straight, full house, or four of a kind. That left only a straight as the best hand likely to be made, unless someone had a match to give them a full house on the river. 
 
    
    “Check,” Wenn said slowly. 
 
    
    “Check,” Doc nodded. 
 
    
    Ironbeard exhaled slowly. “Three thousand.” 
 
    
    “Six,” Wenn chuckled, raising before Ironbeard put his chips in. 
 
    
    “Call,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Ironbeard hesitated before grimacing. “Call.” 
 
    
    Poppy had to check and collect the bets before she burned a card, then placed the last one facedown on the table. She paused the way she’d been taught, then flipped it over, revealing the two of diamonds. 
 
    
    Wenn looked at Doc for a long moment. “All-in.” 
 
    
    Doc was surprised at Wenn’s move. He checked his cards, then nodded. “Call.” 
 
    
    Ironbeard stared at the board, then sighed and folded. “Which of you has the straight?” 
 
    
    “Wenn is shorter stacked,” Poppy said, “and he was the beater. Show your cards, please.” 
 
    
    Wenn turned over a jack-ten combination. “I caught my straight.” 
 
    
    “So did I,” Doc laughed as he revealed his own straight. “I wondered if you had trips.” 
 
    
    “I thought you might have,” Wenn smirked. 
 
    
    “Split-pot,” Poppy announced. She took the existing pot and separated it into two equal portions for each man. 
 
    
    “Well, that hurt my chances,” Ironbeard sighed. “I should have dropped when you check-raised me.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, if you had trips after the flop, I understand why you’d stay in,” Doc said. “If you had ace-king or ace-queen, I can see the temptation, but after that raise, I would have dropped.” 
 
    
    Wenn nodded in agreement. “I was hoping to sucker at least one of you in. The odds of us both having a straight were slim, since we had to use both of our hole cards.” 
 
    
    Suez stayed quiet. He watched the three men chatting, wearing a small, dark smile. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    When the break for dinner was called, Doc had lost the Den and the other home back to Suez. Ironbeard had been pushed out after Suez took most of what the dwarf had left, leaving the three remaining players mostly equal on chips. 
 
    
    “You changed your play up, Suez,” Doc said as he stood and rolled his sleeves down. 
 
    
    “I couldn’t entice you into most pots, so I had to start picking and choosing,” Suez replied with a smile that never touched his eyes. 
 
    
    “That was a good hand to take back the majority of your property again,” Doc said. “I hope we can have another big hand or two before this ends.” 
 
    
    “I’m sure we will, if you’re willing to push in more incentives.” 
 
    
    “Wenn, dinner?” Cassia asked, having just been replaced at the bar by Petunia. 
 
    
    “Yes, dear,” Wenn smiled softly, putting his arm around her shoulders. “See you both in a couple of hours.” 
 
    
    “Excuse me, Mr. Suez?” Fido asked from the door to the Lily. “Can I have a moment? There’s been a death.” 
 
    
    That got a lot of attention, and Suez’s jaw tightened slightly as he put on a concerned expression. “A death?” 
 
    
    “One of your companions was found just outside her residence a few minutes ago,” Fido told him. “Please come with me. Grange wants you to verify that it’s her.” 
 
    
    “If I must,” Suez said with the air of someone doing his civic duty. “Well, my break won’t be as pleasant as yours, gentlemen, but I’ll be back for the game.” 
 
    
    Wenn watched Suez go, his eyes narrowing. “He seemed pretty okay with the news.” 
 
    
    “I think we know why,” Doc muttered. His eyes tracked to Suez’s other companion as she scurried out the door after him. “And she probably won’t be back.” 
 
    
    Wenn grimaced, but let Cassia lead him away. “See you for the game.” 
 
    
    “Yeah...” 
 
    
    “Excuse me, Holyday,” Ironbeard said, coming over. “Can I schedule a meeting with you tomorrow?” 
 
    
    “Is the day after okay?” Doc asked. “I have no idea how late this might run.” 
 
    
    “I can agree to that. I’ll be speaking with the elders tomorrow as it is. I wish you the best of luck. I’d stay to watch, but I didn’t get much sleep and would like to catch up on those missing hours.” 
 
    
    Doc shook his hand before heading through the Lily, intending on going out the back door. Lia met him in the back hallway and, taking Doc’s hand, they left the Lily together. Harrid fell into step behind them, his eyes tracking anyone who came close. 
 
    
    Fiala was finishing making dinner when they entered their home. “Almost done.” 
 
    
    “Welcome home,” Ayla smirked, licking her lips as she thought back to their lunch. 
 
    
    “How are you doing, husband?” Sonya asked as she brought the wine to the table. 
 
    
    “A little tired, but good,” Doc said. “It’s just Wenn, Suez, and me left now. I only have the stables left at the moment. Ayla, if I’m able to keep them, I want the same deal we have with the general store for them.” 
 
    
    “Of course,” Ayla nodded. 
 
    
    “He changed his play style,” Harrid mentioned. 
 
    
    “Yes, and that’s the problem,” Doc sighed. “We could just outlast him before, but now, he’s picking and choosing. Of course, his one companion was just found dead, so he only has the other left as far as we know.” 
 
    
    “Dead?” Sonya asked. 
 
    
    “Fido or Spot came to get him just as the break was called,” Doc said. “Dead, and if someone checked with Digger, I’m sure she’s old... ancient, even. Definitely not the young woman she was yesterday.” 
 
    
    “Are you going to have to change what you’re doing?” Sophia asked. 
 
    
    “Yes. I didn’t want to use my gift, but I might have to bait him into a hand and use it,” Doc sighed. “I want to wait for the right moment, though.” 
 
    
    “Will it offset his trickery?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “I don’t know, but we’ll find out. I doubt he’ll want to push hard unless he can do whatever he does to win the big hands.” 
 
    
    “And the marshal is still in it, which means he will get caught in the middle unless he sees it and steps out quickly,” Rosa said from her spot beside Ayla at the table. 
 
    
    “Did you go home after lunch, Rosa?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “I came home with Ayla a few minutes ago,” Rosa replied. “We knew the dinner break was going to be called.” 
 
    
    “Oh, right, before I forget; Ironbeard, one of the elders from Furden, wants to meet with me the day after tomorrow. I’d like you and Sophia to be there,” Doc told Ayla. 
 
    
    “I’ll make sure to have time,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “Lia, are you going to stop the tournament again tonight?” Fiala asked as she brought things over to the table. 
 
    
    “No. I’m going to let them play straight through. I will give everyone an hour break when they get down to the final two.” 
 
    
    “I will go back with you and stay in your office. If that is okay, Lia?” Rosa asked. 
 
    
    “That’s fine, Weed,” Lia smiled at her. 
 
    
    “Let’s eat,” Fiala said. 
 
    
    “Voice, would you like a massage after dinner?” Rosa asked. 
 
    
    “That sounds lovely,” Doc said, “but no extra fun. I’m already tired enough.” 
 
    
    “Can’t you heal that?” Sophia asked. 
 
    
    Doc looked at her for a moment, then laughed. “Let’s find out.” 
 
    
    Hands glowing green, Doc touched his face. The tiredness drifted away, and he inhaled slowly as the glow faded. “Yes, I can. I won’t do it often, though. I’m sure there’s a limit on how healthy it is to replace sleep like that.” 
 
    
    “You didn’t speak,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “He didn’t,” Sophia nodded. “You don’t have to speak to use healing?” 
 
    
    “I try to keep up the pretense to make people think I do, but no, I don’t,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Interesting...” Sophia murmured. “I thought I’d just missed you speaking the other time I saw it.” 
 
    
    “Food first. Talk after,” Fiala said as she took her seat. “It’ll be better fresh.” 
 
    
    “Yes, dear,” Doc grinned at her. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Lia asked Doc to refresh her, too, so he did that after dinner. All of his wives massaged him, leaving him feeling relaxed when he was ready to go back to the tournament. Going back to the Lily a little earlier than he needed to, he went up to Cassia’s room. 
 
    
    “Hang on!” Cassia called out. 
 
    
    “Take your time. I was hoping to talk to Wenn,” Doc called back. 
 
    
    “Is it time already?” Wenn grunted. “I’ll hurry down.” 
 
    
    “We still have some time, but I wanted to talk,” Doc said. “Stop by the dining room when you’re done.” 
 
    
    “Sure.” 
 
    
    Wenn joined him a few minutes later, circles marring his eyes. “Doc, what can I do for you?” 
 
    
    “What I can do for you,” Doc replied, extending his hand. “Lady, please.” 
 
    
    Wenn gave the glowing hand a raised eyebrow, but took it. “I’m not injured, Doc.” 
 
    
    Doc just grinned as he watched the circles fade and Wenn’s eyes grow sharper. “Oh?” 
 
    
    “I’ll be damned,” Wenn snorted. “Holding out on me?” 
 
    
    “Just realized I could do it, and frankly, we could both use the edge.” 
 
    
    “I still suspect you or Suez will end up winning.” 
 
    
    “It’s possible. I’m going to press him after we start up again. That might remove him or myself from the tournament.” 
 
    
    “Why?” 
 
    
    “Because if I wait, he won’t play into me. The hand will be a legend by the time it’s over. I just need the right hole cards.” 
 
    
    “I’ll try to stay out of it, then,” Wenn said. “I’d wish you luck, but you kind of have her ear already.” 
 
    
    “I’ll go head down. You still have ten minutes if you want some last-minute fun,” Doc chuckled as he headed for the door. 
 
    
    “Might get another kiss or two in, then,” Wenn grinned. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Wenn was down to the table a minute before the break was to end. Suez wasn’t there, though, which was causing some murmured rumors to go around. Doc looked around, then doffed his jacket and rolled his sleeves up again. 
 
    
    When the two hours ended, Lia cleared her throat. “Ladies and gentlemen, the break is over. We will continue play. As Mr. Suez isn’t here, he will have his blinds put in for him by the dealer.” 
 
    
    “I’m here,” Suez announced as he entered the Lily alone. “Sorry for the delay. I was assisting the sheriff.” 
 
    
    “I’m glad you’re back,” Lia said. “Orchid, start it up again.” 
 
    
    “Gentlemen,” Orchid said, “the blinds are now three thousand for the big blind and one thousand five hundred for the small. Good luck.” 
 
    
    As she opened a new deck of cards, Doc gave Suez a grin. “Long game.” 
 
    
    Suez stared at Doc. “Did you nap?” 
 
    
    “I did snooze while being massaged,” Doc replied. 
 
    
    “Hmm... maybe we’ll have a good hand and the tournament will end before it becomes a three-day affair,” Suez said a touch coldly. 
 
    
    “I’m game if you are,” Doc said. “I’d bet everything right now if you want to match me.” 
 
    
    Suez stared at Doc, and the room went quiet as everyone waited to hear his response. Orchid paused, having finished shuffling. 
 
    
    “Before the cards are dealt?” 
 
    
    “Why not? It’ll be memorable. We can side-bet the properties like normal during the hand.” 
 
    
    “The last time you blind bet, you won,” Suez said slowly, but there was a gleam in his eye. 
 
    
    “Luck likes me.” 
 
    
    “Hmm... I’ll accept it if you allow someone else to deal the hand.” 
 
    
    “Pick anyone you want,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “I’ll be sitting this out,” Wenn said. “You two have fun.” 
 
    
    “No,” Suez said. “I don’t want you not being involved to skew the cards. We can agree that this one hand decides the tournament. The side-bets will be between Holyday and I, though.” 
 
    
    Wenn thought about it for a moment, then laughed. “Ah hell, why not. I’m already in third at worst.” 
 
    
    The room exploded in noise as everyone talked excitedly. 
 
    
    Suez stood up and looked around the room. After a minute, he raised a hand, and the crowd fell silent. “How about you?” Suez pointed to a random person. 
 
    
    “Me?” the guy stood up. 
 
    
    “Yes, you. I don’t believe you have any previous dealings with any of us, do you?” 
 
    
    “No, I’m from Furden. I was knocked out early from the tournament.” 
 
    
    “Excellent,” Suez said. “You can deal the hand. You know how it works and you’re an unbiased dealer, so no one can claim you cheated.” 
 
    
    “Uh... sure? If the others agree, I guess?” 
 
    
    Wenn nodded. “No hard feelings about me knocking you out?” 
 
    
    “None. It’s part of the game. You had a better hand.” 
 
    
    “I’m fine with it,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “I’ll agree,” Wenn shrugged. 
 
    
    Orchid looked at Lia, who nodded. She stood up and waited for the man to reach her. “It’s all yours.” 
 
    
    “Not for long,” the man snorted, “but thanks.” He took her seat, then picked up the cards. “Do you mind if I shuffle again?” 
 
    
    “Not at all,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “I’d ask for a pristine deck,” Suez said. “We want to eliminate any hints of rumors, after all.” 
 
    
    Doc gave Suez a smile, but he could see what he was doing. “I’m fine with that. Lia?” 
 
    
    “Catch,” Lia said before tossing the dealer a new deck. 
 
    
    The man fumbled them, but caught them. Setting the deck in front of him, he exhaled. “Okay. One hand to win it all. Side-bets between Holyday and Suez in place of regular bets. That right?” 
 
    
    They all agreed that it was. 
 
    
    “Here we go.” The man picked up the deck, split the seal to pull them out, then showed the cards to the crowd faceup. He turned them over and began to shuffle. 
 
    
    “What’s your name?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Colin Montgomery. Is there a problem?” 
 
    
    “Nope. Just like to know who the dealer is,” Doc said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    “I was curious, and never asked before,” Wenn said as Colin shuffled, “but why do all your dealers make a mess of the cards first?” 
 
    
    “You mean where they put them on the table and randomly mix them as a puddle?” Doc asked to clarify. 
 
    
    “Yeah.” 
 
    
    “It’s hard to stack the deck when even the dealer doesn’t know what cards are where.” 
 
    
    “I figured that was why,” Colin nodded. “I’m going to implement it at my own gambling hall when I get back to Furden. Should tone down worries.” 
 
    
    “You own a gambling hall?” Suez asked Colin sharply. 
 
    
    “Silvered Dreams,” Colin laughed. “I won it off the last owner. Never bothered to change the name.” 
 
    
    “So you know about side-bets?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “It’s how I won the Dreams.” 
 
    
    “What did you put up?” Wenn asked. 
 
    
    “Money. I had raw gold on me from my time in the hills, but prospecting wasn’t for me.” 
 
    
    “You don’t look like a prospector.” 
 
    
    “I won the hall ten years ago. I’ve refined myself a lot since then.” Colin finished shuffling the cards and set the deck in front of himself. “Gentleman, the tournament rides on this single hand. Before I deal the hole cards, are there any bets?” 
 
    
    Suez shook his head. “Let’s see what we’re working with, first.” 
 
    
    “We’re committed to the hand already for the tournament,” Doc said. “We might see complete trash and not get into side bets.” He focused on all in, making sure his luck was as high as it could be. 
 
    
    “Very well,” Colin said, picking the deck up. “Good luck.” He dealt the cards around, then waited for them. 
 
    
    Doc checked his cards carefully, using as little of a single hand to do so as possible. The aces of spades and clubs gave him the best starting hand. He was glad Suez bet first, as that would let him stack things. 
 
    
    “Mr. Suez,” Colin asked, “do you want to side-bet?” 
 
    
    “I’d put my mine back up,” Suez said. 
 
    
    “I’d offer the Goodman mine, the Springs, and the Gold Strike if you have something of equal value.” 
 
    
    Suez stared at Doc with cold eyes for a few long seconds before his lips pursed. “That’s a lot before the flop. Let me see... If the mines are equal to each other, then I would need to match both of those businesses. I have the cobbler shop and six residences I’d put up to match the other two.” 
 
    
    Doc thought about it, his index finger tapping his cards slowly. That would take a chunk out of his properties, and we haven’t touched on my good ones yet... there’s the turn and river to go, so there’s time. After another second, he cleared his throat. “Accepted.” A cold chill passed down Doc’s spine when he said that. 
 
    
    “To the flop,” Colin said. Burning the top card, he placed three facedown cards in the very center of the table. With a glance to each player, he turned them over for all to see. The cards on display were the ace and king of diamonds, and the king of hearts. 
 
    
    The room buzzed about potential flushes and full houses. 
 
    
    Doc was worried about the cold chill he’d felt. Very much like the Darkness I’ve touched before... Maybe Suez pushed against Luck? I still have the best full house, but the chance of a four of a kind bothers me. Do I push again, and risk the bad luck? 
 
    
    “Hmm...” Suez smiled falsely. “I will bet the tailor’s deed, along with the homes of my companions. They are quite lavish.” 
 
    
    “Where is your second companion?” Doc asked, partially to buy time, but also to see what Suez would say. 
 
    
    “She was feeling unwell after seeing her friend. I told her to stay home and rest.” 
 
    
    “Seeing the dead can be traumatic,” Wenn said. 
 
    
    “Mr. Holyday, are you going to match his bet?” Colin asked Doc. 
 
    
    “I could offer up the stables and my own home which, incidentally, came from Suez.” 
 
    
    “Stables are worth a lot out here,” Wenn nodded. 
 
    
    Suez glanced at Wenn with dark eyes, clearly upset that the marshal had offered an opinion, before he shrugged. “I’ll accept it.” 
 
    
    Doc focused on all in again, hoping he could withstand the bad luck that would come from it. When he did, warmth infused him as Colin burned the next card and dealt the turn. Colin paused again to make sure everyone was focused on the card before turning it over. The ace of hearts was revealed, and the crowd again chattered about full houses. 
 
    
    Suez frowned, rubbing at his left arm for a moment. “No bet.” 
 
    
    Doc considered slow-playing this hand. I could pass, then go for everything after the next card... There’s still the chance of a royal flush, but it’s slim-to-none. With that in mind, Doc shook his head. “Pass for me.” 
 
    
    That got the room buzzing, and Colin nodded. With deliberate movements, he burned the next card. Taking a few extra seconds, Colin looked around the room before turning the last card over. The room started talking about flushes when the ten of hearts was revealed. 
 
    
    “Holyday,” Suez said with a false smile, “I have the deeds to the carpenter’s business, as well as the butcher’s. Not the one the dwarf took over to shave people, but the one that still does its intended purpose. What do you have for them?” 
 
    
    “I have land where the new cliff road is going in,” Doc said. “Imagine a house built on the bluff, looking down on the town. I’ve been considering doing that myself.” 
 
    
    Suez’s smile became real. “Yes, I do like the thought of that. I’d need at least five acres in a square right next to the cliff.” 
 
    
    “I’ll agree,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Very well,” Colin cleared his throat. “Gentlemen, you both have a lot of property riding on this hand, not to mention the tournament itself. On three, please reveal your cards.” 
 
    
    “Me, too?” Wenn asked with a sardonic smile. 
 
    
    “Yes. You, too, Marshal,” Colin chuckled. “Sorry. The rest of the hand was exciting.” 
 
    
    “It was. Someone is going to be a lot poorer after this,” Wenn agreed. 
 
    
    “Three,” Colin said slowly, “two...” 
 
    
    The crowd breathed in. Everyone stood up and leaned in to get a better view. 
 
    
    “One,” Colin intoned. “Flip.” 
 
    
    All three men revealed their cards. The room went dead quiet for a long moment before Wenn started laughing. Others started to laugh and, pretty soon, the whole room, minus Doc and Suez, were laughing. 
 
    
    “Well, Marshal,” Colin snickered, “you win the tournament with the royal flush. And on the river, no less. Talk about terrible luck for Holyday.” 
 
    
    Doc laughed, shrugging. “You lucky bastard, Wenn.” 
 
    
    Suez’s chair scraped back. His face was a mask of politeness, but his eyes were burning with anger. “Yes... quite. I shall have the deeds drawn up. It will take a few days.” 
 
    
    “I’ll have Sophia collect them,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “The winner of the side-bets,” Colin announced, “is Mr. Holyday with four aces. Mr. Suez had four kings. This hand was improbable in so many ways.” 
 
    
    “I’m glad he chose a dealer at random,” Wenn laughed, “or people might question my win.” 
 
    
    More laughter followed Wenn’s words. Suez turned sharply on his heel, stalking from the room. 
 
    
    Cassia hit Wenn in a hug, clinging to him as she cried happy tears. Wenn held her back, kissing the top of her head and not caring about the few mutters about him loving a bestial. 
 
    
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Lia announced from the bar, “let’s celebrate the first winner of our yearly tournament: Marshal Wennwood Hickinbotham.” 
 
    
    A cheer filled the room and the next, before people began to gossip. 
 
    
    “A round of drinks is on the house in celebration of our tournament being over,” Lia announced loudly. “Except for Suez. I’ll have to give him his later, as well as pay him for third place.” 
 
    
    Laughter erupted again, and people flooded to the bar to get a drink. 
 
    
    Colin shifted over to Doc. “Excuse me, Holyday? I wanted to ask if you’d mind me using hold’em at my hall in Furden.” 
 
    
    “Asking? Thought you’d just use it.” 
 
    
    “I try to be civil when I can,” Colin shrugged. 
 
    
    “Let people know about our tournaments for the month and year, and I’ll call us even.” 
 
    
    “Excellent,” Colin grinned. “Do you think having women dealing brought in extra business?” 
 
    
    Doc looked over the room for a moment. “Tough to say out here. In Furden, you should be fine with just hold’em as a draw. I do find it easier to enjoy the game if a pretty face is dealing though.” 
 
    
    “There is that,” Colin nodded. Lowering his voice, Colin spoke just above the crowd noise, “You know he’s pissed, right?” 
 
    
    “Most would be. I knew he’d get pissed if I won. He’s just more upset now because he lost all the property, too.” 
 
    
    “I’ve seen men of business like him before,” Colin said. “Watch your back.” 
 
    
    “And my front,” Doc agreed. “The only question is what he tries first. I doubt it’ll be tonight, whatever it is. Too suspicious.” 
 
    
    Colin nodded before extending his hand. “Good luck. If you make it to Furden, stop in and see my place.” 
 
    
    “I’ll do my best. I know I’ll be heading up there before another year passes.” 
 
    
    “Give me a month to get the tables in, at least,” Colin laughed as the two men shook hands. 
 
    
    “I will. Have to settle things here, first.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Doc had to stay and have a drink or two to keep the celebration for the tournament going. As soon as he could, though, he slipped out with Lia and Rosa. Harrid walked them to their home, then went on his own way. 
 
    
    The house was quiet when they got back, with only a single lamp left on the kitchen table. Doc frowned at the emptiness. “We weren’t gone that long. It’s too early for bed.” 
 
    
    Rosa’s lips went up at the corners, but she didn’t let on to what she knew. “We should bathe, then go to bed.” 
 
    
    “Oh yeah. That would make sense,” Doc chuckled, thinking he knew what Rosa was implying. 
 
    
    “Will you grab me my night things, Doc?” Lia asked. “I’ll get the tub ready for us.” 
 
    
    “Sure. See you in a minute.” 
 
    
    “Come with me, Weed,” Lia said, taking Rosa’s hand. 
 
    
    “As you wish, mistress.” 
 
    
    Doc followed them down the hall, splitting off at the stairs to go up to the bedroom. He caught the edge of happy laughter from the bathroom and was even more eager to hurry upstairs. He was almost to the master bedroom when another sound caught his ear. He slowed, as the light coming from Sophia’s room was spilling out a door that wasn’t fully shut. Walking softly as he approached the door, he heard another repetition of a muffled pleasured moan. 
 
    
    I should just shut the door softly and go past, Doc told himself as he crept closer. It would be wrong to spy on her enjoying herself... Then again, the door was left open...Maybe she wants me to see her? 
 
    
    Reaching the doorway, he peeked in and his breath caught. Sophia was naked and writhing in pleasure. The surprise was that Ayla was between her legs, licking with slow, firm strokes at Sophia’s glistening sex. 
 
    
    Sophia stifled another moan before whispering to Ayla, “Oh, right there... just a little more, please.” 
 
    
    Ayla did what Sophia said, going a little faster to tip the beautiful woman over the edge into orgasm. Ayla never stopped, not even when Sophia’s knees knocked in and caught her head firmly in a vise. 
 
    
    “Yes!” Sophia hissed, her hands stroking Ayla’s hair while holding her in place. When she relaxed her knees, Sophia smiled happily down at the half-elf. “Thank you, Ayla... I needed that.” 
 
    
    “I’m glad to help,” Ayla murmured, kissing Sophia’s thigh. “We were all glad Doc told us we could play with you.” 
 
    
    Sophia sighed, stroking Ayla’s hair. “I want him, too... My family would have a fit if I did anything with him before we wed, though.” 
 
    
    “But you can enjoy us in the meantime,” Ayla said, kissing her way up Sophia’s body, “and let us enjoy you in return.” 
 
    
    “Oh, Luck... yes,” Sophia shivered. “I could do a little with him.” Sophia bit her lip, flushing. “As long as there’s no intercourse so I’m still a maiden, it wouldn’t break our traditions.” 
 
    
    “Oh?” Ayla snickered. “Is that why you were asking me about kneeling for him?” 
 
    
    Sophia looked away from Ayla, breathing fast when the other woman began nibbling her nipples. “Yes... Would he let me?” 
 
    
    “He’d be more than happy to, I’m sure,” Ayla purred, her hand snaking down to rub Sophia’s wet slit. “You could watch Rosa or I work on him to get the idea, if you want.” 
 
    
    Sophia grunted, her body bucking under Ayla’s. “Oh... that’d be so naughty. Just peek in and watch?” 
 
    
    “Or be bold and ask,” Ayla murmured before nipping Sophia’s nipple a bit rougher. “Be a naughty, dirty girl instead of prim and proper. Come into the room with me tomorrow morning. Crawl into bed with him and watch as I work him into a frenzy of lust.” 
 
    
    Sophia clenched her jaw as she came again. Her muffled sounds of orgasm were still loud as her body bucked and shuddered. 
 
    
    “Rosa will be there, too. She gets all of his cum when we do that to keep her in the best shape for him. We were happy you offered her a little blood this morning before he woke.” 
 
    
    “I want to be equal,” Sophia whined softly. “I want… I need…” 
 
    
    Ayla claimed Sophia’s lips, kissing the writhing woman with fevered passion. Her slick fingers came free of Sophia’s sex and, when the kiss stopped, Ayla shoved them into Sophia’s mouth. 
 
    
    “Clean your mess, slut,” Ayla demanded, her domineering tone the same one she used on Rosa and Sonya. 
 
    
    Sophia’s lips closed around them and she did her best to clean her own fluids from Ayla’s fingers. She knew this was wrong by society’s standards, but that just made her more eager to do it. Always the good girl, she thought. She could be that in public, the same way Ayla was. In private, she wanted what Ayla had shown her: to be the unrespectable, eager woman Doc loved. 
 
    
    Ayla murmured, kissing Sophia’s neck. “Good girl... a little less suction, a bit more tongue... yes, like that. Oh, he’ll enjoy your mouth, Sophia. Rosa and I will teach you what he loves the most. You’ll have his eyes rolling back and his hands gripping your head as he takes your mouth with feverish need.” 
 
    
    Sophia moaned as she thought of what it could be like if she did what Ayla asked and went with her to wake Doc tomorrow. The thought of them letting her be the one to wake him— to pleasure him— was making her ache with need. 
 
    
    Doc was shaking, as he carefully stepped away from the door. Holy fuck, Ayla... I need to thank you. Holding his breath, he crept past the room to go get clothes for the bath. 
 
    
    He was equally as careful going past the room on the way back downstairs, but this time, he heard Ayla’s muffled cries of pleasure. He paused just to peek in to verify and saw that he was right— Sophia had her head buried between Ayla’s thighs. He left before he ruined their moment. He would hate to do that. 
 
    
    Stepping into the bathroom, he gave his wives a hungry look. “Ladies, I need help.” 
 
    
    All of them looked over to see his problem, and Fiala laughed. “Did you hear them?” 
 
    
    “Yes, and the door wasn’t firmly shut, so I got a peek,” Doc admitted. 
 
    
    “Did you?” Lia asked with a raised eyebrow. “And?” 
 
    
    “Fucking hell, I’m going to pop.” 
 
    
    Rosa was in front of him in an instant, her hands working to remove his pants. “I’ll help you, Voice.” 
 
    
    Sonya stood up from the tub, stepping out. “We should all help him to thank him for letting us play with her.” 
 
    
    “Us?” Doc asked tightly as Rosa was still trying to free him from his clothes. 
 
    
    “We’ve all kissed and fondled a little,” Fiala giggled as she followed Sonya. “Last night, in fact.” 
 
    
    “Let me have those,” Lia laughed, taking the clean clothes from him to set on the dressing table. 
 
    
    “I had— fucking hell,” Doc started, then moaned. 
 
    
    Rosa moaned as she took him all the way to the base, eager to serve him. The rest joined her, the other two kneeling and taking turns with Rosa while Lia held Doc from behind, kissing his neck. 
 
    
    “Not going to last long...!” Doc panted. 
 
    
    “Why?” Lia whispered. “Did the sight excite you so much?” 
 
    
    “Yes...” 
 
    
    “Was Ayla pleasing Sophia, or the other way?” 
 
    
    “Both, but…” Doc trailed off, moaning as he reached for Fiala’s head. 
 
    
    Lia tsked and grabbed his hands. “Let them work, husband. Now, what was the ‘but’?” 
 
    
    Doc groaned in frustration, but he knew Lia loved being able to control him, so he let her. “They were planning to wake me tomorrow.” 
 
    
    Fiala came off him only for Sonya to take her place. “Both of them?” 
 
    
    “Yes...” Doc shuddered, so close to the end. “With Rosa to swallow it down.” 
 
    
    “I approve,” Rosa moaned. “I want this one, too, please, Voice. Please give me your seed. I want to drown in your power.” 
 
    
    Doc grunted as his hips bucked, pushing him deeper than Sonya could easily take. Sonya came off him, choking and coughing. Rosa was there right away, swallowing him in a single clean bob. 
 
    
    “Cum, husband,” Lia whispered. “Fill her with your power. Feed her what she needs most, as only you can.” 
 
    
    Doc was practically leaning against Lia as he shuddered in orgasm. Fiala and Sonya smiled up at him as they stroked Rosa’s back. 
 
    
    “We love pleasing our wonderful husband...” Sonya murmured. 
 
    
    “Giving back the love you give us,” Fiala added. 
 
    
    Rosa moaned as she swallowed and worked him to get every drop. 
 
    
    “As soon as she’s done, we’re going to bathe. Then, you’re going to go upstairs with us and make sure we all have at least one orgasm each,” Lia whispered to Doc. “Even Ayla when she joins us. And tomorrow, you will welcome Sophia into the fold with what she will give for now. Understand?” 
 
    
    “Yes!” Doc gasped. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc woke up slowly— he had pleased his wives for hours before they’d all finally gone to bed. The memory of last night had him rising even as he lay there. 
 
    
    “Good morning, Voice,” Rosa murmured from beside the bed. 
 
    
    Doc looked over to find her watching him. “Still creepy, Rosa,” he laughed. 
 
    
    “When it displeases you, I will stop, Voice.” 
 
    
    “Someone wants me to punish her this morning, hmm?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Yes,” Rosa moaned. 
 
    
    The door opening got Doc’s attention, and he gave Ayla a smile. His heart stopped for a moment when Sophia followed her meekly into the room. The memory of last night hit him, and his cock went from rising to rigid in a second. 
 
    
    “Doc, Sophia has a request,” Ayla said with a knowing smile. 
 
    
    Doc swallowed as he looked at Sophia, who was blushing furiously. “Sophia?” 
 
    
    “I… can’t… do…” Sophia tried, but her sentence was hesitant and broken. She nudged Ayla, giving her a pleading look. 
 
    
    “She can’t do everything. Her family would disown her,” Ayla said. “We’ve been having a little fun with her, and she mentioned that, as long as you don’t penetrate her, she can do other things with you.” 
 
    
    “Other things?” Doc asked with a gentle smile. “Sophia, are you sure?” 
 
    
    Sophia licked her lips, not looking up. “Doc... I want to marry you. That might be months away, though. Is it possible to…?” She trailed off again. 
 
    
    “Join me?” Doc asked, taking pity on her and patting the bed. 
 
    
    Sophia was breathing fast as she went around the bed, climbing onto it. Her nightgown was typical for the time period— a long covering from neck to ankle— so it gave her a little trouble when she got onto the bed. Ayla went over to help her until Sophia was beside Doc, not holding him, but close. 
 
    
    “My wives and I agree, Sophia. Do as little or as much as you want. I love pleasing my partner the most. No matter what you want, I’ll be eager to do it.” 
 
    
    “Lia commands, but I am putty for him,” Ayla whispered into Sophia’s ear, “like we told you.” 
 
    
    “Could you… tell me… please?” Sophia mumbled. 
 
    
    Doc stroked her feathered head gently, which made her look up at him. “If that’s what you need, yes. Is it easier if I order you? Then it isn’t your fault so much, is it? You were just doing what I made you do?” 
 
    
    Sophia’s face burned brightly and her orange eyes locked on his. Licking her lips, her head moved a fraction in a nod. 
 
    
    “I will never hurt you,” Doc said softly. “If you need to stop, just tell me or tap me, okay? I don’t want you to hate what we do.” 
 
    
    Sophia swallowed before she leaned in to kiss him softly. 
 
    
    Doc put his arms around her and kissed her back. Feeling her tremble in his arms, he was worried that she might be pushing herself now that she was here. He wondered if going from fantasy to reality wasn’t too much for her. 
 
    
    When the kiss ended, Sophia was inches from his face. “Doc, please… teach me?” 
 
    
    Doc’s eyelid twitched and he let out a shaky breath. “As you wish, Sophia.” 
 
    
    Rosa pulled the blankets off him, exposing him to everyone. “He is ready.” 
 
    
    Sophia looked down, her eyes going wide when she saw his gently pulsing cock, throbbing as it strained for the ceiling. “Oh goddess...” 
 
    
    “Shh...” Ayla murmured as she started to gently pull Sophia’s nightgown off. “We’ll teach you. This is what you asked for last night.” 
 
    
    “It is,” Sophia admitted, letting the other woman undress her. She reached out and gently traced Doc’s manhood. 
 
    
    Doc groaned as her hand lightly touched him. “Fuck, I’m not going to last long... Maybe we should let Rosa have the first round so we can have more time together.” 
 
    
    “You excited him too much,” Ayla whispered to Sophia. 
 
    
    “Did I?” Sophia asked, looking at Doc. 
 
    
    “Yes. You’re gorgeous,” Doc nodded. His eyes traced over her body— she was much like his other wives, being lean and toned. She was a bit chestier than everyone but Rosa, but not overly endowed. 
 
    
    “I’ll handle it,” Rosa purred as she started to lean over him. 
 
    
    “Can… I?” Sophia asked. 
 
    
    “Yes,” Ayla smiled. “Come here. Let’s get a better angle for us to both work on him.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    Doc watched Sophia get dressed with a smile. Stepping up behind her as she stood up, finally finished, Doc wrapped his arms around her. “Thank you, Sophia.” 
 
    
    Sophia inhaled slowly. She leaned back into his hug, her hands resting on his arms around her waist. “Thank you, Doc... Are you sure this is okay?” 
 
    
    “Yes. We can wait for the wedding for more. All of my wives and I are free for you to enjoy.” 
 
    
    Sophia shivered a little, his warm breath tickling her neck and his words making her squirm. “Anytime?” 
 
    
    “We know you need to be prim and proper in public, my sweet Sophia. None of us will break that image. I will treat you the way I always have in front of others. But, when we’re alone in our home, we can show you how much we love you.” 
 
    
    “Harrid can’t know,” Sophia whispered. “Not until the marriage.” 
 
    
    “We should go make sure our wives know, then,” Doc murmured, kissing her neck. 
 
    
    “Yes...” Sophia said before pulling away from him. She touched the door, biting her lip. “Did… did I do well?” 
 
    
    “You were fantastic, Sophia. I kind of want to throw you over a horse and ride straight to Furden.” 
 
    
    Sophia giggled, her face turning bright red as she glanced back. “Really?” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Doc said seriously. “But we have a day or two of business to see to first, sadly.” 
 
    
    Sophia’s eyes glimmered and she nodded. “Yes. I understand.” Taking a deep breath, she opened her door. “This might be harder than I thought.” 
 
    
    “Couldn’t get any harder than you already had it,” Doc murmured. 
 
    
    Sophia flushed again, giggling. “I’ll head down first. Give me a minute before you follow, please?” 
 
    
    “To give the impression we aren’t together if Harrid is there. I understand. I’ll wait.” 
 
    
    Sophia left and Doc watched her go, smiling. He’d started counting slowly in his head when a new thought popped in to ruin that. Will her mother approve? Doc froze for a moment, then sighed. Should ask Sophia later... 
 
    
    With another slow, deep breath, Doc left the bedroom, ready to face the day. “Sorry for the delay. My boot was under the bed and I couldn’t find it,” he said as he came into the room. He didn’t see Harrid and frowned. “No Harrid?” 
 
    
    “Not yet,” Sophia smiled. “Our caution was unneeded, it appears. I already told them.” 
 
    
    “We’ll keep it between just us,” Fiala said from the kitchen. Sonya was beside her, helping with breakfast. 
 
    
    “As difficult as that might be at times,” Ayla sighed. 
 
    
    “Did you enjoy it, Sophia?” Lia asked. “Was it what you thought it would be?” 
 
    
    Sophia blushed, then nodded. “I love rules, and he gave me firm rules to follow.” 
 
    
    “I thought you might be like that,” Lia smiled. “It was that or you’d be like me, the one setting the rules.” 
 
    
    “I’d like to try that later...” Sophia admitted. 
 
    
    A knock came on the door, and Rosa rose to her feet. “I’ll get it.” 
 
    
    She came back with Harrid a minute later. 
 
    
    “Sorry for the late start,” Harrid said. “Oh. Thought I’d have missed breakfast.” 
 
    
    “We all got a late start,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Oh, you never did tell us exactly how the tournament went,” Sonya said from the kitchen. “We got wrapped up in other things before you did.” 
 
    
    “True,” Doc chuckled. “Wenn won the tournament...” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Breakfast was over, and the table was quiet as they digested their food and what Doc had said. 
 
    
    “He lost a lot,” Sophia was the first to speak. 
 
    
    “Suez will respond. The question becomes how,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “He could refuse to honor the bet,” Sonya said. “I know that will hurt his standing in town, but he might.” 
 
    
    “That’s difficult to imagine if he wants to run for mayor,” Fiala said. “Who would vote for a man who doesn’t honor their word?” 
 
    
    “A lot of people,” Doc snorted. “Sorry. My old world had a lot of people who never kept their word and still won elections, especially if they were already in office. Suez told me his hat was in the ring for mayor.” 
 
    
    “Maybe he’s going to wait until word comes from Furden, then use that position to pressure you into leaving the bet alone?” Sonya suggested. 
 
    
    “We have no idea when we’ll hear from the governor,” Ayla sighed. 
 
    
    “Doc,” Lia asked softly, “do me a favor? Wear your gun.” 
 
    
    The table went silent and they all looked at Lia. 
 
    
    “Kiddum?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “I think that’s Suez’s way out. He asked for a few days, after all.” 
 
    
    “He has me to be his bodyguard,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “It won’t be being gunned down,” Lia clarified. “It’ll be a duel. Kiddum will find an excuse and challenge Doc. If Doc refuses, then Suez will point out that Doc is a coward and use that small bit of leverage to try refusing the debt.” 
 
    
    “I can’t stand in for him during a duel...” Harrid growled. 
 
    
    “You wouldn’t survive Kiddum,” Lia said not unkindly. “Doc’s gift from Luck will let him, though.” 
 
    
    Harrid nodded curtly. “I feel useless at times.” 
 
    
    “I’m sure you won’t feel that way for long,” Doc said. “When Kiddum fails, Suez will go for worse options.” 
 
    
    “Which is terrifying,” Fiala said. 
 
    
    “We’ll be okay,” Sonya said softly, covering Fiala’s hand with hers. 
 
    
    “I have a meeting with Ironbeard tomorrow,” Doc mentioned. “I might go see Geno today and see if he can fix things like he says. If he does, I’ll have him speak to you, Ayla, so he can be put under contract.” 
 
    
    “You’re going to the Springs, then?” Fiala asked. 
 
    
    “Yeah. I want to wrap things up before it gets bloody.” 
 
    
    “Oh!” Sophia said, grabbing her folder to pull out a few pages. “Here, Doc. The fake contract for McIan so you have it when he sees you next.” 
 
    
    Doc took the contract and slipped it into his jacket’s inner pocket. “Ayla, my suits are amazing, by the way. Thank you.” 
 
    
    “Glad you like them,” Ayla smiled. “We have dresses being finished up now, as well.” Her eyes darted to Sophia, then back to Doc. “Can we arrange for a few more?” 
 
    
    Doc smiled. “Do what you feel needs to be done.” 
 
    
    “Do you want me with you, Doc?” Rosa asked, touching his knee. 
 
    
    “I was going to check on the dwarves’ construction on the cliff,” Ayla said. “Can I have her today?” 
 
    
    “Go with Ayla, Weed,” Doc said, stroking her hair. “Do as she says.” 
 
    
    “Yes, Voice,” Rosa shivered. “I’ll need to be refilled later.” 
 
    
    “You always want to be, regardless,” Doc laughed. 
 
    
    The others at the table laughed except for Harrid, who just shook his head. 
 
    
    “Alright, come on, Harrid. Let’s go see if Geno is as good as he thinks he is,” Doc said, standing. 
 
    
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    
    Doc went around the table, kissing each of his wives. He passed Sophia, but met her eyes when his back was to Harrid and gave her a wink. Sophia shifted slightly in her seat, looking down with a soft smile. 
 
    
    After giving Fiala her kiss, she whispered to him, “It’s okay to give Lotus and Jasmine a little fun, Doc. We all agree.” 
 
    
    Doc stood up, looking down into her eyes before touching her cheek gently. “Maybe. We’ll see.” With a sigh, he headed upstairs to get his pistol to wear. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Harrid was quiet as they crossed the town toward the Springs, his eyes tracking anyone who came close to them. As they got closer to the hotel, Harrid asked, “Doc, am I useful to you?” 
 
    
    “Bothering you, is it?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Yes. I think I’ve only been a minor help twice to you.” 
 
    
    “More than that,” Doc said. “You give me peace of mind. I know you can easily deal with the random person who might try to cause me harm.” 
 
    
    “I see...” 
 
    
    “And, when things get bloody here shortly, you will be very needed,” Doc said somberly. “I’ll likely have to continue to wear the gun until the town is settled. There might be more than a handful of people in an attack.” 
 
    
    “And I carry enough firepower for that many,” Harrid nodded. “I see.” 
 
    
    “Probably be a few days before anything remotely like that happens, though,” Doc said, clapping Harrid on the shoulder. 
 
    
    “I hope you are right, Shaman.” 
 
    
    “Me, too, Harrid. Me, too.” 
 
    
    Entering the Springs, Doc smiled. The lobby had some chairs in it now, giving places for people to sit and talk, but it still needed more. Alvin stood behind the counter, helping a man. 
 
    
    “Thank you for staying with us,” Alvin said. 
 
    
    “I won’t be next time I’m in town. I had no idea that the night staff was bestial.” 
 
    
    “No loss for us, then,” Doc said coldly from behind him. 
 
    
    The customer turned around to see Doc and Harrid there, and his face went white. “I see. This explains it. I should have known an elf-lover would want beasts working for him, too.” 
 
    
    “Get out,” Doc said simply. “You’re banned from all of my buildings.” 
 
    
    “As if I care,” the gambler snorted. “The tournament was shoddy as it was. Women dealers, and all breeds, at that.” 
 
    
    “Harrid, toss him out. He was given a chance to leave on his own already.” 
 
    
    “As you say,” Harrid said, stepping forward. 
 
    
    “I’m leaving. If you have that dwarf touch me, I’ll have him arrested for assault.” 
 
    
    “You are to leave right now or I’ll throw you out. You have been trespassed and have been told in front of witnesses.” Doc’s head tilted toward where Geno was coming down the stairs. 
 
    
    Grabbing his suitcase, the gambler huffed and stormed out. 
 
    
    “He’s the third customer who’s said he’d never be back,” Alvin commented, “because of the staff.” 
 
    
    “And I think we’ll have even more before too long,” Doc shrugged, then turned toward Geno. “Good morning, Geno. Are you up for the test today?” 
 
    
    “Sure, if you got a challenge,” Geno said. 
 
    
    “Give me a moment to check with the manager,” Doc told him, going behind the desk. He knocked, then slipped into the office. 
 
    
    Lotus looked up, then smiled widely. “Hello, Doc.” 
 
    
    “Hey. One of your guests is said to be a handyman, and we all know that things need fixing. Do you have something badly in need of repair so we can see if he can manage it?” 
 
    
    “Oh, yes. One of the boilers is barely working,” Lotus said. “I was going to send for someone to fix it, but he can try.” 
 
    
    “Basement?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    “Okay,” Doc said, then crossed the room to stop beside the desk. “I figured he might take a little bit of time to do it.” 
 
    
    “He should,” Lotus said, smiling up at him. 
 
    
    “I wanted to talk about the lobby with you,” he said as he sat on the edge of the desk. “Thought we could do that while he works.” 
 
    
    “Oh, sure,” Lotus said, deflating a little. 
 
    
    “And Fiala reminded me that I can have fun with you and Jasmine before I came over,” Doc went on, smirking at her. “If you two ar—?” 
 
    
    “Yes!” Lotus said intently. 
 
    
    “Okay,” Doc chuckled. “Let’s go get him started, and then we’ll discuss how to make the lobby a good place to welcome people. After that, we can come in here to discuss… other matters.” 
 
    
    Lotus’ smile was wide. “I’ll go wake Jasmine while you show him to the basement.” 
 
    
    “Sounds good,” Doc said, standing up. When Lotus did, he pulled her to him and kissed her gently. “Don’t take too long.” 
 
    
    “Never,” Lotus whispered before she headed for the door, eager to get her lover for something they both wanted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    Taking his seat at the table, Doc gave his wives and Sophia a smile. “Good morning to you all.” There was a chorus of good mornings in response to him. “What do you all have planned for today?” 
 
    
    “I’m taking Suez his winnings,” Lia said. “I want to make sure he can’t fuss about it, and I don’t want that much cash in the safe.” 
 
    
    “Be careful,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “I will be. I’m going to nudge him about the properties he owes you while I’m there.” 
 
    
    “Be doubly careful, then.” 
 
    
    “I’ll be writing up the contract for Geno,” Sophia said. “He agreed to be the handyman for all of your properties in town. I think the offer of a house in the next few days sealed it for him. He understands that you’re waiting for Suez to pay up.” 
 
    
    “He was easy to get a solid salary for,” Ayla said. “And I had the boiler checked. If he can do that kind of work all the time, we got a deal out of it.” 
 
    
    “He’ll have an easier time with metal,” Doc chuckled. “He tipped his hand without meaning to when we discussed what he does. He’s not human— he’s quarter-dwarven. I think the fact we don’t care and will pay him well helped him agree to the offer.” 
 
    
    “How did he afford the tournament at all?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “He did a job for Roquefell, who paid him and suggested the tournament. Told Geno if he couldn’t find a job, he’d arrange for one if he went back to Furden. The house sealed it, though. Geno’d been staying in less than great places in Furden.” 
 
    
    “Luck brings another helper to you,” Sonya giggled. 
 
    
    “Lotus sent me word yesterday,” Fiala said, giving Doc a smirk. “Asked me to come by to help with decorating the Springs’ lobby.” 
 
    
    “Give her a helping hand?” Doc smirked back. 
 
    
    “And more,” Sonya snickered. “Doc, I’ll be coming with you, if that’s okay?” 
 
    
    “Always happy to have you beside me, Sonya. After the meeting, I’ll be healing again. I’ll need Rosa for that, but it might be best to pick you up afterward, Weed.” 
 
    
    “As you wish, Voice.” 
 
    
    “She helped a lot yesterday,” Ayla said, stroking Rosa’s hair. “I’m glad we refilled her so well last night.” 
 
    
    “I was happy to help and be made ready for today,” Rosa smiled. 
 
    
    “The dwarves think they’ll complete the cliff ramp sooner than they originally thought because of her help,” Ayla smiled. “It’s gone much faster. The dirt and stone just ‘melt away,’ as they said.” 
 
    
    “Helping him is my joy,” Rosa murmured, nuzzling her cheek against Ayla’s thigh. 
 
    
    “We’re all glad you help the way you do, Weed,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Even me,” Sophia added. 
 
    
    The knock on the door announced Harrid. Rosa was the one to answer it and bring him to the table. “Good morning,” he greeted them as he took his seat. 
 
    
    “After breakfast, I’m going to be meeting Ironbeard at the clan hall,” Doc reminded Harrid. “Sonya will be coming with us.” 
 
    
    “I remember. After that, back to healing?” 
 
    
    “That is the current plan,” Doc agreed. 
 
    
    “We have pancakes today,” Fiala said from the kitchen. “Grab the butter and syrup, please, Sonya?” 
 
    
    “I have them, and the second pot of coffee,” Sonya replied. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Sonya walked arm-in-arm with Doc, smiling the entire time. “Did he give you any idea what he wanted to speak about?” 
 
    
    “Nothing,” Doc replied. “He asked about seeing the mine. I figure if he wants to stick around until Rangvald comes to town again, he’s welcome to.” 
 
    
    “Hmm... I wonder what it could be, then?” 
 
    
    “Shaman?” Harrid grunted. 
 
    
    “That’s my initial thought,” Sonya agreed. “Maybe he wants to test Doc and see if his judgement is right for his clan?” 
 
    
    “I guess we’ll find out,” Doc said as they approached the clan hall. 
 
    
    They greeted the guards before going in and straight to the elder’s hall. The guard on duty saw them coming, knocked on the door, and opened it for them. Doc smiled at the elders as he led Sonya toward a pair of chairs in front of their desks. 
 
    
    “Good morning,” Doc returned their greetings. “I’m here as requested, Elder Ironbeard.” 
 
    
    “Thank you for coming, Shaman Holyday,” Ironbeard said seriously. “I wished to speak with you about your time as shaman to the Oresmelter clan.” 
 
    
    “You are seeing if I’m worthy of being your clan’s shaman?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    Ironbeard nodded. “Exactly. I have spoken to members of the clan and the elders. Most I have spoken to have nothing but praise for you. I have reviewed your decisions and want to ask about them.” 
 
    
    “I will do what I can to assuage your fears, Elder,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “It is not fear, but caution, Shaman. My clan is known by many others. If we declare you are our shaman, your name will spread quickly. This would aid you, I am sure.” 
 
    
    “And paint a bigger target on me,” Doc replied. “But, as I do want to help as many people as possible, it is worth the risk.” 
 
    
    “My cousin Karl spoke with you briefly, but he cared more for the mine and what it was producing. Since then, we have taken a large part of your metals, buying them from the smelters here. We’d like to arrange to buy them directly from your mine, instead.” 
 
    
    “Money matters go through Ayla,” Doc said. “My wife will be happy to talk numbers with you, and Sophia, my lawyer, will draw up the contract.” 
 
    
    Ironbeard’s beard bunched up. “Yes... another matter of concern is your multiple marriages. You count a bestial, an elf, and a half-elf as wives beside the young lady next to you, do you not?” 
 
    
    “Fiala, Ayla, and Lia are my wives alongside Sonya. Did you wish to say something about them?” Doc asked, his tone cooling. 
 
    
    “You are protective of them. That is a good trait for a husband, but do you think that it is of so little consequence to the clans?” 
 
    
    “Should the clans dictate who I love?” Doc returned. 
 
    
    “No,” Ironbeard chuckled, “and forgive me. I was testing where others surely will.” 
 
    
    Doc nodded, but stayed quiet. 
 
    
    “Now, if you don’t mind, let us talk about your most controversial decision as shaman: letting young women take men’s work.” 
 
    
    “What about it?” 
 
    
    Ironbeard frowned. “‘What about it?’ What would possess you to push us closer to extinction?” 
 
    
    Doc snorted and looked at Greta. “Mom, are any of the young women who are doing that nearby?” 
 
    
    “I had all of them come,” Greta smiled. “Harrid, inform the guard, please.” 
 
    
    “Yes, Elder,” Harrid said, opening the door to speak to the guard. “They will be right back.” 
 
    
    A minute later, the guard opened the door so eight young women could come into the room. All eight bowed their heads to the elders, then came forward to stop just short of Ironbeard and Doc. 
 
    
    “Eight of them?” Ironbeard sighed. “Eight women who will not contribute to our race by not having enough children.” 
 
    
    “Ladies,” Doc said, turning his eyes to them, “Elder Ironbeard is visiting from Furden. He believes my ruling to allow you to follow your hearts is misguided, that it means you won’t have children. Can one of you explain it to him?” The stoutest of them stepped forward, and Doc smiled at the woman. “Go ahead, Gretchen.” 
 
    
    “Elder Ironbeard, I am Gretchen Oresmelter. The shaman made this ruling because of me. I wished to work beside my father in the smeltery. Do you feel as he did? That I shouldn’t do so?” 
 
    
    “Yes. You should find a husband and have children. That is what all young women should do for the good of our race.” 
 
    
    “Do you have a daughter?” Gretchen asked. 
 
    
    “I have two of them,” Ironbeard said proudly. 
 
    
    “Did either of them have five dozen men ask to court her?” 
 
    
    “Five dozen? No, of course not. She is my daughter, so her courting options had to reflect that.” 
 
    
    “My station is much lower, and we know that most men look to court higher, not lower. I’ve had five dozen men ask to court me, Elder.” 
 
    
    The other women all spoke up, stating how many offers they each had. 
 
    
    “Now, Elder, do you think we will find no husband? Do you believe that we’ll fail to have children?” Gretchen asked intently. 
 
    
    Ironbeard sat back, clearly shocked at what he’d just heard. “I… see.” 
 
    
    “My ruling was… radical,” Doc said. “I’ll admit that, Elder. But it’s made the lives of these women better. Isn’t that what we should be striving for? A better life for all dwarvenkind?” 
 
    
    Ironbeard’s lips pursed, and he stroked his beard. “I apologize. I had thought it would have gone differently, that each of you might turn away from marriage proposals entirely.” 
 
    
    “No,” Gretchen said. “We can follow our hearts, but we must also allow men who can accept our choices to court us. We will never turn men away, but we will be as our mothers and grandmothers have been. A man must prove he is worthy of us, for us to accept their courting.” 
 
    
    The others nodded, adding in their agreements. 
 
    
    “If that was the ruling that worried you the most, I think we can close the book on those questions, can’t we?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    Ironbeard nodded slowly, still stroking his beard absently. “Yes. I… yes.” 
 
    
    “If you still want to see the mine, they should be bringing a load into town in a few days. If you want to wait for them, you can easily go out with them.” 
 
    
    Ironbeard shook his head. “Yes, that’ll be fine. You have given me a lot to think about. When can I see your wife to discuss purchasing the ore?” 
 
    
    “We should probably wait for Rangvald,” Doc said, “so when the mine delivery comes in. He’ll have a good idea of what to expect so we can sell you a set amount or a percentage.” 
 
    
    “That might be for the best.” Ironbeard looked toward the young women, then stood. “Ladies, I apologize. I hope you find the right men for you.” 
 
    
    “We will,” Gretchen said, bowing with the others to him. “If you will excuse us, since we aren’t working today, we promised to meet some of them.” 
 
    
    “May one of them be the one for you,” Ironbeard said solemnly. 
 
    
    Doc stood up. “Elder, if that’s all, I’m sure I have people to heal.” 
 
    
    “Yes, of course. Do you heal anyone?” 
 
    
    “Anyone who asks.” 
 
    
    “And the church hasn’t come for you?” 
 
    
    “I’ve spoken to the preacher a few times, but he hasn’t moved against me yet. I’m sure he will in time. By then, I hope to have cleared out all my other issues.” 
 
    
    “Hmm... yes. That would be for the best,” Ironbeard agreed. 
 
    
    The women had left while the men talked, and Doc wanted to go, so he extended his hand. “Have a good day, Elder.” 
 
    
    “You, as well, Shaman.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled at Rosa. “Good work today, Weed.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Voice,” Rosa murmured, rubbing her cheek against his thigh. 
 
    
    “Let’s go home. Dinner should be ready soon.” 
 
    
    “As you wish, Doc.” 
 
    
    “Harrid, are you ready for dinner?” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    
    Getting up from his seat, Doc stretched. “I wonder what Fiala made?” 
 
    
    Rosa rose gracefully to her feet behind him. She kept her head down as she followed him, acting like an automaton. The day would come when she could laugh at the preacher for thinking he had any say over her Voice, but until then, she acted her part to help Doc. 
 
    
    They used the back hallway, planning to leave through the kitchen. Doc paused to chat with Daf about Posy and how quickly she was learning, then wished the cook and her assistants good night. 
 
    
    Doc looked up at the slightly overcast sky. “I smell rain.” 
 
    
    “It’ll probably rain tonight,” Harrid agreed. “Smells like this before a storm.” 
 
    
    “It will rain,” Rosa murmured softly. “Not much more than a drizzle, but enough to dampen the ground.” 
 
    
    They were passing the outhouses in the alley when Rosa suddenly slammed into Doc, sending them both sprawling. The sound of gunfire passed over them and hit the outhouses, where someone screamed in agony. 
 
    
    Harrid spun on his heel, bringing his shotgun up. He fired twice in rapid succession before dropping it and pulling his pistol. He grunted and dropped to a knee, firing his gun until it clicked empty. 
 
    
    “Got them,” Harrid wheezed as he fumbled to reload. 
 
    
    Doc pushed Rosa off him, then scrambled over to Harrid, who was bleeding from his thigh. “Lady, now!” Doc called out as he slapped his hands on Harrid’s leg. 
 
    
    The knowledge flooded Doc’s mind. Gunshot to the thigh... just missed the artery and bone. Thank Luck for that. He pulled muscles? That’s fine. I need to heal him quickly though, just in case more are coming. Doc pushed healing into Harrid to get his leg functional again. 
 
    
    “No one...” Rosa whispered, then reached out to Doc. “Pull from me.” 
 
    
    Doc did, but was quickly back on his feet and rushing to the outhouse. He was a foot away when two more gunshots rang out— Doc ducked as he slammed into the side of the outhouse. The bullets didn’t come toward him, so he yanked the door open. 
 
    
    The man inside had not been as lucky. The two bullets had torn into his chest, and blood and gore decorated the inside of the small box. Doc swallowed as he stepped back; the man had been a regular at the Lily since it became a gambling den. 
 
    
    “Is anyone down there hurt?!” Spot called out. 
 
    
    “One dead!” Doc called back. 
 
    
    “Doc?” Spot asked before jogging into the alley. “Who’s dead?” 
 
    
    “This poor bastard...” Doc stepped aside so Spot could see. “He was one of our regulars. Travis Long.” 
 
    
    “We were ambushed,” Harrid said as he reloaded his shotgun. 
 
    
    “Grange will be here in a moment,” Spot said stiffly. 
 
    
    “Check my gun,” Doc said. “I want you to verify that it hasn’t been fired.” 
 
    
    Spot hurried over, checking Doc’s gun and then Harrid’s. “You killed the first two?” 
 
    
    “Shotgun for the first, pistol for the second. They got my thigh. Doc healed me.” 
 
    
    “They got you on the first volley, and the outhouse on the second?” Spot asked. 
 
    
    “Other way around,” Doc said. “I tripped just before they fired at me.” 
 
    
    Spot blinked, then snorted. “Luck...” 
 
    
    Doc glanced at Rosa, who was keeping her head down and her face impassive. He mentally praised her, promising to reward her later. Rosa swallowed as she let his thoughts wash over her. 
 
    
    “Secure the scene,” Grange’s voice came from the front of the Lily. 
 
    
    Spot exhaled. “Just stay calm and don’t provoke him, please?” 
 
    
    “I’ll do my best,” Doc said tightly, wondering how Grange was going to spin this one. 
 
    
    Spot ran off toward the front, raising his voice so he could be heard, “Two more dead down the far side of the Lily’s alley. One dead in the outhouse. Digger is needed.” 
 
    
    With them gone, Doc spun toward Rosa, pulling her to him and kissing her passionately before pushing her back out. “You saved me, Rosa. We’ll talk when we get home.” 
 
    
    “Yes, Voice...” Rosa shivered, focusing on keeping her eyes dark. 
 
    
    “Holyday,” the word dripped hatred. “Of course you’re involved.” 
 
    
    “Sheriff,” Doc said levelly as he turned toward Grange. “We were ambushed. They shot Harrid and killed Long, but missed me when I tripped.” 
 
    
    “Just happened to trip when they tried to kill you?” Grange growled. 
 
    
    “I was lucky, but he wasn’t...” Doc said softly, his gaze going back to the dead man. 
 
    
    “Or maybe you ambushed them!” Grange snarled. 
 
    
    “What possible reason could I have for that?” Doc sighed. 
 
    
    “Who knows how twisted your false-god-loving mind is?” Grange asked as he stalked closer to them. “Maybe your false god demands blood. That would explain all the killings around you.” 
 
    
    “My goddess is Luck, Grange. Not a blood deity,” Doc snorted. 
 
    
    “That’s what you say, but maybe you’ve been lying this whole time.” 
 
    
    “Sir,” Fido called out from where the two men Harrid had killed were. 
 
    
    “What?!” Grange snapped. 
 
    
    “These two have warrants out for robbery,” Fido said. “We got them in with the dispatches last week.” 
 
    
    Grange’s teeth ground together as he stared down the alley at Fido. “Well? What does that matter?” 
 
    
    “It would point to them trying to rob him and being killed in self-defense, sir.” 
 
    
    Wenn came out the kitchen door with his gun in hand. Seeing the scene, he holstered his pistol. “What happened, Sheriff?” 
 
    
    “I was ambushed, but survived. My attackers are dead,” Doc said before Grange could say anything. 
 
    
    “We’re investigating, Marshal. This isn’t your concern,” Grange said tightly. 
 
    
    “Ah, but I’m here and can assist. Make it easier for you.” 
 
    
    “I don’t need the help!” Grange nearly growled. 
 
    
    “Marshal, two dead with warrants down here,” Fido said. 
 
    
    Grange spat to the side near Doc’s feet. “Fine. We can use your assistance, Marshal.” 
 
    
    “I’m sure we can clear this up quickly,” Wenn said. “Holyday, tell us what happened.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc was still recounting his story when Lia came striding up, looking grim. When Grange saw her, his hatred melted for a second, turning to longing, before his face hardened again. When Doc finished talking, Digger was coming down the alleyway with a cart behind him. 
 
    
    “Digger,” Doc said, “take care of him, please. Luck’s Holdings will pay for his funeral.” 
 
    
    Digger bowed his head. “Very well. I shall inform his family, if he has any.” 
 
    
    “Seems straightforward to me,” Wenn said. “Robbers went after the wealthiest man in town. Probably hoping he had a lot of cash on him.” 
 
    
    “Sheriff, both men have a few hundred on them. Fresh coin,” Fido told them. He’d been checking the bodies during the story. 
 
    
    “Hmm... a paid assassination, then,” Wenn said. “Sheriff, you have someone taking out contracts on people. That makes this a national crime.” 
 
    
    Grange’s teeth ground together. “Fine. It’s yours. Fido, Spot, we’re leaving.” 
 
    
    “I’m commandeering both of your deputies, Sheriff,” Wenn said politely. “I’ll need them to make any headway on this.” 
 
    
    Grange stopped a few feet away, as he’d been striding off. “You…!” His hand twitched near his gun. “You can have them!” he said with a snarl. “Deputies, turn in your badges tomorrow. I can’t trust you to do your jobs in an unbiased way.” 
 
    
    Spot unpinned his badge and held it out to Grange. “We’ll bring our freedom price to you tomorrow.” 
 
    
    Grange’s hand twitched again, but he didn’t reach for the gun again. Instead, he snatched the badge from Spot’s hand as he went past him. “Useless mutts!” 
 
    
    Wenn watched him go with pursed lips. “He’s about to blow.” 
 
    
    “I agree,” Lia said softly. “If he does, we’ll need a new sheriff, Marshal.” 
 
    
    Wenn glanced at her, then nodded. “Yeah... Maybe he’ll calm down tomorrow. Fido, Spot, I’ll go with you to see you turn over the other badge. And what was that about freedom?” 
 
    
    “We’re bonded slaves,” Fido said, coming down the alley. “We have our freedom price, but were holding off paying it.” 
 
    
    “I see. He never mentioned that.” 
 
    
    “Of course not,” Doc snorted. “If they worked for him willingly, he looked kind and reasonable. Forcing them to work because they were property makes him look bad.” 
 
    
    “I’ll collect the bodies when you say I can,” Digger told Wenn. 
 
    
    “You can take him,” Wenn said, nodding toward Longhorn. “Give us a few more minutes to check the others.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    
    “Marshal, might I take my husband home?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “Yes. I know where to find him if I need him,” Wenn sighed. “Doc… this was probably only the first.” 
 
    
    “I know,” Doc said somberly, his hands starting to shake. “There’s no evidence to point to Suez, but who else could pay that kind of money to have me killed? He still owes me a lot of properties.” 
 
    
    “I’ll look into it, but I doubt he left a trail. Good night.” 
 
    
    “Good night,” Doc said, turning to follow Harrid and Lia home. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    All of his wives and Sophia were waiting when they came in the back door. Doc found himself being hugged by all of them, with kisses coming one after the other. He was shocked that Sophia was in on the kisses, too, but he returned her love. 
 
    
    “I was ambushed,” Doc said when they gave him a moment. “Dinner first, please?” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Fiala said, scrambling to get the food. 
 
    
    “Doc... Moondew?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “Please,” Doc exhaled a shaky breath. “I’m not cut out for life-and-death scenarios.” 
 
    
    “Most people aren’t,” Harrid agreed, his own hands trembling some. 
 
    
    Fiala brought out the food as Lia handed Doc and Harrid shots. 
 
    
    Harrid looked at the glass curiously. “What is this?” 
 
    
    “Drink it,” Doc said as he downed his. 
 
    
    Harrid nodded, doing as he was told. When the Moondew hit him, he exhaled slowly as the tremors faded. “What was it?” 
 
    
    “My nectar,” Rosa said softly. “It was refined to help calm the mind, to clear the troubles you might have.” 
 
    
    “What Rosa said. It’s helped me cope with all the times I’ve almost died.” 
 
    
    Lia looked around the table, then took Doc’s glass and poured a half measure into it. “Drink,” she said, handing it to Sonya. She repeated it around the table— only she and Rosa didn’t have any. 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Sophia whispered. “It really does clear the mind.” 
 
    
    “Yes. You shouldn’t have nightmares from the trauma or fear now,” Lia said. “Fiala, the stew smells wonderful.” 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Fiala swallowed. “Doc... you’ll explain after we eat?” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Doc said as he ladled bowls, passing the filled ones around. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    He was true to his word— when dinner ended, he told them about the ambush and how Rosa had saved him. “Rosa, how did you know? I thought you had to see the person you were reading the mind of.” 
 
    
    “I glance around a lot when I follow you. Using my peripheral vision, which I expand when following you, I saw the two men step out. I saw their thoughts and I had to react right then.” 
 
    
    “We’re all glad you did...” Fiala shivered. 
 
    
    “You didn’t call out,” Harrid said. “Why?” 
 
    
    “I tackled him by tripping into him,” Rosa explained. “I did my best to make it seem accidental, in case someone was watching. It is why I didn’t call out. I am supposed to be mindless.” 
 
    
    “That almost got Harrid killed,” Doc told her. 
 
    
    “That’s part of my job,” Harrid grunted. “I don’t fault her. She was acting to keep your ruse going longer.” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Rosa nodded. 
 
    
    “Suez made his first move,” Ayla swallowed. “Why didn’t he use Kiddum?” 
 
    
    “Because this could have been a random act of violence, which keeps him clear,” Lia said. “Now, he’ll have to use Kiddum.” 
 
    
    “Yeah...” Doc exhaled slowly. “That’s what I’m thinking, too. My only worry is they come at me obliquely.” 
 
    
    “Kiddum is certain of his draw,” Lia told him. “I doubt he’d do anything but force you into a duel.” 
 
    
    “I pray you’re right,” Doc exhaled. 
 
    
    “I’m going to head home,” Harrid said. “I’ll be back for breakfast.” 
 
    
    “Be safe,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “I will be, Doc.” 
 
    
    Doc walked Harrid out, watching the dwarf until he was out of sight. Going back inside, he found his wives waiting for him with Sophia beside them. 
 
    
    “Ladies?” 
 
    
    “Husband,” Lia said softly, “we’re going to reward our precious Weed, but also shower you in love. Even Sophia, though she won’t be doing everything. Any objection?” 
 
    
    “None at all,” Doc replied. “Sophia, are you sure?” 
 
    
    “I will be careful to not do what I shouldn’t, but yes... Please?” 
 
    
    “Gladly,” Doc replied, going to his wives and wife-to-be. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    “You’ll just be healing people today, right?” Fiala asked. 
 
    
    “Unless something else comes up. I might stop in to play a little with Heather, too.” 
 
    
    “I’m going back over to help Lotus with the Springs lobby,” Fiala said. “Sonya’s coming with me.” 
 
    
    “Have fun,” Doc smirked. 
 
    
    “Sophia and I will be working on contracts for the businesses. Once we have the deeds for the properties in hand, we’ll be able to move on them quickly,” Ayla told him. 
 
    
    “I’m going to stop by and see Sigmund. Other than that, I’ll be at the Lily all day,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Doc, you wish me to help with healing, right?” Rosa asked. 
 
    
    “Of course, Weed,” Doc murmured, stroking her hair. “I always use you when I can.” 
 
    
    Rosa sighed happily as she leaned against his leg. 
 
    
    Standing up, Doc went around the table and collected kisses from each of his wives. “Have a good day, my lovely wives.” He gave Sophia a knowing smile as he went past her, making her look down with a smile. “Ready, Harrid?” Doc asked once he’d finished. 
 
    
    “Yes, Shaman.” 
 
    
    Traversing the alley behind the Lily, Doc glanced at the outhouse with bullet holes and heard the buzzing of flies. “Harrid, who’s responsible for the outhouses?” 
 
    
    “The town, but without a mayor, it might lag,” Harrid replied. “There should have been contracts for them.” 
 
    
    “Wait.” Doc knocked on the door, then opened the stall. Blood and other pieces still clung to the walls. Swallowing, he closed the door again. “Okay...” 
 
    
    “Why?” Harrid asked. 
 
    
    “I’m going to ask one of the staff to clean it, but I wanted to see how bad it was. We only have three spots. If that’s one of them, we only have two, since no one will want to use it.” 
 
    
    “Oh...” 
 
    
    “It would reflect badly on the Lily,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Understood.” 
 
    
    Entering through the kitchen, Doc gave Daf a strained smile. “Daf, have someone clean up the endcap outhouse, please. Make sure they take a bath afterward and wear new clothes when they finish.” 
 
    
    Daf glanced over her shoulder. “The one the man died in?” 
 
    
    “Yeah. We have no idea when it might get taken care of, and having one of the three out of business is bad for us. Don’t use Posy. Have someone else get to it, please.” 
 
    
    “If that’s what you want, Doc, I’ll make sure it gets handled. Why the bath and clothes?” 
 
    
    Doc moved to the side, as her two assistants were busy. “Well, because of bacteria. You wash down your prep and cook areas, right?” 
 
    
    “Once a day,” Daf smiled. 
 
    
    Doc’s eyelid twitched as he tried to not react to that thought. “After I heal today, can I come down here and work with you?” 
 
    
    Daf blinked slowly. “You... want to work in the kitchen?” 
 
    
    “I used to be a cook. Where I came from, we had laws about sanitation in food areas.” 
 
    
    “Are you saying my kitchen is dirty?” Daf asked stiffly. 
 
    
    “No,” Doc sighed. “Look, I’m not trying to upset you. I’ll do my best to explain later, if you’ll let me.” 
 
    
    “Doc, I trust you, and my precious little flower loves you. I’ll listen, but I’m not happy about what you said.” 
 
    
    “Sorry,” Doc sighed again. “I promise I will do my best to explain when I come back, okay?” 
 
    
    “Very well.” 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Doc said, touching her shoulder as he went past the stove. 
 
    
    Doc had barely taken a seat in the dining room when Posy came bouncing in. “Good morning, Posy.” 
 
    
    “Good morning, Doc. Are you healing people?” 
 
    
    “Yes. Do we already have people waiting?” 
 
    
    “Five.” Posy held up her hand to wiggle all of her fingers at him. 
 
    
    “Please show them up, Posy, and bring me a mug?” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Posy beamed before she left. 
 
    
    “She always makes you smile,” Harrid said from beside the door. 
 
    
    “Yeah...” 
 
    
    “Are you thinking of having children, Shaman?” 
 
    
    Doc blinked in surprise. “Huh?” 
 
    
    “I’ve never heard you talk about having children with your wives. Seeing you dote on Posy made me wonder if you’re planning on having them.” 
 
    
    “Not for a while, at least,” Doc said softly. “There are too many potentially deadly issues happening right now.” 
 
    
    “But if you did, one of your wives could stay here with the child when you go,” Harrid pointed out. “They’d be safe, and your legacy would be more assured.” 
 
    
    Doc sat back as he thought about what Harrid was saying. He didn’t have long to consider, though, as Posy was quickly back with an older woman and a mug of ale. 
 
    
    “Welcome, miss,” Doc said, standing up. “Please have a seat.” 
 
    
    The older woman crossed the room with an amused smile. “Miss? I’m old enough to be your grandmother, but I’ll accept the flattery, sir.” 
 
    
    “Really?” Doc grinned. “Perhaps my mother, if she’d had me early at the most, but not my grandmother.” 
 
    
    A rough laugh came from the old woman as she sat down. “Silver-tongued devil. Where were you when I was your age?” 
 
    
    “Far from here, sadly,” Doc replied as he took his seat. “How can I help?” 
 
    
    “I didn’t come for healing,” the old woman said. “All of my pains are from my age. I came to see if you can tell me of your goddess. I wonder if there is something better than the eternal oblivion of worshipping Apoc or the fires of hell if we do not.” 
 
    
    Doc nodded slowly, then took a drink from his mug. Luck hadn’t told him about afterlives, and he didn’t want to lie, either. He felt Rosa shift beside him. She pushed his pant leg up and traced a finger over his calf. 
 
    
    “Rebirth,” Doc said slowly, understanding the word Rosa had drawn on his skin. 
 
    
    “Rebirth?” the old woman looked puzzled. 
 
    
    “All souls can stay in the world, cycling back around to live again. You’d forget all that came before and start fresh,” Doc said. He paused, then decided to add a few things from earth’s religions. “The better you live now, the better your next life will be. The worse you live now, the worse your next life will be.” 
 
    
    “How do I ensure a better life?” the old woman asked, sitting forward. 
 
    
    “How have you treated people around you?” Doc asked. “Do you treat everyone equally? Do you show kindness and compassion?” 
 
    
    The old woman frowned, her brow contracting. “I think I do.” 
 
    
    “Not just humans, but all races,” Doc told her gently. “Do you treat a dwarf the same as everyone else? When you encounter a bestial, is your heart kind?” 
 
    
    The old woman sat back slowly, her face troubled. “Oh...” 
 
    
    “You still have time,” Doc said. “Luck is far from Apoc in how they see life and death. How much better would the world be if everyone was treated equally? The same goes for them. If they hate you in their heart, it would tarnish them when they came around for rebirth.” 
 
    
    Hands shaking, the old woman met Doc’s eyes. “Can I be helped?” 
 
    
    “Everyone has time. Just try to live a kind life. Don’t look at others with hatred or contempt. Treat them kindly. If they reject that kindness, then it is them that is tarnished, not you. It’s a simple thing, and yet difficult.” 
 
    
    “Is there no simple way to know what to do?” 
 
    
    “‘Do unto others as you would have done unto you,’” Doc said, citing a scripture. 
 
    
    “I see,” the old woman nodded slowly. 
 
    
    “As long as you can hold to that, you’ll be better than you are today. We all have moments when we tarnish ourselves. Even I have unkind thoughts and do unkind things at times. I acknowledge those moments and try to do better.” 
 
    
    “Thank you...” she sniffled. “I will do my best. I would like to try again.” 
 
    
    “Luck bless you,” Doc said as he stood with her. 
 
    
    As she left, Doc sat back down. 
 
    
    “Is that true, Shaman?” Harrid asked. “We’re reborn?” 
 
    
    “It used to be widely known,” Rosa said. “Do your myths no longer speak of this?” 
 
    
    “I… don’t know.” 
 
    
    “Mother recycles the souls of the dead, and the souls come back into the world,” Rosa said. “That is why the Darkness is so dangerous. It eats those souls, dimming the light of the world.” 
 
    
    “I was never told by Luck, but I’ve seen worlds dim and die,” Doc said softly. “I believe Rosa.” 
 
    
    Harrid’s brow contracted as he thought back on his life. “Does that mean I had a bad life last time?” 
 
    
    “If you did, I did, too,” Doc said. “I was also an orphan, Harrid.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Doc,” Harrid exhaled, feeling a little better. “Are you going to tell the elders this?” 
 
    
    “I’ll have to,” Doc said. “I’ll also need to speak to Rosa about…” Doc trailed off when he saw Posy coming with another person. 
 
    
    The half-elf following Posy was limping badly, his face locked in a grimace of pain. Doc stood as he waited for the man to arrive. It was obvious he would be healing a badly damaged leg. 
 
    
    “Thank you, Posy,” Doc said when she brought the man in. “Sir, please sit.” 
 
    
    The half-elf nodded as he slowly lowered himself into a chair, exhaling in relief when he did. “Thank you.” 
 
    
    Posy bounced out of the room, giving Doc a bright smile. 
 
    
    Going around the table, Doc took the seat beside the man. “What happened?” 
 
    
    “I… didn’t pay…” the half-elf hissed in pain. 
 
    
    “Didn’t pay?” 
 
    
    “I took money from the wrong people... and didn’t pay them back fast enough.” 
 
    
    “I didn’t know we had loan sharks in town,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Furden. I came down on the coach after hearing about a faith healer. None of the doctors in Furden could help me.” 
 
    
    “If you had the money for a doctor, why did you fail to pay the men back?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Lucky run with the loan gave me a windfall... I thought I had more time to pay, but they heard about my winning and came early,” he hissed. “Can you help or not?” 
 
    
    “Let me see. Lady, this man has run afoul of unlawful men. Please help him.” 
 
    
    The half-elf’s eyes went wide when he saw the green glow. “What?” 
 
    
    “Pull up your pant leg, please.” 
 
    
    The man stared for a long moment before doing as asked. When Doc touched his leg, the half-elf almost screamed, expecting to be burned. Instead, he felt soothing energy flow into him, and he exhaled a shuddering breath. 
 
    
    “They broke your kneecap,” Doc said as he pushed energy into him. “How did you hear about me?” 
 
    
    “A bestial who was at a table with me was talking about how their hand had been healed,” the patient sighed as the pain faded. “Said a faith healer in Deep Gulch had helped him. The next day, my leg was busted. I tried the doctors, then came here.” 
 
    
    “I see,” Doc nodded. “You’re healed. Go ahead. Flex it.” 
 
    
    The man swallowed, then did as Doc told him— no pain flared. With a gasp, he jumped to his feet and walked around the room. “It…! You…?” 
 
    
    “Yes. Lady Luck healed you.” 
 
    
    “Let me pay you,” the half-elf said, rushing back to the table and fumbling for his wallet. 
 
    
    “No,” Doc said as he stood up. “The only payment I ask for is a simple one. Say a prayer to Lady Luck, my goddess who bestows the healing through me.” 
 
    
    “Goddess?” the half-elf asked. “So you really are a faith healer? Not an unlicensed doctor?” 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    Swallowing, the man stepped back. “I’ll uh... do that…” 
 
    
    Doc smiled as he backed toward the door. “Have a good day. Be aware that lack of prayer makes it harder for her to help in the future.” 
 
    
    “I won’t need her help again,” the half-elf said before he rushed from the room. 
 
    
    “Huh... first time for everything...” 
 
    
    “He was the first one to not pray?” Harrid asked. “I know you helped others before I showed up.” 
 
    
    “Yeah. He must believe in Apoc and thought my being a faith healer was just a cover,” Doc shrugged. “I’m sure he’ll run off to McIan. Not everyone who comes to see me will be grateful.” 
 
    
    “Replenish?” Rosa asked when Doc took his original seat back. 
 
    
    Doc chuckled. “You just want to be refilled later, Weed. I know why you really ask.” 
 
    
    Rosa shivered, but didn’t refute his words. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    “Does that make sense?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Every time we cut meat, we should clean the board and our hands?” Daf asked to clarify. 
 
    
    “Uncooked meat, especially,” Doc said. “With pork, poultry, and seafood, it’s even more important.” 
 
    
    “Sounds like a lot of hooey, honestly, Doc,” Daf said, “but if that’s what you want, we’ll start doing it.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Daf, ladies,” Doc said to her and her two helpers. “I’m sorry if it’s a lot of extra steps, but it really will cut down on people getting sick.” 
 
    
    “Harrid, is Doc in there?” 
 
    
    “Yes. Doc, Fido’s here,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “I’m Spot, but good try,” Spot grinned. 
 
    
    “I’m needed for something, so have a good day,” Doc said to the cooks. 
 
    
    “Doc, we’ll do our best for you. Have a good day,” Daf replied. 
 
    
    “What’s going on, Spot?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Special dispatch came into the office while we were helping Wenn. You might want to come by.” 
 
    
    “Let’s go,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Rosa kept her eyes down as she followed the men. She never had trouble telling the twins apart, as they each thought differently. Her lips twitched up when she saw why Spot had come to get Doc. 
 
    
    “Special dispatch?” Doc asked as they left the Lily. 
 
    
    “Came from Furden,” Spot told him. “Normally, they go to the mayor, but we don’t have one, so it was directed to the sheriff.” 
 
    
    “Fuck...” Doc sighed. 
 
    
    “Luckily, Wenn was in the office at the time, so he was there when Grange got it.” 
 
    
    “Wenn was in the office?” 
 
    
    “We turned in our badges, paid Grange off, and were finishing up paperwork,” Spot said. “Grange… is mad.” 
 
    
    “He’s been mad,” Doc snorted. 
 
    
    “No... he’s near frothing. When he read the dispatch, he crumpled it up, cursing up a storm. Wenn asked what the problem was, and Grange went chest-to-chest with him. He accused Wenn of trying to push him out of town.” 
 
    
    “Oh.” 
 
    
    “Grange had been happy to have Wenn around the first time, but not now.” 
 
    
    They reached the sheriff’s office— the door was closed, but Doc heard yelling from inside. 
 
    
    “You have no authority to know, Marshal!” Grange shouted. “Finish your paperwork and get out!” 
 
    
    “Special dispatches can’t be ignored, Sheriff,” Wenn said firmly. “If you ignore it, a new one will just be sent down.” 
 
    
    “I’ll deliver the news myself!” Grange seethed. 
 
    
    Spot opened the door, allowing the four of them to enter. 
 
    
    Grange had been inches from Wenn, but when Doc entered, he turned all of his rage onto him. “Holyday?! How did you do this?!” 
 
    
    “Morning, Sheriff,” Doc said, giving the man a smile. “Do what?” 
 
    
    “Fake a special dispatch?!” 
 
    
    “You’ll have to enlighten me,” Doc said. He kept a smile on his face as he watched Grange’s eye twitch. 
 
    
    “No governor would appoint a woman as mayor! Only you would think they would!” 
 
    
    “Nicole Penderghast is the new mayor?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Of course not, because this dispatch is a fake!” 
 
    
    Fido came out of the back with a wadded-up ball of paper. He went up to Wenn and handed it off before moving well away from the volatile sheriff. Wenn uncrumpled the paper, looking it over. 
 
    
    “It’s official. Has the right seals, and the signature looks correct,” Wenn said. 
 
    
    Grange spun on Wenn, snatching for the dispatch, but the marshal stepped back. “Give that back!” 
 
    
    “Sheriff, are you trying to ignore a lawful order?” Wenn asked simply. “The governor has appointed the mayor. The dispatch was received. The rider will be heading back tomorrow with the paperwork, showing that you signed for it.” 
 
    
    Grange’s nostrils flared, his eye twitching as his hand dropped to his waist. “Get out of my office… Marshal.” The last word was dripping with venom. 
 
    
    Wenn sighed as he nodded. “Very well, Sheriff. I’m sorry to see you step so far from the lawman you were.” Turning his back on Grange, he gave the others a nod. “We’re leaving. The paperwork can be sent off to Furden.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Fido said, gathering up some documents. 
 
    
    “Holyday, walk with me,” Wenn said as he headed for the door. 
 
    
    They all felt the icy glare on their backs as they left Grange behind. 
 
    
    They were walking away when Wenn exhaled slowly. “He’s gone...” 
 
    
    “Yeah. He’s been changing for a while now,” Doc agreed. 
 
    
    “Here,” Wenn said, handing over the dispatch. “You know where she is. Go give her notice that she’s mayor.” 
 
    
    Doc took the official form and put it into a pocket. “What are you going to do, Wenn?” 
 
    
    “I’m not sure,” Wenn sighed. “I can’t think of leaving Cassia and our child in this town if that man is sheriff.” 
 
    
    “Why leave?” Doc asked. “Run for sheriff, settle down. Raise your family.” 
 
    
    “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought. Always wanted a family. My brothers wouldn’t care for my choice of wife… wife…” He said the word twice, smiling softly. “I need to go. I’ll see you a bit later.” 
 
    
    “I’ll wait to hear when the wedding is. Make sure to let Lia know. I’m sure we can clear a side of the Lily for the feast.” 
 
    
    Wenn chuckled. “I need to get a ring first.” 
 
    
    “He has some good ones,” Doc pointed to the jewelers. “Don’t let him gouge you, though.” 
 
    
    “I won’t.” Wenn paused, turning to the people following them. “Fido, Spot, if you’re still in town when I get elected, I’ll be glad to give you back those badges.” 
 
    
    “We’d accept, but it’ll depend on if we have other jobs,” Spot said. 
 
    
    “They have standing offers from Luck’s Holdings,” Doc clarified. “Speaking of, I’ll hire both of you for a simple job: protecting Nicole.” 
 
    
    “We accept, if the pay is good,” Fido grinned. 
 
    
    “We’ll talk to Ayla, but you know I pay well,” Doc laughed. “See you later, Wenn.” 
 
    
    “Grange hates you,” Spot said a few minutes later as they walked down the street. 
 
    
    “Thinks you took Lia from him,” Fido added. 
 
    
    “Grange is fucked in the head,” Doc snorted. “Lia was never his.” 
 
    
    “We know, but in his mind, she was.” 
 
    
    “Since the wedding, he’s been much worse,” Spot added. 
 
    
    “Yeah. I’m sure he’ll do something drastic in the future,” Doc sighed. “Nothing we can do about it. Murdering sheriffs is just bad news.” 
 
    
    “Wenn would have to arrest you,” Harrid said. “Bad all around, then. Besides, you aren’t the murdering type, Doc.” 
 
    
    “True. How much easier would life be if I was a cold bastard?” 
 
    
    “We’d never get along with you if you were that way,” Spot said, Fido nodding in agreement. 
 
    
    “Rather have you as friends,” Doc said. “Nicole’s office and home.” He pointed at the building he was walking toward. 
 
    
    “We need to find a place...” Fido whispered to Spot. 
 
    
    “We can probably make that part of our deal,” Doc said, having overheard them, “but first, let’s see what the mayor thinks.” 
 
    
    Doc knocked on the door. After a minute, he knocked again. 
 
    
    The door jerked open and a woman in a maid outfit stood there. Her small ears looked almost scaled, and she had no hair. Instead, she had a patch of hardened skin that looked like it went down the back of her head. Her short legs and bare feet, adorned with painted, sharp claws, peeked out the bottom of her outfit. “How can I help you?” 
 
    
    “You’re new,” Doc smiled. “I’m Doc Holyday. I was hoping to see Nicole.” 
 
    
    “Ah, Mr. Holyday. Please, come in,” the maid said, opening the door and stepping aside. 
 
    
    Doc noticed that her hardened skin ran past her neck and down her back into the collar of her outfit when he passed her. The others came in behind him. The maid let out a small gasp when Rosa trailed Doc. 
 
    
    “She’s fine,” Doc told the maid. “Don’t fear.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” the maid said hesitantly. “Please make yourselves comfortable. I will inform the mistress you are here.” 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Doc said. He took the biggest chair in the room, placing his hat on his crossed leg. 
 
    
    Rosa went with him, kneeling beside his left hand, and Harrid took up station behind Doc’s right shoulder. Spot and Fido took the small sofa, sitting next to each other with their hats on their knees. 
 
    
    They didn’t wait long— Nicole swept into the room with a smile. “Amy is making tea. What can I do for all of you?” 
 
    
    “We have a message for you,” Doc grinned. “You might want to take a seat.” 
 
    
    Nicole took the only open chair in the room, which was facing Doc’s chair. “Very well.” 
 
    
    Doc pulled out the dispatch and held it up to Harrid. “Please.” 
 
    
    Harrid took it, then walked it over to Nicole before taking up his station again. 
 
    
    Nicole frowned at the paper, unsure of how this mangled page could be of any importance. When she got it open and started reading, her eyes widened, her eyebrows rose, and her lips parted in shock. 
 
    
    “Well, Mayor, how does it feel?” Doc asked when Nicole looked up without speaking. 
 
    
    “This… this can’t be real,” Nicole whispered. 
 
    
    “It’s legitimate,” Spot said. “It came into the sheriff’s office.” 
 
    
    “How did it…? Oh…” Nicole started to ask before trailing off. 
 
    
    “Grange didn’t want to accept it,” Doc said. “The marshal was there and he helped collect the form.” 
 
    
    “They won’t accept me...” Nicole whispered. 
 
    
    “It’s official,” Doc said. “Though they might try to force you out.” 
 
    
    Nicole’s jaw set and she sat forward. “I won’t be pushed.” 
 
    
    “Knew I liked you,” Doc chuckled. “I want to make sure you’re safe. I’m hiring Fido and Spot to act as guards for you. They will be on Luck’s Holdings’ payroll, unless you object?” 
 
    
    Nicole gave the two former deputies a searching look. “Aren’t they Grange’s men?” 
 
    
    “Not anymore,” Spot said. “We paid for our freedom, and he fired us.” 
 
    
    “He’s stepped away from the law,” Fido added. 
 
    
    “He’ll be doubly upset with me, then, if you’re beside me?” Nicole asked. 
 
    
    “No. He doesn’t think we’re worth trash,” Spot said tightly. 
 
    
    “Which is stupid,” Doc snorted. “They’re good at what they do. I offered them spots at the Lily before, but now, they would do better by making sure you can do your job.” 
 
    
    “Tea, mistress,” Amy said, rolling a tea trolley into the room. 
 
    
    “Serve, please,” Nicole said, clearly wanting to think for a moment. 
 
    
    Harrid and Rosa both declined, but Amy served the rest of them before going to the wall with the cart, ready to do anything needed. 
 
    
    Nicole sipped at her tea, then set her saucer and cup down. “Fido and Spot, right?” 
 
    
    “Yes, ma’am,” Spot said. 
 
    
    “Those are your names?” 
 
    
    “They are, ma’am,” Fido nodded. “Though now that we’re free, we might change them.” 
 
    
    “Sophia’s mother can do the paperwork for you,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “We’ll be considering it,” Spot told Doc. 
 
    
    “Do you want the job?” Nicole asked. 
 
    
    “A mayor should have a guard if they’re unpopular,” Spot said. “Town might take a while to accept you. Some might hire toughs to try roughing you up. We can handle that.” 
 
    
    “If they try for more drastic measures, we can handle that, too,” Fido added. “Doc wants you safe, and we’ll do our best. One of us will be with you all the time.” 
 
    
    “When you sleep, one of us will be here, in this room,” Spot said to clarify. “In case someone thinks you’re vulnerable during the night.” 
 
    
    Nicole took a slow breath. “You think it’ll be that bad?” 
 
    
    “Suez,” Fido said. “Grange has been talking with him. Suez thought he’d be the mayor.” 
 
    
    “He’s a snake, and cold,” Spot added. “He’ll try.” 
 
    
    “It’s your choice, Nicole,” Doc said. “You can send the governor a letter requesting he pick another if you’re afraid of what might happen. I think you can handle it.” 
 
    
    Nicole took another slow breath before she nodded. “We won’t see change if we don’t walk the difficult paths.” 
 
    
    “Agreed. Difficult paths need to be walked,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Spot, Fido, it is a pleasure to meet you. I’m Nicole Penderghast, mayor of Deep Gulch.” 
 
    
    “Boss,” Spot grinned. 
 
    
    “Nice to meet you, Boss,” Fido nodded. 
 
    
    “Amy, these two will be around a lot. They are my guards, starting today,” Nicole said, looking at the maid. “Will that frighten you?” 
 
    
    Amy shook her head. “They’ve always been as nice as they could be, mistress.” 
 
    
    Spot gave Amy a soft smile. “I’m glad you found a good home.” 
 
    
    Amy ducked her head, a light pink dusting her cheeks. “Thank you.” 
 
    
    “You know each other?” Nicole asked. 
 
    
    “We’ve met before,” Spot said. 
 
    
    “Oh...” Fido chuckled before Spot elbowed him. 
 
    
    Rosa’s lips twitched as she looked into Spot’s and Amy’s minds briefly. 
 
    
    “Very well.” Doc put his cup down, standing up. “Good luck, Mayor. I’m sure this will fill up any free time you might have had.” 
 
    
    “Yes, I believe it will,” Nicole said as she stood. “Thank you, Doc. For… everything.” 
 
    
    “Ayla believes in you,” Doc said softly. “I trust my wives, Nicole. Come by for dinner. We’ll celebrate this milestone.” 
 
    
    “That would be better than you all coming here,” Nicole smiled. 
 
    
    “Spot, Fido, both of you, too, since she’ll need to walk home,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Spot said. “I’ll stay here for now. Fido, you can go get us a good deal.” 
 
    
    “I will,” Fido nodded. “Be back soon.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled when he sent off the half-dwarven man with a healed arm. “Busy today. Must have been everyone waiting for the tournament to end.” 
 
    
    “That, and word of you doing the miraculous is spreading,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “Hmm... that’ll upset McIan more,” Doc sighed. “I wonder how many more people are waiting?” 
 
    
    Posy came bouncing down the hall, fear on her face. “Doc, help! Kiddum is being mean!” 
 
    
    Doc was on his feet, moving for the door before she finished speaking. “Guess Suez found out he wasn’t mayor.” 
 
    
    Harrid was in front of Doc, and Rosa followed Posy, who was breathing roughly from her hurried run to get him. Making it down to the main rooms, Doc knew there was trouble by the silence. Crossing to the newer side, he found Kiddum standing at the bar, sneering at Cassia. Joey and Dillon were on either side of him, hands on their guns. 
 
    
    “What’s the problem?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “You!” Kiddum growled as he turned away from Cassia, who looked pale. His eyes darted to Joey and his lip pulled back. “Go ahead and reach for it, card boy.” 
 
    
    “Dillon, Joey, back off,” Doc said calmly. “Now, what’s the problem, Kiddum?” 
 
    
    “You and your damned cheating whores,” Kiddum sneered. “This bitch here is seeing the marshal, the cheating cuss who won the tournament. He’s a friend of yours, too. Used your beasts to help rig the tournament. All these bitches are cheating whores.” 
 
    
    “Harsh words,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “True words, you mean.” Kiddum’s lip pulled back further so he was snarling. 
 
    
    Joey and Dillon backed away from Kiddum, hands well away from their guns. 
 
    
    “Doc, what’s the trouble?” Lia asked as she came up behind him. 
 
    
    “False allegations from a sore loser,” Doc said calmly. “I’m just curious if he’s here for himself or if he was sent by someone.” 
 
    
    Kiddum’s eyelid twitched. “You got something to say, Holyday?” 
 
    
    “I have plenty to say. You lost because you got outplayed, Kiddum. I don’t see Smythe in here with accusations. He’s the better player, but he didn’t accuse you of cheating when you knocked him out.” 
 
    
    “Of course not. I’d kill him if he implied that I was a cheat.” 
 
    
    “You’d murder him?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “I’d challenge him and cut him down lawfully!” Kiddum spat. “I don’t kill people like you, Holyday. How many are dead because of you?” 
 
    
    “What is this?” Wenn asked from the doorway outside, closest to Otto’s shop. 
 
    
    “Wenn, legal duels?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “If two men have a dispute, they can legally duel each other. Many out here in the west meet at high sun near a graveyard if it’s preplanned, or out in the street if it’s not.” 
 
    
    “What about it, you cheating bastard?” Kiddum sneered. “You got the balls for a duel?” 
 
    
    Doc exhaled slowly. “A single gun only.” 
 
    
    “Doc, no,” Lia said, grabbing his shoulder. 
 
    
    Posy started to cry behind them, and Rosa knelt to comfort her, whispering softly as she did. 
 
    
    “Doc, you know this man’s killed dozens of men in duels, right?” Wenn asked, his face grim. 
 
    
    “He’s slandering my business, myself, and more importantly, my friends,” Doc said. “Besides, he’s just a puppet. Kiddum wouldn’t know what to do without his master pulling his strings.” 
 
    
    Kiddum’s eye twitched and his hand dropped to his gun. He froze when he saw Lia’s gun already out and aimed directly at him. “Hiding behind the elf, Holyday?” 
 
    
    Doc glanced down at Lia’s arm extended past him. “Looks like she’s behind me, but I’ll meet you outside. A single gun only.” 
 
    
    Cassia sniffled as she watched Doc. “If you do this, you’ll die... Lia will be broken, Doc.” 
 
    
    Wenn crossed the room to Cassia’s side, pulling her into his arms to soothe her. His eyes locked on Doc. “If you fall…” 
 
    
    “Have some faith,” Doc said evenly. He reached out and lowered Lia’s gun. “If he kills me, you can have him, Lia.” 
 
    
    “Women can’t duel, Holyday. Only a perverted freak like you, who sleeps with beasts and backs women for mayor, would think they could,” Kiddum laughed darkly. “Come on. Let’s get this over so I can watch them all cry for you.” 
 
    
    Kiddum headed for the door, and Doc followed him, his face impassive. He did notice that Posy wasn’t crying anymore. Glancing back, he saw Rosa holding her. He sent the dryad a thank you before he left the Lily. Doc heard people shift inside as he left the porch behind, his boots touching the dirt street. 
 
    
    Kiddum turned to look at Doc, an evil smile on his lips. “You have a set of balls, Holyday.” 
 
    
    “I’ve never been in a duel before,” Doc said. “Rules?” 
 
    
    “You two back away about thirty paces,” Wenn said from the porch. “The moment one of you draws, the duel is on. Holyday, you’ve asked for a single gun only. Kiddum, you agree to that?” 
 
    
    “I only need one,” Kiddum laughed. 
 
    
    “Until the gun is empty?” Doc asked. “Or is it a single round each?” 
 
    
    “Until one of you lies dead,” Wenn corrected him. 
 
    
    Doc exhaled slowly, brushing his jacket back behind his gun. The leather glistened with fresh oil, the aces tooled into the holster standing out. 
 
    
    “Oh, a new gun,” Kiddum laughed as he backed away from Doc. “Too bad for you a gun’s shininess doesn’t help.” 
 
    
    Doc backed slowly away from Kiddum, his face impassive as he focused on his new gift from Luck: immunity bubble. Taking a deep, slow breath, he tried to calm himself. The moment you would get hurt, you’ll have ten seconds to do what you need to. He’s Suez’s right hand... Suez has had some tricks, so Kiddum might, too... Just be calm and take him down. 
 
    
    Kiddum stopped backing up, so Doc stopped, too. Both men were posed with their hands near their guns, facing each other. The late afternoon sun was coming over the western cliff face to Doc’s right. Heavy footsteps coming from Doc’s right almost made him look over, but he didn’t need to when the person laughed. 
 
    
    “Looks like you’re about to get yours, Holyday,” Grange laughed. 
 
    
    “Legal duel, Sheriff,” Kiddum snickered. “Just so your mutts don’t try to arrest me.” 
 
    
    “They ain’t mine,” Grange growled. “They’ve been fired for failing to do their damned jobs.” 
 
    
    “Fired for not lying,” Doc said, his eyes still locked on Kiddum. “I’m ready, Kiddum.” 
 
    
    “Go ahead, Holyday. Reach for it,” Kiddum laughed. “I want you to have a chance, at least.” 
 
    
    “I wasn’t sent by another to slander and kill,” Doc said evenly. “I’m just defending mine. Go ahead, puppet— kill me in front of everyone. Nicole will still be mayor. Suez lost that race.” 
 
    
    Kiddum’s lip pulled back and his hand went a little lower, drifting toward his pistol. “You sure talk big for a dead man.” 
 
    
    “I’m not the dead man. I have faith. What do you have, besides leftover residue in your mouth from servicing Suez?” 
 
    
    That got Kiddum’s hand to move. The ensuing cacophony of gunshots filled the street. When it finished, Kiddum dropped to his knees. Gasping, he pulled his second gun and fired again, emptying the second revolver. 
 
    
    Doc stared at Kiddum with sorrow on his face. With slow steps, he approached the dying gunslinger. Everyone was in shock that Doc stood unscathed while Kiddum was bleeding out. 
 
    
    “You broke the rules,” Doc said, his voice level, but carrying in the silence. “I can still save you.” 
 
    
    Kiddum’s lips pulled back once more, showing bloody teeth. “To Apoc with you and your false god!” 
 
    
    Doc knelt next to Kiddum. “Lady, this man hasn’t learned about you, but he still has a chance. Help him, please.” Hand glowing green, Doc reached for Kiddum. 
 
    
    Kiddum spat blood into Doc’s face, making him pull back. “I go to Apoc, heretic!” 
 
    
    Doc let the glow fade. “As you wish.” Pulling his handkerchief out, he wiped his face clean. He stood up and turned to the stunned audience. “He’s refused my help. Luck doesn’t force people to listen to her.” 
 
    
    Grange came rushing forward with a vial in his hand. “Move!” 
 
    
    Doc looked down at Kiddum, then did as Grange commanded. “It’s too late, Sheriff.” 
 
    
    Walking back to the Lily as Grange tried to administer the potion to Kiddum, Doc felt cold. Wenn stared at Doc with shock, as did those in the windows of the Lily who’d witnessed the shoot-out. 
 
    
    Stepping into the Lily, Doc spoke softly, “The women are honest. So are the games. If you ever feel like there’s a problem, we will listen to your complaints. Sending hitmen to try killing me is not the way to solve a problem. Twice in as many days, I’ve been targeted by deliberate attempts on my life. All I want is for everyone to live good lives in peace. Maybe you feel differently, maybe you feel the same. I’m sorry that you all have to see this desperate gamble to stop me from making life better for the town. I pray that none of you are caught up in Suez’s schemes.” 
 
    
    Lia, Harrid, and Rosa followed Doc as he crossed the main room and into the back hall. He leaned against the wall once the door shut, his whole body shaking as the adrenaline faded. 
 
    
    “Doc?” Daf asked in horror, Posy in her arms. 
 
    
    “He’s fine. He’s dealing with killing someone,” Lia said softly. 
 
    
    Rosa grabbed Doc, turning him to her and kissing him. Doc swallowed the sweet, rich, thick fluid that she forced into his mouth. The moment he did, his body relaxed, and Rosa caught him. “I am here, my dear Voice,” she whispered. “I will help.” 
 
    
    “What happened?” Daf asked. “Posy said Doc was going to duel Kiddum.” 
 
    
    “He did,” Lia replied. “He’s uninjured, and Kiddum lies dead. More trouble will come soon. We’ll do our best, but we all need to be careful now.” 
 
    
    “Yes, Lia...” Daf whispered, holding Posy tighter. 
 
    
    “Doc?” Posy called out. “Are you okay?” 
 
    
    Doc eased back from Rosa, giving Posy a shaky smile. “I’m fine. Not hurt at all. I’m going to head home. Take names if more people show up, okay?” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Posy sniffled, wiping tears away. “I was so worried... Rosa said you’d be okay, but…” 
 
    
    Doc went to her, drying her cheeks before kissing her forehead. “It’s fine, Posy. Luck was there for me. Be good, okay?” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Posy sniffled before grabbing him for a hug. 
 
    
    Doc let her hug him until she let go. “Sorry for worrying you both,” he said to Posy and Daf. “Troubles aren’t over yet, but I’ll do my best.” 
 
    
    “Luck bless you,” Daf said. 
 
    
    “She does every day, with friends like you,” Doc said, giving her a shaky smile before he went past them. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Making it home, Doc felt a little detached. He didn’t fight Lia when she guided him toward the bath. When all of his wives joined him, he murmured thanks as each washed him, kissed him, and reassured him. He felt a pang of sadness at Sophia not being there, but with Harrid having come with them, she couldn’t have without shaming her family. 
 
    
    The dinner to celebrate Nicole’s position as mayor was more subdued than Doc had wanted, but everyone knew he’d come close to dying, even with his gifts. Lia counted from the first shot to the last, and it had been a very close thing. 
 
    
    “Sorry to ruin the celebration,” Doc said when they’d finished. “Positive side is that Kiddum isn’t a problem anymore. Unfortunately, that means Suez is getting more desperate. I’m going to have to publicly push him starting tomorrow to pay his debt, too, which will make it worse.” 
 
    
    “Doc, did you miss your first three shots?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “I might have missed one, but the rest were all on target. I know he only had three gunshot wounds when I got to him,” Doc said. “That makes me think Suez is blessed by the Darkness.” 
 
    
    “It would explain his luck at the table, and his companions being slowly drained dry,” Rosa said. 
 
    
    “Wait... you’re not… crippled?” Spot asked. 
 
    
    “No. We let McIan think he had done so,” Rosa said. “Doc trusts you, and I know you wouldn’t betray him, so I can act normally with you.” 
 
    
    “Is McIan going to let you keep going?” Nicole asked. 
 
    
    “No, but we have plans in motion for that. Let me tell you how I’ve handled him so far,” Doc said. “From our second meeting on, he’s thought…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    When Doc finished telling his story, Nicole snorted. “He believed all that?” 
 
    
    “Vanity,” Fido nodded. “McIan is a vain man.” 
 
    
    “Prideful,” Spot corrected his brother. 
 
    
    “He’s both,” Doc said, “and I used that to my advantage. He’ll be coming to push me again soon. I told him I’d come after Suez was dealt with, so he has to be growing anxious now.” 
 
    
    “Do you think Suez will target me for taking the position?” Nicole asked worriedly. 
 
    
    “No. He thinks you’re a puppet,” Doc said. “Whatever he plans will be aimed at me. Remove me, and the rest of you can be dealt with at his leisure.” 
 
    
    “He’ll be wrong,” Lia said tightly. “I’m tempted to handle this myself.” 
 
    
    Doc covered her hand with his. “No, Lia. We’ll do it as legally as we can. It needs to be shown to the town that Suez is only out for himself. Ayla, Sophia, what can we do to help turn public opinion firmly our way?” 
 
    
    “Create a school,” Sophia said. “A real school, not the pathetic one we have that no one really uses.” 
 
    
    “Infrastructure,” Ayla added. “Better water and waste removal.” 
 
    
    “Okay, start getting it set up. We’ll have the new mayor announce it. It’ll show how lucky we are to have someone who can get a community partnership going.” 
 
    
    “Oh, that’ll be beneficial for both of us,” Nicole said. 
 
    
    “Work with them,” Doc said. “You’ll also want to announce yourself to the public.” 
 
    
    “We’ll get on that,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “We should call it a night,” Sonya said softly. “Tomorrow will come, and we should be ready for whatever it might bring.” 
 
    
    Nicole glanced at her before smiling. “Yes, you’re right. Thank you for having me over.” 
 
    
    Everyone stood up and goodbyes were said, hugs were given, and when it was over, only the family remained in the home. 
 
    
    “Doc?” Sophia said gently. “Can I sleep with all of you tonight?” 
 
    
    “Anytime you want to,” Doc told her, holding his hand out to her. 
 
    
    Sophia smiled as she took his hand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    Shuddering as he came, Doc exhaled as pleasure coursed through him. Looking down, he watched Sophia and Rosa kiss. “Good morning to me.” 
 
    
    The pair giggled when they pulled back from each other, and Sophia rested her head on his thigh. “Do you think we’ll make a trip to Furden soon?” 
 
    
    “Wanting to get married quickly?” Doc asked, stroking the feathers that adorned her head. 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    “I’d love to make the trip today, but I doubt we’ll manage it before the troubles are done in town,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Yes... I thought so, too,” Sophia sighed sadly. “But you want to go sooner?” 
 
    
    “Like I said, I’d go today if it wasn’t a bad idea for other reasons.” 
 
    
    Kissing his thigh, Sophia got out of bed. “I just like hearing that you want to marry me sooner.” 
 
    
    “I do, my beautiful lawyer,” Doc said as he sat up. 
 
    
    Rosa slipped out of bed and put on one of her sundresses, the only thing Doc had ever seen her wear. “I’ll go let them know you’re awake.” 
 
    
    “Give me a minute and I’ll go down with you,” Sophia said as she started to pull a green dress on. 
 
    
    “I had a question for you, Sophia,” Doc said. “I know we can’t marry because of the judge, but does that preclude the engagement, too?” 
 
    
    Sophia froze in place for a moment, her chest warming with love. “You want to give me a ring?” 
 
    
    “I’d love to,” Doc said. “I’d like everyone to know I love you, even if we don’t do the ceremony until later.” 
 
    
    “Let me talk to my mother first,” Sophia said, turning around so Rosa could help her with her dress. “I’d like her to know before everyone else does. As long as I’m a maiden for the wedding, I’m sure she’ll be accepting.” Her face was turning red as she spoke. 
 
    
    “Is she going to question you?” Doc asked as he sat there, watching her. 
 
    
    “Yes... and I will tell her the truth… if that’s okay?” 
 
    
    “I prefer the truth, you know that,” Doc chuckled. “I bet that’ll be awkward as hell though.” 
 
    
    “Yes, it will, but for our family, it will be worth it.” 
 
    
    “Our family,” Doc said happily as he watched the two women. “I do love the sound of that.” 
 
    
    Fully clothed, Sophia turned around to him, a smile on her lips. “We all do, Doc. Now, are you going to stay in bed all day?” 
 
    
    “Some of my wives would prefer it if I did,” Doc snickered. His gaze darted to Rosa, who nodded. “But no, I need to start pressuring Suez today. I’ll be down shortly.” 
 
    
    “Okay.” Sophia went up to him, giving him a quick kiss. “See you soon.” 
 
    
    “See you soon, Voice,” Rosa said huskily as she trailed Sophia, her eyes glowing dimly. 
 
    
    With a long sigh, Doc stood up, stretching for the ceiling. “I’ll never want for love with all of them.” He went to the armoire to pick out his suit for the day. He made sure to take a ring box, hoping that Sophia would find him later with an approval from her mother. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    “Sorry for the delay,” Doc said, announcing himself to the room. 
 
    
    “That’s fine. Have a seat,” Lia said from the kitchen. 
 
    
    Doc’s eyebrows went up upon seeing her making breakfast. “As you wish, my dear wife.” 
 
    
    “She insisted on cooking today,” Fiala said, helping Lia. “I’m just her assistant.” 
 
    
    “I’m curious as to what she’ll make,” Harrid said from his spot at the table. 
 
    
    “So am I,” Doc agreed, taking his seat at the table. Rosa nuzzled his leg when he sat, and Doc stroked her hair out of reflex. 
 
    
    “Sophia and I will be working with Nicole today to get everything ready for her announcements,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “I need to go by my mother’s and speak with her for a few minutes, too,” Sophia said. “You should come with me, Ayla.” 
 
    
    “Okay,” Ayla agreed, clearly not knowing what Sophia had planned. 
 
    
    Doc kept his face impassive, not wanting to ruin the surprise questioning that Ayla would surely endure later. “I’ll be healing people mostly, but I’ll also need to make an appearance in the main room of the Lily to complain about Suez. I want to get the rumor going that he’s welching on the bet.” 
 
    
    “It’s technically true. He’s had time to honor it,” Sonya said. 
 
    
    “Three days. He should have at least tried to pay up,” Doc agreed. “Instead, I was ambushed once and had Kiddum challenge me, instead. I might need to add those into the rumors. Not only isn’t he paying, he’s trying to get me killed to avoid it.” 
 
    
    “I would suggest going to him first,” Fiala said. “That will give you even more ammunition for the rumors. If you go to him and ask for the bet to be honored, then he refuses…” She trailed off, uncertain. 
 
    
    “That’s a good idea, Fiala,” Sophia said. “It will help sink the rumors home faster.” 
 
    
    “Word of your duel will have spread all over town by now,” Harrid said. “I’m curious how it’s being viewed. We know why you were unharmed, but if I didn’t know about your gifts, it would seem peculiar.” 
 
    
    “I’m sure it will be focused on Luck saving him,” Sonya said. 
 
    
    “Which will make McIan even more forceful,” Ayla added. 
 
    
    “We have our last delay ready,” Doc said. He touched his jacket where the false contract was hidden. 
 
    
    “Doc, if Suez is corrupted, what will you do?” Fiala asked from the kitchen. 
 
    
    “Nothing. We’ve effectively broken his grip on the town. I’m sure he’ll do something else that will push him further out. I just need to be careful. I know he has tricks of his own from the Darkness.” 
 
    
    “Harrid, you will keep him safe, I trust?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “It is my duty,” Harrid replied. 
 
    
    “Yes. Now, it’s time for breakfast,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Sonya and I are going back to the Springs to help with the lobby,” Fiala told him as she helped bring the food over to the table. 
 
    
    “How’s that going?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “We might finish today if we do. You can come by tomorrow to see it,” she grinned, her single long canine poking out as she did. 
 
    
    “I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
    
    “What is this?” Harrid asked, looking at the platter Lia set on the table. 
 
    
    “Fry bread,” Lia said. “It’s a traditional food.” 
 
    
    “My old world had something similar, and they’re tasty,” Doc grinned as he took two. “What did you give us for toppings?” 
 
    
    “Ground mutton, cheese, and lettuce,” Lia said as Fiala helped place containers on the table. 
 
    
    Doc set up his plate with a smile. “I’m sure it’ll be delicious.” 
 
    
    He took a bite as others were getting their own plates situated. The mutton was strong, but Doc expected it would be. The hints of garlic and other spices helped temper it, though it was the cheese that helped the most with the almost overpowering flavor. 
 
    
    “Tasty,” Doc said, taking another bite. 
 
    
    Lia smiled at him, but could see the uncertain faces of the others as they ate. “I won’t cook often, but I want to have traditional food occasionally.” 
 
    
    “Oh, I should do the same,” Sonya said. “I’ll do dinner tonight.” 
 
    
    “A good idea,” Lia smiled. “Which dish were you thinking?” 
 
    
    “Rouladen, spaetzle, and dumplings,” Sonya said. “Fiala, I’m going to stay home to work on it.” 
 
    
    “That’s fine,” Fiala said after swallowing. “You’ll show me how to make it later?” 
 
    
    “Of course.” 
 
    
    The domestic scene warmed Doc’s heart— seeing his wives getting along and clearly wanting to learn about each other made him smile wider. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    With breakfast done, people began to go about their different tasks. As Doc got ready to go, Sonya asked, “Doc, are you seeing Suez first, or healing?” 
 
    
    “Hmm... I’m thinking Suez. That’ll make or break me spreading rumors. Either way, I’ll head to the Lily after that.” 
 
    
    “Stay safe, please,” Sonya said. 
 
    
    Doc went over to give her a kiss. “I will, my beautiful, worried wife. I’ll be looking forward to dinner. I’ve never had authentic rouladen before, so I’m eager for yours.” 
 
    
    Sonya blushed as she looked up at him. “I’ll do my very best, my wonderful husband.” 
 
    
    “You always do,” Doc murmured, again bending to kiss her. “I need to go.” 
 
    
    Sonya sighed and released him. “Yes... go do what you need to.” 
 
    
    Harrid chuckled as they left the home. “I can’t believe I worried about your love for her before.” 
 
    
    “You had no idea about how our family worked at the time,” Doc said, “so it was a valid concern.” 
 
    
    “It was shortsighted... Do you think Suez will actually give the deeds over?” 
 
    
    “I expect him to make an excuse, honestly. This kind of honor-bet was nearly gone from my old home. Too many people would renege on the bet. Here, though, it can cripple a man of business. No one will trust him if he fails to follow through.” 
 
    
    “I don’t think I would like where you came from,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “I wouldn’t blame you in the least,” Doc snorted. “Many from there would love to be here, instead.” 
 
    
    They lapsed into silence as they crossed the town, heading for Suez’s manor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    Doc was impressed with the three-story house when they approached it. It’s more of a manor than a house. Probably has at least a half-dozen bedrooms... lots of fireplaces to keep it warm, too. 
 
    
    “Bit of a walk,” Harrid muttered. 
 
    
    “Outside of town, but not overly so,” Doc agreed. 
 
    
    Rosa followed them. Her head was bowed the entire way, but as they got closer to the home, she shivered. It felt foreboding, unwelcoming, and even hostile to her. 
 
    
    “I do not like this place, Voice...” Rosa murmured. 
 
    
    “Neither do I,” Doc said, starting to feel the same things Rosa was. “Hopefully, we won’t be here for long.” 
 
    
    Making it to the front door, Harrid used the door knocker to announce their arrival. The wait felt long, but Doc was sure it was only a minute or two before the door opened. A young woman, barely past being a girl, opened the door. She was wearing a maid outfit that was ill-fitted to her, obviously having been made for a taller woman who was also well-endowed. 
 
    
    “How can I help you?” the maid asked, her tone uncertain. 
 
    
    “I’m Doc Holyday, miss. Is Mr. Suez in?” 
 
    
    The young woman’s eyes went wide as she stared at Doc. “You’re him?” 
 
    
    “I’m me,” Doc said with a straight face. “I’d need to know more to agree or disagree about being… ‘him.’” 
 
    
    The maid jerked, looking around wildly for a moment. Exhaling roughly, she smoothed her outfit, which didn’t help it fit any better. “Please come in, sir. I shall ask if he’s available to see you.” 
 
    
    Doc gave her a smile. “Of course.” 
 
    
    Harrid entered first, then Doc, with Rosa being the last one inside. The maid inhaled sharply upon seeing Rosa, but she quickly shut the door. 
 
    
    “Have a seat, and I’ll be right back,” the maid said before she rushed out of the room. 
 
    
    “This place feels wrong,” Harrid said, stretching his neck. “Like someone is standing on my grave.” 
 
    
    “Evil...” Rosa whispered. 
 
    
    “Cold,” Doc said. The house felt much colder than it should. “It lines up with what I thought.” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Rosa murmured. 
 
    
    The entry room had a few seats, but it also had a double staircase against the far wall. The twin staircases dominated the corners of the room with their long, elegant turn that had them face each other on the ground floor. 
 
    
    “Marble floor,” Harrid said quietly. “Had to get that brought in. No marble quarry nearby.” 
 
    
    Doc looked at the silver lamps— they were currently unlit, as the massive windows were providing illumination to the room. His mine is a silver mine, so it makes sense that he’d use silver for his home, Doc thought. 
 
    
    “Holyday,” Suez’s voice came from above them, “what can I do for you?” The question was as cold as the house. 
 
    
    “Suez,” Doc said, looking up to see him poised at the top of the stairs. “I came about the bets from the tournament, but also to offer my condolences on the loss of your subordinate.” 
 
    
    Suez didn’t have the false, amiable smile he usually wore. In its place was the tight-lipped frown of an angry man. “Yes... I’m sure you came for that reason, after he slandered you as he did.” 
 
    
    “He might have had too much to drink beforehand,” Doc shrugged. “I didn’t accept the challenge because he upset me. I only took the challenge because he wouldn’t stop lying. He had multiple chances to stop.” 
 
    
    “I will pay the bets when I can. Paperwork is being drawn up,” Suez said tightly. 
 
    
    “Hmm... I see. So you’re refusing to honor the debt after three days?” 
 
    
    “No!” Suez spat. “I will honor the debt. Things need to be finalized before I do, is all.” 
 
    
    “Stalling won’t help you,” Doc said. “You lost the property fairly in front of a room full of people. I know you’re probably upset about not getting the mayor position, as well.” 
 
    
    Suez’s eye twitched and the room grew colder. “That position was mine. You bribed the governor to get your… woman… appointed to it.” 
 
    
    “Bribed?” Doc barked a laugh. “I don’t bribe people, Suez, nor do I hire armed men to kill people who upset me. I leave that to those who can’t win.” 
 
    
    “Get out of my home!” Suez snarled. “Your bitches will have the deeds before a week passes.” 
 
    
    “It’s your name being ruined by refusing to pay as you should,” Doc shrugged. “That’ll make it much harder for you to win an election.” 
 
    
    Suez’s lips pulled back. “I’ll win when you’re gone. You’ve made an enemy of the wrong people.” 
 
    
    “Come on,” Doc said, turning away from Suez. “We have people to help. If he wants to refuse to honor his debts, that’s his choice.” Doc did look back when Harrid opened the door for him. “You’re running out of resources. If you just leave, maybe you’ll have the chance to be someone in a different town.” 
 
    
    Stepping out of the manor, Doc felt warmth seep into him instantly. Not wanting to be near the place any longer, he didn’t pause outside the door. 
 
    
    “He’s going to do something else,” Harrid said as they walked. 
 
    
    “And he’s corrupted, so it could be nearly anything,” Doc agreed. Exhaling roughly, Doc shrugged. “We do what we can. First things first: we let it be known that he isn’t honoring his bets.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc was a little tired when they made it back to the town. Wearing a suit and walking in the summer heat had him wiping his forehead. They came back into town near the stables, so he decided to stop there first. 
 
    
    The inside of the shop was only a little cooler because of the shade, but it was cooler, which Doc appreciated. The three of them stood off to the side while Abraham finished with the man before them. 
 
    
    Once their business was done, Abraham turned a smile to Doc. “How can we help you, Holyday?” 
 
    
    “Just wanted to let you know that once Suez gets us the deed he owes, my lawyer will be by to draft the agreement with you,” Doc said. “Suez hasn’t turned over the deeds he lost during the tournament yet, and he just threw me out of his house for asking him to honor the bet.” 
 
    
    Abraham stared at Doc before he nodded. “Knew he wasn’t a real businessman.” 
 
    
    “He obviously doesn’t care about his reputation or honoring debts,” Doc agreed. “Just wanted to let you know that I’m just waiting on him.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, sir. Can I tell my uncle?” 
 
    
    “Of course. Feel free to tell anyone you want.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    
    “Have a good day,” Doc said, shaking hands with him before leaving. 
 
    
    “Going to let others spread things?” Harrid asked as they walked down the street. 
 
    
    “They have a vested interest.” 
 
    
    It only took a few more minutes to get back to the Lily, and Doc was again glad to be back indoors. It wasn’t the hottest day Doc had ever dealt with, but he’d never worn a full suit in the heat before, either. 
 
    
    “Cassia, some cold tea, please?” Doc asked, wiping his forehead again. 
 
    
    “Did something happen?” Cassia asked, surprised to see Doc come in from the door he used. 
 
    
    “I was out at Suez’s, asking him to pay off his bet. He threw me out,” Doc said, knowing people were listening. “It’s like the man doesn’t care about paying back his debts. Maybe he’ll come around soon... Then again, maybe he was the one who pushed Kiddum into the duel yesterday.” 
 
    
    Those nearby began to discuss what Doc was saying. 
 
    
    “Here you go, Doc,” Cassia said, pouring him a mug of tea. 
 
    
    Doc took a drink— it wasn’t cold, but it was still good enough. “Thanks, Cassia. I can at least help people. If anyone needs me, I’ll be in my office.” 
 
    
    “I think Posy has them ready on the other side of the Lily.” 
 
    
    “Probably. She’s amazing,” Doc smiled and took his tea with him. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc stroked Rosa’s hair as the old man, his knees no longer bothering him, left. “Good girl, Weed,” Doc murmured. 
 
    
    He snatched his hand away and sat up straighter when he saw who’d just come up the stairs. Rosa pressed her face to the floor at the same moment Doc’s hand left her head. 
 
    
    “Harrid, wait outside, please,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Harrid’s brow furrowed, then he looked into the hall. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    
    McIan gave Harrid a stern look as the dwarf stepped out of the room. With an audible thud, McIan shut the door before turning back to face Doc. “I have heard some disturbing things, Holyday.” 
 
    
    “So have I, Preacher,” Doc said. “Sit. Let us talk.” 
 
    
    “Before I do, I need to know how truthful you are,” McIan said. “You’d be willing to speak under Apoc’s sight, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    
    “I’ve never heard of that before, Preacher. If that’s what you need, then I will.” 
 
    
    Lips pursed, McIan stared at Doc for a few more seconds before he crossed the room. “I have an artifact with me. You hold it in your hand and, if you tell a lie, it will hurt you. It’s called ‘Apoc’s Eye.’” 
 
    
    Doc nodded. He kept his face impassive, but he worried internally. “If that’s what you need, Preacher. Before we take such a measure, though, I’d like to present you something.” 
 
    
    “What would that be?” McIan asked tightly. 
 
    
    Doc pulled the false contract from his jacket. “You heard that Kiddum tried to kill me yesterday, right?” 
 
    
    McIan watched him carefully. “Yes, but what is that?” He motioned at the paper. 
 
    
    “Ah. Many think Kiddum came for me because of Suez losing the tournament. Shortsighted fools. No— he came for me because that shyster must’ve told him of this contract. I had no idea he was in Suez’s pocket.” 
 
    
    McIan frowned, clearly puzzled. “What contract?” 
 
    
    Doc set it in front of McIan. “This one. This is for you. It’s not complete yet, as Suez hasn’t transferred the deeds that he lost to me in the tournament. I couldn’t ask my lawyer, or they’d know the truth about our deal. I’d thought paying him enough would work, but he double-crossed me it seems.” 
 
    
    McIan opened the contract and started to read it. Doc watched the wonder and greed grow as McIan read. 
 
    
    “I’m so close to what I promised, Preacher, so very close to it... yet Suez still stands in the way,” Doc said earnestly. “He won’t have much left after he settles his bet with me. If only Grange would do his damned job, he could have gone after Suez. Instead, he still pines after Lia.” 
 
    
    McIan grimaced as he kept reading. “He is trying my patience, as well. I summoned him to church and he refused to come. I got a message back, saying that he’d show me how wrong I am… show me.” McIan looked up, anger blazing in his eyes. “As if I’m the one in the wrong. Fool!” 
 
    
    Doc bowed his head. “He is that, Preacher.” He hesitated, then asked slowly, “You are sure about helping with my wives, I hope? Lia complained about me making her sleep with this trash yesterday.” He kicked Rosa. “Ever since you helped break it, my wives have grown louder. They grow louder and more insistent each day that I should do more against you.” 
 
    
    McIan glanced at Rosa, who was motionless. “Stupid elves. If they’d just die like they should, things would be so much easier.” 
 
    
    “If only those useless few would,” Doc agreed. 
 
    
    McIan sat back, the contract still in his hand. “So why are we waiting on this?” 
 
    
    “Because it needs to be updated with the new properties clearly listed. Once it is, I will sign it to you, in the church, so Apoc can witness it and, hopefully, forgive me.” 
 
    
    McIan nodded slowly. “I see... Yes, I can still help with your wives. But first, I need to know the truth.” With a smile, McIan pulled a large marble from his pocket. “You’ll speak the truth to Apoc.” 
 
    
    “Of course, Preacher,” Doc said softly. “I’m sorry that you think this step is necessary.” 
 
    
    McIan put it in front of Doc. “Pick it up.” 
 
    
    Doc sat forward, picking up the pitch-black stone. His hand closed around the marble, and an icy-cold sensation sank into his hand. 
 
    
    “If you lie, the cold you feel will grow more intense. Understand?” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Doc replied. 
 
    
    “First, a test. Answer me falsely. Your name is Holyday?” 
 
    
    “No, Preacher.” Doc answered, then hissed as coldness shot up his arm. Tears came unbidden, dripping from tightly-clenched eyes. 
 
    
    “That will grow worse if you lie. Do you understand?” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Doc said tightly. 
 
    
    “You drew this contract up for me?” 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    “Are you committed to the plan?” 
 
    
    “Yes, Preacher.” 
 
    
    “Is Suez the only thing stopping you?” 
 
    
    “Yes, Preacher,” Doc said again, but this time, with intensity. “That swine stands in the way, blocking the glorious completion of the plan.” 
 
    
    McIan exhaled, sitting back. “Will you sign this contract right now?” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Doc nodded. “It’s incomplete and having it registered would tip our hand, as Sophia’s family would tell her, and she’d tell my wives. However, if that is what you want, I’ll sign it right now, Preacher.” 
 
    
    “Rest your hand on the table,” McIan said. 
 
    
    Doc did as he was instructed by the preacher. McIan reached out and pried Doc’s fingers open, then removed the marble. A patch of pure white marred Doc’s palm. 
 
    
    “Hmm... I don’t know why I continued to listen to him,” McIan exhaled. “Holyday, I apologize for that. You keep making me wonder if you’re playing me.” 
 
    
    “Not my intent,” Doc panted, his hand still on the table. 
 
    
    “I know that now,” McIan said. Standing, the preacher left the contract on the table. “The moment you have the properties in hand, you will come to me. Right?” 
 
    
    “As soon as the contract is done, yes.” Doc pulled his hand back, cradling it to his chest. 
 
    
    “Good.” 
 
    
    McIan swept from the room, and Doc sat still until he was out of sight. The moment he was, Doc pushed healing into his hand. 
 
    
    “Doc?” Rosa asked, touching his ankle. 
 
    
    He pulled energy from Rosa, then exhaled slowly. “I’m okay...” 
 
    
    Harrid entered the room, shutting the door. “What happened?” 
 
    
    “We’ve played our last card. I won’t be able to stall him again.” 
 
    
    “What do we do?” Harrid asked. 
 
    
    “We wait. We need Suez to hand over deeds before we can do anything else.” 
 
    
    “What if he doesn’t?” 
 
    
    “Then we might be screwed,” Doc sighed. “Honestly, I expect him to do something else, and soon.” 
 
    
    A soft knock came on the door. Harrid looked out before opening it to reveal Posy. “Doc,” Posy whispered, “are you okay?” 
 
    
    “Tired, Posy. I’m just tired. Anyone else waiting?” 
 
    
    “No. I’m sorry I didn’t warn you about him. He came in when I was helping Momma.” 
 
    
    Doc saw her trembling lip and he gave her a smile. “I’m not upset, Posy. It’s okay. Come here.” 
 
    
    Posy crossed the room with worry etched on her face. 
 
    
    When she reached him, Doc pulled her into a hug. “It really is okay. You do a great job. We can’t control everything.” 
 
    
    Throwing her arms around him, she hugged him back. “Okay... Sorry.” 
 
    
    Doc held her for another moment, then let her go. “I’m going home, Posy. Let Lia know, please? I’ll see you tomorrow. Okay?” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Posy said calmly after the hug. “I’ll do my bestest.” 
 
    
    “I know you will. Go on.” 
 
    
    Posy left the room with her usual bounce. 
 
    
    Doc watched her go, then stood up. “I hope Suez moves soon, or this will get even worse.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    Sonya was working in the kitchen when they got home. Looking up from what she was doing, she smiled at him. A streak of flour marked her chin, giving her a housewife look. “Early today. Eager for dinner?” 
 
    
    Doc’s smile was soft as he crossed the room to her. Wrapping his arms around her from behind, he kissed the top of her head. “Among other things...” he murmured softly. 
 
    
    Sonya blushed lightly and giggled as she continued to cook. “I can’t finish the meal if you do that, husband.” 
 
    
    “I don’t want to ruin your hard work,” Doc sighed as he let her go. “Is that the spaetzle?” 
 
    
    “Yes. It’s almost ready,” Sonya said. “See? A bubble. It’s time, and now I really do need room, please.” 
 
    
    Doc stepped back as Sonya went from the counter that she’d been working at to the one near the stove. A small handheld cutting board was laid out, along with a long, thin knife. The stove had a steaming pot on it, and the counter on the far side had a large bucket of cold water. 
 
    
    Watching her wet down the cutting board, he leaned against the counter to watch. With the board wet, she put a blob of dough on it. After picking up the knife, she went to the steaming pot and dipped the knife briefly. With smooth motions, she flattened the dough out onto the board. 
 
    
    Doc stared in fascination when Sonya’s hand began to move rapidly as the other held the cutting board over the pot. The knife cut through the dough, making long, thin strands that she flicked into the water with each repetition— it was like she was skinning a fruit at high speed. She’d dip the knife, or even the dough, to help move it down toward the end of the board she was using to cut, then repeat the process. 
 
    
    “I can stay for dinner, right?” Harrid asked. 
 
    
    Doc glanced at the dwarf and chuckled, seeing the eagerness in his eyes. “Of course.” 
 
    
    “It’ll still be an hour or two before it’s ready,” Sonya said. “After this is done, I’ll get the dumplings ready.” 
 
    
    “Potato?” Harrid asked with hope. 
 
    
    Sonya laughed. “Of course. Stop drooling in my kitchen.” 
 
    
    “Your kitchen?” Fiala asked, coming in the back door. “Well, I guess today it is.” 
 
    
    “Did you want to help?” Sonya asked. 
 
    
    “Yes. Let me go change first.” 
 
    
    “I’ll be working on dumplings next, so it’d be for the best.” 
 
    
    Doc intercepted Fiala to get a kiss. “How was your day?” 
 
    
    “Good. Tomorrow would be good to see the Springs.” 
 
    
    “I’ll make a point to come by. Will you be there?” 
 
    
    Fiala gave him a smirk. “Maybe me and Sonya, along with Lotus and Jasmine to show it off to you.” 
 
    
    “I can’t say no to that,” Doc murmured, kissing her again. 
 
    
    “Let her go, husband,” Sonya laughed. “That’s tomorrow. Tonight is food.” 
 
    
    “As you wish, my dear wife,” Doc smiled, though he gave Fiala another kiss before he did. 
 
    
    Fiala gave him a wink as she headed for the hallway. 
 
    
    Doc sighed, taking a seat at the table. “Might as well get comfortable, Harrid.” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Harrid said, reluctantly leaving the kitchen to take a seat at the table. 
 
    
    “You seem eager for the food.” 
 
    
    “We are well-fed in the guard, but we didn’t get food like this... not freshly-made spaetzle. We got the food that could be made and kept for when we had time.” 
 
    
    “So working for me has had a big benefit,” Doc chuckled. 
 
    
    “More than one. I still haven’t found a woman who is willing to see me leave, but at least they listen to my offers now.” 
 
    
    Doc thought about going to get a drink, but before he could move, Rosa was on her feet. “Thank you, Rosa.” 
 
    
    “Your wishes are my commands, Voice,” Rosa smiled with lightly glowing eyes. 
 
    
    “You’ll get what you want later,” Doc snorted. “Insatiable Weed.” 
 
    
    “You never seemed harmed by replenishing her,” Harrid said slowly. 
 
    
    “She gets blood at night or from my wives when she can, so I’m never hurt during the day.” 
 
    
    “I wouldn’t leave him weakened when he might need everything he has,” Rosa added, coming back to the table with two mugs. “Sonya, do you want a drink?” 
 
    
    “Please, Rosa. Just set it on the counter for me. Wine please, and pour one for Fiala, too.” 
 
    
    “As you wish, mistress,” Rosa smiled, then did as she was asked. 
 
    
    “An early day?” Lia asked when she walked inside. 
 
    
    “I’ll explain it in detail once everyone’s home, but it was not a great day,” Doc sighed, taking a drink. 
 
    
    “Rosa, some wine for me, too,” Lia said, taking her seat. “Then come kneel between me and Doc so I can pet you in appreciation.” 
 
    
    “Yes, mistress,” Rosa shivered as she poured three glasses. 
 
    
    “Never thought a dryad would be so… pliant,” Harrid said, shaking his head. “It’s strange, but it’s helped soothe my fear of her harming you.” 
 
    
    “I would sooner die than harm my Voice,” Rosa said as she placed the glass in front of Lia. Kneeling, she leaned her head against Lia’s thigh. “Or his precious flowers.” 
 
    
    Ayla and Sophia came through the door a moment later, both of them wearing bright smiles. “Oh! Doc’s home early,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “That means we’re all here,” Fiala said, coming down the hall. 
 
    
    Doc, seeing Sophia’s bright smile, gave her a wink. “Good news, Sophia?” 
 
    
    Sophia nodded. “I talked with my mother. She approves.” 
 
    
    Ayla’s face flushed. “I can’t believe she asked those questions...” 
 
    
    “She had reason,” Sophia said, her own face heating. “Told you that being honest was the right choice.” 
 
    
    “Still,” Ayla shifted in place, “it was humiliating.” 
 
    
    Rosa’s eyes blazed, causing everyone to look at her and Ayla to turn a deeper red. 
 
    
    “I’ll have to ask later,” Doc laughed. “But first...” He pulled out the box he’d been carrying all day. Getting to his feet, he approached Ayla and Sophia. “Since you’ve been approved by your family and mine,” he opened the box to her, “will you join us in marriage?” 
 
    
    Sophia’s smile lit up as she delicately took the ring from the box and slid it onto her finger. “I will.” 
 
    
    Doc dropped the box, then pulled her into his arms to kiss her. The others in the room— besides Harrid, who looked shocked— cheered, welcoming Sophia with kind words. Harrid spoke congratulations a few seconds after the rest when his brain rebooted, not having expected the sudden proposal. 
 
    
    When Doc broke the soft, lingering kiss, he rested his forehead against her. “Welcome to our family, my dear wordsmith.” 
 
    
    Sophia shivered in his arms. “I still can’t… do… some things. Not until the wedding is complete, but I wanted this.” 
 
    
    “And we wanted you,” Ayla said from their side, joining the hug. When Sophia looked her way, Ayla kissed her softly. 
 
    
    “We knew you’d be good for us,” Lia said, standing to go claim her own kiss. 
 
    
    “Husband, come take over for a moment, please?” Sonya called. 
 
    
    Doc chuckled as he went to the kitchen, taking over food prep for a few moments so the others could all claim kisses of their own. 
 
    
    Harrid watched the family with a small frown. He wasn’t against their growing family— it was just so different that he had to constantly readjust what he thought of as normal. 
 
    
    Sonya took over cooking again, with Fiala beside her, as she transitioned from spaetzle to dumplings. Everyone else took seats at the table, with Rosa going to bring wine for Ayla and Sophia. 
 
    
    “We’ll move your things into the master bedroom tonight,” Ayla murmured, her hand resting on Sophia’s thigh. “Did you think we’d be here?” 
 
    
    “No,” Sophia admitted. “When he married Fiala, I was sad, as my faint idea of marrying him was dashed. Then, he married Sonya and I was shocked, but that also rekindled my faint hope. After all, if he was okay with two wives, maybe he’d be okay with more... that faded again when you and Lia married him. Why would he need me when he had the four of you? When he spoke of adding Rosa, my hope was nearly gone.” 
 
    
    Ayla giggled. “Until I spoke with you.” 
 
    
    “Yes... your words and Doc’s compliments gave me hope again. I spoke with all of you, and you seemed to want me with you... When you asked me to move in, I was so nervous. I wondered if today would come, but then... what if it didn’t? Then, when I heard that Doc was okay with…” Sophia cut off, her face going red as her gaze darted to Harrid. 
 
    
    “I will never repeat what happens in this family,” Harrid said. “Doc’s secrets will always be held to my grave.” 
 
    
    Sophia took a deep breath. “Thank you, Harrid. When Doc said I could… experience things with you... and then you offered... and we did.” Sophia was bright red, but she took Ayla’s hand in hers and kissed it. “Thank you, Ayla.” She put Ayla’s hand back on her thigh, then leaned over and kissed her lips. “And for the push the next morning, and the days after that.” 
 
    
    “We’re stronger for you being with us,” Lia smiled as she stroked Rosa’s hair. “Aren’t we, Weed?” 
 
    
    “Far stronger. It is because of you and Ayla that Doc was able to claim me. I owe you so much for that. I will do all that I can to help you two bring our Voice as much love as you wish to show him.” 
 
    
    Doc smiled at his growing family, his heart full to bursting with love. “I love all of you… except you, Harrid. No offense.” 
 
    
    “None taken,” Harrid barked in laughter. “Like you, I prefer women.” 
 
    
    “Good for both of us,” Doc laughed along with the dwarf. 
 
    
    “Now, Doc, what happened today?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “Ah, yes... Suez and McIan,” Doc sighed. “Let’s begin with Suez, since that’s how my day started. Once we got to his home…” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Doc finished his retelling, the room was quiet. All of them could see that the troubles were about to collide in potentially fatal ways. 
 
    
    “He bought the story about the contract?” Sophia asked. 
 
    
    “Yes, and he read it all the way through,” Doc said. “He was excited by it. Thank you. That bought us more time, but it was our last stall. We have to hope Suez makes a dumb move that will let us push him completely out.” 
 
    
    “The rumors of him reneging on the bet are flying already,” Lia said. “The Lily was buzzing about it when I left. His name is being trashed every moment now.” 
 
    
    “There’s still Grange to worry about, too,” Ayla said. “Oh, and the twins are employed by Luck’s Holdings with renewing contracts as long as they want. I made sure they’re being paid well, since they’ll face dangerous situations at times.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Ayla.” 
 
    
    “We also started work on the numbers to purchase the deeds that Suez doesn’t own outright. Tomorrow will be another push at him.” 
 
    
    “Which means sometime in the next week, he’ll have to make some kind of move,” Sonya said from the kitchen. 
 
    
    “I just hope it’s something we can deal with,” Fiala said, worry evident in her tone. 
 
    
    “We’ll deal with it,” Doc said. “We’ll push through whatever comes.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Dinner was done and Doc felt stuffed. “I loved everything, Sonya. That roulade, especially.” 
 
    
    “I wasn’t expecting the mustard inside,” Ayla said. “It was very tasty.” 
 
    
    “The gravy took longer to make with pureeing the vegetables, but it made it even tastier,” Fiala sighed happily. 
 
    
    “The spaetzle were lovely,” Sophia smiled. 
 
    
    “I agree with everyone,” Lia added. “Thank you for the meal, Sonya.” 
 
    
    Harrid belched, then coughed. “Very good.” 
 
    
    “I’m glad you all enjoyed it,” Sonya beamed. “It was a lot of work, but seeing you all enjoying it, it was worth it.” 
 
    
    “You’ll have to show me how to make the dough for the spaetzle later,” Fiala smiled. 
 
    
    “Gladly.” 
 
    
    “I should get home,” Harrid sighed. “Thank you for having me over for this meal. I wish you all a good evening.” 
 
    
    “See you in the morning,” Doc grinned. 
 
    
    “Ladies, go get your bath,” Doc said after Harrid left. “I’ll take care of the dishes.” 
 
    
    “But you should bathe,” Fiala said, “with our new wife-to-be.” 
 
    
    “I’d rather you all bond some more,” Doc said. “I have to be careful around her for a little longer.” 
 
    
    Sophia flushed. “Would bathing with me test you that much?” 
 
    
    “In some ways, yes, it really would,” Doc admitted. “In bed, things are more controlled. It’ll be hard enough with you joining us in bed every night now.” 
 
    
    “It won’t be by the time we sleep,” Rosa said huskily. That got the others laughing as they headed for the bathroom. 
 
    
    Doc watched them go with a warm heart. They might not understand his reasoning but, for him, the act of doing the dishes helped him feel more present in the relationship. He didn’t want to feel like they were doing all the work, and he was just using them. 
 
    
    Gathering the dishes, Doc was just starting to get things ready when a distant gunshot echoed outside. A chill ran up Doc’s spine as he looked into the moonless night. It’s nothing to do with me... Just some random idiot being loud. But the chill didn’t abate. 
 
    
    More gunshots rang out, and Doc cursed as he sprinted for the door. Harrid hadn’t left that long ago, and Doc had a bad feeling about the chill he’d felt. The idea of bad luck swiftly following his repeated use of Luck’s gift to sway his odds had left him uneasy— he feared this was bad luck coming home to roost. Doc ran for the dwarven clan area, as that is the way Harrid would have gone. 
 
    
    Doc heard someone cursing ahead of him in dwarvish. “Harrid!” 
 
    
    “Doc?!” Harrid yelled back. “Get out of here!” 
 
    
    There was another gunshot, and Doc slammed into the side of a building. He tumbled to the ground, unable to stay on his feet after the violent impact. The throbbing in his arm told him that he’d been hit. 
 
    
    “Shit! Doc!” A broad figure stumbled to the ground beside him. “Where did they get you?” 
 
    
    Doc grunted as he struggled to his knees. Light was nearly non-existent with no moon, with only some escaping windows from people’s homes, but he could still see the wound to Harrid’s hip. Grabbing Harrid, Doc pulled both of them up against the building. His hands glowing green, he pushed energy into Harrid and himself, using the dwarf to hide the glow. 
 
    
    Harrid exhaled as he felt the pain fade. “What’re you doing out here?” 
 
    
    “I heard gunshots,” Doc hissed at him. “Glad I came. You’d have bled out. These wounds are taking more to heal than they should.” 
 
    
    “Caustic,” Harrid hissed as the acid pushed out of his body. 
 
    
    “How many attacked you?” Doc asked with gritted teeth, feeling the same acid being pushed from his shoulder. 
 
    
    “Maybe two? Could be one with two guns,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “Doc?!” Lia’s voice echoed in the night. “Are you okay?” 
 
    
    “Harrid’s been shot! There’s a gunman or two out here somewhere!” Doc shouted back. 
 
    
    Lia came down the street, guns in hand. She was wearing just her underwear and her shirt as she stalked down the street. “I heard gunshots and went to check on you, but you were gone. Figured you’d gone to see if it was Harrid.” 
 
    
    “It was, but it seems the shooter ran off,” Doc exhaled as he fixed the bones in his shoulder. “I’m going to need Rosa.” 
 
    
    Rosa came down the street at a dead run. Going to her knees beside him, Rosa put her hands on him. “Pull, Voice.” 
 
    
    Doc focused part of his mind on pulling energy from Rosa’s hands as he pushed healing into himself and Harrid. “Thank you, Weed.” 
 
    
    “I don’t hear anyone,” Lia said after a minute. “They must have fled.” 
 
    
    “Who’s out there?!” Grange’s voice boomed in the still night. 
 
    
    “Of fucking course...” Doc exhaled under his breath. “Innocent bystanders.” 
 
    
    “Holyday!” Grange snarled as he stomped closer. “Was that you shooting?” 
 
    
    “No!” Doc snapped as the light faded from his hands. “Someone attacked Harrid on his way home. I was trying to assist him. They got him in the hip and me in the shoulder.” 
 
    
    Grange looked at the buildings up and down the street as windows started to open. “Someone just happened to ambush your guard, did they?” 
 
    
    “He goes home after dinner. It’s not like it’s a secret,” Doc said, getting to his feet as Rosa faded to stand behind Lia. “Someone tried to kill him, then took a shot at me.” 
 
    
    “Sure,” Grange growled. He saw Lia when she shifted to step forward. His expression changed from hatred to longing before it quickly vanished. “Lia, did he drag you out into this dangerous shooting?” 
 
    
    “I came to help my husband, who rushed from our home to help a friend,” Lia said coldly. “And what did I find but both of them, injured? Now, you’re here, accusing him of lying to you?” 
 
    
    Grange’s lip pulled back even as his eyes devoured her unclad legs. “He’s been near every violent crime this town has seen since he appeared! If he were gone…” 
 
    
    “Don’t even say it, Dennis!” Lia hissed. “I’ll be at home, Doc!” Turning on her heel, she left with Rosa trailing her. 
 
    
    “Stop eye-fucking my wife,” Doc said loudly enough for those who were listening to hear him. “She’s taken, Sheriff.” 
 
    
    Grange spun on him, his hand dropping to his gun. “Only until you die,” Grange whispered. “And with the way you’re going, that’ll be soon. It’s a good thing you bought that coffin. You might want to have Digger send for it.” With a snort, Grange stormed off. 
 
    
    Doc watched him go before touching Harrid’s shoulder. “You’re coming with me. We’ll get you clean clothes later.” 
 
    
    “Might be for the best,” Harrid said. “I didn’t expect them to ambush me. I got complacent. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    
    “If you want to kill a man with a bodyguard, you kill the guard first,” Doc said. “I didn’t think about it, either, so it’s both of our faults. Come on. We’ll get cleaned up after the women.” 
 
    
    “Holyday?” someone called out. 
 
    
    Doc turned to see a man waving from an open window. “Yeah?” 
 
    
    He waved Doc closer. Harrid went with him as he approached the man’s home. 
 
    
    “I saw the shadow that left when you showed up,” the man said softly. “I was near my window when the shooting started. I saw it duck down the street.” Looking around before continuing in a softer voice, the man’s voice shook, “Grange came down that same street...” 
 
    
    Doc breathed deeply for a moment. “Thank you. I know you don’t want to get involved, sir, so I’ll try to keep it as far from you as I can.” 
 
    
    The man snorted. “You healed my son. He’s no longer hunched because of you. If you need me to repeat that, I will, but hopefully not while he might seek revenge for me doing so. I do have a family.” 
 
    
    Doc bowed his head. “I understand. Take care of your family. Thank you again.” 
 
    
    Saying their goodbyes, Doc and Harrid went back to Doc’s home. When they went inside, his wives mobbed him and Harrid quickly stepped aside. Shuddering as the adrenaline wore off, his wives held him upright. 
 
    
    Lia stepped forward and handed a glass to Harrid, then held one to Doc’s lips. “Drink.” 
 
    
    Doc did so without hesitating, sighing in relief as the fear and pain faded from his memory. He saw Harrid down his glass, as well, then shudder as he calmed. 
 
    
    “What happened...?” Fiala whispered. 
 
    
    “I was shot from ambush,” Harrid said, moving to sit at the table. After a moment, he blinked, then turned his chair around. “Umm... ladies?” 
 
    
    Doc frowned, then realized that all of them were in various stages of undress. He hadn’t had a chance to take stock of them when they’d grabbed him for hugs. “Yeah... I didn’t notice either, Harrid.” 
 
    
    “Oh, right,” Sonya said. “We ran out when Lia and Rosa did.” 
 
    
    “I was ambushed and returned fire. Don’t think I hit anyone,” Harrid said, not looking at the women. “Doc came running up and got shot. He healed us both, then Lia showed up and the shooting stopped.” 
 
    
    “One of the bystanders thinks it was Grange,” Doc told them. “He told us after Grange left.” 
 
    
    “I couldn’t read him,” Rosa told Doc. “His mind was blank to me.” 
 
    
    “So he’s with Suez,” Doc exhaled. “Fuck.” 
 
    
    “Would the person who told you tell Wenn?” Ayla asked. 
 
    
    “Wenn can’t move on suspicion alone,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “No, but it might help for later,” Ayla agreed. 
 
    
    “I’ll talk with him tomorrow,” Lia said. “Which house, Doc?” 
 
    
    “Two down on the left from where you found us.” 
 
    
    “I’ll speak with him first,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “We should go bathe,” Fiala said. 
 
    
    “I’ll clean up when Harrid does,” Doc said. “As big as our bathroom is, it does have a limit. He’ll also be staying here tonight.” 
 
    
    “Which is for the best,” Lia nodded. “Ladies, let’s go. One more kiss each.” 
 
    
    Doc took her hand and used his healing to check her feet. Not finding any injuries besides a small cut, he healed it, then let her go. “I’ll see you all in bed. After the bath, could one of you make sure the spare room is set up for Harrid, please?” 
 
    
    “We’ll manage it,” Fiala smiled, kissing him. 
 
    
    “We’ll be waiting for you,” Sonya added, collecting hers next. 
 
    
    “Don’t take too long, please?” Ayla murmured when she kissed him. 
 
    
    “I’ll make that an order if needed,” Lia smirked before kissing him. 
 
    
    Sophia looked at Rosa, who motioned her forward. Sophia kiss was short, and soft. 
 
    
    Rosa’s eyes glowed brightly as she touched his cheek. “I’ll make sure everyone is ready for you, my Voice.” 
 
    
    Doc pulled her back, giving her a kiss, too. “Thank you, Rosa. For the energy, and for being you.” 
 
    
    Rosa’s smile was bright as she trailed the others. 
 
    
    Harrid exhaled roughly. “Are they gone?” 
 
    
    “Yeah. I’ll grab the whiskey. I could use a belt. Want one?” 
 
    
    “Please.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    “Sonya and Sophia are cooking breakfast?” Doc clarified with Fiala as he pulled his socks on. He thought about her staying in bed to wake him up, smiling as he recalled their moment together. 
 
    
    “Yes, I wanted this morning with you. Even with Rosa joining us, it feels like I’m getting time alone with you. Besides, Sophia wanted to cook,” she said as she smoothed out her dress. “See you downstairs?” 
 
    
    “As soon as I finish up,” Doc said, reaching for his boots. 
 
    
    “Rosa?” Fiala asked. 
 
    
    “I’ll come down with him,” Rosa murmured. 
 
    
    “Very well,” Fiala said, then left the room. 
 
    
    “What’s on your mind, Weed?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Sophia worries that, when the time comes, you won’t head for Furden to marry her.” 
 
    
    “I will as soon as we can. I would go today if I could and not worry about the town imploding behind me.” 
 
    
    “Yes, but emotions aren’t logical. I wanted you to know her worry. Other than that, everyone is happy, though they all are concerned about what is to come. Lia is contemplating killing Grange to remove him from your path.” 
 
    
    “Can’t let her do that,” Doc said, standing up and stamping his boots to make sure they were snug. 
 
    
    “She hasn’t committed to the thought, but she’s considered it.” 
 
    
    “Thank you for telling me,” Doc exhaled. “I’ll have to wear my gun a bit longer. If Grange is going to try a nighttime ambush, then we’re all in danger.” 
 
    
    “Except Lia. He would never shoot her unless she fires first,” Rosa said. 
 
    
    Grabbing his gun belt, Doc started strapping it on. “Yeah... Head down. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    
    “As you command, Voice.” 
 
    
    With Rosa gone, Doc slowed down getting the pistol on. Killing Grange would make things easier in many ways, but ending up in front of Bero for murder would be terrible. He’d need Grange to draw first so he could claim self-defense, and in front of people so witnesses could back him. Shelving those thoughts, he finished getting ready— he had enough on his plate for the day. 
 
    
    When he made it downstairs, Doc gave his family a smile. “Good morning to you all.” 
 
    
    Everyone greeted him back, including Harrid, who was sipping from a cup of coffee. 
 
    
    “How are you feeling today?” Doc asked the dwarf as he took a seat. “Thanks for the coffee, Ayla.” 
 
    
    “Not like I was shot last night,” Harrid snorted. “I’m very happy to serve you, Shaman. As long as I don’t die right away, I know you’ll do your best to save me.” 
 
    
    “I always will.” 
 
    
    “What’re our plans for today?” Lia asked as she refilled her coffee. 
 
    
    “I’m going with Fiala and Sonya over to the Springs to see what they did with the lobby,” Doc said. “After that, hopefully to the bank to meet Rangvald with the shipment. Oh, let Posy know I’m probably going to miss healing today.” 
 
    
    “I will. Today is the small tournament, so I’ll be at the Lily,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “We’ll be getting the last of the partnerships set up with Nicole,” Ayla said. “We’re looking at the twenty-fourth to announce her as mayor, along with Luck’s Holdings doing what you wanted. You’d need to be there for that.” 
 
    
    “Okay, slate it for then,” Doc nodded. 
 
    
    “Breakfast is ready,” Sophia said, pulling the last of the sausages off the stove. “It’s simple, so I hope you’re all okay with that.” 
 
    
    “It’ll be delicious,” Sonya told her. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    They took a detour to the dwarven clan area for Harrid to get changed. After that, he led them to the Springs. Doc felt like a president being protected as they walked. Harrid was in front of him, Rosa behind, and Fiala and Sonya each flanked him. The people on the street mostly avoided them, but a few smiled and greeted the group. 
 
    
    Public opinion isn’t terrible. A lot of people are leery, but not outright hostile... 
 
    
    The Springs was being repainted— Geno was on a ladder, applying a new coat. Doc greeted the handyman before he entered the hotel. His smile grew when he looked over the lobby. 
 
    
    The wide-open lobby had been completely redone. Chairs and tables now took up room, and those points were divided up by potted plants or wooden dividers. Now, a dozen different conversations could go on, or someone could sit and read in peace. The way to the counter and the stairs were left open, so no one had to detour unless they wanted to. 
 
    
    Alvin glanced their way with disdain, but he had a smile on his face a moment later once he saw who it was. Putting on his customer service smile, he waited while Doc approached with his group in tow. “Sir, how good to see you again.” 
 
    
    “Something wrong?” Doc asked. He’d caught sight of Alvin’s face before it had changed expressions. 
 
    
    “No, sir.” 
 
    
    “You looked disgruntled when I came in. Is it the lobby?” 
 
    
    “It... is a little cluttered, isn’t it?” Alvin asked. “You can’t see how large the room is.” 
 
    
    “Yet three of those new spots are currently in use,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Ah. I didn’t know that.” 
 
    
    “Harrid, find either Matt or Lawrence. Have them show you around and what they’ve done since having taken over as security. See if you can help them any, please.” 
 
    
    Harrid hesitated, then nodded. “As you wish, Shaman.” 
 
    
    “Is the manager in?” Doc asked Alvin. 
 
    
    “Jasmine is here currently,” Alvin told him. “Should I get her for you?” 
 
    
    “No, we’ll go in,” Doc said, walking around the counter. He knocked, then entered the office. 
 
    
    Jasmine was sitting behind the desk. Her brow contracted in puzzlement about who would knock and enter, but when she saw Doc, her face cleared and she smiled. “Doc.” 
 
    
    “Stay seated,” Doc chuckled, shutting the door behind the others. “Lotus sleeping?” 
 
    
    “She worked last night,” Jasmine said. “We just switched shifts so we can see how either side of the staff works.” 
 
    
    “We have a night staff?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “One maid, in case of emergencies,” Jasmine explained. 
 
    
    “Ah, that makes sense,” he nodded. 
 
    
    “It was odd the first time one of the speaking tubes was used on the night shift,” Jasmine snickered. “I didn’t know what it was to start with.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, I can see that. The whistle must have been alarming,” Doc chuckled. 
 
    
    “Did you come to see the lobby?” Jasmine asked with hopeful eyes. “We did our best.” 
 
    
    “I liked what I saw when I came in. Would you like to show me around the entire thing?” 
 
    
    “Yes.” Jasmine stood up and smoothed her dress down her hips. 
 
    
    “Before we go out there, how has Alvin been?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “He’s done his job, but Lotus and I have both caught him sneering at us. He quickly replaces that when we see him. He’s given Eugene some comments, too. Nothing too terrible, yet, but we think he’ll do or say something soon.” 
 
    
    “Yeah...” Doc sighed. “If he becomes a bother, just fire him. Give him a severance package if he leaves without fuss. I’ll have Sophia draw up a contract for severance. This way, they can sign and not be allowed to sue us for termination, and they’ll get a nice little bit of pay if they do.” 
 
    
    “Once she gives that to us, we’ll fire him,” Jasmine said. 
 
    
    “How many customers are currently here?” 
 
    
    “Six. Three are left over from the tournament, but the others are new arrivals. All of the new ones are bestials.” 
 
    
    “Good. Word is already spreading,” Doc grinned. “Ready to show me?” 
 
    
    Jasmine licked her lips. “Yes… but…” She looked past Doc. 
 
    
    “After,” Fiala giggled. “We’ll have a meeting here. Might need to wake Lotus for it.” 
 
    
    Jasmine nodded, a wide smile coming to her. “Thank you.” 
 
    
    “A debriefing?” Doc chuckled at his pun. 
 
    
    “We promised Jasmine and Lotus that we could all have a little fun if you liked the lobby when we showed it to you,” Fiala murmured. 
 
    
    “If you want, that is, dear husband,” Sonya said, taking his hand in hers. “They’ve both hoped for one more time with you.” 
 
    
    “Not in here,” Doc said. “We’ll go wake Lotus up in their room after we’re done.” 
 
    
    “Even better,” Jasmine grinned. “I’ve been hoping to have some more fun with Rosa and Sonya.” 
 
    
    Rosa’s eyes were glowing when she met Jasmine’s. “I am looking forward to it.” 
 
    
    “We’ve all been,” Sonya smiled. “I know Doc will enjoy seeing us together.” 
 
    
    “Damned right,” Doc smirked. “Okay, first, the tour.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    It was nearly noon when Harrid led Doc and Rosa out of the Springs. Sonya and Fiala went home to get the house cleaned and ready for dinner. Lotus and Jasmine kissed Doc goodbye while holding hands, making Doc happy to see their relationship was strong. 
 
    
    As they approached the bank, Doc was glad to see the two-soul wagon in front. “Looks like they made it.” 
 
    
    “Not too long ago, or they wouldn’t still be in front of the bank,” Harrid added. 
 
    
    “I wonder if Ayla is already there?” Doc mused. 
 
    
    As they got closer, Doc could see the grim cast to the dwarves with the wagon. He angled toward them instead of toward the bank doors. Ivan saw them coming, and he stepped forward from the group. 
 
    
    “What happened?” Doc asked when he got close enough. 
 
    
    “The camp was attacked. We used a chunk of our alchemy supplies and will have to replace them. But… Didi didn’t make it.” 
 
    
    Doc felt his heart chill. “Didi died?” 
 
    
    “Only one who did,” Ivan said somberly. “Nothing to be done if you’re shot in the head.” 
 
    
    “What happened?” Doc asked again. 
 
    
    “A group of forty men came riding at the camp, shooting as they came. Didi and Burk were near the gates, so they moved to close them. Just before they could, Didi went down. Bullets were whizzing all around them... it was just terrible luck for him. Once we had the gates closed, it was easy enough for us to return fire and kill them. Three made it to the woods, but Jesamin said she cut them down later that night.” 
 
    
    Doc exhaled slowly. “Fucking assholes...” 
 
    
    “We’ll notify his family, but we already held his funeral,” Ivan went on. “We have a cremation burial plot started up there now.” 
 
    
    “Burying the ashes?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Yeah. We used the dried-out stumps we pulled to send him off.” 
 
    
    “I’ll talk with Ayla and see if we can set up a funeral fund for anyone else who dies on the job.” 
 
    
    “Doc,” Ivan said, grabbing his arm, “none of us blame you. We’re used to defending mines. Happens all the time. We knew it would come eventually. If not for the Beavertons’ constructions, we might have lost more. The first thing we had them build were the defenses we hunkered down behind.” 
 
    
    “Okay,” Doc said, trying to accept that an ally had been killed. 
 
    
    “Rangvald and Ayla are in the bank,” Ivan told him, hoping Rangvald could express it better. 
 
    
    Doc followed Harrid into the bank, thinking of the last time he’d seen Didi in camp, smiling and laughing. Kenneth was speaking with Ayla and Rangvald, clearly working with them. 
 
    
    Rangvald saw Doc first. “Doc… you heard?” 
 
    
    “Didi,” Doc nodded. “Ayla, set up a funeral fund for employees of Luck’s Holdings. I want a payment to the dependents of any employee who dies on the job, and funeral costs covered by us.” 
 
    
    Ayla had turned to face him when he started speaking. By the time he’d finished, she was holding him. “I will, Doc.” 
 
    
    “We all know it’s a possibility,” Rangvald said somberly. “I was telling Ayla a moment ago that we’re all willing to double the base salary and take the percentage off the table. It’ll be more sustainable for you in the long run. Adding the funeral fund will make everyone at the mine more favorable toward it, as well.” 
 
    
    “They all died?” Doc asked, looking at Rangvald as he held back his emotions. 
 
    
    “To the last man. We brought half their horses in and sold them to the livery. The rest we’re using for labor at the mine.” 
 
    
    “Elder Ironbeard from Furden is here. He wants to go out to the mine with you,” Doc told Rangvald as he held Ayla back. “Is it safe enough?” 
 
    
    “It is now. I doubt we’ll have another attack like that for a while,” Rangvald said. “Especially once word of us losing only a single miner gets around. Forty-to-one are odds no one wants to try taking a mine.” 
 
    
    Exhaling slowly, Doc let go of Ayla, and she released him, too. “Okay. Dinner to catch me up on everything?” 
 
    
    “Of course,” Rangvald said. “I was just about to head to the smelters.” 
 
    
    “Is there anything else?” Kenneth asked Ayla. 
 
    
    “Yes,” Ayla said with a nod. “We wish to pay off debts that are being backed by a third party. That will make the owners of the debts the owners of those properties.” 
 
    
    Kenneth frowned. “I don’t think we can do that.” 
 
    
    “You can,” Ayla said, “but if you aren’t sure, we can go ask Peabody.” 
 
    
    “I…” Kenneth hesitated, then nodded. “I’ll be right back. Please, have a seat.” 
 
    
    Ayla led Doc into Kenneth’s cubicle, the two of them taking the chairs. Harrid stood against the wall, and Rosa knelt between them. “Doc?” 
 
    
    “Just hate thinking that he died because of me...” Doc admitted. 
 
    
    “He died because of the people who attacked,” Ayla said firmly. “You had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    
    Doc exhaled slowly before he nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    
    “You’ve made life better for so many people,” Ayla went on, her hand touching his knee. “Focus on the positives?” 
 
    
    He gave her a crooked smile which became real when Rosa’s hand joined Ayla’s. “Fine. I can’t stand against the two of you.” 
 
    
    “You can,” Rosa whispered. “We like it when you do.” 
 
    
    Doc snorted, then kissed Rosa’s head. “Thank you, Weed.” 
 
    
    Rosa took her hand away and went back to looking blank. 
 
    
    “Yes... thank you, Weed,” Ayla said, looking at Rosa. The dryad squirmed as Ayla projected thoughts at her. 
 
    
    “Don’t wind her up too much,” Doc said softly. “Besides, I have thanks to give to you, as well.” Taking her hand in his, Doc raised it to kiss Ayla’s fingertips. 
 
    
    Kenneth was back a few minutes later, finding them waiting. “He has agreed. Which deeds did you wish to clear?” 
 
    
    Ayla opened her folder and pulled out a sheet of paper. “All of these.” 
 
    
    Kenneth blinked slowly as he took it, looking it over. “Very well. Give me a few minutes to get the paperwork in order.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    The mood was somber when Rangvald took a seat at the table. “Thank you for inviting me to dinner.” 
 
    
    “We’re glad you’re here,” Doc said. “Tell me about the attack, please?” 
 
    
    “Thought you’d want to know about that,” Rangvald said, then pulled a letter from his pocket. 
 
    
    Doc took it, frowning— it was coated in dirt and had blood splatters on it. Being careful with it, he opened it up to read the letter. 
 
    
    Clive, 
 
    The mine is a few days west of Deep Gulch. There’s only a dozen stone-heads there. They’ve pulled mythrium and soul stones out of the ground. Every two weeks, they bring a load into town, so if you time it right, you can catch them the day before they leave. Nice easy pickings. Use the date on this letter to time the attempt. They just got into town today, so count back four, and then use two-week intervals. 
 
    Put my percentage into the bank in Furden. With how rich the hauls have been, you should easily be able to bring a few dozen men and still walk tall afterward. Remember, them stone-heads don’t go down easy, so don’t skimp on the muscle. 
 
    I know you’re worried about the woodfolk, but the ape-man was killed and the dryad collared, so it’s clear. If you see a pointy-ear with a cat while riding in, kill her. She’s with the mine. 
 
    Gabe 
 
    
    Doc closed it, setting it aside. “He knew about the timing, loads, woodfolk, and Jesamin.” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Rangvald said tightly. “The manager of the smeltery is named Gabe Patton. He knows all of that information because I’ve talked to him.” 
 
    
    “We hand this to Wenn,” Doc said tightly. 
 
    
    “We can’t,” Sophia said softly. “It’s not a national crime. It’s local unless the local sheriff asks for help.” 
 
    
    Doc ground his teeth together. “Fine... I want him broken, then. He got Didi killed. Buy the smeltery, force him out, and put Vled in charge of it. Buy his home, then evict him.” 
 
    
    Lia covered Doc’s hand with her own. “Doc?” 
 
    
    Doc closed his eyes and tried to pull his anger in. “He directly contributed to a friend’s death, Lia. If I can’t make him pay legally— because we all know Grange won’t do anything— then I’ll work other channels.” 
 
    
    “I can arrange for it to happen,” Ayla said softly. “Can we wait until the next mine load? We’re about to declare ourselves friends to the town.” 
 
    
    “It’ll look bad if we move on him right this moment,” Sophia agreed. “Or… we can do part of it now, like buying the smeltery. In a week, we can replace him for his failures. After another week or so, we buy his home. We can offer him a good rate to encourage him to leave on his own.” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Ayla nodded. “That way, we’re not seen as the hammer.” 
 
    
    “They have a good plan,” Sonya said from the kitchen. 
 
    
    “Okay,” Doc exhaled slowly. “I’d still want… wait… are there laws about using the bank to launder illegal gains?” 
 
    
    Sophia blinked slowly, then nodded. “Yes. We’d need Peabody to work with us, but he will.” 
 
    
    Doc smiled darkly. “Please. Let him lose that, first.” 
 
    
    “I need the letter,” Sophia said. “Rangvald, I’ll need a statement from you about who you believe Gabe to be, as well. That will let Peabody dig into the account. It might not happen, but if he can make a case for it... well, it might work. And, if Peabody does make a case for it, it becomes a national crime.” 
 
    
    “Let’s do it,” Doc said, “along with the rest of the smeltery and home.” 
 
    
    “I will,” Sophia said, accepting the letter passed down from Lia. 
 
    
    “What about the attack itself?” Doc asked Rangvald. 
 
    
    “We weren’t in much danger,” Rangvald began before exhaling. “Not once the gates were closed. I’d had the Beavertons work on the defenses first. We all knew we’d be attacked over the mine at some point, so we wanted to be prepared. Those defenses made it possible for us to hunker down and fire back safely.” 
 
    
    Doc stared at Rangvald, listening and trying to imagine the scene. 
 
    
    “We’ve cut back a good portion of the forest from the camp,” Rangvald said slowly, looking at Rosa. “We’ve pulled all the stumps, too.” 
 
    
    “My sister will help when she is reborn,” Rosa said softly. “It’s okay as long as you are using it all.” 
 
    
    “That clearing gave us the warning we needed to get the gates shut. The lookouts saw them come out of the woods and shouted down to close the gates. Didi and Burk were near the gate at the time, so they rushed to close them. The robbers came in shooting, trying to stop them. Just before they got them closed all the way, Didi caught a round in the head. Burk took one in the gut, but we got him healed. They had no real chance to get in with the gate closed and the bar locked, so we returned fire. At that point, we took minor wounds, mostly from splinters, but we cut down all but three who made it back to the woods. Jesamin told me the next day that she found and killed them.” 
 
    
    “Can you put the gates on a winch system to get them closed without people being exposed?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “I’ve already started on it. I hadn’t thought of it as a vital piece to the defenses before… Didi died for that reason. If I had them in place ahead of the attack, they never would have been exposed.” 
 
    
    “The only ones at fault for Didi’s death are the robbers and this Gabe person,” Lia said. “Both you and Doc are blameless. Please try to understand that.” 
 
    
    Doc covered her hand with his. “I’ll try.” 
 
    
    “So will I,” Rangvald sighed. “And Doc, the funeral fund will be well received. As the foreman, I approve of it. The others already agreed to go to flat pay if it was doubled. Ayla said she’d get the papers together for me.” 
 
    
    “I have them,” Ayla said, pulling out her folder. “Just sign off on the bottom.” 
 
    
    “And done,” Rangvald said a moment later, handing them back. “As for the rest of the mine, things are good. The Beavertons are working on barracks now, so we’ll have better shelters in place. If things continue to be this good, we might get our families moved out there by the end of the year.” 
 
    
    “You’re the foreman,” Doc said. “Just be careful if you invite them out.” 
 
    
    “We will be, Doc. Also, you know that Vled is my cousin, don’t you?” 
 
    
    “I didn’t. With the same surname, I thought you might be related, but I wasn’t sure how.” 
 
    
    “You’ve given my family a lot.” Rangvald looked at Sonya as he said it. “Gretchen is narrowing down her courting options currently, something I feared she would resist. When I heard about your ruling, I was a little upset, but I had faith in you.” 
 
    
    “That ruling gave me a lot of worry,” Doc snorted. “The younger generation loved it, though.” 
 
    
    “They do,” Sonya smiled. “Your approval from the young women is the highest in the clan. A few who’d wished they could’ve done the same before they were married are now lobbying their husbands to be able to work.” 
 
    
    “Which dips your standing with some men, but only the stupidest,” Harrid added. “Most are happy to have the women they’re trying to court happier. The thought of two incomes opens up so many more options for getting a home.” 
 
    
    “Dinner is almost done,” Fiala said. 
 
    
    “We should tell him about what we’ve been handling in town,” Ayla said. “Between Suez and Grange.” 
 
    
    “Good point,” Doc agreed. “First off, the tournament…” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    It took Doc a while to finish his story, and dinner was on the table by the time he was done. Doc grinned at Fiala as he ate his steak. “Daf told you her special marinade recipe?” 
 
    
    Fiala grinned. “Yes. Said she wanted you and Lia to be able to keep enjoying it.” 
 
    
    “I’ll make sure to thank her,” Lia said. “I’m surprised she told you. She’s always been so secretive about it.” 
 
    
    “She wanted to do something special for you both, and this was her answer,” Fiala said softly. “Daf is so thankful for everything you two have done for her, and she didn’t know a way to express it before she started teaching me to cook.” 
 
    
    “I’ll have to thank her, too,” Doc said. “That was a delicious meal.” 
 
    
    “It was,” Rangvald sighed. “I might need to rest a minute before I make the walk home.” 
 
    
    “Be careful,” Doc said. “You heard about Harrid being attacked.” 
 
    
    “I will be, Doc,” Rangvald said seriously. “You do realize that they probably targeted him to make it easier to get to you?” 
 
    
    “Yeah,” Doc nodded. “It was on my mind. Makes me think they have another ploy ready to go.” 
 
    
    “We’ll be in town all day tomorrow to get ready to go back out,” Rangvald said. “I’m meeting with Ironbeard while the supplies are being gathered. We’ll be heading back out the day after.” 
 
    
    “Be safe,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “We will be,” Rangvald nodded. “Be safe yourself. Between Grange, Suez, and McIan, you have a lot to deal with.” 
 
    
    “We’ll be doing our best to keep him safe,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “It’s my job,” Harrid said. “I’ll walk back with you, Rangvald.” 
 
    
    “Tomorrow, you move in here,” Lia said firmly. “The spare room is open, and it’ll make it harder for them to kill you and easier for you to do your job if you’re here.” 
 
    
    “I agree,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Harrid hesitated, then bowed his head. “Very well. I’ll try to not interrupt your lives.” 
 
    
    “We keep our fun to the bedroom,” Rosa murmured. “And occasionally, the bathroom.” 
 
    
    “Too much information, Weed,” Doc laughed when Harrid coughed uncomfortably. 
 
    
    “I’ll make arrangements to have my things moved over,” Harrid said, standing up with Rangvald. “Tonight, I’ll make sure he and I make it back to the clan safely.” 
 
    
    Goodbyes were said, and the two dwarves walked out into the night. Doc took a seat at the table, getting a questioning look from Fiala. 
 
    
    “He’s waiting, just in case,” Lia said. “I’ll do the dishes while you all go bathe. We’ll be along once we’re sure that they weren’t attacked.” 
 
    
    The others collected kisses from Doc and Lia, then headed off to the bath. 
 
    
    When they were gone, Lia spoke softly, “I think more bloodshed is coming soon...” 
 
    
    “So do I, Lia. So do I,” Doc murmured. With an exhale, he got up and helped her collect plates. “The quicker we’re done with dishes, the sooner we can join them.” 
 
    
    “It’ll take us longer to clean than it will for them to get to the clan,” Lia smiled. “Besides, I like having this time alone with you, even if we are just cleaning.” 
 
    
    Doc kissed her cheek. “And we’ll bathe together when this is done.” 
 
    
    “Hmm, yes... You’ll be making sure I’m clean before we go to bed, husband.” 
 
    
    “As you wish, my dear wife.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    Doc woke to the sound of people bustling about. Sitting up, he found himself alone in bed. Once he was dressed, he left the master bedroom and saw a few dwarves carrying things into the spare room. 
 
    
    “Morning, Shaman,” one of them said in passing. 
 
    
    “Oh, Harrid’s stuff,” Doc said, remembering that Harrid was going to move in. 
 
    
    “That’s the last of it,” Harrid said, following the other dwarves out. “Did we wake you?” 
 
    
    “Meh. I should have gotten up anyway.” 
 
    
    Harrid scratched at his cheek. “Mind not telling your wives that?” 
 
    
    “Why?” Doc asked curiously. 
 
    
    “I was told you needed to sleep.” 
 
    
    “It’s fine. Let’s go have some breakfast.” 
 
    
    Making it downstairs, Doc gave his wives a smile. “Good morning to you all.” 
 
    
    The group chorused back a good morning to him, but Lia gave Harrid a raised eyebrow. “Did you wake him up, Harrid?” 
 
    
    “No, I woke up on my own,” Doc said. “Be weird if he woke me up. I mean, considering how I’m normally woken…” He trailed off with a smirk at Lia. 
 
    
    Lia laughed, and the others giggled. 
 
    
    “I’m missing something,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “Well, let’s just say a kiss is the least lewd way I’m woken,” Doc chuckled. 
 
    
    “Hard pass.” 
 
    
    More laughter followed Harrid’s instantaneous refusal. 
 
    
    “The movers woke me,” Doc admitted, “but that’s fine.” 
 
    
    “I’ll have breakfast done soon,” Fiala said from the kitchen. “Considering the overcast sky outside, I thought breakfast soup would be best.” 
 
    
    “Breakfast soup? What’s that?” Doc asked. “Thank you, Ayla,” he added when he accepted the filled coffee cup from her. 
 
    
    “It’s pork stock with pork belly, potatoes, cheese, and eggs,” Fiala told him. “We weren’t sure how long you might sleep, and this keeps for hours without ruining it.” 
 
    
    Doc looked out the window at where the sun was barely breaking the horizon. “Ah, it is early, isn’t it?” 
 
    
    “I knew you’d be busy, so moving in before the day really began made sense,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “Not faulting you,” Doc said. “Did you wake them up?” 
 
    
    “No, I was already awake,” Lia said. “I let him and the movers in.” 
 
    
    “That woke the rest of us, though,” Fiala said. “He had a good point. We just didn’t want you to be woken up.” 
 
    
    “I don’t have a big day today, so it’s fine,” Doc said. “Nothing big for a couple more days, I believe.” 
 
    
    “Two more for Nicole’s announcements,” Ayla said. “We’re hiring some of the local children to spread the news, so don’t be surprised if you hear them today and tomorrow.” 
 
    
    “Good to know,” Doc chuckled. 
 
    
    “We’re being sued by the former manager of the Springs,” Sophia said. “Mother is already handling it.” 
 
    
    “Idiot,” Doc sighed. “Oh, that reminds me of something— I want to put together a severance package for anyone we need to fire. If they sign off, they get paid, but can’t sue us. If they don’t sign, they get nothing, but they can sue us.” 
 
    
    “I can work on that today,” Sophia said. “Ayla will give me the figures. I’ll make it an open contract. We can just plug in the name and amount so it can be reused.” 
 
    
    “Considering we’re a major business, I’m sure we go through a lot of paperwork,” Doc said. “What would it take to bring a printing press to town?” 
 
    
    Ayla grinned at him. “We already sent for one and the workers for it. Besides our business, we thought we’d let them start up a local paper.” 
 
    
    “I’m fine with that,” Doc replied. “Thank you for being ahead of me.” 
 
    
    “We try,” Sophia beamed. 
 
    
    A knock on the front door surprised all of them. Rosa was on her feet first, so she went to answer it. She was back a moment later with Sigmund, who had a handful of boxes balanced in his hands. 
 
    
    “Sigmund, what brings you to our home?” Doc asked as he got up to help the gnome with the boxes. 
 
    
    “Gifts,” Sigmund said. “For your wives. My thanks to you.” 
 
    
    “I won’t turn down your generosity,” Doc smiled at him. 
 
    
    Sigmund grinned wider when he saw Sophia at the table. “Good, good! I brought for you, too, wise one. Figured you’d go with them.” 
 
    
    Sophia blushed lightly. “I’m engaged to Doc.” She held up her ring hand and wiggled her fingers. 
 
    
    “Oh ho, happy days!” Sigmund laughed happily. “Even better now! Hats for wives all!” With his odd jig-step, Sigmund handed out the boxes to all the women, minus Lia. “Lia, your hat still works?” 
 
    
    “Yes, my old friend. I’m still happy with it.” 
 
    
    “Good, happy hat?” 
 
    
    “The hat is happy with me, as well.” 
 
    
    “Very good!” Sigmund beamed. “Open, open.” 
 
    
    The women opened the hat boxes they’d been given. Rosa had received a large straw hat with a green ribbon acting as the band. Fiala had a similar hat made of leather, with a silver band decorated with cats. Sonya’s was a lower-peaked, wide-brimmed cowboy hat. The band was brass with images of dwarves at work. Ayla’s hat was odd to Doc— it looked like a wide-brimmed bowler. It also had a silver band, decorated with various coins and with well-hidden slits for her ear tips to poke up. Sophia’s hat was the last one Doc looked at. He knew the style as a boater: it had a flat top with a wide brim. It was also decorated with a silver band, depicting the image of the owl of justice. 
 
    
    Sigmund’s smile grew as each told him how much they liked the hats, then tried them on. “You’ll all go with Doc, so protection from the sun,” he told them. “Glad my gifts are liked.” 
 
    
    “We’re about to have breakfast, Sigmund,” Fiala said. “Would you care to stay?” 
 
    
    Sigmund hesitated, but seeing only smiles, he nodded. “I would love to. Thank you.” 
 
    
    “It’s breakfast soup,” Fiala said, pulling the pot off the stove. 
 
    
    “Oh! Egg soup is good soup,” Sigmund grinned as he took a seat. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc kissed his wives goodbye as he headed out the door. 
 
    
    “Why the law office?” Harrid asked. 
 
    
    “Want to check in with Elta,” Doc said. “It’s a good day for it, since there’s nothing else pressing going on.” 
 
    
    “That makes sense. More so because Rosa was going with Ayla to the cliff ramp today.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, that played a part in my thought process,” Doc chuckled. 
 
    
    “You like the hatter, don’t you?” Harrid asked as they walked. 
 
    
    “Yes. Sigmund is a good person. Even when the mercury was making him crazy, he was still a better person than many.” 
 
    
    “I never dealt with him back then,” Harrid said. “My limited interactions with him have been positive.” 
 
    
    They’d almost made it to Elta’s home when a young child came sprinting up to Doc. Harrid got in the way, but the kid didn’t try to go past the dwarf. Gasping, the child held out a scrap of paper to them. Harrid took it, glanced at it, then handed it to Doc. 
 
    
    Doc looked at the paper, which had his name written in blocky writing. Opening it up, he read: 
 
    
    Holyday, 
 
    Come alone. If we see anyone else, the bunny learns that rabbit feet aren’t lucky. You will come sign papers turning over your properties, or she will get stewed. If you try to rescue her, she dies. Don’t test me. You’ve already upset me more than I should ever have to deal with. You know where my home is. Be here as soon as you can, or the bunny might feel more pain than a little girl should. 
 
    
    Blood going cold, Doc stared at the child. “Who gave you this?” 
 
    
    “Grange,” the kid panted. “Said you pay me a penny.” 
 
    
    Doc’s jaw clenched and he pulled a dollar out. “Go to the Lily. Tell Lia that Grange has Posy. Give her the paper.” He held it and the coin out. 
 
    
    The boy took the coin and paper and started staggering down the street. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    
    Doc’s hands shook and he turned toward Harrid, who was staring at Doc. “Go to the Lily. Help Lia.” 
 
    
    “I can’t do that. I’m your guard,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    Doc lashed out, grabbing Harrid by the shoulders. His voice was harsh, cold, and intense, “If you come with me, Posy dies. If Posy dies…” Doc’s steel-gray eyes were like polished metal. “Go. If you follow me and she dies, I’ll kill you. Go to Lia. When she comes after me, you can come with her. I… might need Rosa, too.” 
 
    
    Harrid wanted to argue, but he knew how Doc felt about Posy. Teeth gritted, he nodded. “I’ll go and send for Rosa. If you die… my life will be forfeit.” 
 
    
    Doc let Harrid go and started walking down the street. They took Posy... Grange and Suez took her... I’ll kill them... I’ll kill them over and over for hurting her. If she’s hurt, I’ll kill them, heal them, then kill them again... Doc’s thoughts were stuck in a loop as he walked. 
 
    
    People who saw Doc shied away from him— it was clear there was something bothering him. He was either off to mourn the loss of a loved one or contemplating murder. Either way, no one wanted to get involved. Doc walked steadily as he left town, heading for Suez’s manor. Once he was out of town, he took off running. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    Doc was breathing roughly as he approached Suez’s manor. He spotted two men on the roof with rifles, who were trying to hide, but didn’t look directly at them. Lia would see them when she approached if he could. Just before he could get to the porch, the front door opened and Grange stepped out, gun in hand. 
 
    
    Doc put his hands up. “Grange,” he didn’t bother keeping the hatred from his tone, “helping kidnappers is a new low for you, isn’t it?” 
 
    
    Grange laughed as he closed the distance between them. “Won’t matter after today. Keep those hands up, or I might fire.” 
 
    
    Doc stayed in place as Grange snatched his pistol from his holster and tossed it aside. Grange then shoved a hand into Doc’s vest pockets, lips thinning when he failed to find the Derringer. 
 
    
    “Where’s the holdout?” Grange demanded. 
 
    
    “I haven’t carried it since I had to wear the pistol to deal with Suez’s goons,” Doc said flatly. “A two-shot is useless compared to a real gun.” 
 
    
    Grange patted Doc’s trouser pockets, then grunted. “Inside.” He motioned with his pistol. 
 
    
    “Lia will never forgive you,” Doc said as he walked past Grange. “Posy is special to her.” 
 
    
    “Fucking elf will learn her place,” Grange growled, shoving his pistol into Doc’s back. “Suez has shown me how to handle her. I help him, and he gives her to me.” 
 
    
    Doc’s blood went from frozen to fiery in an instant. “You believed a man who can’t even beat me at cards?” 
 
    
    “I couldn’t beat you because you were cheating,” Suez said from the balcony overlooking his entry room. 
 
    
    “As if you weren’t trying to cheat,” Doc laughed. “Besides, I didn’t do anything. Luck just likes me. I didn’t even win that hand— I was second place, which was still better than you.” 
 
    
    Suez sneered down at Doc. “You’ll be signing over everything you own. Do that and I’ll let the little rabbit hop off home. Refuse and... well… one of my men has a twisted taste for young bestials.” 
 
    
    Doc’s hands reflexively curled into fists, and Grange pushed the gun into his back harder. “Go ahead, Holyday. Try it. If you ass up, I’m allowed to shoot you before you sign.” 
 
    
    A shrill cry came from upstairs, and Doc forced himself to stay in place. “I’ll make you pay for this!” Doc hissed. 
 
    
    “No, you won’t,” Grange laughed. 
 
    
    “Posy!” Doc yelled. 
 
    
    A faint cry of his name came to his ears before another shrill cry followed it. 
 
    
    Doc listened to the call and cry, trying to find where in the house she was. Has to be on the third floor, but close to the front... Getting up to her before they hurt her or kill her might be impossible. 
 
    
    “If you persist, he’ll do more,” Suez snickered. “Now sit.” 
 
    
    Doc looked at the chair Suez pointed to before he slumped his shoulders. “Just don’t hurt her more.” 
 
    
    “That depends on you,” Grange growled. 
 
    
    Doc shuffled to the chair, collapsing into it as he let his emotions break. Tears started to spill as he looked up at Suez. “You win. Just let me sign so she can go.” 
 
    
    Suez smiled a real smile for him— it was crooked and soaked in evil. “Good. Marium, bring the papers.” 
 
    
    A door opened revealing a maid, and Doc recognized her after a couple of seconds. She was the maid that had greeted him before, but she’d aged since then. Her outfit was still ill-fitted, but she was now a woman of middle years, not barely a woman anymore. She crossed the room slowly, keeping her eyes focused on the floor, papers and pen held in her lightly shaking hands. She set the papers on the table in front of Doc, then backed away a step. 
 
    
    “Now sign,” Suez sneered. 
 
    
    “I’d like to see Posy first,” Doc said as he picked up the pen. 
 
    
    “You don’t get to make demands here,” Grange growled, cuffing Doc in the back of the head with his empty hand. 
 
    
    Doc dropped the pen to the floor as he lurched forward from the hit. “It wasn’t a demand. It was a request to verify that I’m truly over the barrel. If I see Posy, I’ll sign without question, but if I don’t see her, then I have to question if you really have her.” 
 
    
    Suez stared at Doc for a long moment, clearly trying to figure out how Doc could use his request to screw him over. After a second, he nodded slowly. “Grange, keep your gun on him. Marium, go tell Gavin to bring the rabbit out to the railing.” 
 
    
    Grange growled, not speaking out, but he did push the barrel of the gun into the back of the chair hard enough that Doc could feel it. 
 
    
    The maid moved quickly, but with a limp, as she headed for the stairs. Keeping her head down the entire time, she skirted well around Suez, afraid to get near him. Suez smirked when she did, staring at Doc. 
 
    
    “See? At least the women with me know their place. I’ll have to find a new maid soon, along with more harlots to act as companions. You cost me a lot, Holyday.” 
 
    
    “And you’re about to cost me more,” Doc countered, not looking up at Suez. 
 
    
    “Yes, yes I am. I’m returning what’s rightfully mine. This town is mine. I had dreams of it for years and, just as it started to come together, you showed up and thwarted me time and again. I’ll make you pay for that, don’t worry. This is just the first step. I do thank you for bringing Grange into my service. I had thought I’d have to remove him, but now, we have an understanding. I give him the elf, and he does what I tell him.” 
 
    
    It took a few minutes, but in time, Marium returned. Behind her was a scarred man with a knife in his hand, his other clamped onto Posy’s ears. Posy was crying when she came into view. Bruises marked her face, and blood leaked from a split lip. 
 
    
    “Doc?!” Posy cried out. 
 
    
    Doc’s heart nearly broke, but he gave her a trembling smile. “Posy, just do what they say. It’ll be okay. You’ll be going home soon, just like Brother Rabbit in your book.” 
 
    
    Posy cried harder, her eyes screwed closed as she trembled in Gavin’s grasp. “Okay…” 
 
    
    “Sign, or…” Suez smirked then he looked at Gavin, who brought his knife closer to Posy’s ears. 
 
    
    “Okay, okay!” Doc said quickly. “Just give me a second.” 
 
    
    Doc hoped he was doing the right thing, as he was about to take a dangerous gamble. Lady, please... help me now, he prayed silently. He bent to retrieve the pen, but as he did, he triggered two of his gifts; stand down and immunity bubble. 
 
    
    His left hand came up with the pen, but his right dipped into his boot, pulling the Derringer from where he’d stashed it when he was just down the road from the manor. As he sat up, he spoke with all the strength he had in his body, “Everybody on the floor, now!” 
 
    
    Grange, Gavin, Marium, and Posy all dropped to the floor. Suez went to one knee, his teeth gritting together as he fought against the command. Doc stood and fired twice, the gun appearing in his hand a moment before he did. Both rounds tore through Grange’s head. 
 
    
    “No!” Suez screamed as he struggled to his feet. 
 
    
    More screams and gunfire came from outside as at least one body fell off the roof. 
 
    
    Doc toppled the chair snatching up Grange’s gun. He spun as Suez grabbed Marium, pulling her in front of him and leveling a gun at Doc. The bullets tore through Doc, leaving cold trails as immunity bubble did its job. 
 
    
    Doc used stand down again. “Drop your weapons!” 
 
    
    Gavin had made it up to his knees and was about to stab down when Doc yelled. Gavin’s hand opened reflexively, the knife hitting the floor. As it did, Posy scrambled away down the hall. Doc fired twice at Gavin, then turned to Suez. He was backing away, with Marium in front of him. Doc didn’t fire, not wanting to hit the innocent maid. 
 
    
    “Damn you!” Suez spat as he dropped the empty gun. “Damn you and your false goddess!” 
 
    
    “Damn me?! You kidnapping bastard! I’ll show you what going against Luck means!” 
 
    
    The front door burst open, and Doc spun to fire, but pulled his gun aside when he saw Wenn stagger into the room. That let Suez duck out of sight of the ground floor as he yanked the maid after him. A female cry echoed down as Wenn and Lia rushed into the room. 
 
    
    “Suez has Posy!” Doc yelled at them as he sprinted for the stairs. 
 
    
    Wenn and Lia were right behind him as they rushed up to catch Suez. As they were about to go to the third floor, a door behind them opened. 
 
    
    “Doc!” Posy cried out. 
 
    
    All three spun to see Posy, crying and bleeding, peeking into the hall. 
 
    
    “Lia, get her to safety!” Doc snapped. “I have a man to kill.” 
 
    
    Lia moved at Doc’s command, going to Posy. “Come on, Posy, we have to go home. Doc will join us shortly.” 
 
    
    Posy came into the hall and grabbed Lia, sobbing uncontrollably. “G-grange grabbed me…!” 
 
    
    “He won’t grab anyone ever again,” Lia said softly, holstering her guns and picking Posy up. 
 
    
    Doc and Wenn started up the stairs slowly when they heard a door slam shut. Reaching the top, they looked down the hall, but nothing said which room Suez had gone into. 
 
    
    “He has his maid as a hostage. She was a young girl a couple of days ago. She’s into her late twenties or early thirties now. He’s sapping the life from her. She acted afraid of him, so I don’t think she’s here willingly,” Doc whispered. “I would have killed him, but he held her in front of him.” 
 
    
    Wenn nodded. “We’ll do our best to keep her alive, then. Let me try to get him to come out first.” 
 
    
    Doc nodded, looking at the gun in his hand. He only had four shots left, he’d have to make them count. 
 
    
    “Suez,” Wenn boomed, “come out! If you turn yourself in, I’ll speak on your behalf. You’ll only be facing jail time, not having your soul yanked.” 
 
    
    A terrified female cry came from the far room. 
 
    
    “He’s killing her!” Doc hissed as he rushed past Wenn. He didn’t know why he felt the need to save a person he didn’t know— rushing at Suez was idiotic, but he didn’t stop. As he bashed into the door, he triggered missed me. 
 
    
    The door burst open and Wenn got a clear view of Suez. He was pinning the maid to the desk with one hand, his other holding a gun. Suez fired at Doc, who staggered and fell. Wenn fired twice even as he felt pain, seeing blood fly as Suez staggered backward. He fired until his gun went empty and Suez dropped out of sight. 
 
    
    Doc gasped as the barrage of gunfire went over him. When it stopped, he scrambled around the desk to find Suez struggling to pull a vial to his lips. “Die,” Doc said flatly as he pulled the trigger. 
 
    
    Suez’s eyes went wide just before the bullet shattered the vial, then his face. The maid screamed and pushed off the desk, covering her head with her hands. 
 
    
    Wenn came thundering down the hall and into the room to help, his left arm dangling uselessly. Finding Suez’s brains splattered on the wall, Wenn holstered his gun. “Good work, Doc. I’ll check on the maid.” Before he did that, he downed a vial of something. 
 
    
    “Thanksss...” Doc slurred as his vision wavered. “I’ll... take a nap.” His words faded as he fell unconscious, his repeated use of stand down catching up to him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    Darkness surrounded him as pain engulfed him. This was his hell, a hell he’d made by opposing the inevitability of the Darkness. The faces of those he’d killed appeared out of the Darkness, asking him why he’d done it. 
 
    
    “If you’d just joined us, you would never have killed so many,” the Darkness hissed. “All their blood coats your hands.” 
 
    
    Kneeling on blackness, head bowed and tears falling, Doc shook his head. “No... There would be more death. A whole world would die if I did that.” 
 
    
    “What does that matter when the end will come after your death? You could live like a king: powerful, surrounded by riches and women. With us, you can forge something new.” 
 
    
    An image formed around Doc. A building he knew from his world, subtly different, but recognizable. Doc waved to a cheering crowd of mixed races. Behind him, flanking him on either side, were his wives, smiling as they waved to the crowd. 
 
    
    The image shifted and Doc was in a round office, sitting behind a famous desk while he spoke about the new policies his administration would be backing: anti-speciesism bills that promoted all bloodlines equally; the church of Apoc being abolished as a false religion, which would pave the way for the other gods to start sending other Voices to the world. 
 
    
    Again, the scene shifted, and Doc was in an opulent bathing room, being scrubbed down by a bevy of nubile women of various races. They all vied to join him and his wives that evening, whispering what they would do if allowed to join, each one more depraved than the last. 
 
    
    Doc gritted his teeth. “False promises... If you could do that, Suez would have won.” 
 
    
    “He caught the barest fragment of us,” the Darkness whispered. “Not enough to warrant us speaking to him. You, though... you are God-touched. With you, we could do so much. If you wished it, we could even send you to other worlds to help us there. Your women would be legion, all pliant and eager to serve as your whims dictated. Maybe even your old world, in time. Many were the women you lusted after there… all of them could be yours.” 
 
    
    The Darkness supplied images of what it meant, ending with Earth. Doc was being announced as the wealthiest man in the world, and every movie and TV star he’d entertained thoughts about clung to him, vapidly fawning over him. 
 
    
    Doc tried to bite his tongue, but wasn’t able to, so he spat words instead of blood, “You fail to see what I truly want. Take your false lies and fuck off. When I wake up, I’ll still be Lilly’s Voice.” 
 
    
    The Darkness crashed down, enveloping him as every nerve in his body ignited in pain. His very soul felt like it was tearing apart. With a hoarse scream, everything faded into nothingness. 
 
    
    As he faded away, he thought for an instant that he heard someone thanking him. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Cold wetness covered Doc’s forehead and most of his face. With a muffled grunt, Doc reached for the wetness. A hand caught him, then lips found his, pine-flavoring filling his mouth as he kissed the person back. 
 
    
    “Rosa?” Doc asked once the kiss broke, his face still covered. 
 
    
    The cloth was removed, showing Rosa hovering over him. “Thank you, Voice...” Rosa whispered, then kissed him again. 
 
    
    Doc wrapped his arms around the dryad, pulling her onto the bed with him. Having her with him always made him feel better. The kiss was soft, but Rosa moaned, writhing against him as she saw all his thankfulness in his mind. 
 
    
    “Where are the others?” Doc asked when he stopped the kiss. 
 
    
    “Sleeping. It is still early.” 
 
    
    Doc frowned, then really looked around. “Where am I?” 
 
    
    “The guest room. Harrid is sleeping in the living room. I was your caretaker while you were unresponsive. Your mind was a complete blank until just a moment ago.” 
 
    
    “Coma...” Doc murmured. “I used my power too often. It pushed me into a coma.” 
 
    
    Rosa’s eyes scanned his face as she looked through his thoughts. “Yes. I was your… nurse.” 
 
    
    Doc chuckled. That statement brought other images to his mind, and Rosa moaned when she saw them. “Not now, Weed. I want to go see them.” 
 
    
    Rosa was off of him instantly, helping him out of bed. “She is fine, Voice,” Rosa said, answering his question before he could ask it. “She was given a diluted Moondew to help temper her mind. I saw her a few hours ago. What she recalls most is you coming for her. She knows that scary men had her and were hurting her, but then, you were there to save her. Most of the horror has been muted, but she saw you kill men and knows you are capable of that now. She isn’t frightened of you, but she is frightened for you.” 
 
    
    Doc exhaled as he stood up. “At least she isn’t scared of me... I was so worried when I saw her.” 
 
    
    “She remembers Wenn and Lia joining you. Lia escorted her safely back to Daf, who smothered her in love. Daf praised you for acting quickly. Lia… was not happy, nor was Harrid. He was the one who brought you home. He couldn’t keep up with Lia and Wenn when they went to help you.” 
 
    
    “I had to,” Doc whispered as he stared blankly ahead. “Suez would have killed her.” 
 
    
    “Lia knows and understands, but she hated that you went alone. She was glad you thought enough to warn her. They hunkered down just out of sight of the men on the roof and waited for a signal. Your yell from inside had them moving.” 
 
    
    Doc exhaled roughly. “Does she forgive me?” 
 
    
    “Yes, she already has. Your other wives have, as well. They all know you see Posy as your child. It has made them happy that you will be so protective of your future children.” 
 
    
    “Harrid?” 
 
    
    “Still upset. He felt useless. He questions if he is needed or wanted again,” Rosa said as she led him from the room. 
 
    
    “Shit...” 
 
    
    “That is for later, Voice. Now is time for your wives,” Rosa said, taking him by the hand. 
 
    
    Doc let her guide him down the hall and to the master bedroom. She opened the door quietly so they could slip inside. The faintest hint of light could be seen out the window, letting Doc know that it was early morning and not late night. 
 
    
    Lia sat up, then exhaled when she saw two people. “Doc?” 
 
    
    Doc was to the side of the bed in seconds, hugging her hard. “I’m sorry, Lia.” 
 
    
    Lia hugged him back just as forcefully. “You stupid fool... I love you.” Their lips met in a passionate kiss that slowly slackened off to gentle softness. 
 
    
    When they parted, Doc realized that everyone else was awake, too. “I’m sorry for worrying you all, but I had to.” 
 
    
    “You face death too often, Doc,” Fiala whispered. “But, yes, we know. I don’t blame you for wanting to save Posy. Thank you for sending for Lia and Rosa.” 
 
    
    “Not that I was able to help,” Rosa added. “Well... I helped the poor maid. She is not well.” 
 
    
    “Doc, kiss me, please?” Sonya asked, shifting to the side of the bed. 
 
    
    He did as she asked, then kissed each of the others. By the time he finished, he was in bed with them, surrounded by his wives. “I love you. All of you bring me such joy.” 
 
    
    “And we love you,” Fiala whispered, echoed by the others. 
 
    
    “Why did you sleep for over a day?” Sonya asked into the ensuing silence. 
 
    
    Doc explained about stand down, and what would happen if he used it more than once a day, leading to what went on in Suez’s manor. 
 
    
    Lia took his hand when Doc finished. “Your gamble paid off, but it could have gone so wrong...” 
 
    
    “I know,” Doc shuddered. “I know. When I heard shooting outside, I knew you had to be there. Even still... when Wenn bust through the door I almost shot him.” 
 
    
    “Wenn will need your help,” Ayla said. “Even with the potion he had, his left arm isn’t functional right now.” 
 
    
    Doc remembered a vague bit of Wenn with a bloody arm, coming in after Suez was dead. “I’ll see him after breakfast. I owe him.” 
 
    
    “Nicole will be appointing him interim sheriff until the elections,” Sophia said. “We didn’t think you’d object.” 
 
    
    “He’s a good choice,” Doc said. “I’m sure Cassia will be happy.” 
 
    
    “Yes, that will help them,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Should we just get up?” Sonya asked. “I can see the tinge of light on the horizon, and we’re all awake.” 
 
    
    “That might be for the best,” Lia said. “Sonya, we’ll see you downstairs.” 
 
    
    Everyone else left the room, leaving Doc and Sonya alone. 
 
    
    Doc frowned, watching as they all left. “Why?” 
 
    
    “It’s my morning to wake you,” Sonya said softly. “We’re taking turns, remember?” 
 
    
    “Ah, so it’s your alone time, like the others have had,” Doc said in understanding. 
 
    
    “Unless you—?” 
 
    
    Doc kissed her, cutting her off. When he pulled back, he rested his forehead against hers. “I enjoy having time with each of you. Besides, we have a lot of time. That means I can make sure we’re both well-loved.” 
 
    
    Sonya shivered. “I worry that, because it takes me so long to be ready for you, you’ll only favor the others...” 
 
    
    “Never, my sweet dwarf,” Doc murmured. “I love every moment we spend together.” 
 
    
    “I also worry that they’ll get mad with me for getting more time,” Sonya said. 
 
    
    “Have you brought that up?” Doc asked, slipping the straps of her nightgown off her shoulders. 
 
    
    “I will later,” Sonya shivered. “Doc, I will always love you, even if you turned your attention away from me. You’ve already made me as happy as I’ve ever been.” 
 
    
    “Thank you for helping show me that shared love can grow, and isn’t divided among those you love,” Doc whispered, gently easing her onto her back. “Now, relax and let me heat you until we can forge our love anew.” 
 
    
    Sonya giggled at him. “That’s terrible, my love... at the same time, yes, please. I want you to shape me into your perfect woman.” 
 
    
    Doc met her eyes and spoke truthfully. “You already are.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc was smiling when he made it downstairs. “Thanks for sending Rosa up. I’m sure she’ll get Sonya out of bed soon.” 
 
    
    “It was difficult to keep her down here as long as we did,” Fiala snorted. 
 
    
    Harrid shifted uncomfortably in his seat. 
 
    
    “Harrid,” Doc said, sitting across from the dwarf, which wasn’t his usual place, “you’re my guard. I know I’ve done things that upset you, and maybe even make you question why you’re with me. I won’t apologize for the other day, but I’ll do better, and I still want you here.” 
 
    
    Harrid watched him stoically, staying silent for a few seconds after Doc finished talking. “I haven’t done anything useful for you. You fought Kiddum and Suez without me. I’m just a body that has no real purpose for you.” 
 
    
    “Did you do nothing during the ambush?” Lia asked pointedly. 
 
    
    Harrid frowned, then shook his head. “I was helpful there.” 
 
    
    “Do you think there would have been no other attempts if you weren’t there?” Ayla asked firmly. 
 
    
    Harrid paused, clearly considering. 
 
    
    “There would have been,” Sophia said when he didn’t say anything. “He’s rich. The chance for an easy score would be too tempting if not for you.” 
 
    
    “Besides, we feel better with you there,” Fiala added. “It’s an extra layer of comfort for our minds.” 
 
    
    “I’ll be trying my best to let you do more,” Doc said. “I’d rather never have to use a gun again, Harrid. As my wives have pointed out, you’ve kept me alive, protected me from other chances, and make them breathe easier. Any of those by themselves would have me making this point to you, but all of them together means I have to make sure you really understand how grateful we are to you.” 
 
    
    “We are,” Fiala said. 
 
    
    “Every day,” Lia added. 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “We’re grateful,” Sophia finished. 
 
    
    Harrid exhaled slowly. “Okay... I don’t fault you for wanting to save Posy. You could have waited a little longer for us to be ready to help you, though.” 
 
    
    Doc bowed his head. “Maybe. All I saw was Suez mutilating her to a point I couldn’t heal. I can’t replace limbs, and he was threatening to have her feet cut off.” 
 
    
    Harrid grimaced. “I read the letter after the fact. It’s why I stayed until you woke up.” He stood up, extending his hand. “Promise to try?” 
 
    
    Doc smiled, shaking the offered hand. “I promise, Harrid.” 
 
    
    “Oh, good, they’re speaking,” Sonya said as she came into the room with Rosa. “I was going to come put in my opinion, but I guess I don’t have to.” 
 
    
    Doc chuckled. “Glad we did before she made it here. Dwarven women can be a bit stubborn.” 
 
    
    Harrid snorted. “Your wife is the leader in that respect. Making a shaman bow to her will is not a small thing.” 
 
    
    “No, it is not,” Sonya grinned. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-six 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was over, and since the announcement about Nicole wasn’t until noon, Doc went to the Lily. Harrid led him in through the kitchen. Rosa was the last one inside, so she shut the door. 
 
    
    Daf turned around and, seeing Doc, rushed to him, hugging him tightly. “Thank you, Doc... thank you!” 
 
    
    Doc patted her back, holding in his own emotions. “Don’t thank me, Daf. She was taken because of me. They wanted to hurt me, to make me do what they wanted. If not for me, she would never have been in danger.” 
 
    
    Daf thrust him out to arm’s length, hands tight on his arms, glaring at him. “No. I will never blame you. You gave me a lifetime with her. She knows what a father should be like because of you. Because of you, she’s studying harder than ever and is eager to do something with her life.” 
 
    
    Doc swallowed, his eyes glittering with unshed tears. “No, Daf, I—” 
 
    
    “Shut your fool mouth!” Daf snapped. “You are not to blame.” 
 
    
    “I agree,” Rosa said softly. 
 
    
    Doc felt the tears start to fall. “Fine. I’ll try not to blame myself.” 
 
    
    “Good,” Daf sniffled, crushing him into another hug as she cried, too. 
 
    
    “Daf?” Cassia called from the doorway. “Oh, Doc?” 
 
    
    Daf let Doc go, wiping at her face. “I have the soup ready. Let me get the bowl,” she said as she went to get food. 
 
    
    “I’m here to heal Wenn,” Doc said, brushing the tears from his face. 
 
    
    Cassia stared at Doc for a long moment. “I’m very glad you’re here, but also very upset with you, Doc.” 
 
    
    “I don’t blame you. Can I heal him?” 
 
    
    “Yes. Come up to the room with me,” Cassia said. 
 
    
    “Here you go,” Daf said, handing Cassia the tray with a cup of tea and bowl of soup on it. 
 
    
    “Thank you, Daf,” Cassia said as she took the tray. “Follow me.” 
 
    
    Harrid, Rosa, and Doc followed Cassia up to the second floor. Harrid got the door for Cassia, then they waited outside. After a minute, she came back and opened the door for them. Harrid stayed in the hall while Rosa followed Doc into the room. 
 
    
    Wenn was sitting up in bed. His chest was bandaged, but was otherwise uncovered. Sporting a lightly-haired chest and notable muscles, Wenn looked like an action movie star to Doc. “Glad to see you woke up,” Wenn said with a wince as he shifted. “Found the round you missed.” 
 
    
    “I didn’t miss it. It went through me,” Doc said, sitting on the stool beside the bed. “One of my gifts from Luck. It would have killed me, so I can’t say I’d have taken it for you.” 
 
    
    “We both survived,” Wenn grunted. “Here to heal me?” 
 
    
    “I’d like to. Also wanted to thank you for being there.” 
 
    
    “Kidnapping is a crime,” Wenn said. “Kidnapping a little girl is a crime worth death. I was glad to help. Just wish I hadn’t been shot. Then again, it did get me being doted on by Cassia…” 
 
    
    Cassia sniffled. “That’s not funny.” 
 
    
    “You’re right. Sorry, hun,” Wenn said stiffly. “She was upset with me for being hurt, but praised me for helping.” 
 
    
    “Well, for helping save me, I’ll be giving you both a house,” Doc said. “Also, the new mayor is going to make you interim sheriff. The announcement is at noon, so I need to get you on your feet.” 
 
    
    Cassia blinked, not having expected what Doc said. “A house?” 
 
    
    “I was going to sell it to him,” Doc said. “Help him settle down, run for sheriff, raise his son, marry you.” He motioned to the ring on her finger. “Looks like he already asked. But he just risked his life for Posy and me. That deserves the house, because Posy is worth more than that to me.” 
 
    
    Cassia started to cry. 
 
    
    Wenn tried to move, but grunted as his injury pulled. Cassia flung herself onto the bed, curling up next to him. He gathered her to his side, holding her with his one good arm. 
 
    
    “Lady Luck, my good friend Wenn needs your aid,” Doc said softly, letting his gift trigger. Placing one hand on Wenn, he put the other on Rosa’s head, as she had knelt beside him. 
 
    
    Doc kept his face impassive, suddenly knowing what was wrong with Wenn. Bullet made a mess of his humerus just below the shoulder. Must have been engraved, because the muscle all around that is in bad shape, too... acid eaten. I can fix all of that. He discovered that Wenn’s liver was in rough shape, too. All that drinking. Not that I can talk, but I heal myself all the time. Fix that, then the toes he’s broken repeatedly. He’ll be in perfect condition after that. 
 
    
    Doc kept his hands glowing when he finished. “Cassia, can I check on you and the baby, please?” 
 
    
    Cassia nodded, her face buried in Wenn’s chest. 
 
    
    It only took Doc a moment, and then he let the healing go. “You’re both perfect.” He stood up, with Rosa moving to stand behind him. “Wenn, thank you. Cassia, I’ll try to not put him in danger again. Noon at the general store, Wenn, please. We’ll leave you two alone now.” 
 
    
    “Doc, thank you. You did the right thing. Also… thank you for everything,” Wenn said roughly, trying to get his emotions under control. Doc’s healing had infused him with a feeling of a friend waiting for him to recover. 
 
    
    “Thank you, Wenn,” Doc replied before leaving the room behind. 
 
    
    “He’s okay?” Harrid asked once the door shut. 
 
    
    “Fully recovered now,” Doc replied. “I want to check on Posy.” 
 
    
    “Her room is down here,” Rosa said, motioning behind her. 
 
    
    “I don’t know which it is,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Rosa led them down the hall to a door. “This one.” 
 
    
    Doc knocked softly. “Posy?” 
 
    
    A frantic scramble came from inside the room. The door was yanked open a second before Posy hit Doc with her full body. Doc grunted, staggering back a step and grabbing her. Harrid braced him to stop them all from falling. 
 
    
    “Doc!” Posy cried before she burst into tears. 
 
    
    Doc started crying, too, the image of her frightened and in tears filling his mind. Holding her tightly, he prayed that she would never have to endure anything like that ever again. Rosa gently guided them into Posy’s room, then soothed them as they both cried. 
 
    
    Doc was able to master himself after a few minutes. “Hey, you... are you okay?” 
 
    
    “I was so scared,” Posy sniffled, still holding him tightly. “The bad men said they were going to hurt me.” She gave another loud sniffle. “They were going to kill you.” 
 
    
    “They wanted to, but they made a mistake,” Doc said softly, kneeling so her feet touched the floor again. “They took something precious to me.” 
 
    
    Posy cried again, and Doc stroked her hair as he soothed her. 
 
    
    “I went to get you back because you’re loved by everyone here— Lia, Cassia, me, and everyone else. When they said you would be hurt, they made me mad, and I did things I wish I didn’t have to do.” 
 
    
    “To save me?” Posy sniffled. 
 
    
    “All to save a precious little flower whose mother loves her more than anything,” Doc whispered, using the nickname Daf used for her. “A little girl who I think of as a surrogate daughter.” 
 
    
    Posy clutched him tighter. “Thank you...” 
 
    
    “No thanks needed, Posy. You’re precious.” 
 
    
    “Thank you for saving Momma. For being a nice man.” 
 
    
    “Am I still the nice man?” Doc asked softly. 
 
    
    “Yes. You did good. You killed the bad men, like Wenn does.” 
 
    
    Doc eased her back so he could see her face. “It’s okay now. Everyone good is safe. Wenn is healed, and so am I.” He wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Let’s turn that frown upside down, okay?” 
 
    
    Posy’s lips trembled. “That’s still silly.” 
 
    
    “So am I,” Doc said, wiping her cheeks clear again. 
 
    
    “You’re okay?” Posy asked softly. “I heard you were sleepy. Deep sleepy.” 
 
    
    “I’m feeling much better,” Doc said. “I have a little time before I have to go do stuff. Would you like to study with Rosa and me?” 
 
    
    “Yes!” Posy beamed. She looked out the door to where Harrid was. “You can come study, too.” 
 
    
    Harrid hesitated, then bowed to her. “I would, but I have to stay on watch, miss. Please forgive me.” 
 
    
    “Okay. You watch,” Posy nodded as she finally let Doc go. “I’ll get my books.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    Doc left the Lily with Harrid, Wenn, and Lia walking in front of him. Rosa walked beside him with her head down, acting mindless, and Sonya, Fiala, Ayla, and Sophia strode confidently behind Doc. People filled the streets down by the general store. A small stage had been erected in the alley between it and the stables. 
 
    
    Looking at the crowd as they approached, Doc could see a variety of emotions. There was disdain and hatred directed at the bestials in the crowd by some. Laughter and smiles came from most of the younger children as they darted among the adults. 
 
    
    It’s far from the entire town, but it’s still a good portion of it, Doc thought as people became aware of them. 
 
    
    They climbed onto the small stage with Nicole and the two former deputies. The crowd quieted down as everyone looked at Doc, waiting for him to speak, which was why everyone was surprised when Nicole stepped forward. 
 
    
    “Ladies, gentlemen, and children of Deep Gulch, thank you for coming out to hear about the new mayor and the plans they have for the town,” Nicole began, looking over the crowd. “The governor decided on something that most will consider radical— he appointed me, Nicole Penderghast, as mayor of Deep Gulch.” 
 
    
    The crowd stared at her, clearly in shock. 
 
    
    “Before you all worry, I have already worked with the biggest company in the area to secure their help in making life better here. Luck’s Holdings,” she motioned toward Doc and his wives, “has agreed to fund some public works for us. The first is improved water and sanitation. It’ll create more jobs in the short and long term, giving some of you the help you need to keep food on your table. The next biggest addition being funded by them is going to be the creation of a real school. The Beaverton family will build a schoolhouse that will be the envy of the state. It will be staffed with educators who will do their best to teach our youth so they have a greater chance of doing more as they grow. The last current public work they are embarking on for the community is bringing a new doctor to town, one who will see anyone and everyone as needed. After exhaustive conversations with them, we will see a couple of doctors operating out of the same clinic that will be built, making it even likelier for you to get the help you need.” 
 
    
    The crowd hadn’t stayed quiet; they’d been having small conversations about what Nicole was saying. By the time she finished, there was a lot of excitement and hope on the faces of most people. 
 
    
    “Now, for some somber news,” Nicole said, raising her hand to get them to quiet down, “our sheriff died the other day. He had gone with Marshal Hickinbotham to confront Suez over a known kidnapping. During the ensuing dispute, Sheriff Grange was killed while he struck down Suez.” 
 
    
    Doc kept his face blank, wondering why they’d concocted the fake story. He looked at Lia, who gave him a small shrug. 
 
    
    Wenn, seeing the movement, lowered his head and whispered to Doc, “We know the truth, but this story will help the town accept the change easier. Saying he was a kidnapper and you killed him would have them torn over what’s true or not.” 
 
    
    “I see...” Doc mumbled. 
 
    
    “In his place, we have asked Marshal Hickinbotham to take over the position until the next election,” Nicole went on. “Marshal?” 
 
    
    Wenn stepped forward as she stepped back. “Ladies and gentlemen, most of you haven’t actually met me. I’m Wennwood Hickinbotham. All of my family have been lawmen for generations. While Grange and I disagreed at times, we also agreed about how important the law was. I will do my best to guard the law during my tenure as your sheriff. This town doesn’t have much crime, and I expect even less now that a criminal element has been removed. I will do my best to make a safe haven for your families to thrive.” 
 
    
    The crowd applauded him, and many conversations were whispered as people debated Wenn as sheriff. Wenn stepped back, nodding to Nicole, who stepped forward again. 
 
    
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Nicole called, waiting for them to quiet again, “I will be more available than the last mayor was. My office is two streets off Main to the west. If you wish to speak with me about the town, my door will be open from nine to noon every day for anyone.” She smiled as a commotion went through the crowd at the idea of being able to bring their concerns directly to the mayor. Glancing at Doc, who’d been the one to mention it to her, she smiled and gave him a small nod. 
 
    
    People always love having the ear of the person in charge, even when it means nothing. Nicole will at least listen and, if they have real ideas, she might even try them. 
 
    
    “We’ll let the owner of Luck’s Holdings have a few minutes. Mr. Holyday?” 
 
    
    Doc stepped forward and waited for the crowd to settle down again. “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s good to see you all. It strikes me that we stand here in a mixed crowd, in peace as we listen to how things will improve in the future.” He looked from those casting dismissive glances at the bestials to the bestials, dwarves, and others that filled out the crowd. “This is what I would like our community to be: a gathering of people who can and will live peacefully with each other.” 
 
    
    Some of those who’d been casting sneers suddenly looked away as others looked around. 
 
    
    “Ms. Penderghast has told you the start of what Luck’s Holdings is doing to make our community a better place, but we will do more in the future. I honestly want this community to shine out for all to see. People from all over will want to live here. They will come for the chance to grow with us. As we grow, we’ll do more to make life better here.” 
 
    
    “What about the church?” someone asked from the crowd. 
 
    
    Doc hesitated, then bowed his head. “For those who haven’t heard, I’m a faith healer. I’ve used the power of Lady Luck, a goddess, to heal those who’ve come to me. It’s true the church and I are likely to have some problems.” 
 
    
    “McIan will see you burn, heretic!” a man shouted, pushing forward in the crowd. 
 
    
    “The preacher and I have had discussions,” Doc said. “He’s been showing me the word of Apoc. I believe in the near future, he and I will have another conversation.” 
 
    
    “There won’t be words; only the purification of fire for you, false god lover!” the man howled in righteous fury. 
 
    
    Doc sighed, shaking his head. “I’m sorry to everyone else here. I guess my presence is too much for some. Mayor?” 
 
    
    Doc stepped back as Nicole stepped forward again. “Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I’ll be going straight to work, and I’ll be ready to hear concerns starting tomorrow.” 
 
    
    “I have a concern!” the man yelled at her. “Anything touched by a false god is heretical to the church. Wouldn’t all the ‘help’ done by him be the same?” 
 
    
    Nicole glared at him. “Why would it? Money is neither good nor evil. It’s just a tool used to indicate value. He isn’t going to the locations and blessing them— he’s just funding them.” 
 
    
    The religious man hesitated, clearly unready for her to talk back. 
 
    
    “Have a good day, everyone,” Nicole said as she waved to the crowd, then left with the others. 
 
    
    The man stood there, glaring at the stage as people began to leave. Muttering under his breath, he went storming off toward the church. 
 
    
    The group on the stage went down the alley, nodding to the two young men who were ready to break the stage apart. Doc felt tension in his shoulders. He knew the confrontation with McIan was coming closer. 
 
    
    “Doc,” Nicole said, pausing at the junction behind the general store, “I’m confiscating all of Suez’s goods. We’d looked earlier, but there’s no record of next of kin. Since he died during a crime with no next of kin, I can confiscate his holdings. Those holdings can be sold to generate revenue for the town.” 
 
    
    “We’ll buy them,” Doc said. “Ayla?” 
 
    
    “I’ve already worked it out,” Ayla said. “As soon as she told me she could, we moved to get the numbers right.” 
 
    
    “It’s all legal, too,” Sophia said. “Mother and I worked on it. If anyone objects, Nicole has the paperwork needed to prove she was legally able to do so.” 
 
    
    “Which means Doc owns the majority of the town, or at least holds the deeds for the majority of it,” Sonya said softly. 
 
    
    “All businesses get the same deal we’ve given others,” Doc said. “Personal homes, lower the interest rate, and let them have the chance to pay off their debts. I want Suez’s home razed. That place felt wrong to me... Have trustworthy people go over what’s left. If anything bad is found, set it in the wilds where Rosa’s sister can get it when she is reborn.” 
 
    
    “I will create a place for any relics of the Darkness to be stored,” Rosa nodded. “Mother can break them down in time.” 
 
    
    “What about the preacher?” Wenn asked. 
 
    
    “I’ve been putting him off this entire time,” Doc sighed. “Now, the bill is going to come due. I’d prefer to handle it without fanfare, but my fake deal with him doesn’t allow for that. He expects me to come, hat in hand, to repent for my ways, turning over all my wealth and Rosa to him to be saved. In return, he promised to make my wives docile playthings and let everyone know that I’ve been ‘redeemed.’” 
 
    
    Lia’s eyebrow went up. “You never mentioned that part, Doc.” 
 
    
    “I don’t know how he thinks he could do it,” Doc said. “It sounded fake to me.” 
 
    
    “What do you plan to do?” Nicole asked. 
 
    
    “I’d prefer to meet him without a crowd,” Doc shrugged. “What can I do? I don’t know. What can he do? I don’t know. I know he corrupted Sophia’s father’s soul so he died, which means McIan has some power, but what would a conflict between us look like?” Doc shrugged again. 
 
    
    “You going head-to-head with him will make news,” Wenn said. 
 
    
    “Yeah, which is why I’ll be leaving town after that. I need to spread Luck’s name more as it is, but if the church does come looking for me, they’ll have to find me.” 
 
    
    “And we’ll be going with him,” Lia said. “That’s another reason we’d like you to stay Wenn. We know you’ll not kneel to the church.” 
 
    
    “Not considering how they view my wife and soon-to-be son,” Wenn snorted. 
 
    
    “I should go home for now,” Doc said. “I might buy a day or two while trying to understand what I can do against McIan.” 
 
    
    “That reminds me,” Sonya said, “Rangvald didn’t leave the other day. He was worried about you. We should send him news. We were so busy earlier that we didn’t.” 
 
    
    “Send him word and he can come to the house,” Doc said. 
 
    
    They said their goodbyes, splitting into separate groups as they went their own ways. Doc was quiet as he thought about the next problem of McIan. His wives walked around him, worried for him and what might come. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-eight 
 
      
 
    “Afternoon, Rangvald,” Doc greeted the dwarf. “Elders, it’s good to see you all, too.” 
 
    
    “We had to come see if you recovered, Shaman,” Becker said, taking a seat. 
 
    
    “It was very concerning to hear you had lapsed into a coma,” Koch added. “When word came that you had woken, we wished to see if you were fully recovered.” 
 
    
    “I am very glad to see that you are,” Greta added. 
 
    
    “Let me get drinks for everyone,” Sonya said as she went to get a pitcher of ale from the cellar. 
 
    
    “We were very concerned,” Rangvald said. “Your wives only said that you were unharmed, but in a coma.” 
 
    
    “Well, there’s a long story here,” Doc sighed. “Let Sonya bring back the drinks and I’ll explain it.” 
 
    
    “Only two wives at home?” Becker asked. “I would have thought they would all be here.” 
 
    
    “Lia is taking care of the Lily, and Ayla and Sophia are working on business things. Fiala and Sonya are normally together,” Doc replied while stroking Rosa’s hair. 
 
    
    “Hmm... so they are sure you are fine, then,” Greta nodded. “Good. If they were concerned, they would be here.” 
 
    
    “Two of them are,” Koch countered. 
 
    
    “We normally are,” Fiala said. “I take care of the house most days. Sonya helps unless she’s doing something for Doc.” 
 
    
    “Ah,” Koch said, a bit chagrined. 
 
    
    “I’ll be taking Elder Ironbeard out to the mine with me tomorrow,” Rangvald told Doc. “As long as you’re still good with that?” 
 
    
    “That’s fine. I’ll likely be heading to Furden in the near future. Having him and his clan friendlier would be good.” 
 
    
    “Elder Ironbeard has been very receptive to what we have had to say,” Becker said. “I believe you will find his clan friendly to you.” 
 
    
    “I have the ale. Fiala, do you have mugs?” Sonya asked, coming up from the cellar. 
 
    
    “Yes,” Fiala smiled. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc had just sat down again after seeing the dwarves out when a knock came on the door. Sonya was closer than Rosa, so she went to answer it. Her voice carried to them in the dining room, “Preacher, how can I help you?” 
 
    
    “I am here to see your husband, Mrs. Holyday.” 
 
    
    “Of course,” Sonya said. “Please, follow me.” 
 
    
    Rosa went prone next to Doc, taking up the position she normally did when McIan was present. Fiala’s face went white, and she quickly began filling a kettle for tea. 
 
    
    “Husband, Preacher McIan is here to speak with you,” Sonya announced as she came into view. 
 
    
    McIan gave Doc a long look as he went to the table and took a seat across from Doc. “Holyday, I’ve heard things have progressed.” 
 
    
    “Ladies,” Doc said, using a brisk tone, “why don’t you go visit Lia? Harrid, go keep them safe.” 
 
    
    Harrid nodded stiffly, then went to the back door, clearly waiting for them. 
 
    
    Fiala was about to object, but she bowed her head when she saw Doc’s hand discreetly give her a thumbs up. “Of course, husband,” Fiala said. “You haven’t been well, though... are you sure?” 
 
    
    “I’m fine,” Doc said, a bit colder. “Go. Oh, and take the dryad with you. Tell Lia she needs more blood.” 
 
    
    “Of course,” Sonya said, reaching down to tap Rosa’s head. “Come. Follow.” 
 
    
    Rosa moved mechanically, keeping her head bowed as she followed her. Fiala left the kettle on the stove as she went with the other two, turning back at the door. 
 
    
    “Husband, the kettle is on so you can finish making tea if you wish.” 
 
    
    “Fine. Thank you,” Doc said dismissively. When the door shut, Doc sighed. “Preacher, it’s good to see you.” 
 
    
    “Is it?” McIan asked. 
 
    
    “Yes, very much,” Doc said, slumping in his seat. 
 
    
    “You killed Suez.” 
 
    
    “Wenn killed Suez, which frankly worked out well for us. Suez was failing to do as he should have.” 
 
    
    “I don’t believe the story I’ve heard,” McIan snorted. “We both know Grange had gone to Suez, so he would never have helped the marshal.” 
 
    
    “True,” Doc agreed. “Suez kidnapped Posy, the little rabbit girl. Grange was the one who grabbed her. They gave me a note telling me to go to Suez’s manor. They wanted everything and would have killed me after I signed off. I sent word to the marshal before I went, though. When Wenn showed up, the shooting started. By the end of it, Wenn and I were still alive, and they were dead.” 
 
    
    McIan stared at Doc. “Hmm... so Grange was part of it?” 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    “Yet the public is being told he wasn’t.” 
 
    
    “No reason to split the town over his misdeeds. Wenn will be a good stopgap as sheriff until you can arrange for one supported by the church. He won’t try to wrest the town from you, at least.” 
 
    
    “He has been known to sleep with the beasts. Is that true?” McIan asked. 
 
    
    “He favored one of the women at the Lily,” Doc replied. “I believe he still sees her.” 
 
    
    “Is he a pious man, do you think? He’s never come to church.” 
 
    
    “I don’t know,” Doc sighed. “Maybe? Aren’t most lawmen atheists?” 
 
    
    “There is that,” McIan snorted. “Very well. Now, when are you going to end this charade?” 
 
    
    “We could do it soon,” Doc said, struggling some to sit up. “Sorry. I was wounded in the shootout and had to tax myself greatly to heal.” 
 
    
    “I see,” McIan said, giving Doc an appraising look. 
 
    
    “I want it done for maximum effect,” Doc said. “If I come in weak, people will always wonder if that was why I turned to the church. If I give it a few days to fully recover and come to you at full strength, then there would never be any doubt.” The kettle began to whistle, making Doc sigh. “Dammit.” 
 
    
    “Stay seated. I shall assist,” McIan said, standing up. He removed the kettle from the stove, bringing it and two cups to the table. “Where is the sugar and butter?” 
 
    
    “The setting should be just inside the pantry there,” Doc pointed. 
 
    
    McIan retrieved the tea service tray and set it on the table. Pouring tea for them both, McIan asked, “You want more time?” 
 
    
    “I believe it would have a greater impact,” Doc said. “No sugar or butter for me.” 
 
    
    “Hmm... It might, at that. What became of Suez’s properties?” 
 
    
    “I’m not sure. Wenn might know the legality of things.” 
 
    
    “Have you seen Karmin about fixing the contract?” McIan said as he fixed his cup. 
 
    
    “I was going to do that tomorrow,” Doc sighed after sipping his tea. “At least she knows how much tea to put in the kettle.” 
 
    
    “Very well. I will give you three days,” McIan said, sipping from his cup. “What about these public works I was told about? How will that affect your holdings?” 
 
    
    “I had Ayla separate out the costs already. There’s a separate account for that money. When I go to you, all those good deeds can become church projects which will, again, spread your name.” 
 
    
    McIan’s lips twitched up as he drank more tea. “Yes, I can work with that. Three days and our charade comes to an end. I had doubts about you to start with, but you have been a good foil.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Preacher. I’m so glad to have a man of faith who could see my plan,” Doc smiled, then winced. With a grunt, he shifted slightly. “Without you being who you are, my whole plan might have come to ruin.” 
 
    
    “Not just anyone can become a preacher,” McIan chuckled. 
 
    
    “Soon, you will move on from this backwater,” Doc said with a hint of envy. “Back to where people know the right way.” 
 
    
    “That is true. You know Holyday, you should come back with me. You could speak on my behalf, and the church can show you as an example. A false believer saved from the demons and brought back to the fold.” 
 
    
    Doc shifted forward, then coughed roughly, his cup splashing a little as he set it down quickly. With a grimace, Doc wheezed. “Do you mean that, Preacher? You think I could be of further help?” 
 
    
    “Yes,” McIan said, trying to gain more height as he sat up as straight as he could. “I will see you in a few days. Rest, recover, then come to the church where I can work the right blessings to help us both.” 
 
    
    Doc panted as he bowed his head. “I will come, Preacher. Thank you.” 
 
    
    McIan chuckled lightly. “Of course, my son. It shall be a great day. A great day, indeed.” 
 
    
    Doc stayed where he was while McIan walked out of the house. He waited another minute after hearing the door shut to exhale. Yes, Preacher... it will be a great day for me, but not you, Doc thought as he got up to get a rag. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    When Fiala, Sonya, and Rosa came home an hour later, Doc asked Harrid to excuse them. Harrid understood, and had no desire to be there when they were going to the master bedroom. 
 
    
    By the time everyone made it home, Fiala and Sonya were cooking, both wearing bright smiles. Rosa knelt beside Lia, kissing the elf’s knee in happiness. Harrid was nursing an ale, glad that nothing had happened to Doc during his time away. Sophia and Ayla were just taking their seats at the table, the last to return. 
 
    
    “We got the properties owed to you from the bet, Doc,” Sophia said. “Once Nicole was told, she signed them over. The rest of the properties are in the works to be bought out by us.” 
 
    
    “It’ll make a dent in the net I had in place, but this should be the last big expenditure for the valley,” Ayla said. “I made sure we have three years of operating costs set aside.” 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Doc told them, making sure to catch both of their eyes. “You have both made things much easier for me.” 
 
    
    The pair grinned and shared a smile with each other. 
 
    
    “For my news,” Doc sighed, “McIan came to visit. I bought myself three more days with a tale of being weakened by Suez. That doesn’t give us long, but it does give us a little bit of time.” 
 
    
    “Do we have a plan?” Ayla asked. 
 
    
    “Not really. I have no idea what a preacher might be able to do or how they would prove a faith healer false. That’s what we need to do: look into those two things. This is going to be a full-blown confrontation at the church.” 
 
    
    “Dangerous,” Lia said softly. “He’ll be at his strongest there.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, but it bought us the time,” Doc said. “I also need to go get a fake contract from Karmin. That was part of my bluff, so not tomorrow, but the day after, I’ll have to go talk to him. Because none of you know what I’m doing.” 
 
    
    “He’ll think it’s a real contract and he’ll make you one,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “Yes, which is why you’ll make me another fake one,” Doc said. “I’m going to burn his and replace it with yours, as I know yours will have escape clauses.” 
 
    
    Sophia nodded. “I’ll get one to reflect our current holdings. Ayla, I’ll need you to work with me.” 
 
    
    “Always,” Ayla smiled softly, touching her hand. “We’ll get it done tomorrow.” 
 
    
    “Lia, let Posy know that I won’t be over for a few days. She knows how to handle the people who come to see me for healing.” 
 
    
    “I will,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Harrid, I’m sorry for sending you off again,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “I understood, Doc. It’s why I didn’t fight it. He thinks I have no idea, like your wives.” 
 
    
    “Exactly. Thank you. After our talk this morning, I felt a little bad about it.” 
 
    
    “It’s fine,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “I’ll look at the dwarven records tomorrow,” Sonya said. 
 
    
    “I’ll ask my mother about records of faith healers being disproved,” Sophia said. “She might have a book or two.” 
 
    
    “I can’t help from the elven side of things,” Lia sighed. “We didn’t keep books.” 
 
    
    “It’s fine,” Doc said, covering her hand with his. 
 
    
    “Dinner will be ready shortly,” Fiala said. “No matter what happens, Doc, we’ll be with you.” 
 
    
    Doc felt his heart warm, but also tremble, at the thought of his wives being beside him when he met with McIan. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-nine 
 
      
 
    Doc led Ayla and Sophia down to breakfast. “Good morning,” he greeted the room. 
 
    
    “Morning to you, as well,” Lia smirked. “You made it in time for food.” 
 
    
    “Which is good,” Fiala giggled. “I made biscuits and gravy this morning, and Sonya made sausage and eggs.” 
 
    
    “A solid breakfast,” Doc agreed, sitting the two with him before taking his own seat. 
 
    
    “Doc, will you look at the maid today?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “The maid?” Doc asked, lost for a second. 
 
    
    “Suez’s maid. She’s staying at the Lily. I don’t blame her for wanting out of the manor.” 
 
    
    “Oh, right. Someone said she wasn’t doing well.” 
 
    
    “That was me, Voice,” Rosa said, laying her head on his knee. “I did what I could to calm her mind, but her body isn’t something I can help with. Together, we might be able to.” 
 
    
    Doc remembered the young woman who’d aged prematurely, and the limp she’d had when Doc had seen her last. “Yeah, we’ll go over after breakfast.” 
 
    
    Sonya and Fiala set breakfast on the table, letting everyone serve themselves. Conversation lapsed as people ate, with compliments to the cooks being the only words spoken until the meal ended. 
 
    
    Doc sighed as he pushed his cleaned plate away. “I feel good. Everyone is going to work on the stuff we talked about last night?” 
 
    
    “I’m going straight over to the clan hall,” Sonya nodded. 
 
    
    “We’ll be going to Mother’s,” Sophia said, her hand on Ayla’s. “After that, we’ll work on the other things.” 
 
    
    “I’ll be going over to the Lily with you, Doc,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Oh,” Ayla said, grabbing her folder and pulling out some papers. “Here. The deeds for Wenn and Peabody. Peabody knows the price and agreed to transfer the funds when he gets the deed.” 
 
    
    Doc took the two papers, placing each into different pockets to not get them confused. “I’ll take care of these. Actually, I shouldn’t be seen going to the bank.” Pulling Peabody’s deed back out, he handed it to Fiala. “Can you run an errand for me, please?” 
 
    
    Fiala smiled gently as she took it from him. “Always. It feels nice being able to help.” 
 
    
    “I’m going to invite Posy over to study here today, too,” Doc said. “If you want to make snacks for that, I won’t complain.” 
 
    
    “I will,” Fiala laughed. 
 
    
    Everyone got up and shared kisses before they split apart, heading their separate ways. Harrid led Lia, Rosa, and Doc to the Lily. As they passed the outhouses, Doc glanced at the one that had been shot. 
 
    
    “Did that one get cleaned up?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Yes,” Lia replied. “We even had the holes patched as best we could.” 
 
    
    “Okay.” 
 
    
    “Good morning, ladies,” Lia announced as she entered the building. 
 
    
    The cooks greeted her back, with Daf giving them a happy smile. “Are you here to study with Posy again, Doc?” 
 
    
    “I was going to invite her over,” Doc said. “As far as the town knows, I’m recovering. Having gone out yesterday taxed me.” 
 
    
    “Ah, okay,” Daf said. “She seems recovered from her ordeal. I thought she’d have nightmares over it.” 
 
    
    “I helped,” Lia said. “Are you having nightmares about her being abducted, Daf?” 
 
    
    Daf looked down. “Yes...” 
 
    
    “I’ll bring you something,” Lia said gently, moving to hold her friend. “I should have before. I’m sorry.” 
 
    
    “You had worries of your own,” Daf sniffled. “I understand.” 
 
    
    Doc went over and put his hand on Daf’s shoulder. “Maybe, but we still want to help our friends, too.” 
 
    
    “Thank you.” 
 
    
    Lia went to get a shot of Moondew for Daf while Doc went upstairs. He knocked on Cassia’s door, then waited. No one answered, and he sighed. 
 
    
    Turning to Harrid, he held out the other deed. “Cassia is working downstairs and Wenn is likely over at the sheriff’s office. Can you run this down to Cassia?” 
 
    
    “I can,” Harrid chuckled, taking the deed. 
 
    
    “I’ll just be stopping in to see Posy, if she’s in her room,” Doc snorted. 
 
    
    Harrid left to run the errand while Doc and Rosa went down to Posy’s door. 
 
    
    Posy opened her door a minute after Doc knocked. “Can I h… Doc?” 
 
    
    “Hey, you. Not working today?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Momma said to take the day off.” 
 
    
    “Smart woman, your mother,” Doc smiled, then crouched down. “I won’t be over for healing for a few days, so let the people who stop by know that, okay?” 
 
    
    “I will, but why?” 
 
    
    “I’m recovering, as far as McIan knows, and I need to keep it that way. Today, since I’ll be home all day, I wanted to see if you wanted to come study.” 
 
    
    Posy hugged him. “Yes!” 
 
    
    Doc chuckled, patting her back. “Okay. I’ll be heading back after I see the maid from Suez’s house. Get your things together. We’ll be going out the kitchen door.” 
 
    
    “Okay,” Posy said, letting him go. She rushed off to start gathering her books. 
 
    
    Standing up, Doc grinned at her, then looked at Rosa. “Do you know where the maid is?” 
 
    
    “Your old room,” Rosa told him. “Lia let me know.” 
 
    
    “Let’s go,” Doc said, heading for the stairs. 
 
    
    It didn’t take long to reach the correct room. Doc knocked gently. “Miss, do you have a minute?” 
 
    
    Someone moved about in the room, and a faint voice called through the door, “A moment.” 
 
    
    Doc waited patiently as Rosa stood behind him, her head bowed. 
 
    
    The door opened a moment later and the woman inside bowed her head to him. “Please come in, sir.” 
 
    
    Doc took a seat in the chair while the former maid fidgeted, then took a seat on the bed. 
 
    
    “Miss, I’m Doc Holyday, a faith healer,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “I know who you are, sir. Mr. Suez hated you. He spoke of you often and how you were thwarting his plans.” 
 
    
    “Forgive me,” Doc said gently. “I don’t recall your name. I know he called on you during the incident.” 
 
    
    The woman flinched as she thought back to the shootout. “Marium Wood, sir.” 
 
    
    “Marium, you were a young woman when I first met you,” Doc said softly. “Did Suez hurt you?” 
 
    
    Marium swallowed hard, then nodded. 
 
    
    “Can I see if I can help?” Doc asked, holding out his hand. “Lady Luck, this young woman has been hurt by an evil man. Please, show her your kindness.” 
 
    
    Marium’s eyes widened when she saw the green energy coating his hands. “What…?” 
 
    
    “My goddess’ energy can heal many things. I don’t know if it can help, but we can try.” 
 
    
    Hands shaking, Marium licked her lips, then thrust her hand into Doc’s. She gasped— she’d expected to be burned, but instead, she felt welcoming warmth that seeped into her. 
 
    
    Doc inhaled slowly as he was told of her condition. Aged prematurely. I can feel the traces of Darkness lingering in her body. Whip scars on her back... knife wounds to her leg are making her limp. Suez and his men hurt her badly... but we can fix that, at least. With a deep breath, Doc placed his other hand on Rosa’s head and drew from her as he started to heal Marium. 
 
    
    Marium shivered as she felt the energy fill her. The coldness she’d felt since Suez had done things to her faded, replaced by the comforting warmth she was feeling now. Closing her eyes, she relaxed. It felt like being back on the farm, waking up with the dogs cuddled around her. 
 
    
    Doc didn’t rush, letting the energy work as needed. The physical ailments were the first ones he fixed— her scars were removed, and her leg was fully healed. Driving the remnants of the Darkness out took longer, and Doc knew it was taxing Rosa more than she had been in some time. 
 
    
    Exhaling, Doc opened his eyes again. “All done.” 
 
    
    Marium opened her light blue eyes, wiping away the tears she felt. “It felt so nice...” 
 
    
    Doc smiled at her. “It didn’t do as much as I hoped, but it did more than I feared. Do you have a mirror?” 
 
    
    Going to the chest at the foot of the bed, she dug out a small hand mirror. Gasping, she looked at herself. She was younger— not as young as she should be, but still younger than she had looked that morning. 
 
    
    “You…?” 
 
    
    “Did as much as I could,” Doc said. “Sorry I couldn’t do more.” 
 
    
    “No!” Marium said, spinning to face him. “Thank you...” 
 
    
    “You’re welcome, Marium. I fixed the scars and your leg, as well. All the physical trauma I could fix has been. How are you mentally?” 
 
    
    Marium blinked at him slowly, then went back to the bed and sat again. “I… had nightmares again last night... that he was coming for me... to do what he did to the others.” 
 
    
    “Others?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “The manor used to have a full staff,” Marium shuddered. “They all went to his room, one by one, and never came out.” 
 
    
    “That place is going to be razed,” Doc told her. “No more evil will ever take place there. I’ll let Wenn know he should look around for more bodies.” 
 
    
    “Doc, may I help her?” Rosa asked softly. 
 
    
    Marium jerked, her eyes going wide when Rosa spoke. “She…?!” 
 
    
    “Can help, if you allow it,” Doc said gently. “She’s a companion of mine.” 
 
    
    “But dryads… kill people,” Marium whispered. 
 
    
    “I used to,” Rosa nodded. “Then Doc found me and showed me how to help, instead.” 
 
    
    Marium’s fear ebbed slightly. Her eyes darted to Doc, then back to Rosa. “What will you do?” 
 
    
    “The drink you were given to calm you before,” Rosa explained, “is made of my essence. I can give you the raw nectar, which is more potent. It might cause you to forget some of your recent trauma, as well as stop the nightmares.” 
 
    
    Marium started to breathe a little faster. “Promise?” 
 
    
    “No,” Rosa said gently. “I will do my best, though, as Doc wants to help you. His wish is my fervent desire, which means helping you is my desire.” 
 
    
    “Can she?” Marium asked Doc with hope. 
 
    
    “If you want her to help, yes,” Doc said. “Just lay back and... uh... try not to be shocked?” 
 
    
    Marium reclined on the bed, breathing quickly as she waited. Rosa rose slowly, moving to the bed and sitting beside the reclined maid. The two locked eyes before Rosa lowered her mouth to Marium’s. They locked lips for a long moment and Doc shifted, wondering if this was really a good idea. 
 
    
    Rosa slowly lifted her head, breaking the kiss. Marium snored lightly as soon as the kiss was broken. “She will sleep most of today,” Rosa said softly. 
 
    
    “Thank you, Weed,” Doc murmured. Standing up, he pulled her into a hug. “After Posy leaves, I will help refill you.” 
 
    
    Rosa shivered in his arms. “Please, Voice... She took much from me.” 
 
    
    “Don’t worry. We need you filled again for when we see McIan,” Doc whispered, stroking her back through her sundress. “Come on. The sooner we study, the sooner you get what you want.” 
 
    
    “You could give me some here,” Rosa moaned lightly. “She won’t wake.” 
 
    
    “No. You wait until I say. I would feel bad if you’re wrong and she wakes up. Follow like a good girl and, later, you’ll be filled repeatedly.” 
 
    
    Rosa panted, closing her eyes as she tried to calm down enough to take on her act. 
 
    
    Doc gave her a moment, stroking her back and blanking his mind so she could. 
 
    
    “I’m fine now,” Rosa exhaled a shuddering breath. “Thank you, Doc.” 
 
    
    “Put your mask on, and let’s go,” Doc whispered, kissing her cheek. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc finished getting dressed. Alone in the room, he wondered if his wives had found anything that could help with McIan. Rosa had been very happy to get time with him, even when Fiala joined them and made her sit and just watch for a bit. 
 
    
    My wives will always make me happy, Doc thought as he got his boots on. I can’t imagine this life without them. 
 
    
    “How is everyone?” Doc asked when he made it downstairs. 
 
    
    “Good,” Lia smiled, petting Rosa’s head. “I spoke with the maid, Marium, before coming home. She’s much better. I’m at a bit of a loss as to what we can do to help her now.” 
 
    
    “If she knows how to be a maid, we can see if Lotus can take her on at the Springs,” Ayla suggested. 
 
    
    “I’d suggest us, but we don’t need a maid, and it would get even more awkward here,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “How about Cassia and Wenn?” Sonya asked. “They have a new house, and Cassia is expecting. With her and Wenn both working, maybe a maid would be exactly what they need.” 
 
    
    “That’s a possibility,” Lia agreed. “If not her, perhaps Peabody? We know he would never abuse her. Heather would hate him if he did.” 
 
    
    “A solid second choice,” Fiala smiled. “Can she do the job, though?” 
 
    
    “She can,” Rosa said. “She was helping with the job, then doing it alone. Lia, you should tell Cassia that Wenn needs to search Suez’s manor. He killed the rest of the staff, presumably by draining them like he did his companions. The bodies will probably be there somewhere. That will help paint Suez in a worse light.” 
 
    
    “I’ll pass it along,” Lia said. “That man was worse than I thought.” 
 
    
    “Complete scum,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “He really was,” Doc nodded. 
 
    
    “I found some information about the church disproving shamans, Doc,” Sonya said when the conversation lulled for a moment. 
 
    
    “Okay. What do I need to know?” 
 
    
    “They would bring a sick person with them and challenge the shaman to heal them. Most of the time, the shaman was unable to. Then, the preacher would do it, proving Apoc as superior.” 
 
    
    “Likely had stitched the Darkness into them,” Doc said. “Not sure about curing them, though. Maybe they can remove it as easily, or suppress it so the sick person feels better? Hmm...” 
 
    
    “The tomes my mother had showed the same for faith healers,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “For shamans, there were other tests. They called on nature, and it did not work for the shaman, but worked fine for the preacher,” Sonya added. “In those stories, it was always destructive magics, like lightning from the sky.” 
 
    
    “Which makes sense for the Darkness. It’s all about destruction and death,” Doc sighed. 
 
    
    “In one of the books, there was a faith healer who healed the sick person,” Sophia said. “The preacher was gracious about it, but the next day, the faith healer was found dead with no wounds on their body. The preacher said that proved the faith healer false, as the healer had just used too much of his energy, not a connection to a god.” 
 
    
    “Probably poisoned,” Doc grunted. 
 
    
    “None of this sounds promising,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “Maybe, maybe not. We could force him to produce a sick person and heal them. With Rosa beside me, I can heal anything I’ve encountered so far. Even without Rosa, I can cure a lot, even soul corruption. I’d just need to refill from her.” 
 
    
    “That doesn’t discredit him. It just shows you as being a faith healer,” Fiala said. 
 
    
    “Yeah, which doesn’t get rid of him,” Doc sighed. “I mean, the only other option is… bloody.” 
 
    
    “They’ll try to kill us eventually,” Lia said softly. “You, at least, but probably all of us.” 
 
    
    “But should we be the aggressors?” Fiala asked. 
 
    
    “We just need him to attack Doc,” Sonya said. 
 
    
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Ayla said. “We don’t want Doc to get hurt.” 
 
    
    “Self-defense would work out well, as long as there were witnesses to it,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “Can we turn public opinion fully to Doc?” Harrid asked. “Make McIan so mad that he lashes out in public? Or just minimize him so much that no one looks to him?” 
 
    
    “Do to him what the church has done to shamans?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    “The public, for the most part, really liked the announcements about the town,” Sophia said. “We could see about buying up debts and giving them better deals. It’s hard to hate someone who has personally helped you.” 
 
    
    “That feels like I’m buying their affection. As soon as that dries up, they’ll question everything,” Doc said. “They helped before, so why not now? Helping the town as a whole is fine, but let’s not go with the other option.” 
 
    
    “We could frame the question of why the church never helped the town or spoke out against the mass murderer?” Ayla suggested. 
 
    
    “Could work, but we would probably need more than three days. If I don’t do what he wants... we’ll find out how many ‘true believers’ there are in town.” 
 
    
    “That can go very badly,” Lia said. “Even if we deal with them, word will spread fast. Then, it will be a hunt for us. We won’t get to spread the word like Doc wants.” 
 
    
    “Which brings us right back to where we are,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “You’re going to push him to act,” Sophia said, “as you obviously won’t just hand everything over.” 
 
    
    “Yeah,” Doc sighed. “I could ask him to test me, then prove how powerful Luck is. If I do enough in the moment, he might lash out.” 
 
    
    “Start by saying how Luck has blessed the town? You could point out how you’re helping make things better, from healing people to the community projects,” Sonya suggested. 
 
    
    “I could ask him to have a sick person on hand for me to ‘fail’ healing,” Doc mused. “I could probably talk him into that.” 
 
    
    “We could ask others we trust who’ve been healed to show up and agree that you’ve helped them,” Lia said. “Sigmund and Henrick, at the very least.” 
 
    
    “Henrick’s eye is a big deal,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “This might work or might not. If not, we’re likely to see him rouse the fanatics to come after us,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “We don’t have many other options,” Fiala said. 
 
    
    “Killing him in the dead of night would work,” Lia said simply. 
 
    
    “It is an option, but our wives probably aren’t for it,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “I’d rather we didn’t,” Fiala said. 
 
    
    “It’s a crime,” Sophia said, though she looked thoughtful. 
 
    
    “He would hurt us. I have no trouble with Lia’s option,” Sonya said. 
 
    
    “He can’t be any better than Goodman was,” Ayla said, not looking at Doc. 
 
    
    “Split,” Doc said. “If worst comes to worst, we can see about assassinating him after we try to discredit him.” 
 
    
    “It’ll be harder if we wait, but very well,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Harrid, no opinion?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “He’s a threat. Removing a threat is good, but it could possibly drag the clan into open war with the church. That’s not ideal. You are the priority, though, so if needed, the clan will pick up their weapons.” 
 
    
    “I’d rather not start a war... at least not yet,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “I can dig into the records more tomorrow, if you want?” Sonya offered. 
 
    
    “Same with me and Ayla?” Sophia added. 
 
    
    “Tomorrow, but that’ll be our last real chance to find anything else we can use,” Doc said. 
 
    
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Doc walked slowly with Rosa directly beside him, his hand on her shoulder as if he was using her for support. Harrid walked along in front of him, keeping the path clear for him. Doc gave the people who greeted him a smile and nod. As they approached Karmin’s law office, Doc’s lips pursed. The number of people who said hello today was higher than I’m used to. They seemed friendlier, too... 
 
    
    Doc set the thought aside when Harrid stepped into Karmin’s office. The front room was all business, with a desk in the back in front of a door. A few chairs sat against the wall closest to Doc, and two more in front of the desk. 
 
    
    The woman behind the desk looked up questioningly when they entered. Her business smile became real when she saw who it was. “Mr. Holyday, what can we do for you?” 
 
    
    It took Doc a second, but he placed her as a bestial he’d healed. She came in for being barren... her uterus refused to carry eggs viably. “Miss, it’s good to see you. If it’s not indelicate, has everything been okay?” 
 
    
    A light hint of pink crossed her cheeks. “Yes, sir. My husband and I are expecting.” 
 
    
    Doc’s eyes went from her to the door behind her. “Husband?” 
 
    
    “No!” she said quickly before clearing her throat. “No. Mr. Karmin is not my husband. He’s just my employer.” 
 
    
    “Ah, sorry. I’m here to see if Karmin can write up a contract for me.” 
 
    
    “But you have two lawyers you could use. Why…?” She trailed off as her brow contracted. 
 
    
    Doc leaned onto the desk, lowering his voice, “I can’t use them for this. My deal requires using Karmin. I’d rather use the Sagesses, but McIan’s tied my hands on this one.” 
 
    
    Eyes going large, she nodded. Her voice was a bare whisper as she replied, “Sir, is there anything I can do?” 
 
    
    Meeting her eyes, Doc felt like he could trust her. “I’ll be seeing McIan in a few days at the church. If you could be there, I might need people I’ve helped to speak for me.” 
 
    
    “Yes, of course,” she nodded earnestly. 
 
    
    “As for the contract, who do you think could draw up the best one in town?” 
 
    
    “Elta Sagesse or Sophia Sagesse,” the receptionist replied, still whispering. “Karmin is drunk most of the time, and he’s been on a real kick since Suez died.” 
 
    
    “Well… I’m sorry, I don’t know your name,” Doc said apologetically. 
 
    
    “Barbara Ratski, sir,” she smiled. 
 
    
    Doc kept his face impassive, though he winced internally at her last name. “A pleasure, ma’am. As I was going to say, I need this contract to be terrible.” 
 
    
    Barbara’s head tilted slightly, then she began to nod. “You want one you can get out of.” 
 
    
    Doc gave her a grin. “Elta might need a receptionist. I’ll have to talk with her.” 
 
    
    Barbara blushed, looking down. “Oh. I... uh... thank you, sir.” 
 
    
    “I’ll ask her in a day or two. I know Karmin won’t be in business for long, and you’ve been very helpful.” 
 
    
    “Let me go see if he’ll see you… he might not, you realize, right?” 
 
    
    “Because of Suez? Yeah, that’ll be fine. I need to make the attempt.” 
 
    
    “Please have a seat. I’ll be right back, sir.” 
 
    
    Doc watched her go, her long, hairless rat tail trailing her as she stepped through the door behind her desk. Taking a seat, Doc sighed. “What do you think, Weed?” he asked softly. 
 
    
    “She’s earnest and is very happy that you helped her,” Rosa whispered back. “She will speak out on your behalf without fear. Your offer to see if Elta would take her on has her ecstatic. She’s been hoping to get a job with Luck’s Holdings. She also made up her mind to tell some of the others that she knows you healed.” 
 
    
    Doc smiled— he had no idea this one conversation could do so much. Helping people really can pay unexpected dividends, he thought. 
 
    
    Yelling came from the back from an irate man, slurring his words, “Fuck that asshole! He’s the reason everything went wrong! Throw him out, you useless rat!” 
 
    
    There was a low mumble that could have been Barbara saying something. 
 
    
    “No, and if you think he’s worth anything, then go beg him for a job! Now get out!” 
 
    
    Barbara came scurrying back into the front room, shutting the door behind her. Clearing her throat, her eyes darted around the room, not meeting Doc’s. “I’m sorry, Mr. Holyday. He’s… unavailable.” 
 
    
    “Drunk as a skunk and angry,” Doc said. “I could hear him. Well, if he won’t help, I’ll get it done differently.” With a grunt, Doc leveraged himself to his feet using the desk. 
 
    
    “Are you okay, sir?” The evident worry in her tone made Doc wince inside. 
 
    
    “I’m fine, ma’am. Just recovering from doing too much. If you’re willing, we can go see Elta.” 
 
    
    Barbara stared at him for a second, then looked at the door behind her desk. After a few seconds, she seemed to firm her resolve. Picking her jacket off the hook by the door, she put it on. “He did tell me to get out.” 
 
    
    Doc grinned. “He did, indeed. Harrid, if you’ll lead us that way?” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    Rosa fell a pace behind Doc as Barbara walked to his side. She kept her head down, using her peripheral vision to keep her eyes on the people around her. 
 
    
    “Mr. Holyday, if it’s okay, I’ll tell others about your meeting with McIan,” Barbara said. “This way, other people you’ve helped are there, too.” 
 
    
    “That’s very kind,” Doc replied. “I’m sure he’ll be trying to disprove me as a faith healer. After that… well… he’ll probably be pretty angry.” 
 
    
    “The fake contract has something to do with this?” Barbara asked in a whisper. 
 
    
    Doc’s eyebrow went up. “You’re quick.” 
 
    
    Barbara flushed lightly. “Not many give us credit, sir.” 
 
    
    “Bestials, you mean? Yeah... stupid and shortsighted of them. All we care about in Luck’s Holdings is if you can do the job, not who your parents were. I think Elta will adore you.” 
 
    
    “You use her given name freely?” Barbara asked a little hesitantly. 
 
    
    “I’m really informal. It’s the way I was raised,” Doc said with a shrug. “I know I should call her Mrs. Sagesse, but it isn’t natural to me. Most of those around me just call me Doc.” 
 
    
    “I… see. You don’t feel the need to remind people of your station?” 
 
    
    “My station?” Doc chuckled. “I don’t really have a station.” 
 
    
    Barbara went quiet as she tried to understand the man walking beside her. He’d made it possible for her to have children, and healed dozens— perhaps even hundreds— of others. His mine was the most profitable she’d ever heard of. He worked with anyone regardless of their race or social standing. It was said he’d married a dwarf, elf, bestial, and a half-elf, and he loved them all. On top of that, he’d made deals with various businesses that were terrible for him, but great for the businesses. Lastly, he’d been purported to be working with the new mayor to improve the town overall. If rumor was correct, he’d helped get a woman put into office as mayor, too. He was such an anomaly, he could only be as he claimed to be: a messenger from a goddess. She was lost in her thoughts all the way to Elta’s office. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    “Holyday, how can I help you? Or are you here for Ayla and Sophia?” Elta asked. 
 
    
    “I had a question, actually,” Doc said. “Would it help if you had an assistant? Someone who can help screen people for you so you can work easier?” 
 
    
    Elta glanced at Barbara beside Doc. “Mrs. Ratski, you’re Karmin’s secretary, aren’t you?” 
 
    
    “He told me to get out,” Barbara said simply. 
 
    
    Elta looked from her to Doc. “There’s a story here.” 
 
    
    “I was going to use Karmin to rig something,” Doc shrugged. “He refused to see me, so it’s a moot point. In going to see him, I ran into Barbara again. She’s smart, Elta. She could be a valuable assistant.” 
 
    
    “Again?” Elta asked. 
 
    
    Barbara flushed, but answered before Doc did, “He helped heal a problem of mine.” 
 
    
    Elta’s lips turned up at the corners. “He does love to heal, and he’s also technically the boss. I’ll give you a chance. I don’t get many people showing up, but letting you man this desk would free me for other things.” 
 
    
    “I’ll leave you two to it,” Doc said. “Since Ayla and Sophia are here, they can work out the contract.” 
 
    
    “Very well,” Elta smiled, getting to her feet. “They’ve told me what they’re looking into. Are you sure you can manage it?” 
 
    
    “I’m fairly sure,” Doc replied. “We’ll need as many people as possible who will speak on my behalf there, but I can’t ask for them to show up, either.” 
 
    
    Elta stared at him, then nodded slowly. “McIan doesn’t know you plan to confront him...” 
 
    
    “He knows, but he doesn’t, either,” Doc grinned. “Have a good day, ladies. Harrid, time to head home again.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Harrid said, leading him toward the door. 
 
    
    When Doc left, Elta turned to Barbara. “Well, Mrs. Ratski, let’s go talk with Ayla and Sophia about you working with me.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc had Harrid change direction after a few seconds of walking. Harrid looked grim, but did what Doc told him to. Rosa stayed impassive, but even she felt a bit of worry. As they approached the building, Doc had Harrid go down an alleyway. 
 
    
    “Okay, go tell him that I need to speak to him,” Doc said. “Rosa and I will stay here.” 
 
    
    “Are you sure?” Harrid questioned him. 
 
    
    “I need him to feel like he’s setting the stage for his grand reveal,” Doc said. “I’m working with him, remember?” 
 
    
    Harrid grimaced, then entered the church. 
 
    
    Doc took a moment to look over the structure. It had wood walls with a stained-glass depiction of a black sphere surrounded by a riot of colored glass. It was a two-story structure that obviously held a home above it, like most businesses. It lacked the bell tower that Doc normally thought of as standard for old-west churches, and he thought of the stained glass as another oddity. 
 
    
    Doc considered burning the building down, but then remembered Otto’s old house burning down and nixed that idea. Hmm... should see about getting a fire engine in town, or at least a horse-drawn tank that can be used to help fight fires, Doc mused as he waited. 
 
    
    Harrid came out of the church with McIan behind him. McIan was wearing a questioning expression as he followed the dwarf. 
 
    
    “Holyday?” McIan asked. 
 
    
    “Sorry. I wanted to meet, but didn’t want to make it official until tomorrow. Harrid, take it,” Doc nudged Rosa, “and stand guard down there.” 
 
    
    Harrid’s grimace was pronounced as he grabbed Rosa’s bicep and walked her down the alley. 
 
    
    “What did you want to discuss?” McIan asked. 
 
    
    “You can heal, right?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Yes, to a degree.” 
 
    
    “Can you have a sick person on hand tomorrow?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Hmm? Ahh,” McIan smiled. “You wish to fail healing them, then have me show the glory of Apoc. That would make it easier for you to show your goddess as false and elevate Apoc higher.” 
 
    
    “I knew you’d see it, Preacher,” Doc said softly, lowering his head. “Truly, you are just the man I needed to help me in the endeavor.” 
 
    
    “Well, Apoc provides,” McIan chuckled smugly. “Go. I will arrange something.” 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Doc said before shuffling away slowly, keeping his gait a little unsteady. 
 
    
    McIan watched him go with a smug smile, but his eyes narrowed as he watched Doc and his group leave. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-one 
 
      
 
    Doc woke slowly. Turning his head, he found Rosa watching him and smiled. “Good morning, my lovely creeper.” 
 
    
    “Good morning, Doc,” Rosa whispered. “I see you are accepting of my watching you.” 
 
    
    “I doubt you’d stop and, like you’ve said, I do kind of enjoy it,” Doc murmured, rolling over to face her. 
 
    
    “I will be there with you,” Rosa whispered, leaning a little closer to the bed. 
 
    
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way, my dear Weed.” Gently reaching out, he pulled her closer and kissed her softly. 
 
    
    Rosa moaned, accepting the kiss as she knelt beside the bed. She drifted in his thoughts, which weren’t carnal, but loving. He wasn’t thinking of using her, but of holding her close, cuddling her gently, and whispering loving words to her. That tenderness warmed her entire body. 
 
    
    Doc let the kiss linger for a moment, just enjoying the taste of Rosa. When he finally leaned back, he gave her a smirk. “Never knew I loved pine nuts so much until I met you.” 
 
    
    Rosa giggled. “But I don’t taste entirely of pine.” 
 
    
    “No, no you don’t. Your sweet nectar is more honey-flavored. I know all of us seem to love it.” 
 
    
    “Which makes me very happy. Just as I, like you, love the flavor of all of our wives. A few of them are still coming to accept the difference between each other.” 
 
    
    “Flavor-wise?” 
 
    
    “And preferences,” Rosa corrected. “Fiala feels a little left out at times, since she is neither submissive nor dominant. Sonya is happy enough to do as each person desires. She never has problems. Sophia is learning where she feels most comfortable, but she is leaning more toward a slight submissiveness.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, I agree,” Doc sighed. “Fiala is still happy, though, right?” 
 
    
    “Yes. She is starting to push herself forward more because of how the rest of us are. I think she will balance Sophia, ending up as a gentle dominant.” 
 
    
    “Nothing wrong with that,” Doc murmured. 
 
    
    “Nothing at all. I could speak with her about it, if you wish. She hasn’t brought it up, so I’m hesitant to do so. She dislikes me looking into her mind as freely as I do, but I am doing my best to make sure your wives are as happy as possible.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Weed,” Doc smiled before leaning forward to kiss her again. 
 
    
    Rosa surprised him by leaning back after a moment. “Doc, we all believe in you and will be there to help you. No matter what happens, you have us.” 
 
    
    A weight Doc hadn’t known he had lifted from him. “Thank you, Rosa. You truly are integral to our family.” 
 
    
    Her smile blossomed, her teeth gleaming in the early light of day coming in through the window. “Thank you, Voice. Hearing those words is a warmth to my core. You’ve thought them at me before, but this makes me even happier.” 
 
    
    “I see it’s still early,” Doc said, looking past her to the window. 
 
    
    Rosa’s eyes began to glow, her breath coming fast. “Yes, please, dear Voice.” 
 
    
    The door opened and Ayla came into the room. “Oh, Doc, you’re awake?” 
 
    
    “I am, my love. Shut the door and come join me,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Ayla shut the door and quickly climbed into bed. “What is it you wish, sir?” Ayla’s voice dripped with the same desire shining in Rosa’s eyes. 
 
    
    Doc grinned at her as he rolled onto his back. “My sweet, submissive lover... First, you need to strip.” 
 
    
    Ayla had to get out of bed to get undressed— it was much too difficult with her shoes on. Rosa had a much easier time of it, sliding the simple sundress off her body. 
 
    
    “Help her, Weed.” 
 
    
    Rosa moved swiftly across the room and began to help Ayla strip down. Doc sat up in bed, tossing the blankets off as he watched. It took a few moments, but eventually, the pair of women were naked. 
 
    
    “Weed, on your back, head here,” Doc said, tapping the bed next to his hip. 
 
    
    “Yes, Voice.” Rosa quickly got into position. 
 
    
    “Ayla, on top of her. Make her lick you, and do the same to her.” 
 
    
    “As you command, sir,” Ayla said meekly as she climbed onto bed. 
 
    
    Doc’s cock was rising as he watched the two women get into position. Seconds after they were in the sixty-nine, moans of pleasure came from them both. He brought his hand down on Ayla’s firm rear, making her moan louder and getting her to wiggle her ass. 
 
    
    “You’ve come a long way, Ayla. I’m glad you’ve found your happiness.” 
 
    
    “I have, Doc. Thank you. Thank you, so much.” 
 
    
    “Don’t stop eating her, my sweet half-elf,” Doc said, spanking her again. 
 
    
    Ayla went right back to work, eager to show him that she loved him being in control. Rosa moaned louder, her eyes glowing brightly. She could see Doc, his thoughts telling her exactly what he wanted. She extended tiny shoots into Ayla’s thighs where her hands gripped the beautiful woman. That got a small whimper from Ayla, but Ayla didn’t stop licking at Rosa’s dripping slit. 
 
    
    “Good, Weed. Always watching my mind, eager to please me.” 
 
    
    Rosa moaned louder as she buried her tongue as deep into Ayla as she could reach, which was deeper than Ayla could return. Ayla squealed and tried to close her thighs, but was stopped by Rosa’s grip. 
 
    
    “Oh, did she push into you, Ayla? I know how you all love her tongue.” 
 
    
    Ayla nodded, but never stopped licking Rosa. 
 
    
    “Good. She should be ready for me, then,” Doc said as he shifted in bed. 
 
    
    Rosa kept plunging her tongue in and out of Ayla until Doc was there, then fully withdrew it. Doc paused just outside of Ayla as Rosa engulfed his stiff cock, making him wet so he could do what he wanted. 
 
    
    “Good Weed,” Doc exhaled roughly. 
 
    
    Rosa stopped, lowering her head all the way to the bed so Doc could push forward. Ayla moaned louder when Doc penetrated her, loving the feeling of him taking her. He inhaled sharply as Rosa’s tongue lapped at his balls when he began to rock in and out of Ayla’s wet sex. 
 
    
    Ayla and Rosa both orgasmed at least twice before Doc grunted, filling Ayla with a full load. Pulling out of her roughly, his cock was instantly taken into Rosa’s eager mouth. Her tongue wrapped around his shaft, cleaning every drop from his cock. When he pulled back from her mouth, she pushed her face to Ayla’s cream-filled slit, more than eager for that which she craved. Ayla moaned louder into Rosa’s sex as Rosa sucked and licked, pulling Doc’s cum from her. 
 
    
    “Get every drop, Weed.” 
 
    
    Rosa moaned loudly, doing her best to comply. 
 
    
    Doc got off the bed, walking around to the far side before climbing back on. “Ayla, lift your head.” 
 
    
    Ayla did, her eyes glazed as she stared at the engorged shaft in front of her. “Please, sir, let me suck you. Please use my mouth.” 
 
    
    Doc felt goosebumps as he moved closer, feeding her his still-solid cock. He didn’t know how Rosa managed to keep him hard, but he never waned until he wanted when she was involved. “I always will, Ayla. You gave yourself to me, to use as I wish in the woods. You begged me to always take you the first time you had our Weed. Do you remember?” 
 
    
    Ayla bobbed her head twice before looking up at him as best she could. 
 
    
    “That’s how you say yes when your pretty mouth is full. I’m so glad you offered me your body. This delicious, sinful body,” Doc murmured as he pushed all the way into her mouth and spanked her ass firmly. 
 
    
    Ayla moaned, gagging a little on his length. 
 
    
    “Yes... that’s a good girl, Ayla. I’m just a little too big for comfort, aren’t I?” 
 
    
    Ayla moaned, sucking intently because she couldn’t bob her head or see him. 
 
    
    Doc spanked her again. “Yes, that’s it. Make me nice and relaxed, you sweet little slut.” The door opened, causing Doc to glance over. His wives all came into the room. “Ladies? Am I late?” 
 
    
    “No, Doc,” Lia said as she disrobed. “I have Harrid getting breakfast from Daf. He’ll be back in an hour. We all talked and, while it’s unfair to Ayla, she’ll get a different day with you. We all wanted this morning with you.” 
 
    
    Ayla sucked frantically, as if begging for him to give her a helping of his seed. 
 
    
    Doc shuddered. “Sorry, Ayla... I’m not ready yet.” 
 
    
    Ayla whimpered, swirling her tongue as best she could. 
 
    
    “Ayla, we’ll make it up to you,” Lia said, “but today, we should all be with him.” 
 
    
    Doc pulled back roughly so Ayla could speak, not that she wanted to. 
 
    
    “I understand and agree, but I could have gotten a mouthful first!” Ayla panted before crying out in orgasm again. 
 
    
    “Mouthful?” Fiala snickered. “Meaning you were already filled once and, now, Weed is cleaning you out?” 
 
    
    “Yes!” Ayla admitted with panted breaths. 
 
    
    “Then I don’t feel as bad,” Lia laughed. “Weed, stop.” 
 
    
    “I can’t. She isn’t empty yet,” Rosa said before shoving her tongue deeper. 
 
    
    “I ordered her to get every drop. She’ll be busy for a while,” Doc chuckled. 
 
    
    “Very well,” Lia said. “I’d thought we would go in order of our marriages.” 
 
    
    “Umm...” Sonya said softly. 
 
    
    “With you last, as you prefer, Sonya,” Lia said softly, bending to kiss the shorter woman. 
 
    
    Fiala moved over and collected a kiss from Sonya when Lia finished. “We understand, and will do everything we can to make our times together as pleasurable for you as possible.” 
 
    
    Sonya swallowed, looking down. “I love you all so much... It’s just easier if I go last, as you all manage to make me a puddle that can take him by then.” 
 
    
    “Which is what’s best for all of us,” Doc said. “Why don’t you come here and give Ayla something to replace my cock?” 
 
    
    Sonya beamed as she finished stripping. “As you wish, husband.” 
 
    
    “I’ll help them,” Lia grinned, but she snagged Fiala and kissed the bestial hungrily. When the kiss broke, Lia looked deep into Fiala’s eyes. “Thank you, my lovely wife, for accepting others and giving us all this chance. I know our games can be uncomfortable for you.” 
 
    
    Fiala grabbed Lia firmly. “They have been, but… would you bend to me for a while?” 
 
    
    Lia blinked, then her lips curled up. “As you wish, Fiala.” 
 
    
    Doc whistled softly. “That is sexy as hell.” 
 
    
    Fiala glanced at him. “Me asking?” 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    “Do you mind if I have her to myself for a bit?” 
 
    
    “Not at all, my dear wife,” Doc smiled softly. 
 
    
    Sophia finally dropped the last of her clothing, then shifted as she looked at everyone already engaged. “Umm…” 
 
    
    Doc gave her a wink. “Oh, Sophia, come here. I have a pressing concern for you to address.” 
 
    
    Sophia blinked slowly before she crossed the room to him. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    
    “Kneel for me. You know what to do now. Our wives have shown you, helped teach you. Show me what you’ve learned.” 
 
    
    Sophia knelt gracefully, then looked up at him as she took him firmly in hand. “I shall handle this hard case for you, sir.” 
 
    
    Doc didn’t reply outside of a hum of pleasure when she took him into her mouth. He gently stroked her feathered head as she did. Looking over the room, he watched his wives pleasuring each other and smiled. 
 
    
    Lady, thank you. Please bless me today in this first real battle against your foe, Doc prayed, then gasped as Sophia took him all the way to the base. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-two 
 
      
 
    Doc lay in bed as his wives dressed. Watching them, his heart beat faster— they’d all come to be with him before he faced down McIan. While they had faith, they still worried, which was what had prompted them to comfort him and themselves. It also allowed them to give Rosa a little blood each, that along with Doc’s contributions, filled Rosa completely. He was sure that had been another reason why. 
 
    
    “Rosa, I’ve got a question,” Doc said. “Do all dryads hold the same amount of energy?” 
 
    
    “No, Doc. I will grow to hold more as I age, or if your goddess grants you a way to increase my ability to do so.” 
 
    
    “So the older a dryad, the more energy she can hold?” 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    “I’m going to ask a question a man should never ask a woman... Among your sisters, how old are you in comparison?” 
 
    
    “I’m younger than at least ten that still walk the world. A few would have been older, but had to be reborn. When reborn, they are shadows of what they had been. They will grow back quicker, though they are still vastly reduced to start with.” 
 
    
    “Other dryads besides your sister here have been reborn?” 
 
    
    “Yes. Other tribes have given enough back to Mother to let her rebirth some. Occasionally, a mage dies in the wilds. Some of the woodfolk will strip them of any dryad pieces they have and give them back to Mother.” 
 
    
    “Huh... Okay.” 
 
    
    “All of my sisters know you are walking the world, Doc. If you want to add more of us to increase your power, they will join as readily as I have.” 
 
    
    Doc considered it, but then he shook his head. “No. Unless it gets truly desperate, I’d like to keep you as my only dryad, Weed.” 
 
    
    Rosa trembled, then dropped to her knees. Tears formed and fell in seconds. 
 
    
    Doc jumped out of bed, but Lia was already there, kneeling to hold her. “What?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Thank you...!” Rosa sobbed. “That spike of love... you fully believing I am the best of my sisters... It overwhelmed me.” 
 
    
    “You made her happy,” Lia smiled at him. “Get dressed, Doc. You’re distracting us, and breakfast is waiting.” 
 
    
    Doc nodded, but went to her and Rosa. Kneeling down, he gathered Rosa into his arms. “In a moment, Lia. First, I want to hold the best Weed in the world.” 
 
    
    Rosa sobbed again, turning to clutch him tightly, her heart soaring. 
 
    
    “Very well,” Lia said. Kissing both of their heads, she stood up. “Come, ladies. Let’s make sure breakfast is ready.” 
 
    
    After a few moments, it was just Doc and Rosa in the room. Rosa slowly stopped crying, but she continued to hold Doc tightly. 
 
    
    “I’ll always be thankful for you, Rosa,” Doc whispered. “And I meant what I thought, dear Weed. Are you ready to face our first real test?” 
 
    
    “I am, Voice. I will be beside you to help you prove Apoc false. I’m sorry I can’t read his mind for you.” 
 
    
    “It’s okay, Weed. Come on. Let me go so I can get dressed. Lia will be upset with us otherwise.” 
 
    
    Rosa released him, staying on the ground. “Doc, do you think he still believes your plan?” 
 
    
    “I would love it if he did, but I fear he might have doubts. If he has any, he’ll have set up contingencies. With no idea of what a preacher can really do, we’ll be flying blind. I’m going to heal without you beside me, so he can’t say it was only because of you that I managed it. That would be the likeliest bump. Once I finish healing, I’ll be tapping you to get back to full strength, just in case.” 
 
    
    “I need to act as I have, then?” Rosa asked. 
 
    
    “For the start. If he shows that he knows, we drop all pretenses and move to confrontational. We can mock him for his lying to his faithful, if needed. He’s been telling them he made you docile, after all.” 
 
    
    Rosa’s lips curled up. “Yes.” 
 
    
    Doc took a seat to get his socks on after his underwear. It was always easier to get socks on before pants. “But first, we try to keep the game going.” 
 
    
    “I understand, Voice,” Rosa said, standing up and gathering his clothing, then laying them out beside him on the bed. “Your colors for today.” 
 
    
    Doc looked at the greens she’d chosen for him. “Want me to represent Mother today?” 
 
    
    “Please?” 
 
    
    “For you, my beautiful Weed. Now go downstairs. You’re too much of a temptation.” 
 
    
    Rosa flushed, her eyes glowing as she read his thoughts. “As you command, master of my heart.” 
 
    
    Doc’s eyebrow rose, his smile widening as he chuckled. “Brat. Go.” 
 
    
    Rosa swayed from the room, and Doc exhaled when she left, letting his thoughts center back on what today was going to be. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    “Harrid, thank you,” Doc said, bypassing his normal greeting. 
 
    
    “My pleasure to assist how I can, Shaman,” Harrid replied. “Besides, it got me out of the house while you were making noise.” 
 
    
    Doc laughed as he took his seat at the food-laden table. “Nice to see you’ve listened to me on the ‘being upfront and honest’ front.” 
 
    
    “I’m doing my best, Doc. I also let the clan know about your meeting with McIan today. You should expect a large number of them there.” 
 
    
    Doc nodded slowly. “Thank you. I should have done that.” 
 
    
    “Wenn will be there,” Lia added. “Cassia told him. Heather said she’ll make sure Peabody is there, as you saved his life, too.” 
 
    
    Doc bowed his head. “I see.” 
 
    
    “Mother and Barbara went out after you left. We’ve signed her onto the company. They went to speak to the people that Barbara knew who you had healed,” Sophia told him. 
 
    
    “Daf and Posy will be there,” Fiala said. “I told them, too.” 
 
    
    “A community meeting,” Doc smiled. “This will mark the lines clearly.” 
 
    
    “It’ll make it much harder on McIan to stack things against you,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “We’ve all done as much as we could, husband,” Sonya said softly. “You’re not alone.” 
 
    
    Taking his seat, Doc smiled at everyone in the room. “I’ve come to understand that. It’s been difficult for me to accept, but I’m doing my best... though it makes me worry for all of you.” 
 
    
    “I’ve lost all the family I will lose,” Lia said firmly. “This family will live for many years.” 
 
    
    “The food is going to get cold,” Fiala said. “We have time to enjoy the meal, so we should.” 
 
    
    No one argued with Fiala as they served themselves from the feast. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Taking a deep breath, Doc followed Harrid and Lia out of the house. Both were dressed for a fight: Harrid was in his armor, including the breastplate he rarely wore. Lia was dressed in her buckskins, her green scaled boots soundless as she strode beside the dwarf. Together, they created a striking tableau, since their two races weren’t known for cooperating. 
 
    
    Behind them, Fiala and Sonya walked hand in hand. Sonya carried her shotgun in her left hand, clearly making the statement that she would defend hers. Fiala’s pistol was strapped to her waist, her holster angled over her left hip to be a cross draw for her right hand. Doc had asked her about it— Lia had shown her how much easier it would be to draw that way if they were riding. 
 
    
    Doc and Rosa followed them. Doc wasn’t wearing his pistol, but his Derringer rested in his vest pocket and his Bowie was sheathed across his lower back, hidden by his jacket. Rosa had her head down and, though she wasn’t touching him, she was a scant inch from his side, ready to help if needed. 
 
    
    The last two in their makeshift procession were Ayla and Sophia. Sophia carried a messenger bag on her shoulder and a small pistol on her hip. Doc was surprised to find out that she’d had Blackbeard make her a lighter caliber pistol, engraved with stunning. Ayla had her rifle in hand, the massive Express with folding sight making a point that she would be a danger to anyone who threatened her family. 
 
    
    The sun was climbing toward midday as the eight of them walked. Doors closed and townsfolk started to trail them, either already knowing and wanting to be there, or curious as to what was going on and wanting to see what was happening. 
 
    
    As they approached the church, which sat as close to the middle of town as Doc knew, the crowd had become a near mob in size. Even more people were gathered in the streets around the church, having come early so they could get a good view to watch what was clearly a confrontation. 
 
    
    The crowd parted to allow Doc’s group through the throng. As they came free of the mass, McIan stepped out of the church. The small man radiated power as he thrust his head back, looking down his nose at the crowd from the church steps. 
 
    
    Harrid and Lia stepped aside, then Sonya and Fiala, so Doc could walk to the front of the group. “McIan, I have come. Long have there been tests to disprove faith healers. It’s time, Preacher, for us to show these people the truth.” 
 
    
    “Yes. It is past time, Holyday,” McIan said coldly. “Your false healing killed Adrian Sagesse. It took me far too long to realize why his soul rotted away to the point that even Apoc couldn’t save him.” 
 
    
    Elta and Sophia stirred in the crowd, and Sophia beat her mother to ask, “Why did Apoc not help him for all the long years he suffered, Preacher? He prayed, even begged for assistance, when he could he came to church. You never lifted a single finger to help him during those years.” 
 
    
    McIan’s eyes shifted to her. “Miss Sagesse... your company speaks volumes about how your own soul is being corrupted. You stand with the false believer’s wives.” 
 
    
    “Because I shall also be his wife,” Sophia said proudly, raising her hand so the diamond ring could be seen. “Doc has only helped those around him. He’s healed dozens or even hundreds of people in this town. How many have you healed, Preacher?” 
 
    
    “Ah, so you admit you flaunt breaking the law?” McIan sneered. “Marriage is one man and one woman, heathen.” 
 
    
    “No. That is the church’s stance,” Elta said firmly, stepping forward. “The law has no ruling on that. In fact, many customs,” she motioned toward the dwarven elders, then Lia, “say that, as long as the man can care for his wives, he may have more than one. Bestials used to believe the same before our culture was broken by the church.” 
 
    
    “Bestials have no culture of their own!” McIan snapped. 
 
    
    “Wrong. I am a Sagesse, a sage of words, Preacher. My family has passed down the tales for as long as we have lived. We didn’t have written words, but, like the elves, we had oral traditions. My family remembers them, passes them on, and will continue to do so.” 
 
    
    McIan’s eye twitched. “You would spread falsehoods to help your fallen child live in sin with a faith healer?” 
 
    
    “I speak the truth. The full truth, Preacher. Your god can’t say the same!” Elta snapped. 
 
    
    Doc was shocked— this wasn’t going as he had planned at all. He saw the crowd begin to murmur and heard the clear division in the masses. 
 
    
    “Peace!” Doc said loudly enough that everyone looked at him. “I came to see if my goddess is strong enough to prove the church wrong, or if I’ve been led astray this entire time.” 
 
    
    McIan’s gaze went to Doc with a hint of doubt in his eyes. “Holyday, I have a few truly sick and infirm, those that only Apoc can save. Do you wish to test your false goddess against them?” 
 
    
    “Yes, but have them come out here so all can see,” Doc said, getting a bad feeling from the church. 
 
    
    “Of course. You won’t be using that… thing… to help, as this is a test of your demon, and not of hers,” McIan said, motioning to Rosa when he spoke. 
 
    
    Doc glanced at Rosa, who had her head bowed. “I will kneel here, and she will stay back there. As you say, this needs to be a true test. I’m sure you have ensured that it’s fair.” 
 
    
    “As Apoc decrees,” McIan smiled, a hint of a smirk on his lips. 
 
    
    Rosa shifted, digging her foot into the hard packed dirt of the street. She had kept her mind locked on Doc’s and knew what he wanted her to do. It would take a portion of her strength to manage, but she could do it, and no one would even be able to guess at it. 
 
    
    McIan pointed to a few people in the crowd. “You six, come in and help bear the sick to Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    They went to obey without question, and Doc knew they were believers of Apoc. They moved too readily to follow the preacher’s words to be anything but. Taking a deep breath as he knelt, Doc prayed to Luck to let his gamble pay off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-three 
 
      
 
    It took a few minutes, but the men came back out of the church with three litters. A rabbit bestial covered her stomach on one of them, moaning in pain. The second stretcher had a human, unconscious and drooling. The very last held a boy who would’ve been barely waist high to Doc, if he’d been awake and standing. 
 
    
    McIan guided the litters to be placed in front of Doc. “Well, faith healer... who will you save?” 
 
    
    Doc met McIan’s eyes. “All of them, but since you set the child in front of me first, I’ll begin with him.” 
 
    
    Doc kept his face impassive as a small tendril impaled his knee. Bowing his head, Doc spoke loudly, “Lady Luck, goddess of favor and fortune, I call on you to work your power through me. Three people here bear a darkness that is killing them. Use me as your conduit to heal them.” When he finished speaking, Doc’s hands glowed with green energy. 
 
    
    The crowd all began to talk, those who’d never seen him heal excited by the display. The ones who’d felt his touch smiled when they saw the healing energy covering his hands. McIan’s face was impassive as he waited for Doc to fail. 
 
    
    Doc touched the boy’s head gently, letting the knowledge of what was wrong sink into him. Soul corruption... the iciness of the Darkness pervades him. If not for Rosa, I would only be able to help him. The energy Doc had changed from green to green with golden sparks as he pushed the Darkness out of the child. 
 
    
    The crowd had gone silent when the energy changed, and McIan’s lips thinned. After a few long moments, people began to breathe again, having held their breaths. McIan felt a little better until the child gasped, jerking awake under Doc’s hand. 
 
    
    “Momma!” the boy cried out. 
 
    
    A woman broke from the crowd, rushing toward the child. “My boy! My darling boy!” 
 
    
    Doc exhaled deeply, then pushed normal healing into him. Not only had he been corrupted, he’d been brought to the preacher the day before because of a stomachache. That ache was because he’d eaten bad meat— slightly spoiled fish. 
 
    
    Doc sat back when he’d finished healing, his energy shutting off. Breathing hard, he wiped at his brow, the midday sun bordering on hot. “He’s fine now, ma’am. The other day, he ate some bad fish. That’s what caused his stomach problems.” 
 
    
    The woman grabbed her son, holding him as she sobbed. The boy clutched his mother back, glad to be free of the nightmare he’d been trapped in. Just before he’d been pulled from it, he felt a profound love, much like his mother’s arms around him. 
 
    
    “One,” Doc panted, looking up at McIan. 
 
    
    McIan glared down at Doc. “So it seems, but faith healers become taxed by their demons. A real healer could heal them all.” 
 
    
    “Please bring me the next one,” Doc said tiredly. “I will do my best, Preacher.” 
 
    
    The men who’d brought the sick out shifted the drooling man to him as the mother scooped up her son, backing well away from the preacher. McIan watched with a hint of anger and hatred in his eyes as Doc held his hands out over him. 
 
    
    “Lady, another one comes before me, your Voice. Please use me as your conduit again. Though I am frail and weak compared to you, please, help this man.” When Doc finished speaking, he again triggered healing hands and cleansing. 
 
    
    Soul corruption again... He also has internal hemorrhaging in his brain? Fuck. Doc pushed healing into him first, as he would die, otherwise. Maybe that’s why McIan had the child put down in front of me first. 
 
    
    It took a few minutes for Doc to stop the bleeding, then to fix the damage that caused it: blunt force trauma to the back of the head. With that healed, Doc switched to pushing the corruption out of him. 
 
    
    The man jerked awake a moment later, wondering why he felt like his mother had been comforting him— his mother was years dead. “W-what?” 
 
    
    Doc let the energy fade, panting to keep up the illusion that he was being taxed. “You okay?” 
 
    
    The man looked at Doc with wide eyes. “Faith healer? What happened? I was walking home last night… and then… someone hit me.” 
 
    
    “I found you collapsed down the street and brought you to the church,” McIan said. “It was a year since you last came to church.” 
 
    
    “Preacher!” the man said, jerking away from Doc. “I didn’t go to him!” 
 
    
    “No. The preacher is testing my goddess,” Doc said calmly. “He had you brought to me.” 
 
    
    The crowd was talking excitedly about Doc having healed two people that McIan hadn’t. 
 
    
    “Two, Preacher,” Doc panted. “One last one to go.” He wiped at his forehead again. 
 
    
    McIan grimaced. “Your demon is a strong one, Holyday, but you look near done.” 
 
    
    “I have to try,” Doc said before wobbling in place. “My goddess is one of compassion.” 
 
    
    “Then heal her,” McIan said, waving the men— who had come to shift the last stretcher in front of Doc— back. 
 
    
    “Do you want me to crawl to her, exhausted as I am from doing what I already have?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “This is your test, false healer!” McIan snarled, his calm façade shattering. “Unless you don’t move because you’re cheating somehow?” 
 
    
    Doc looked at the crowd. “Excuse me, but as I’m tired from healing people he couldn’t, I won’t be graceful.” With a grunt, Doc started to move. He’d taken his time so Rosa could withdraw her tendril and repair the ground. 
 
    
    The crowd watched Doc use his hands and knees to crawl to the woman. Her rabbit ears were folded up above her head, and she moaned as she clutched her stomach. Reaching her, Doc swayed in place as he sat back up. After taking a moment to breathe slowly, Doc looked at the crowd, then nodded. 
 
    
    “Lady, a woman in distress comes before me now,” Doc said a little roughly. “She seems to be having pains... please help her.” His hands blazed green with golden sparks as he laid them on the trembling woman. 
 
    
    Her child is dying! That bastard corrupted the fetus and it dying is causing her whole body to revolt! You sick fuck, McIan! Doc raged as he pushed his energy into the woman. 
 
    
    McIan stared at Doc. His lips were thin as he waited for Doc to announce his success or failure. 
 
    
    Doc felt his energy tank as he worked to save the child. Sharp pain pierced his knee again, and he pulled energy from Rosa. Doc mentally thanked her as he replenished himself and kept feeding the mother-to-be the energy she needed for her child. 
 
    
    The crowd was breathless as the woman slowly calmed, tears flowing as she gingerly touched her stomach. When she opened her eyes to see Doc kneeling beside her, she spoke into the silence. “Holyday... thank you... men snatched me, using a cloth to make me sleepy,” the rabbit bestial whispered, but that whisper carried in the still air. “Where am I now?” 
 
    
    Doc let his energy fade, having finished healing the child and mother, and his knee. “In front of the church, miss. The preacher had you brought out for me to heal. Your child was dying. They’d been corrupted by Darkness. Everything is fine now.” 
 
    
    The crowd chattered excitedly as McIan’s face went red. 
 
    
    Rosa withdrew her tendril all the way back to herself— she was still green, but Doc had used a good portion of her energy to do what he had done. If anyone knew about dryads, they would clearly see that she was diminished. 
 
    
    McIan’s lips pulled back and he raised a hand into the air. “You used trickery and lies to mislead these people, false healer! Repent in the eyes of Apoc, and you may still be forgiven!” 
 
    
    Doc grunted as he stood up, a small tear in the knee of his pants the only clue to what trick he’d pulled. “Preacher, you set this test and I concluded it. Why do you balk? Does Apoc not care if you lie?” 
 
    
    “Me?! Lie?!” McIan snarled. “Who has lied to whom, Holyday?!” 
 
    
    “You’ve lied to all of them, Preacher,” Doc said, gesturing to the crowd. “You said the Lily would corrupt them, but no one who visits us has become corrupted. You lie about my dryad being hobbled by your faith, making her docile and a mere puppet.” Doc motioned to Rosa, who stood with her head raised to proudly show off her collar. “You lie that I can’t heal those who come to me.” 
 
    
    “He healed me,” Barbara Ratski said, stepping forward first. “He healed me so I can have children. I finally carry my first because of his goddess, Lady Luck.” 
 
    
    “My knee was written off as a lost cause for years,” Clyde Rossal said, coming out of the crowd with firm, easy steps. “Doctors and the church told me I’d never walk normally without pain again. Now, I can walk, run, or jump with no pain, all because of Holyday.” 
 
    
    More people began to speak up, moving forward. Rosa went to Doc’s side, kneeling beside him in submission. When everyone else stopped speaking, she spoke, “I willingly gave him my neck. Mother decreed that Voices of the Gods would be aided, and Doc is such a person. His goddess, Lady Luck, is true and real. She wishes to save us from the Darkness, that which corrupts and extinguishes all life… known to the church as Apoc. Even their icon depicts the death of the world.” 
 
    
    All eyes went to the black circle at McIan’s throat. 
 
    
    “Grange was right about you!” McIan snarled. 
 
    
    “Excuse me,” Wenn said as he stepped into the open space, going to Doc’s side. “I finished examining Suez’s home last night. That man had dozens of bodies in his basement. Some of them were men that Grange was supposed to take to the judge. In the documents I went over, Grange acknowledged what he’d done. I was wrong in thinking Grange had gone to stop Suez, because Suez was a bad man. Grange went to kill an accomplice and destroy evidence of his misdeeds, but died in the process. Doc stood up to both these corrupt men while you invoke Grange as if he was a pious man, Preacher.” 
 
    
    The crowd exploded with conversation, and McIan grimaced. Eyes darting around, McIan’s gaze paused briefly on a few people. 
 
    
    “Quiet!” McIan roared. “You side with heathens and heretics! I shall show you the righteousness of Apoc! Holyday, do you dare pit your demon against him?” 
 
    
    Doc looked at the crowd, which was quickly turning his way, but he saw fear on many faces. He dimly noted a few zealots, as well, and made sure Rosa marked them so she could point them out to Lia. 
 
    
    “What did you have in mind, Preacher?” 
 
    
    “A clash of wills, backed by our faith!” McIan said, extending his hand, which began to fade behind a curtain of dark shadows. “If you truly believe in your false demon, come take my hand, and let us see whose faith is lacking.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-four 
 
      
 
    Doc’s mind raced. He’ll have items that’ll boost him, sap me, or both. Rosa used a good portion of her energy to help me cure those people... If I do this and win, everyone but the zealots will side with me. Fucking shit... this is dangerous, but you can’t win the pot without gambling... 
 
    
    Stepping forward, Doc sent his thoughts to Rosa as he said to McIan, “I accept your challenge, Preacher. Don’t feel bad when a real god shows them the truth. Lady Luck is always with me, and now, she can be with you.” Hand glowing green, golden sparks dancing in it, Doc took McIan’s offered shadow hand. 
 
    
    His wives held hands— they couldn’t speak out without making others doubt, but they feared for him. Rosa leaned closer to Lia to whisper softly, telling her about the zealots as she sent a new tendril into the ground for Doc. 
 
    
    Icy cold engulfed Doc’s hand when he took McIan’s. The two men locked eyes, and McIan’s burned with passion and hate, easily seen by all. Doc did his best to smile kindly while he fought the Darkness. 
 
    
    There were no thoughts impinging on his as the coldness tried to seep into his hand. His energy purged the coldness, even as it surged against him time and again. Doc could feel his energy draining quickly against McIan, and waited for Rosa to help. When something stabbed through his boot into his foot, Doc’s smile dipped momentarily before he pulled, stopping himself from using his vitality and life. 
 
    
    “Repent, sinner! Repent and let Apoc cleanse you!” McIan snarled, trying to crush Doc’s hand as he pushed the church’s magic at him. 
 
    
    “I have not sinned,” Doc said evenly. “I follow a real god, not the false god that embodies entropy like you do, McIan. Apoc is a lie, a lie of the Darkness that the other races have tried time and again to warn humanity about. Both the dwarves and elves have songs about it, but you do not listen. Well... now you can. Listen to them.” 
 
    
    Sonya, hearing Doc, raised her head and began to sing. She hadn’t known she was going to, but Doc spoke, so she did her best to support him. Her voice warbled, unused to singing in front of others, but as she went on, the tune firmed. Other voices picked it up, more dwarven women joining her as the younger generation, freed from the old ways, was eager to support their shaman. 
 
    
    The crowd was stunned. They didn’t know that the majority of the dwarven clan had turned out, but they were made aware by the power of the song. Sonya sang it in dwarvish the first time, then in the common human tongue, the other dwarves again joining her. 
 
    
    McIan snarled— Doc wasn’t collapsing in pain as he should. Moreover, the dwarves were visibly swaying the crowd with the song. Everything was going wrong, everything was failing. He mentally cursed himself for falling for Doc’s initial lies. Before the end, he’d seen that he’d been played. He’d thought he’d arranged enough today to crush the faith healer, but he was failing. Apoc was failing. 
 
    
    When the dwarves’ song ended the second time, a clear voice rang out as Lia joined in supporting Doc. Like Sonya, she sang the song in her native tongue first, the sad lament bringing tears to the eyes of anyone who’d known loss in their life. When she sang it again in the human tongue, people began to openly weep. 
 
    
    “Lay down and die!” McIan snarled loudly. “All of you are chaff! Only humanity has any right to survive!” 
 
    
    “All people have the same rights,” Doc said as he felt the coldness begin to ebb. “Your false god is failing you, Preacher. Renounce him, open yourself to a real god, and you can know the truth.” 
 
    
    McIan felt the relics fading. They should have easily crushed any mage or faith healer, yet Doc stood before him, speaking calmly. Raging in his own head, McIan cast about for any way out, besides his last card. The crowd was crying, sobbing heavily from Lia’s song. The only ones who weren’t were his truly faithful. They watched him, waiting for his word. His eyes fell on Rosa, whose hair color was fading, and he knew— knew— that she was aiding Doc. 
 
    
    “Charlatan!” McIan snapped. “You use your pet and chide me about falseness?!” McIan ripped his hand away from Doc, stumbling backward. “No! I will not be bested by tricks! This town is lost to Apoc! All of you are faithless heathens! There is only one choice left... You did this to yourselves. It is time for the righteous to rise up, to purge the filth from the world! Go, my children! Go with Apoc’s blessing and cleanse the world!” 
 
    
    Doc staggered when McIan yanked away from him. By the time he regained his balance, as he was being careful not to move the foot being pierced by Rosa, McIan was backing into the church, screaming to his faithful. Before Doc could take a step forward, the bang of a gun went off and searing pain tore through his side. 
 
    
    More gunshots quickly rang out, causing a mass panic as the zealots shot people. Wenn, Harrid, and Lia were the first ones to respond, pistols clearing their holsters to return fire. Doc’s other wives dropped to their knees and helped them. 
 
    
    Rosa cried out when Doc crumpled to the ground— she rushed to him, but a bullet slammed into her, sending her crashing on top of Doc. Clear fluid gushed from her wound as she pressed herself to him. 
 
    
    Doc tried to breathe, but couldn’t. Focusing on healing, he poured his energy into himself. His lung had started to mend when a weight fell on him, making him silently scream in agony. 
 
    
    “Pull, Voice! Take!” Rosa wheezed. “You must survive.” 
 
    
    With her on him, Doc pulled energy to repair his gunshot wound. As he began to breathe again, he felt a sticky substance on his hand that Rosa had trapped to his side. “Rosa?” 
 
    
    “Sorry, Voice...” Rosa whispered. 
 
    
    Doc rolled and Rosa fell off him as the firefight rang out all around him. His eyes went wide when he saw her losing sap from a gunshot wound of her own. Her hair was fading to white with each passing second. 
 
    
    “Heal yourself, Weed!” Doc hissed as he tried to help. “That’s an order!” 
 
    
    Rosa’s body bucked as her collar forced her to follow his command and her bark began to close over the wound. Staring at him with slowly dimming eyes, she tried to smile. “As you comm…” Her voice faded as her eyes slid shut. 
 
    
    The gunshots slowed, then stopped. People screamed in pain all around him as Doc looked down at Rosa. He could feel her body repairing itself, and hoped she’d just gone to sleep to heal easier. 
 
    
    “Doc, help!” Sonya yelled. 
 
    
    Doc’s eyes were drawn to Sonya, and he saw her holding Fiala in her lap. An empty vial lay beside them as Sonya held a handkerchief to Fiala’s chest. “No!” Doc screamed as he scrambled to her. 
 
    
    Hands glowing, he pressed them to Fiala. The bullet had missed her vitals, but one of her ribs had fractured and sent shards all over. Doc poured his energy into her, on his own now without Rosa’s help. 
 
    
    “We’ll help the others as best we can,” Sophia said, pulling her messenger bag around to get the healing items they’d brought with them. 
 
    
    Ayla went with Sophia to help the others who’d been shot. She knew that not everyone would be saved, but they would do their best. Lia and Wenn went from body to body, making sure the zealots were dead. A dove suddenly took wing from the church— Lia’s pistol snapped up, and her last bullet shot it clean from the sky. 
 
    
    Fiala gazed up at Doc with worried eyes as she felt him heal her. “Doc… McIan. I’ll live... go! You need to finish it.” 
 
    
    Having removed the shards of bone, Doc nodded. “I’ll finish healing you after. You’ll be in pain, but you’re safe,” he told her as he got to his feet. 
 
    
    Turning back to the church, his eyes fell on Rosa. Her hair was stark white and her bark-skin was a duller color than he’d ever seen before. Hands trembling, Doc headed for the church. The preacher had tried to kill his family... he’d tried to kill everyone. Doc wasn’t killing a person— he was putting down a rabid animal. 
 
    
    The door was secured, but Doc stepped back, then kicked as hard as he could. It creaked, but didn’t open, so he did it again. The small bar inside snapped, and the door swung in. Triggering immunity bubble, Doc strode into the dark building. 
 
    
    “Preacher, your reckoning has come,” Doc said flatly as he pulled his knife from behind his back. 
 
    
    “Holyday!” The raw hatred in McIan’s voice made it tremble. “Grange was right about you! You’re a blight! A plague! The church has been warned! You’ll be culled, demon lover!” 
 
    
    “Lia brought down your dove, Preacher. The church doesn’t know. Your zealots are all dead, and the townsfolk will side with me. How can they ever trust the church again when you tried to have them killed?” 
 
    
    Gunshots rang out from behind the altar at the far end of the dark church. Doc let them pass through him as he sprinted for the altar. The seconds ticked by, and Doc felt like he was in molasses, as if the very air was congealed shadow. 
 
    
    McIan stood up, dropping the empty pistol. In his left hand, there was a bar of darkness that seemed to emanate the shadows that filled the church. McIan leveled it at Doc with a snarl as if the bar was a weapon. 
 
    
    Doc felt the immunity bubble drop off and was quick to trigger missed me and stand down. “Drop it!” 
 
    
    A thick ray of darkness speared Doc’s body, and he felt crippling coldness pass through him. Even though the attack missed him, just it being nearby caused frostbite. It only lasted a moment before the item dropped from McIan’s hand. Shock filled the preacher’s face when Doc leapt the altar. 
 
    
    “No!” McIan raged as Doc’s knife slammed into his chest. 
 
    
    Flung backward by the blow, McIan crashed into the wall. Doc staggered, pulled his Derringer, and fired twice. The first bullet hit McIan in the gut, and the second went through the preacher’s neck, cutting off his scream. 
 
    
    A wave of Darkness flooded out of McIan, engulfing Doc. Doc dropped to his knees as a cold more intense than any he’d felt before swallowed him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-five 
 
      
 
    Doc shivered in the void. He was struggling to recall where he was and why he was there. I’d been going to confront McIan, wasn’t I? 
 
    
    The void seethed around him, and a sultry, sensual voice filled the space. “Why? Defeating him would be simple if you allowed us to help you. We could give you so much. It would be easy to change society with our help.” 
 
    
    Images of bestials, elves, and dwarves rising up to overthrow humanity filled his mind. As they did, Doc was there at the forefront, helping show them how to best do so. 
 
    
    “See? We can help you toss down the church, and humanity. Along the way, you can have so much more, too.” 
 
    
    More images filled his mind— his wives in orgasmic bliss, pleasuring each other and encouraging him as he took more and more lovers. Entire elven tribes slept with him, intent on having children who would carry his blood. Dwarven clans vied for his approval, sending their best-looking daughters to be his concubines, with the same hope of powerful children. 
 
    
    “And then, they can do more,” the sensual voice whispered. 
 
    
    A whole group of Doc’s offspring, each powerful, helped him sweep the remnants of humanity from the world. Doc then retired to a tropical island where bestial women of all kinds served him and his wives, which numbered into the hundreds, in any way he saw fit. 
 
    
    “Does that not sound delicious?” 
 
    
    Doc frowned— something felt wrong, but he didn’t know what. The images did look enticing. The way his wives begged to have his children, but still pushed other women to him to pleasure him and them, made him want to agree. 
 
    
    “Join us. Join us and know pleasure few ever will.” 
 
    
    Doc almost agreed, but something still felt wrong to him. “How does this help me defeat McIan?” 
 
    
    There were images of the town rallying behind him. The dwarves and bestials rushed forward, lynching the preacher and pulling down any who objected. They took McIan to the gallows and hung him, cheering as they did. As the mob split away, his wives dragged him into the church and rededicated it to Luck, riding him on the altar in carnal excess. 
 
    
    That image felt ever worse, as Sophia was the one on top of him, her mouth open as she orgasmed time and again. “No,” Doc said. “We have to marry first.” 
 
    
    He was in a grand hall in a major city. Sophia stood across from him as a judge announced them man and wife. His wives cheered and others whistled as Doc dipped Sophia into a kiss. 
 
    
    “Doc?” The single word was a faint echo in the void. The voice was weak, tired, worn, but filled with concern. 
 
    
    Doc spun— he knew Rosa’s voice. Rosa… she’d been shot, her sap draining out and her hair white and faded. Memories of McIan dying came slamming back, staggering him. 
 
    
    “Shh... do not listen to the lies,” the sensual voice echoed softly around him. “We are eternal. We are legion. Come with us, and we shall lead you to the greatest pleasure you will ever know.” 
 
    
    Doc thought he felt soft hands touching his face, and jerked away from them. Whispered voices filtered to him, almost speaking over each other. 
 
    
    “Doc, are you okay?” Fiala asked. 
 
    
    “He’s frozen. We need to warm him up,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “McIan’s dead. Did he do this?” Sonya asked. 
 
    
    “Rosa, what can we do?” Sophia asked. 
 
    
    “Ladies, calm down. First, we need to find a way to warm him,” Lia said. 
 
    
    Doc knew them— he loved them and needed them beside him. The real them, not the fake ones he’d been shown. Their voices made a patch of the void brighten, and he focused on that. 
 
    
    “No, no! Do not leave, Voice. Stay… They will be made perfect with our help: pliant and devoted wholly to you,” the throaty voice begged, pleading with him. “Imagine what they could be if they only wished for your true happiness!” 
 
    
    More images of his loving wives being depraved sexual beasts came to him. He stood, towering over them and ordering them to do anything he wished. They eagerly obeyed him with wide, vacant eyes. 
 
    
    “Those aren’t my wives,” Doc hissed. “These are my wives!” He pushed thoughts of his wives back into the void. 
 
    
    Lia stood proudly, guns in hand as she killed zealot after zealot. Fiala was in the kitchen, a smile on her lips as she worked on dinner. Sonya explained dwarven lore to him so he could be better for the clans. Sophia stood in court to free him of Grange’s machinations. Ayla grinned as she went over the accounts with them all. Rosa fed him energy so he could heal, but that image was side by side with Rosa on her knees, begging him to feed her. 
 
    
    The void faded more as more light penetrated the Darkness. 
 
    
    “But they are not subservient! They can betray you,” the voice whispered. 
 
    
    Doc laughed as he felt warmer, and the light grew. “Idiot. They would sooner cut off their own arms than betray me. They’re smart, loyal, and dedicated to my goal. And if I want sex, they’re eager to do that because they want it, not because I demand it.” 
 
    
    “You will learn. You will see,” the sensual voice faded. “We will speak again… dream of us and what we can give you.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, sure,” Doc snorted. 
 
    
    The void was banished and light enveloped him. A moment later, he blinked and was back in the church, his wives bending over him. 
 
    
    “Doc!” The cry came from all five of them. 
 
    
    He gave them a wan smile. He turned his head to see Rosa— she was still faded, but whole— laying beside him, her hand on his arm. “Weed... I’m glad you made it.” 
 
    
    “Close, Voice...” Rosa whispered. “I need you… I might not survive the night, otherwise.” 
 
    
    Doc chuckled roughly. “I’ll try.” 
 
    
    “We can give her blood to help,” Sonya said, going up to Rosa. “Take from me first.” 
 
    
    “How many wounded and dead?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Not including the zealots, six dead, a dozen wounded,” Lia said. She knelt beside him, resting her hand on Rosa to give her blood. 
 
    
    “We used most of what we had with us,” Ayla added, going to give Rosa some blood as well. “The wounded are able to move. We told them you’d be able to start seeing them tomorrow.” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Doc said. “We need to walk out of here.” 
 
    
    “How is your health?” Sophia asked. 
 
    
    Doc checked his health, vitality, and energy. “I’m out of energy, a couple of points in vitality, and half-life.” 
 
    
    “I’ll go talk with Wenn,” Lia said standing. “Ayla, can you help Rosa get what she needs?” 
 
    
    Ayla looked at her, then nodded. “Yes... A little bit, at least.” 
 
    
    Doc’s brow furrowed, but when Ayla moved around to get to his pants, he snorted. “Well, the Darkness was right about one thing.” 
 
    
    “What?” Sophia asked, the last to reach the dryad. 
 
    
    “I spoke with the Darkness again, but this time, it wasn’t the angry male voice, but a sensual woman. She tried to ply me with all sorts of things that would be pleasurable. One of them was you all fucking me on the altar.” 
 
    
    “We won’t be on the altar, and we won’t go that far,” Ayla said as worked on his pants. “I’m just going to get Rosa a mouthful.” 
 
    
    “Oh... I wish I could do it myself,” Rosa sighed. “Thank you, mistress.” 
 
    
    “We should go help Lia,” Fiala said with a hint of pain in her voice. “Doc, just rest.” 
 
    
    “I am,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Sophia, Sonya, and Fiala went after Lia, leaving just Doc, Ayla, and Rosa in the church. Rosa shifted a little closer to him, close enough that she could kiss him. 
 
    
    “Thank you, Doc...” Rosa whispered, kissing him gently. 
 
    
    He tasted pine nuts and snow as he kissed her back. “I’m so glad you survived, my dear Weed. I would be heartbroken if you had to be reborn.” 
 
    
    Rosa smiled brightly at him, then turned her head to watch Ayla. “I’m glad I’m still here. I’m eager for the gift she will give me.” 
 
    
    Doc was going to reply, but shuddered instead as Ayla finally started to do as she’d suggested. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    When Doc, Ayla, and Rosa stepped outside, the crowd had returned. Doc supported Rosa as they left the building. Stopping on the small landing in front of the church, Doc looked over the crowd— fear dominated the majority, but he could see hope, too. 
 
    
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Doc said, his voice carrying in the quiet hush that had fallen, “today has seen many painful truths. I’m sorry that things happened the way they did. I will heal those who were wounded from this tragic event, starting tomorrow when I have the strength to do so. For those who fell during the attempted massacre, Luck’s Holdings will help their dependents.” 
 
    
    “Why?” the anonymous question made Doc pause. 
 
    
    “Because it’s the right thing to do,” he said. “While I didn’t start this confrontation with the church, it saddens me that innocent people were caught up in it. McIan was willing to slaughter all of you, just to try keeping his hold over you. He feared you would look past the dogma of the church and start to see things differently. 
 
    
    “I’ve said time and again that I hope this town will become a beacon of what life should be... a place where you are judged for you, not your ancestors. You have a real chance for that now. Your sheriff is a former national marshal who cares about the law, and is considering settling down and raising his family alongside yours.” 
 
    
    Wenn nodded, going to stand at the base of the stairs. “It’s true. Of course, when election time comes, you’ll have the right to vote for another. I’d suggest two who’ve been here longer: Fido or Spot. They’re good men who care about the law above everything else. I’ll still run for office, though, since I’ll be raising my family here.” 
 
    
    “You’ll have access to a real lawyer, not a crooked drunk employed by a criminal,” Doc said. “Elta Sagesse is known to all of you, having been your clerk for years. While she’s an attorney for Luck’s Holdings, she will take on other cases. When elections come around for judge, I wouldn’t be surprised if she ran. A Sagesse on the bench speaks volumes about how dedicated we are to fairness here in Deep Gulch.” 
 
    
    “I have family coming,” Elta said, coming forward. “A handful of other Sagesses will take up clerical positions in town to make sure everything is legal.” 
 
    
    The crowd began to murmur softly, but another anonymous voice spoke up, “You just want to own us like Goodman or Suez were trying to.” 
 
    
    People turned toward the speaker, but Doc answered them, drawing eyes back to him, “No. I have repeatedly made deals with businesses so they would own their own shops. I’ve given good terms that I am more than willing to make with others. While Luck’s Holdings won’t hand you your property, we’d carry the deeds at a lesser rate than the bank. Why? Because everyone should have a chance to succeed. Your choice.” 
 
    
    “Out of the goodness of your heart?” the same man asked again. This time, he was pushed forward. 
 
    
    Doc gave Evan a smirk. “Evan Brown, former manager of the Springs... I’m not surprised it’s you. And the answer is no, not out of the goodness of my heart.” 
 
    
    “You admit it?” Evan asked incredulously. 
 
    
    “I do. Not because I have nefarious purposes, but because my goddess has asked me to be a light to the world and show others what life could be if we tried. If you make a deal with us and fail to pay, we’ll still evict you because business is still business. But if you fail, it will be entirely up to you.” 
 
    
    “Bullshit!” Evan spat. 
 
    
    “Cows do, too, but that’s not the point, Brown. Believe or not, it’s entirely up to you.” 
 
    
    Smythe pushed out of the crowd. “What about us hard workers?” 
 
    
    “If you’re unbiased and do the job, you’ll be fine. Refusal to be a decent person will see you let go,” Doc replied. “It’s that simple. All we ask is that you treat everyone equally. Don’t be a bigoted asshole. That’s it. Hence why Brown was let go.” 
 
    
    “Beast lover!” Evan spat. 
 
    
    “Elf and dwarf, too,” Doc said amiably. “Your point?” 
 
    
    Evan looked at the crowd before stomping off. 
 
    
    “For those worried that I’ll do what Goodman and Suez were trying, let me ease your fears: I’ll be leaving town soon. I have to go out to spread the word of Lady Luck. Your mayor is smart and eager to help turn this into a shining community, and she has my backing. No one will be here to lord it over you. Some would call me foolish, perhaps stupid. Why spend so much and help so many if not to hold it all tightly? Others do... most do, in fact. I do what Lady Luck would have of me, which is helping people see a better way to live. I hope you’ll think back on today and see that I did nothing harmful. I healed people, took the skewed tests of the church, and then, my family did their best to help save you. When I confronted the preacher, he tried to kill me. He failed. You’re free to really stretch your wings and rise above the oppression that he would have forced on you, but it’s your choice. I hope you choose the light.” 
 
    
    The crowd was dead silent as Doc stepped down and made his way down the street toward his home. His wives fell in around him, with Harrid leading the way. Everyone parted for them, trying to understand this anomaly of a man that was calmly walking away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-six 
 
      
 
    Doc wiped at his sleep-crusted eyes, taking a moment to focus. When he finally got them open, he saw Rosa watching him. White hair with a faint hint of green framed her lined face before cascading down her back. Her emerald eyes twinkled when she met his. 
 
    
    “Creepy Weed,” Doc murmured. 
 
    
    “Your creepy Weed,” Rosa murmured back. 
 
    
    “Always. How are you feeling today?” 
 
    
    “Worn, but I will survive, like you. I look forward to being energized later.” 
 
    
    “I can only draw on you a little,” Doc said. “We did our best before collapsing, but you were near gone.” 
 
    
    “The emptiest I’ve ever been,” Rosa agreed. “And you saved me.” 
 
    
    “Fair’s fair. You saved me, too.” 
 
    
    “They are making breakfast together,” Rosa told him. “I was told I can have a single helping of you, then I have to bring you down.” 
 
    
    “Because you need it, but we also have things to do, my beautiful Weed.” 
 
    
    Rosa’s eyes shone. “Beautiful…? I love the way you see me, Voice. Even in this state, you still see me that way.” 
 
    
    “You’re still beautiful,” Doc replied. “You show a little age, but you’re far from granny-looking. More... a mature mother who went white a bit too quickly.” 
 
    
    Rosa moaned, shifting closer to the side of the bed. “Voice… please… show me more.” 
 
    
    Doc smiled at Rosa. He showed her how he saw her, what that did to him, and what that made him want to do to her. When she trembled, a breath away from climax, Doc leaned in and kissed her. Snow, fresh and sharp, mixed with her ever-present pine nut flavor filled his mouth as their tongues dueled. 
 
    
    Rosa grabbed him, shaking with release as she kissed him. He wanted her to orgasm, so she did. Her body, mind, and soul were his to use as he saw fit, and she loved every second of it. 
 
    
    Doc pulled back, then slid over, pulling her onto the bed. He didn’t speak— he didn’t have to with her. Rosa moved as she knew he wanted, eager to give and receive whatever he wished. 
 
    
    “Thank you, Voice,” Rosa moaned. She slipped a leg over his head and trailed kisses down toward his pelvis. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc kissed Rosa’s cheek as they walked down the hall. Her hair had become a shade darker— not much, but some. Doc thought back to when they’d gotten home the previous night. Lia served them all some Moondew to help with what had happened. That allowed his wives, himself, and Harrid to deal with the memories. He wondered if Jesamin would be able to make Moondew from Rosa’s sister when the dryad was reborn. 
 
    
    “Good morning, husband,” Sonya called out, the first to see him. 
 
    
    “Good morning to all of you,” Doc replied. 
 
    
    All of his wives, including Sophia, were moving around each other in the kitchen. Each seemed to be focused on the single dish that they were responsible for. 
 
    
    “How’re you feeling, Doc?” Harrid asked, turning in his seat to see him. 
 
    
    “Tired, but healed,” Doc said. “If not for Rosa’s nectar being made into Moondew, we might all still be feeling bad.” 
 
    
    “Many of us would,” Lia nodded. “Harrid and I would be functional, but distant.” 
 
    
    “About what I would expect,” Doc agreed. 
 
    
    “I have the eggs ready,” Fiala said. 
 
    
    “The biscuits should be ready, too,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “Gravy has had a chance to meld,” Sonya said, pulling the pot off the stove. 
 
    
    “I have the mixed fruit,” Sophia smiled as she brought a platter over to the table. 
 
    
    “And the ham was done a while ago,” Lia said. “Let’s eat.” 
 
    
    “I’ve already eaten,” Rosa said a bit smugly as she knelt beside Doc. 
 
    
    “We know,” Lia laughed. “Speaking of: Ayla, tomorrow, we’ll go back to normal. It’ll be your turn to wake him.” 
 
    
    “Good,” Ayla smiled as she set the plate of biscuits on the table. “I didn’t mind all of us being there. We should do that sometimes, too.” 
 
    
    “Agreed,” Fiala, Sonya, and Sophia echoed. 
 
    
    Lia laughed lightly. “I agree, too.” 
 
    
    Harrid shook his head as he helped himself to the food. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    When breakfast ended, they were happily sated. 
 
    
    “I’m going to heal at least a couple of the wounded today,” Doc said, pushing his empty plate away. “Plans for the day?” 
 
    
    “We’ll be busy dealing with businesses,” Ayla said. “I expect a lot of them to come ask, at least, which means we’ll be with Elta most of the day.” 
 
    
    Sophia nodded. “They’re likely to go there first, looking for a deal.” 
 
    
    “I’ll be getting my last few things in order so Cassia can transition fully as manager of the Lily. She’ll be handling the small tournament on her own today,” Lia said. “We’ll have to stay in town until Jesamin comes back first.” 
 
    
    “Sorry, Lia. I’m still working on the reservation laws,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “It’s fine. I doubt we’ll ever be free of them until the church is finished,” Lia said. “If we could convince a few from other tribes to join ours and get them to come to the valley, maybe Jesamin will find someone, as well.” 
 
    
    “That’d be good,” Doc smiled. “She deserves someone.” 
 
    
    “A few weeks at most?” Sophia asked hopefully. The other women grinned at her, and she looked down. “I admit that I want to get married soon...” 
 
    
    “And we want you to,” Lia said. “Doc, we’re going to Furden first, aren’t we?” 
 
    
    “Damned right we are,” Doc said, looking at Sophia. “I have a wife waiting on me. She deserves the happiness of her wedding.” 
 
    
    Sophia blushed, meeting his eyes with a broad smile. “Thank you, husband.” 
 
    
    “Are we going to inform the clan?” Harrid asked. 
 
    
    “Once we know when we’ll be going for certain,” Doc nodded. “They know we’re going, but even we don’t know exactly when, yet.” 
 
    
    “It’d be good for us all to be out and about today, being as normal as we can,” Sonya said. “It will reiterate Doc’s message, that this is the chance for everyone.” 
 
    
    “I agree,” Fiala added, covering Sonya’s hand with hers. “Maybe we can swing by the Springs?” 
 
    
    Sonya giggled. “Jasmine and Lotus would like that. I’ll miss them.” 
 
    
    “So will I, but they’ll be happier staying here,” Fiala sighed. 
 
    
    “Doc,” Ayla said, “you should go speak with Nicole.” 
 
    
    “I’ll make a point of it, but first, healing,” Doc said as he stood up. “I need to see Posy and reassure her, too.” 
 
    
    “She’ll be happy and sad...” Lia murmured. 
 
    
    “Yeah,” Doc sighed. “Let’s get to work.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc exhaled slowly as he leaned back in his chair. He’d managed to heal six of the worst wounded. It had taken hours, with breaks in between for him to help replenish Rosa. He asked Posy to have the other six come back tomorrow. 
 
    
    When Posy came back to the dining room, she had her books and was wearing a worried smile. “Are you sure, Doc?” 
 
    
    “I am. This is good for me and you,” Doc smiled. “Let’s see what Spot’s gotten up to recently.” 
 
    
    Posy came to the table slowly and took her seat, but didn’t open her books. “Doc… are you really going to leave?” 
 
    
    Her trembling voice tore a little at Doc’s heart. “Yes, Posy. It might be a week or two, but we’ll be leaving. I have to go to Furden to marry Sophia. After that, I’m not sure where we’ll be going... maybe west? It’ll be more open there than to the east. I might be able to galvanize the communities in the frontier before turning my attention to the more populated parts of the country.” 
 
    
    “Will you come back...?” Posy sniffled. 
 
    
    “I don’t know,” Doc said softly. “I don’t want to lie, so I’m telling you the truth only, Posy. We’ll want to. If it works out, well, I’ll make a point to try, but life might prevent us from doing so.” 
 
    
    Sniffling, Posy nodded jerkily. “Okay...” 
 
    
    “Hey, now... it’s okay to cry. Nothing wrong with being sad. We’re all sad sometimes. I’ll be sad when I miss seeing you. I have to go, though. I want to make the world better for you and others. That’s what Luck wants me to do, and it’s what I want to do, too. I want you to be able to grow up and do anything you want, without people looking down on you.” 
 
    
    Posy began to cry in earnest. 
 
    
    Pulling her chair over, Doc put his arm around her shoulders. “I know, you pretty flower... I know.” A few tears slipped from his eyes, raining down on her head. “I’m sad, too.” 
 
    
    Posy looked up, surprised he was crying. “Please try to come back?” 
 
    
    “I will... might be a few years, but I’ll try.” 
 
    
    Posy leaned over, pushing her face into his chest. “I’ll do my best, Doc. I will.” 
 
    
    “I know,” Doc murmured, stroking her hair. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Exhaling a soft breath, Doc waited for the maid to answer the door. 
 
    
    Amy opened it, giving Doc a smile. “Sir, she was hoping you would be by. Please, come in.” 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Doc replied. 
 
    
    “Would you care for tea? Something stronger? Maybe a snack?” Amy asked as she led them into the home. 
 
    
    “Tea will be fine, and a snack would be good, too,” Doc said. “Healing is hungry work.” 
 
    
    “I’ll arrange it,” Amy said as she seated them. “I’ll let the mistress know you are here. Excuse me.” 
 
    
    Rosa smiled as she knelt beside him. “She loves her work. Nicole has been kind to her, and Spot has started to court her, which makes her even happier.” 
 
    
    “I thought there was an undercurrent between them,” Doc chuckled. 
 
    
    “Do you do that with everyone?” Harrid asked Rosa slowly. 
 
    
    “Read them? Yes. It makes Doc safer,” Rosa said. “I can ignore your thoughts more often, if that would make you more comfortable?” 
 
    
    “Please,” Harrid said. 
 
    
    “I will try.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Weed,” Doc murmured, stroking her hair. “Sorry, Harrid.” 
 
    
    Exhaling, Harrid cleared his throat. “It’s a part of being your guard. She’s doing her best to keep you safe. I can adapt, sir, though I’m thankful she’ll not follow me as often.” 
 
    
    A minute later, Nicole came into the room. “Doc, how are you?” 
 
    
    “Healed, but tired,” Doc replied. “I healed half of those injured yesterday.” 
 
    
    “I arranged the burials with Digger,” Nicole said, going straight to business. “I’ll pass the numbers along to Ayla. I know I told her that I could manage your finances when you leave, but now, I’m not certain.” 
 
    
    “Hire someone, then,” Doc said. “Talk with Ayla about it, but hire someone to do it. You’ll be the manager of Luck’s Holdings here. That’ll be a major thing, as it is. Delegate and hire those you have to.” 
 
    
    Nicole looked away. “Okay.” 
 
    
    “What’s the problem?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Just feels like I should do more and that I’m failing,” Nicole admitted. “You just freed this town from all the bad influences it had, and here I am, balking over having to manage your business, finances, and be the mayor.” 
 
    
    Doc laughed. “Did you just hear yourself? You feel bad over doing multiple major jobs.” 
 
    
    “I know. It’s kind of silly, but it is what it is.” 
 
    
    “Look for people, vet them, hire them, and let them handle it,” Doc said simply. “I don’t ask anyone to do everything. It’s okay to bring in help. Just make sure you can trust them.” 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Nicole exhaled. “I’ll start looking.” 
 
    
    “I have the tea,” Amy said, bringing the tea trolley into the room. “May I serve?” 
 
    
    “Please, Amy,” Nicole said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-seven 
 
      
 
    Doc stretched happily, looking at his wives gathered around him. “Good morning.” 
 
    
    The chorus of greetings came back, along with kisses from each of the six women in bed with him. It was a tight fit with all of them, but they’d made it work without complaint. 
 
    
    “Rangvald should be back tomorrow, right? And Jesamin should be with him?” Doc asked, knowing his wives would have a better track of things. 
 
    
    “Yes, Rangvald should be in tomorrow,” Ayla agreed as she and Sophia got out of the bed. “Nicole has a couple of people to interview today to help her with finances. I’ll be going over to help her.” 
 
    
    “Mother has a few more from my extended family coming in today, too,” Sophia added. “None of us realized that Bero had died until Digger told us.” 
 
    
    “Glad Nicole could appoint her as judge. That will give her all the experience she needs until the election,” Doc said. “Is your cousin, Lita, the one stepping into her open spot?” 
 
    
    “When the others get here, yes,” Sophia nodded, then smiled broadly. “I can’t wait. In just a few more days, we’ll be in Furden.” 
 
    
    The others all grinned with her, knowing how eager she was to officially marry into their growing family. 
 
    
    “We’re all eager for that,” Doc said, the last one to get out of bed. 
 
    
    “We’ll hand this place to Jesamin when we leave,” Lia said. “She’ll be happy with the room for Krisriit.” 
 
    
    “Doc, did you think about our question?” Fiala asked as she started to dress. 
 
    
    “I don’t mind one more going away party with them, and you’re all in agreement. The second part is what I’m unsure about. Are you sure it’s the best idea?” 
 
    
    “I have the paperwork in order,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “The funds are set aside, much like they already are for Posy,” Ayla added. 
 
    
    “The clan will help them,” Sonya said softly. 
 
    
    “Jesamin will be… shocked, but eager,” Lia laughed. 
 
    
    “None of us are ready for children yet,” Fiala said. “We’ll be on the move a lot soon. It’ll mean the world to them.” 
 
    
    “And it ensures you leave a legacy behind,” Rosa added. “Chances, if the worst comes to pass.” 
 
    
    “They won’t be orphans,” Doc mumbled. “They’ll have loving mothers, the support of the clan, and our friends. Wenn did hint he’d like friends for his son, too.” 
 
    
    “The choice is yours,” Fiala said. She went to his side, touching his chest lightly. “Just tell them if they need to take the herbs or not.” 
 
    
    “Same with Jesamin,” Lia added. “I suggested she hold off after we made her elder.” 
 
    
    “Can’t believe this was your idea,” Doc snorted, looking past Fiala to Lia. 
 
    
    “I’ll be beside you until the end, Doc, but I would like to ensure that there are other chances for redemption of the world, too.” 
 
    
    “Agreed,” Sonya said. 
 
    
    “The two of them approached the rest of us,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “Lotus and Jasmine asked Sonya and I when we saw them a few days ago. They were sure it would be a flat no, so they were wide-eyed with hope when we said we’d ask.” 
 
    
    Doc kissed Fiala’s nose. “Let’s see what Luck says.” Going to the dressing table where his wallet was, he snagged a twenty-dollar coin. “Heads, they get what they want. Tails, no kids.” 
 
    
    Six voices all said a single word just before the coin went spinning, “Luck.” 
 
    
    Doc almost missed the grab because of the unity his wives showed, but he snagged it and slapped it onto the back of his left hand. Giving them all a long look, he removed his right. The coin was showing heads. 
 
    
    “Looks like I’m leaving children behind...” Doc said a little slowly. 
 
    
    “Are you okay with it?” Rosa asked as she watched his conflicted thoughts. 
 
    
    Doc stood there a moment longer. His wives got dressed around him while he stayed nude, trying to understand his own mind. After a while, Doc exhaled, and Rosa beamed. “Yeah. I know this isn’t some storybook, nor a movie. I might very well die trying to do this. Luck will bless my children, and they will have the chance to do the same thing I’m trying to do.” 
 
    
    “Doc,” Sonya said slowly, “would you accept another, just for the night, so we can leave a child for the clan, too?” 
 
    
    Doc’s head came up sharply, and he looked from Sonya to his other wives. “You’re all okay with that?” 
 
    
    “She asked last night,” Fiala said. “We understand her reasoning. It’s just a one-time chance for them.” 
 
    
    “Who?” Doc asked Sonya. 
 
    
    “Gretchen Oresmelter,” Sonya said. “She hasn’t yet settled on a suitor, and she’s looked. She would gladly do this for the clan, and it would lift her and her father further up in the clan. I… asked her…” 
 
    
    Doc smiled gently at his suddenly shy dwarven wife. “Already asked, hmm?” 
 
    
    “I would’ve had to ask another if she’d said no, but honestly, any of my contemporaries would have eagerly agreed. All of them that have been allowed to follow their hearts would agree. If we allowed it, all of them who are not yet courting would line up for a chance.” 
 
    
    “Pump the brakes on that,” Doc chuckled. “I’ll agree with Gretchen, if they—” Doc’s head dipped toward his other wives when Lia cut him off. 
 
    
    “We approve,” Lia said, the others nodding in agreement. “The clan and tribe will both have a single chance to have your children, as will Lotus and Jasmine... I’d have expected Heather to ask if she hadn’t found Oliver.” 
 
    
    “He’s good people,” Doc said. “I’m going to sit and play piano with her some today.” 
 
    
    “Good,” Lia said. “I saw you working on more music.” 
 
    
    “A send off,” Doc nodded. 
 
    
    “Don’t forget that today is Remembrance Day,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “Huh?” 
 
    
    “Today marks the anniversary of our nation splitting away from Avalon,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “Right. Revolutionary War,” Doc said. “It’s Britain for my old world. Didn’t even think to ask about that.” 
 
    
    “We managed everything,” Sophia said. “Luck’s Holdings is celebrating the holiday. It’s a relatively new holiday, only recently made official by the government.” 
 
    
    “Seven years ago,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “Anything for me to do specifically?” Doc asked. “Sorry. The last few days kind of blended for me.” 
 
    
    Rosa giggled, her vibrant green hair and lustrous bark gleaming in the early morning light from the window. “Thank you for spoiling me, Voice.” 
 
    
    “We all needed you back in top shape,” Lia snickered. 
 
    
    “Nothing. We’re giving away free food and, tonight, we’ll have a small firework display,” Ayla said. “The town has really grabbed ahold of your message, so we wanted to celebrate with them. Today provided the perfect opportunity.” 
 
    
    “I agree. I vaguely remember you telling me this,” Doc chuckled. 
 
    
    “You need to get dressed,” Lia said. “We’ll go start breakfast.” 
 
    
    “Oh, right,” Doc said as he watched everyone, except Rosa, leave the room. He gave her a smirk. “Weed?” 
 
    
    “I’m just staying in case you have need of me, Voice,” Rosa said, her eyes gleaming. 
 
    
    “Get,” Doc chuckled. “I’ll be down shortly.” 
 
    
    Rosa pouted a little, then walked to the door slowly, giving him puppy eyes. 
 
    
    “No,” Doc laughed. 
 
    
    “As you command, Voice,” Rosa sighed as she opened the door. She shivered as she froze in place. “Promise?” she whispered with eagerness. 
 
    
    “If you’re a good Weed for the rest of today,” Doc said, having sent her a thought of what he would do with her later. 
 
    
    Rosa quickly left, shutting the door behind her. 
 
    
    Doc took a seat on the bed. “Well, tonight is going to be a hell of a send-off party... Never thought they’d ask that of me... I’m not abandoning them, either. They’ll have financial support and friends all around them to help.” With a thought, he opened his character screen, going to look at his faith. “Freeing the town really helped, and maybe the other clans are accepting me more, too.” Getting dressed slowly, Doc looked over his options for his new faith. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    When he finally made it downstairs, Doc was still thinking about what to do. He didn’t speak as he took his seat, accepting the cup of coffee from Lia. Lia raised an eyebrow, but when Rosa gripped her thigh and shook her head, she didn’t say anything. Harrid was going to speak, but Lia held up a hand, cutting him off. He gave Lia a questioning look, and she motioned for him to wait. The others caught the byplay and stayed quiet, as well. 
 
    
    “It makes the most sense,” Doc muttered, “but who should take the position?” 
 
    
    “What position?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    Doc blinked slowly, looking at her, then at the others, before finishing with the mostly empty cup in his hand. “Ah. Auto-pilot.” 
 
    
    “What?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “I was moving without thinking,” Doc sighed. “Did you all stay quiet?” 
 
    
    “We saw you were in thought,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    “Rosa told me to give you time, and I told them,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Okay, sorry,” Doc said. “I have enough faith for a major purchase. I’m going to do it, but I have to pick someone to take the position.” 
 
    
    “You still haven’t said what position,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Oh! A cleric. They would get access to three of my gifts that I pick when I give them the position.” 
 
    
    The kitchen went silent, the only sound being the ham sizzling in the pan. 
 
    
    “I get that it’s kind of a big deal, but to put it in perspective, they would be a minor cleric until I get the next higher rank gift. That would then make them a full cleric and let me name three new minor clerics.” 
 
    
    “That… is still a big gift...” Lia said breathlessly. 
 
    
    “Means I can leave a healer behind, someone who can continue to do faith healing,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Shaman’s took on apprentices in the lore,” Sonya said. “This must be like that.” 
 
    
    “Similar to the tribe’s lore, though it also sounds different,” Lia said. 
 
    
    “Each new rank toward that gift increases the number I can have,” Doc explained, “but who do I make the one to heal? It’ll put a mark on them for the church, but it has to be someone I can trust.” 
 
    
    Fiala pulled the ham out of the pan. “Breakfast is ready. We can consider it while we eat?” 
 
    
    “Yeah, might be for the best,” Doc agreed. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    They all sat there for a while once they’d finished eating breakfast. 
 
    
    Sonya spoke up first, “It would be wrong to suggest a dwarf. The clan would love it, but it might isolate them, as others would hesitate to go to them.” 
 
    
    “Same reason I won’t put Heather or Jesamin forward,” Lia agreed. 
 
    
    “I think we’re all in that same place,” Ayla said. “I’d suggest Nicole, but you might want to not pile that onto her. I’m also not sure how she would take it.” 
 
    
    “Same with my ideas,” Sophia nodded. 
 
    
    “Lotus or Jasmine would do it,” Fiala said. “I’m not sure if you want to do that if they’re going to have your children, though. It would make them a bigger target.” 
 
    
    Harrid shifted, then cleared his throat. “Posy?” Everyone looked at him, and Harrid shrugged. “It was just a thought. She would be dedicated, and she already wants to do more. A child healing others would be seen as… less threatening. I can speak with the clan to provide her with a guard, too.” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Doc said, “if she agrees.” 
 
    
    “She wouldn’t tell you no,” Fiala said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    
    “The idea is perfect. As Harrid said, who would go against a child? If we surround her with a guard, too, then I think it will work.” 
 
    
    “She’ll be beside herself,” Sonya smiled. 
 
    
    Lia chuckled. “I agree.” 
 
    
    “Well, time to go talk to Daf and Posy,” Doc said, standing up. 
 
    
    “We have our own things to handle,” Ayla said. “See you tonight, husband.” 
 
    
    “Everyone will be here for dinner and after,” Fiala said. “Harrid… you might want to stay at the Lily tonight.” 
 
    
    “Agreed,” Harrid answered almost immediately. 
 
    
    “I’ll arrange a room for you,” Lia laughed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-eight 
 
      
 
    “Daf, can I speak with you?” Doc asked when they entered the Lily’s kitchen. 
 
    
    “Of course,” Daf smiled. 
 
    
    “Upstairs?” 
 
    
    Daf’s smile faltered, but she nodded. “Of course, Doc. Is everything alright?” 
 
    
    “Yes, but… it’s complicated.” 
 
    
    “Take over for me please, Bella,” Daf told one of her helpers. 
 
    
    Doc led the way out of the kitchen, still chewing over his upcoming talk. Lia came with him, knowing he might want the support. 
 
    
    When everyone was seated in the dining room, Doc exhaled. “Daf, I have the opportunity to leave someone behind who can do a fraction of what I do. They would gain small blessings from Luck to heal, helping keep her powers here in town after I leave.” 
 
    
    “Doc, I… I can’t…! I’m not a people person,” Daf said, shocked. 
 
    
    “Calm yourself, Daffodil,” Lia smiled. “Let him finish.” 
 
    
    “O… kay,” Daf said slowly. 
 
    
    “I asked my wives who should be the one to take on the mantle of priestess of Luck, and we discussed it. Once we’d run through the likely people, Harrid suggested someone we thought might work.” 
 
    
    Daf frowned, not understanding why they were talking to her if she wasn’t the one they were speaking about. 
 
    
    Taking a deep breath, Doc bulled ahead, “Would you be okay with Posy being blessed by Luck?” 
 
    
    Daf’s face went through a mix of emotions, and her thoughts locked up as the question penetrated her brain. Seconds ticked away, feeling like minutes to a few at the table. 
 
    
    “My precious flower?” Daf asked. 
 
    
    “If you aren’t comfortable with it, I’ll find another,” Doc said slowly, “but she’d be good for it. She wants to help, and no one will find her threatening. I’ll be speaking with the clan so she will have a guard with her, like Harrid does for me, so she has extra protection.” 
 
    
    Rocking in place, Daf tried to think. “My precious little flower… Won’t the church come for her?” 
 
    
    “Possibly, but I’ll be making a name for Luck when I leave, so it’s likely they’ll come for me, instead. My company here will be backing her, so she’ll have help if things do start to go badly. The clan will be protecting her, as this will basically make her my apprentice.” 
 
    
    Daf slowly calmed when Doc laid out the help that would be there. “They’d protect her?” 
 
    
    “I need to speak with them, but yes, they will,” Doc said. “Sonya and Harrid both agree with that.” 
 
    
    Looking down, Daf considered her little girl being blessed by a goddess. She thought about how Posy would light up over being able to be like the man she admired, being able to heal people. Slowly, a smile came to the stoic woman’s face. “If she agrees.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Daf,” Doc said. “Rosa, will you bring her here?” 
 
    
    Rosa rose from her spot between Doc and Lia. “Yes, Doc.” 
 
    
    Silence settled over the group while they waited, but they didn’t have to wait long. Rosa led Posy into the room, the dryad smiling almost as broadly as Posy. 
 
    
    “Momma?” Posy asked, surprised that her mother was in there with Doc and Lia. 
 
    
    “Come here, Posy,” Daf said. 
 
    
    Posy’s smile faded a little at the hesitation in her mother’s voice, but she crossed to Daf’s side quickly. “Yes, Momma?” 
 
    
    Daf picked Posy up and set her daughter on her lap, holding her. “Doc has a question for you.” 
 
    
    Posy’s eyes locked on Doc’s, her heart filled with hope. “Doc?” 
 
    
    “Posy,” Doc said slowly, “you said you wanted to help before. Do you still want to help?” 
 
    
    Posy’s hope that Doc had decided to marry her mother wilted, but she still nodded eagerly. “Yes.” 
 
    
    “Would you become Luck’s priestess here in town?” 
 
    
    Posy stared at him in shock. “Me?!” 
 
    
    “You were the one that we all thought was the best for the blessing,” Doc told her. “You’d basically be my apprentice in Luck’s eyes. My company will back you, and I’ll be going to the clan when we’re done here so they understand. You should end up with a guard like Harrid to keep you safe, too.” 
 
    
    Posy’s heart swelled. Doc asking her to do so much had her smile bloom. “Yes!” 
 
    
    The sincere happiness in Posy’s voice brought smiles to everyone else in the room. Daf hugged her tightly, knowing that the job would bring danger, but that it would also make her daughter happy. 
 
    
    “Okay,” Doc exhaled. “One moment.” With a mental flick, he brought his character screen up, shifted to the faith tab, and selected the gift from Luck. Another screen asked him to choose which gifts the cleric would have, and to name his helper. Doc clicked on healing hands, cleansing, and energy reserves, then looked right at Posy. “Posy, do you accept this blessing of Luck?” 
 
    
    “Yes!” 
 
    
    “Be blessed by the goddess to heal in her name,” Doc intoned as he targeted Posy and accepted her as the cleric. 
 
    
    Posy’s eyes bulged when the knowledge flooded her mind. Mouth dropping open, she stared at Doc in wonder. “I... I can heal!” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Doc smiled. “Luck wants to help others.” 
 
    
    “May I grant her a gift?” Rosa asked from her spot between Doc and Lia. 
 
    
    “A gift?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “A small gift to help her,” Rosa said. “She won’t have your capacity.” 
 
    
    “Oh, yes, please,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Rosa stood, giving Posy a smile. “Posy, would you be okay with a gift?” 
 
    
    “If it will help me, please.” 
 
    
    Rosa went to stand before Daf and Posy. “May I?” Rosa asked Daf. 
 
    
    Daf swallowed, then nodded. “Go ahead.” 
 
    
    Rosa exhaled, bowing her head. Extending her hand, she held her palm up to Posy. Slowly, a wooden flower formed on her hand. Rosa exhaled slowly as she removed the newly-formed flower from her palm. “This is part of me, Posy,” Rosa said with a hint of loss. “You can push your energy into it, and it will hold it for you. If you touch it, you can pull energy from it to help you. It is currently full, so it can be of use. At the end of every day, push whatever energy you have left into it until you feel resistance. That means it is full.” 
 
    
    Doc brought up his screen again, nodding when he saw the change in Rosa’s energy reserves— she’d just lost a fifth of her capacity. 
 
    
    Posy stared at the wooden flower with wonder. “Really?” 
 
    
    “That is a precious thing,” Doc said softly. “Keep it as safe as you can.” 
 
    
    “I made it with a hole,” Rosa said, turning it over to show Posy. “You can wear it as a necklace. It’s your mother’s namesake, a daffodil. I know how much you love your mother.” 
 
    
    Posy accepted the flower with a hint of worry, afraid she would damage it. “Thank you...” 
 
    
    “It’s very sturdy. You would have to be a strong person to even have a chance of breaking it. Harrid, with a hammer and anvil, would find it a challenge to manage.” 
 
    
    Posy exhaled, then clutched the flower to her chest. “Thank you.” 
 
    
    “Doc loves you, and your task is now as important as his,” Rosa said softly. Her gaze went to Daf. “In a few years, if Posy wishes, she can go speak with my sister, Ambrose. Ambrose would be willing to tie herself to her so Posy can do even more.” 
 
    
    Daf’s eyes went wide. “But…!” 
 
    
    “Like me, she will not hurt one who aids Doc,” Rosa said gently. “Your daughter is now his daughter as far as all woodfolk will be concerned. They would sooner die than harm her, minus those afflicted with corruption.” 
 
    
    Posy’s eyes were wide as saucers. “Really? I’m his daughter?!” 
 
    
    “In the eyes of Mother, yes,” Rosa smiled brightly, then leaned and kissed Posy’s forehead. “Welcome, child. Mother loves you.” 
 
    
    Posy began to cry, turning to clutch at Daf. 
 
    
    Doc startled, but Rosa turned toward him with a bright smile. “She is just happy, dear Voice.” 
 
    
    “Yes, she is,” Lia smiled. “Well, husband, your first child is a little older than we thought she’d be, but she’s beautiful and special.” 
 
    
    Doc smiled as Daf held Posy tightly, kissing her head. “Daf?” 
 
    
    Daf was crying, too, as she rocked her little girl. “Thank you, Doc. You’ve given her everything her heart desired. She can help you, is your daughter, and she is still my little girl, too.” 
 
    
    “She’s precious to me,” Doc said thickly, suddenly overcome with his own emotions. Wiping at his eyes, he brushed tears away. “I need to go talk to the clan.” When he got up, he moved to Daf and Posy, then bent over and kissed the girl’s head. “Daughter, you will shine brightly for our goddess.” 
 
    
    Posy cried harder, holding Daf tightly. “Thank you!” she sobbed. “I’ll make you proud.” 
 
    
    “You already have,” Doc said, kissing her head one more time before quickly leaving the room. 
 
    
    Harrid, Rosa, and Lia were a few seconds behind him, but they caught up to him before he got downstairs. 
 
    
    Lia grabbed him, pulling him into her arms, and Rosa folded around his back so he was being held between them. “You did the right thing, husband,” Lia whispered. “Are you okay?” 
 
    
    “Yeah...” Doc whispered back. “Just hit me hard when Rosa called her my daughter. I love the idea of her being my daughter. She’s special to me.” 
 
    
    “We know,” Rosa murmured. “She was nearly bursting with happiness. She will be the best priestess for Luck and you.” 
 
    
    It took a moment, but Doc managed to calm himself. “Harrid,” Doc said, looking over Lia’s shoulder. “Thank you.” 
 
    
    Harrid dipped his head. “My pleasure to help, Doc. Honestly, it seemed obvious to me.” 
 
    
    “It wasn’t to me until you said her name.” 
 
    
    “I was hesitant to mention it. I was unsure which way you would view it,” Rosa said. “But now, all is good.” 
 
    
    “We need to see the clan,” Doc said. “I want her protected.” 
 
    
    “We all do,” Lia murmured, then kissed Doc lightly. “Come. Let’s go make sure your first child is as safe as we can make her.” 
 
    
    First daughter... Doc thought as they headed to the clan hall. Well, if it works out, I’ll be leaving at least four more children behind. I hope it’s the right thing to do, but Luck answered me with the coin... 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    The trip to the clan hall took a while, and it let Doc really see the town again. He’d stayed mostly at home and at the Lily since the event with McIan. Everyone they passed greeted them with smiles. 
 
    
    “The town is much happier,” Rosa said, walking on his left. “Everyone feels like they can make a difference and make their own lives better. You have given them hope, Voice. With Nicole and the others to guide the town, it has a very real chance of being the jewel you want it to be.” 
 
    
    Doc smiled as he thought of Deep Gulch being the bright spot of Colorado, or Coalrud, as it was known in this world. 
 
    
    “Nicole mentioned naming your mine and the town that will grow up around it,” Lia mentioned. “Do you remember Sophia telling you?” 
 
    
    “Vaguely,” Doc admitted. 
 
    
    “Lucky Strike,” Lia snickered. “It’s fitting for you and Luck.” 
 
    
    “It really is.” 
 
    
    The dwarves outside the clan hall greeted them, opening the doors as they approached. “Shaman, welcome,” one of them said. 
 
    
    “Good morning,” Doc greeted the man back. 
 
    
    The single guard who’d taken over Harrid’s spot in the elder’s chamber knocked when he saw them, opening the doors when they got closer. “Shaman.” 
 
    
    “Morning,” Doc replied as he went past the guard. He looked past him to the three elders, who were setting down paperwork when Doc entered. “Elders, may I have a moment?” 
 
    
    “Of course,” Becker said. “You can always have a moment, Shaman.” 
 
    
    “I come with tidings of import for the clan,” Doc said. He didn’t go to the seats in the room. Instead, he stood in front of them. “Elders, I have taken an apprentice.” 
 
    
    All three stared at him, but it was Greta who managed to ask, “An apprentice? Who?” 
 
    
    “Posy Hopner,” Doc said simply. 
 
    
    “The child that Suez abducted?” Koch asked. 
 
    
    “Yes. She’s already been accepted by Luck as a priestess. Luck has invested her healing ability into Posy.” 
 
    
    “We see,” Becker said slowly. “Very well. As apprentice to you, she will be protected by the clan. We will find a suitable guard for her. Do you still plan on leaving soon?” 
 
    
    “A few days at most,” Doc said. “Furden will be my first stop, as I have business to take care of there. After that… I’m not sure yet.” 
 
    
    “Very well,” Becker replied. “We will be sad to see you leave.” 
 
    
    “If I may?” Lia asked. 
 
    
    “Lia, please go ahead,” Greta prompted. 
 
    
    “We have convinced our husband to lay with Gretchen Oresmelter tonight. This will be for tonight only, but does give the chance that she’ll have a child.” 
 
    
    All three elders sat forward. “Truly, Shaman?” Becker asked. 
 
    
    “Yes,” Doc said. “I’ve agreed to lay with a few others, as well. This is in case the worst happens. My children will have a high chance of being favored by Luck.” 
 
    
    Greta grimaced. “We would hope it never comes to that, Doc.” 
 
    
    “But we all know it might, hence why I agreed,” Doc said. “It’s also why Posy is my apprentice.” 
 
    
    “We shall summon Oresmelter, and—” 
 
    
    “Sonya was handling it,” Lia cut Koch off. “We’ll handle everything regarding our husband.” 
 
    
    “Very well, Treeheart,” Koch said. 
 
    
    “The others who have a chance are Jesamin, the new elder of my tribe; Lotus; and Jasmine, both of whom worked for me and now run the Springs,” Lia said. “These four women will all have their chances tonight. I tell you their names so you can protect them for us.” 
 
    
    “If they bear his children, they will be cared for and protected,” Becker said solemnly. 
 
    
    “They’ll be treated equally,” Doc said firmly. “No favorites, even if Gretchen has a child.” 
 
    
    Greta was quick to assure him, “We will do as you say, Doc.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Mom,” Doc exhaled. “I still feel a bit odd leaving children behind, but I know that my business and the clan will do all they can for them.” 
 
    
    “We will,” Koch agreed quickly. 
 
    
    “That is why I came,” Doc said. “Elders, I wish you a good Remembrance Day.” 
 
    
    “Good Remembrance,” all three intoned. 
 
    
    Turning on his heel, Doc headed for the door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-nine 
 
      
 
    “How are you doing?” Doc asked Heather as his fingers danced over the keys. 
 
    
    “Good,” Heather replied, watching his hands. “You’re leaving soon, aren’t you?” 
 
    
    “Yeah, maybe a couple days,” Doc replied as he kept playing. “It’s why I had all of those made for you.” 
 
    
    “I thought that might be the case,” Heather sighed. “Thank you for everything, Doc.” 
 
    
    “Thanks aren’t needed. How’s the new home? And Oliver?” 
 
    
    “Good. We kept the old staff... well, some of the old staff. We hired new members for the ones who left. He was quick to dismiss anyone who looked at me wrong. I’m going slow with him. He said he wants to manage at least a few of the traditions before we marry.” 
 
    
    “He’s a romantic,” Doc smiled. “I’m happy for you both.” 
 
    
    “We both thank you. I’m sure he’ll say so if you see him before you go.” 
 
    
    “Should see him tomorrow, if the crew comes in.” 
 
    
    “That’s true,” Heather nodded. 
 
    
    Doc finished the song. “That’s it. I’m sure you have it memorized.” 
 
    
    “I do.” Heather stood with him, giving him a hug. “I’ll always be grateful, Doc. You opened more music up to me, and because of you, I met Oliver.” 
 
    
    Doc hugged her back, letting her compose herself, as she’d broken right at the end. “I’ll be expecting something unique when I hear your music again. I know you’ll surprise me. As for Oliver, I’m so happy for you two. It’s like you two were always meant to be together.” 
 
    
    Heather sniffled, getting control of her emotions. She surreptitiously wiped her eyes before breaking the hug. “Be safe, and come back.” 
 
    
    The crowd gave scattered applause as Doc stepped away from the piano. “Ladies and gentlemen, Heather will now play something new for you. Enjoy.” 
 
    
    Heather gave him a bright smile when she sat back down and pulled out one of the new songs he’d given her. Doc walked over to the bar where Cassia was handing off to Petunia. 
 
    
    “Cassia, do you have a few minutes?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Of course, Doc,” Cassia smiled. “Dining room?” 
 
    
    “That works.” 
 
    
    They’d just stepped into the back hall when Lia called out to Doc, “Doc, I’m heading home with Rosa and Jesamin.” 
 
    
    Doc gave Jesamin a grin. “Good to see you again, Elder.” 
 
    
    Jesamin looked away. “It is good to see you, Shaman.” 
 
    
    “We’ll see you for dinner,” Lia smiled crookedly. 
 
    
    “I’ll be home in just a few.” 
 
    
    “Good.” Lia gave him a kiss when she went by. 
 
    
    “We’ll be waiting,” Rosa added, also kissing him. 
 
    
    “Shaman,” Jesamin murmured as she went past him. 
 
    
    “Something is going on, isn’t it?” Cassia asked. 
 
    
    “We’re having a going away party,” Doc chuckled. 
 
    
    “Ah. That’s why Harrid is staying here tonight,” Cassia nodded. “I see. Jesamin… is staying the night?” 
 
    
    “One of our guests,” Doc smiled. 
 
    
    “Guests?” Wenn asked, coming into the hallway. 
 
    
    “Wenn, join me and Cassia for a talk?” Doc asked him. 
 
    
    “Does it involve guests?” Wenn asked. 
 
    
    “No. That’s my party tonight.” 
 
    
    “It’s a ‘special’ party,” Cassia said before Wenn could ask more. 
 
    
    Wenn held up a hand. “Say no more.” 
 
    
    Doc laughed and led the way up to the dining room. 
 
    
    Once they were all seated, Doc became serious. “First, how is Marium working out for you?” 
 
    
    “Good,” Cassia smiled. “She’s doing a great job on the house for us. Though... are you sure she’s stable?” 
 
    
    “Rosa and I both checked her after you agreed to her working for you,” Doc said. “Has something happened?” 
 
    
    “She prays to Luck every night, which is fine, but we wonder if you leaving might unhinge her some,” Wenn answered. “She takes solace that, if she needs help, you’re in town.” 
 
    
    “Well, that’s something I was going to tell you both,” Doc said. “There’s another person who can heal now. Luck gave me the ability to pass on my healing gift.” 
 
    
    “Who?” Cassia asked. 
 
    
    “Posy.” 
 
    
    Wenn nodded slowly, while Cassia looked shocked. “That’s a good choice. A young girl, and a rabbit bestial to boot. Not many can see her and fear, but if she can heal them, they’ll look on her with thankful awe.” 
 
    
    “She’ll have a guard from the clan,” Doc added. “Just because most might, we’re taking precautions. Both of you should know, though, so you can keep an eye on her.” 
 
    
    “We will,” Cassia said. “Daf agreed to this?” 
 
    
    “I asked her first,” Doc reassured her. “Posy might not fully understand how healing works, but I’ll work with her tomorrow.” 
 
    
    “That’s good,” Cassia said. “She’ll love that.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, she will,” Doc said softly. 
 
    
    “Is that what you wanted to talk to us about?” Wenn asked. 
 
    
    “I had one last thing to mention,” Doc said before taking a deeper breath. “I might leave some children behind. Ayla’s set up the trust funds, and I have assurances from the clan that they will be cared for and protected. It means your son might have some friends of similar age. Can you keep an eye on them for me?” 
 
    
    Cassia and Wenn both stared at him, but Cassia was the first to find her voice, “Who?” 
 
    
    “Lotus, Jasmine, Jesamin, and Gretchen Oresmelter,” Doc said. “I’m having dinner with them when I leave here.” 
 
    
    Wenn chuckled, then laughed, before he leaned back, guffawing. Cassia gave him a frown, but Wenn kept on laughing. Doc just grinned at the sheriff, waiting. When he could finally manage it, Wenn said, “When I asked for a friend for my kid, I didn’t think you’d try to leave a handful.” 
 
    
    “Wasn’t my intent to leave any children behind,” Doc said. “My wives asked, though, and frankly…” He trailed off for a minute. “If things go badly in the future, Luck might still have a chance through them.” 
 
    
    Wenn grew somber. “Good point. With the way you make enemies, it really is for the best. If any or all of them have children, Doc, we’ll keep our eyes on them.” 
 
    
    “Thanks,” Doc exhaled. “That actually lifts a sizable weight off my shoulders.” 
 
    
    “We’ll do our best, Doc,” Cassia said, holding out her hand. “You take care of your wives, and we’ll help Deep Gulch be what you want it to be.” 
 
    
    Doc took her hand in his. “Thank you, Cassia. Can I check him?” 
 
    
    “Please.” 
 
    
    Doc summoned healing hands, checking her and the baby. “Perfect, though you might want to get a little more sleep tonight.” 
 
    
    “I have a tournament to run,” Cassia sighed. “It won’t go nearly as long as our last one.” 
 
    
    “True, but that one will be talked about for ages,” Doc grinned. “A wayward marshal won it, after all.” 
 
    
    “He won’t be wayward, not with me as his wife,” Cassia smiled. 
 
    
    Wenn leaned over, kissing her cheek. “Nope. I have my wife. No wandering for me anymore.” 
 
    
    “Good,” Cassia beamed. 
 
    
    Doc stood up. “I’ll be heading home. I just wanted to catch you up on a few things.” 
 
    
    Wenn stood up, extending his hand. “Stay safe when you leave. We’ll keep things settled here. In time, the church will wonder what happened, and that will be… different.” 
 
    
    “Let it be a year or two, and it should shock the hell out of them. We can’t be the only town where the church doesn’t have a preacher.” Doc shook Wenn’s hand. “Besides, with a good sheriff in town, things will be okay.” 
 
    
    “There are towns like that, but not as many as you might think, Doc.” 
 
    
    Leaving them behind, Doc went downstairs to find Harrid waiting for him. “Harrid?” 
 
    
    “Walking you home, then coming back,” Harrid said simply. 
 
    
    “Fair enough. I was ambushed between here and there before.” 
 
    
    “I remember,” Harrid snorted. 
 
    
    Stepping into the kitchen, Doc was stopped by Daf grabbing him. He wheezed a little when she squeezed. 
 
    
    “Thank you, Doc. She’s been so happy today. Sad a bit, too, but happy that she can help you,” Daf said. 
 
    
    Doc did his best to pat her back with his arms trapped to his sides. “I’ll be over tomorrow to do some healing with her. She’ll get her first few done with me there to guide her.” 
 
    
    “Thank you,” Daf sniffled. 
 
    
    “You’re welcome, Daf. Umm... can I have my arms?” Daf let him go and he hugged her. “Faith, Daf... just have some faith. You’ve raised an amazing little girl. Now, she’ll bloom into a wonderful woman because of you.” 
 
    
    Daf hiccupped, sniffling into his vest. “And you...” 
 
    
    “Okay. Maybe a little me, but mostly you. I liked her because she’d been raised right. Chin up, okay? Posy will get sad if she sees you crying.” 
 
    
    Daf sniffled as they broke their hug. Wiping at her eyes, she gave him a shaky smile. “Okay, Doc. I’ll see you tomorrow?” 
 
    
    “Yes. Try to have a good night, Daf.” 
 
    
    Doc was out the door a moment later with Harrid walking beside him. “Tomorrow morning for breakfast?” Harrid asked. 
 
    
    “Yeah. Maybe a little later than normal,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Fair enough.” Harrid stopped at the back door of Doc’s home. “Good evening, Doc.” 
 
    
    “Night, Harrid.” Doc said before he went inside, giving the women in the kitchen a smile. “Ladies, I’m home.” 
 
    
    “Welcome home!” a chorus greeted him. 
 
    
    “Shaman, it is a pleasure to see you again,” Gretchen smiled hesitantly. 
 
    
    “Gretchen, I hope you’re well.” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    
    “Doc. Just call me Doc, please. It’s a little awkward, but if you’re sure, t—” 
 
    
    “I am!” Gretchen blurted out before going red. “I mean... I’m fine with this, Doc. I wasn’t sure you’d be okay with... me.” 
 
    
    Doc gave her a questioning look. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    
    “Because I’m… bulky.” 
 
    
    “Stacked, you mean. Built tough. Strong,” Doc said. “There’s nothing wrong with that. I think there were five dozen men interested in you, if I remember right? Seems many men like that idea.” 
 
    
    Gretchen’s face grew hotter. “Yes. I’ve narrowed it down to six. Once they know that I’ve been with you, it might reduce that number, or it might inflate it wildly.” 
 
    
    “Because you’ve been favored by the shaman?” Doc asked as he took a seat, giving the others a smile. 
 
    
    “Yes. If I bear your child, it will make me a much sought-after wife, as my child could be blessed as a shaman, too.” 
 
    
    “Is that why y—?” 
 
    
    “No, sir,” Gretchen cut him off again. “I… am interested… for me.” 
 
    
    “Gretchen is a friend, husband,” Sonya smiled. “She was very receptive to my suggestion.” 
 
    
    Gretchen’s face was nearing combustion levels, and she wouldn’t meet anyone’s eyes. 
 
    
    “No harm in that. Jasmine and I are eager, too,” Lotus grinned. “Don’t worry, Gretchen. We understand.” 
 
    
    “But we’ve had him before, and she hasn’t,” Jasmine smiled. “She’s in for an evening she’ll never forget.” 
 
    
    “True,” Lotus giggled. 
 
    
    “Even our quiet guest is eager,” Lia said. “Isn’t that right, Elder?” 
 
    
    Jesamin glanced at the others before looking down. “Yes.” 
 
    
    Doc gave Jesamin a grin. “And no dryad essence tonight, so it’ll be even better from a memory standpoint.” 
 
    
    “And the chance to raise our child,” Jesamin said softly. “Krisriit will protect them. Thank you, Caretaker, for the boon.” 
 
    
    “You are welcome,” Rosa murmured from her spot beside Lia. “Have they been happy?” 
 
    
    “Very. I’m thrilled they can live as long as I can. I know they might die by accident or misfortune, but at least I won’t lose them from age.” 
 
    
    “Dinner,” Fiala said from the kitchen where she and Sonya worked. “And after this… dessert.” 
 
    
    Doc laughed as everyone looked at him. “Dinner first, ladies.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
    Breathing heavily, Doc held Gretchen close to him. “Good morning to you, too.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Shaman,” Gretchen panted, moving her sweat-dampened hair away from her eyes. “Why did you select me for another round?” 
 
    
    “Because it takes us so long to be able to take him,” Sonya said, kissing her friend’s cheek. “It’s why you went last with me last night, and since this morning was my morning, I opted to let you have it.” 
 
    
    “Oh… Thank you.” Gretchen eased herself off Doc, then kissed Sonya. “I was unprepared for last night.” 
 
    
    “I figured, but you joined in readily enough,” Sonya giggled, then kissed her old friend with more passion. 
 
    
    Doc watched them with a smirk. “If you two keep that up, it’ll be time for lunch before we leave the room.” 
 
    
    Sonya gave him a wink. “Fiala told me two hours only, and it’s been nearly that... but I have time for one more thing.” She kissed him, then trailed kisses down his chest. 
 
    
    “Oh... can I try that again, too?” Gretchen asked, joining Sonya in kissing down Doc’s torso. 
 
    
    “Luck bless you both, for she surely has me,” Doc said huskily as he watched them. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    “Good morning,” Doc chuckled when he entered the kitchen. “They’re still getting dressed.” 
 
    
    “I kind of envy them,” Lotus sighed, “though I shouldn’t. I’ve had you more than they have.” 
 
    
    “Yeah,” Jasmine sighed. “We at least have each other to help.” 
 
    
    Lotus leaned over to kiss Jasmine. “True, my lovely assistant.” 
 
    
    “Jesamin already left?” Doc asked when he failed to see her. 
 
    
    “She went to check on Krisriit,” Lia said. “She promised to be back for breakfast.” 
 
    
    “Understandable,” Doc said. “Everyone is still okay with what happened last night?” 
 
    
    “They are,” Rosa said as she crawled under the table and knelt next to him, having left Ayla’s side. “If anything, our guests have been hoping they can come back tonight. Your wives are not against the idea, either.” 
 
    
    “Really?” Doc asked, looking at each woman in the room. 
 
    
    “It means we give up our time with you, but it would double their chances,” Fiala said. “If things go right, we’ll leave tomorrow, so it isn’t like it’ll happen again after tonight.” 
 
    
    “We discussed it while you stayed in bed,” Sophia said. 
 
    
    The back door opened, and Jesamin came in. She gave Doc a shy smile. “Shaman, I went to che—” 
 
    
    “It’s okay. I heard,” Doc cut her off gently. “You want to stay again tonight?” 
 
    
    “You agreed?” Jesamin asked with hopeful eyes. 
 
    
    “I do, indeed,” Doc smiled. 
 
    
    “I won’t be back tonight,” Gretchen sighed as she and Sonya came into the room. 
 
    
    “Yes. That was the other reason you had this morning,” Sonya said, kissing Gretchen’s cheek. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    
    “Oh... now I’m sorry,” Lotus said, getting up. “I was jealous because you got him this morning.” Hugging Gretchen, Lotus kissed her head. “Forgive me?” 
 
    
    Gretchen, with her face in Lotus’ tits, laughed. “Fine. Let me breathe.” 
 
    
    Laughter filled the room, and Doc felt his worries fade. “Why can’t you tonight?” Doc asked the dwarfess. 
 
    
    Gretchen laughed awkwardly. “Because I’m too damned sore. Two nights of that in a row and I’ll walk bow-legged for the rest of my life.” 
 
    
    “Come here,” Doc grinned. 
 
    
    Gretchen went to his side, with Sonya and Lotus moving to take seats at the table. “Yes, Shaman?” 
 
    
    Doc touched her cheek and pushed healing into her. His other hand rested on Rosa, who he took energy from. Wow... yeah, she has strained muscles all over. No wonder she’s sore... Hmm... can I help ensure her pregnancy? 
 
    
    Everyone at the table watched as Doc sat there, smiling at Gretchen, for nearly a minute. When Doc pulled his hand back, she stared at him. “I… feel great now.” 
 
    
    “I fixed all your muscles,” Doc said. “I also just made sure you’ll catch if any of my sperm can get there. Your eggs are extra fertile now.” 
 
    
    “Do me,” Jesamin said, going to his other side. 
 
    
    Laughter came from everyone, as Jesamin’s flat statement could have meant something other than making her fertile. 
 
    
    Doc reached out to her, doing the same while also fixing her minor aches. “Done.” 
 
    
    Lotus and Jasmine were at his other side after Gretchen stepped aside for them. “Now us?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    
    “Fine,” Doc laughed. “And tonight, we’ll pack you all full again. After that, it’s up to Luck.” 
 
    
    “I’ll come back tonight if you can heal me again tomorrow,” Gretchen said. 
 
    
    “Done,” Doc grinned. 
 
    
    “Our husband is as insatiable as our Weed,” Lia snickered, earning laughter from the others. 
 
    
    Sophia watched with a hint of jealousy, but she quashed it. She would get her time in just a few more days... she could wait. She caught Rosa’s eyes and blushed, lowering her gaze. 
 
    
    A knock on the back door came just before Harrid stuck his head inside. “Breakfast?” 
 
    
    “Come on in,” Doc grinned. “Also, we’ll need you to stay at the Lily again tonight.” 
 
    
    Harrid just shook his head as he stepped into the house. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    “Posy, good morning,” Doc gave her a wide smile. 
 
    
    “Thank you, Doc,” Posy beamed as she bounced over to sit beside him. “I was so happy when Cassia said you’d be here to heal with me today.” 
 
    
    “Today is probably the only day,” Doc told her gently. “We’re likely leaving tomorrow.” 
 
    
    Posy’s smile fell, but she nodded. “I know. I’ll do my best for you and Luck, Doc.” 
 
    
    He stroked her hair between her long ears. “I know, Posy. I never doubt you doing your best.” 
 
    
    She giggled, happy to have him giving her fatherly affection. 
 
    
    “Posy, a few people here might have children of mine. Can you be a big sister to them if they do?” 
 
    
    “Who?” Posy asked, looking up with wide eyes. 
 
    
    “Lotus, Jasmine, Jesamin, and Gretchen Oresmelter.” 
 
    
    “I’ll be the bestest big sister if they have your kids, Doc.” 
 
    
    “Thank you. They might also be able to heal, too, so you’ll have to help them with that.” 
 
    
    “I will, I will.” 
 
    
    “Thanks.” He leaned over and kissed her head. “Ready to work?” 
 
    
    “Yes.” 
 
    
    “Harrid, please,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Yes, sir,” Harrid said, leaving the room to go get the first person. 
 
    
    Harrid was back a minute later not with someone to heal, but two young dwarves. “Doc, Posy’s guards from the clan. They’re like us, never having had parents. Posy, let me introduce you to Melvin and Masha. They’re twins with no family name. Melvin, Masha, this is Posy Hopner, Shaman Apprentice.” 
 
    
    The brother and sister bowed low to Posy and Doc, murmuring greetings. The siblings were so different that Doc wouldn’t have thought them twins if Harrid hadn’t said so. 
 
    
    “I thought twins were very rare?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “We are,” Melvin said. 
 
    
    “They were left outside the clan hall twenty years ago,” Harrid said. “We have no idea who their parents might be.” 
 
    
    “Hmm... We’ll start with check-ups, then,” Doc said. “Come on over, you two.” 
 
    
    Posy watched them with sad eyes. “I can’t imagine life without Momma.” 
 
    
    “I can’t think of a life with one,” Masha said gently. “We will keep you safe, Posy. You are our life now.” 
 
    
    Posy swallowed, looking at Doc. “Me?” 
 
    
    “You are very important to the clan,” Doc explained. “As my apprentice, you’re their link to having a shaman. That means these two will be like Harrid. Your life is what they will guard with theirs.” 
 
    
    “Oh…” 
 
    
    “Now, remember what to say?” Doc asked, pushing the training forward. 
 
    
    Posy held out her hand. “Lady Luck, one comes to you in need of healing. Please help them.” As soon as she finished, her hand glowed with green energy. 
 
    
    “Good,” Doc said. He wondered if she actually had to say the words. Maybe she does because it’s a reflection of my gifts? That, or she’s just mimicking what I’ve done. 
 
    
    “Lady, help me guide Posy,” Doc said, his own hand flaring with energy. “Now, we both touch Masha first.” 
 
    
    Once they had their hands on Masha, Posy’s eyes went round. “I can feel the problems, Doc!” 
 
    
    “Okay, calm yourself,” Doc chuckled. “We’ll go through them one by one, and I’ll explain each to you. Okay?” 
 
    
    “Uh-huh,” Posy nodded. 
 
    
    “First, her toe…” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Posy exhaled as the last person left. “They had a lot of problems...” 
 
    
    “Yes, they did,” Doc agreed. “You did great. How low is your token?” 
 
    
    “Low. He took a lot.” 
 
    
    “Okay, Rosa. Let’s recharge it for her.” 
 
    
    Rosa shifted next to Posy, staying on her knees. “Touch my head, Posy.” 
 
    
    Posy did as asked. “You have soft hair...” 
 
    
    “Thank you. Now, touch your fetish with your other hand.” 
 
    
    “Okay.” 
 
    
    “Imagine yourself as the connection between them. Once you have that in mind, imagine drawing energy from me to the flower.” 
 
    
    Posy’s eyes were wide as she did as Rosa said. “So warm... like Momma.” 
 
    
    “Thank you. I embody Mother’s energy, so you aren’t wrong.” 
 
    
    “It’s full,” Posy said. 
 
    
    “And so are you,” Rosa added. “When you pull through me, it refills your energy first.” 
 
    
    “Okay... Umm... will your sister really want to be my friend?” 
 
    
    “Oh, yes,” Rosa nodded. “Ambrose will love you like I do. Mother is instructing her as she is reborn. When she is ready, she will send you a message so you can go see her. Ayla is leaving the paperwork for the collar with Nicole for you. You’ll have to collar Ambrose so she can come into town like I did.” 
 
    
    “Collared, but not forced,” Posy nodded. 
 
    
    “That is very kind of you,” Rosa smiled, taking Posy’s hand in hers. “You will need to put a command that she always obey you, but you can leave the rest open. The command is so, when you have to, you can make her do as needed. She understands that, at times, you will need to make others believe she does as you will only.” 
 
    
    “Like you?” Posy asked. 
 
    
    “Just like me,” Rosa smiled softly. “Ambrose will be a big sister to you; protective and eager to help.” 
 
    
    “Doc?” Posy asked, looking at him. 
 
    
    “I trust Rosa. If she says so, I believe her.” 
 
    
    “Okay...” Posy nodded. “That’s not for years?” 
 
    
    “Probably a couple of years,” Rosa said. “The fetish will help until then. Remember, refill it when you go to bed, and only use it for emergencies, or for a single point or two to finish a healing task. It will only refill when you feed it.” 
 
    
    “Okay,” Posy nodded. 
 
    
    Masha came back to the room, having led the last person out. “Doc, the mining wagon is here. There is also one person left to heal.” 
 
    
    “Can you help them alone, Posy?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Yes! I can do it!” Posy nodded emphatically. 
 
    
    “Good,” Doc smiled, standing up. He kissed Posy’s head. “I’ll be back after the bank is done. Do your best.” 
 
    
    “I will!” 
 
    
    “We’ll keep her safe, Shaman,” Melvin said. 
 
    
    “I know,” Doc said simply, giving the dwarf a nod. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Ivan waved to Doc as he walked closer to the vault wagon. “No troubles today, Doc.” 
 
    
    “A blessing,” Doc grinned. “He inside?” 
 
    
    “Yes. Ayla and Sophia already showed up, too.” 
 
    
    “Have a good one,” Doc said before heading inside the bank. 
 
    
    Friedrichsen was at his desk, reinstated to the bank at his request. Rangvald was chatting with him as he worked. 
 
    
    “How is it?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “He’s started it, so we will know tomorrow,” Rangvald said. “I was just talking to him about other matters. Ayla and Sophia went into Peabody’s office.” 
 
    
    “I’ll go that way, then,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Dinner?” Rangvald asked. 
 
    
    “I’ll send word to Fiala. We... currently have a full table.” 
 
    
    “Oh?” Rangvald asked. 
 
    
    “Having a sendoff party,” Doc said. “Old friends are spending the night.” 
 
    
    “Ah,” Rangvald said. “I’ll just hand the numbers off to Ayla tomorrow morning, then.” 
 
    
    “Nicole,” Doc corrected him. “We’re leaving tomorrow. We’ve stayed in town long enough to make sure you didn’t have any major issues.” 
 
    
    “Oh... Okay. We’ve been moving along fine. I didn’t think it would be so soon.” 
 
    
    “A lot has changed in the last two weeks. McIan, Suez, and Grange are all dead. Luck’s Holdings is set to improve the town, and Nicole was drawing up plans for Lucky Strike, the name of the mine and soon-to-be-growing town.” 
 
    
    “I’ll go see her after I finish dropping the rest of the ore with the smelters,” Rangvald said. “I should also check with the clan.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, they’ll have the bigger news,” Doc nodded. “One thing I’ll tell you now is that Posy is my apprentice. She has the ability to heal from Luck. Just the healing, but she can do the work. Try not to get shot again, though?” 
 
    
    Rangvald just nodded, clearly digesting everything. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    
    Doc clapped his shoulder. “Go on. I’ll be headed back to the Lily after this.” 
 
    
    “I’ll make it there before dinner.” 
 
    
    Doc walked to the manager’s office, giving Morton, the bull bestial guard, a nod. “Morton, how are you?” 
 
    
    “Good, sir. They’re waiting for you,” Morton said respectfully. “Ah, sir…? Thank you.” 
 
    
    Doc paused. “Thank you?” 
 
    
    “My cousins. They work the Gold Strike and say that you put Marker in charge. He’s a good man. Always been good to us. Also, we’ve all noticed the way the town is changing. Becoming… welcoming. To our kind. We sent word back to the herd… family… and more will be coming up from Starex.” 
 
    
    “Good. Hard workers are always welcome,” Doc said. “And Morton, I never had be— trouble with you.” Doc was quick to change “beef” to “trouble” when he realized what he was about to say to whom. 
 
    
    “Sorry for my stance before,” Morton said before knocking on the door. 
 
    
    “You were doing your job. No trouble from me,” Doc told the man. He entered when Morton opened the door. 
 
    
    “Ah, good. Holyday is here,” Peabody said. “Please sit.” 
 
    
    Doc took the remaining empty chair. “I came as soon as I was told.” 
 
    
    “Peabody has an offer from the bank to streamline things,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “I’m all ears,” Doc said. 
 
    
    Peabody’s forehead creased, but he shook off the oddity of Doc’s speech. “We are willing to offer you a deal to take the minerals at the last purity in which they were brought in. This way, there is no need to wait. Every time a new batch comes in, we pay at the last purity value. This might hurt the bank a little, or you at times, but it will vastly speed up the process of payments.” 
 
    
    “Ayla?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “It’s a different idea. It means we might get more one time and less another, but overall, it should balance out. It’ll make it easier to plan out, though, as Nicole can always get the purity values from Friedrichsen after the testing is done. I’m fine with the idea. It’ll help Nicole plan ahead.” 
 
    
    “Okay. Sign off on it, then,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Very well,” Peabody nodded. “I’m also told that you are leaving town tomorrow?” 
 
    
    “That’s right. First stop will be Furden.” 
 
    
    “Good. Mr. Roquefell is eager to meet with you.” 
 
    
    “You told him about what happened?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “I did,” Rondle said. “It’s part of my job.” 
 
    
    “Okay. How do I go about meeting him?” 
 
    
    “When you get into the city, find a place to settle in. Send word to the bank and they’ll arrange it,” Rondle said. “He’ll probably invite you all over for dinner within a day or two.” 
 
    
    “Okay,” Doc nodded. “He’s a good man?” 
 
    
    “I’d have said the best man I ever met, but then I met you,” Rondle said plainly. “He’s from society, but he knows how to put even men like me at ease. As long as you’re straight with him, he’ll return it.” 
 
    
    “Comes from a major family,” Doc said, thinking of a similarly named family from Earth. 
 
    
    “Yes. He’s the only one to have come so far west,” Rondle said. 
 
    
    “I’ll be on my best behavior. I could use a powerful ally.” 
 
    
    “I haven’t seen him so interested in someone before,” Rondle said. “You’ll have a chance to make an impression.” 
 
    
    “Will he take issue with my wives?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    Rondle considered for a long moment. “He’s been friendly with a number of people of mixed heritage, so I think it should be fine.” 
 
    
    “Time will tell,” Doc sighed. “Oliver, how’s the home?” 
 
    
    Peabody bowed his head to Doc. “Thank you again for the deal you made with me. Heather has been very happy with it.” 
 
    
    “That’s one of four,” Doc grinned. 
 
    
    “I just finished the song, but I haven’t presented it to her yet. I’m also not sure what weapon I should give her,” Peabody admitted. 
 
    
    “Holdout gun,” Doc said. “It gives her an option if the worst happens, but doesn’t mark her as a threat.” 
 
    
    “I’ll speak with Blackbeard today. Maybe tomorrow night… she’ll agree.” 
 
    
    “She’d agree today if you asked,” Ayla said. “She is flattered that you want to do your best, though, and is hopeful it’ll be soon.” 
 
    
    Peabody blinked slowly, then exhaled. “Very well. Tonight. I’ll do it tonight.” 
 
    
    “Come by the stables in the morning and see us off,” Doc said, standing up. “This way, we can congratulate you.” 
 
    
    “Yes, of course,” Peabody said, shaking hands with the three of them. “Doc, thank you. For saving me, for showing Heather the music, and for doing what you do.” 
 
    
    “I’m happy you two found each other, Oliver. I hope you have a lot of happy kids.” 
 
    
    Peabody blinked slowly. “Oh, right... children.” 
 
    
    Doc laughed as he headed for the door. “Bye.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-one 
 
      
 
    Doc woke to a bed of delightful female flesh. Images from the night before ran back through his mind. Rosa was a big help, Doc thought. I’m going to have to reward her for helping them. 
 
    
    “I accept, Voice,” Rosa murmured softly, her eyes glowing from where she was beside the bed. “I was sent to get you all up.” 
 
    
    Doc glanced down, then began to laugh. “Mission accomplished, Rosa.” 
 
    
    “May I?” Rosa purred. 
 
    
    “I’d like to help my shaman,” Jesamin said as her hand found the rising problem. 
 
    
    “So would we,” Lotus said huskily when she and Jasmine saw what was happening. 
 
    
    “Umm... can I help, too?” Gretchen asked. 
 
    
    “You can all help,” Rosa purred, “but I get the finish. I’ve been starving the last two days for all of you to be filled to the brim.” 
 
    
    “I accept,” Lotus said. Jasmine nodded as they both ducked under the covers. 
 
    
    Doc laughed when the rest also dove under the covers. His laughter trailed off when all the tongues found his stiff flesh. Gasping, Doc looked at Rosa, who stripped her sundress off. 
 
    
    “May I give you something, as well, Voice?” 
 
    
    “Get up here already,” Doc moaned. “I want to taste you.” 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc was the last one out of the bedroom. Harrid was sitting in the dining room with the others when Doc got there. “Good morning, Harrid.” 
 
    
    “Good morning, Doc. Clyde brought the wagon by earlier, and we got the trunks loaded onto it.” 
 
    
    “Ah, so we’re doing the walk to the stables?” Doc asked. 
 
    
    “Yes, to give the town the chance to see us off,” Lia said. “Everything else should be ready. We’ll walk there, say goodbye, mount up, then ride out.” 
 
    
    “Nicole said she’d have a stage set so you can give a speech,” Ayla said. 
 
    
    “I’ll try to think of something,” Doc said. “Wasn’t expecting a speech.” 
 
    
    “Your leaving is a big thing to the town,” Lotus said. “It’ll help people know you aren’t forgetting us.” 
 
    
    “She’s right,” Jasmine nodded. 
 
    
    “Elders going to speak?” Jesamin asked Harrid. 
 
    
    “Possibly.” 
 
    
    “Hmm... I’ll do the same, then.” 
 
    
    “This became even more than I thought it would be,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “And not as fun as the last two nights have been,” Rosa added from beside him. 
 
    
    Laughter filled the room from everyone but Harrid, who looked a little uncomfortable. 
 
    
    “Can’t argue that,” Doc chuckled. “Gretchen, you feeling okay?” 
 
    
    “Yes, sir. Your healing before bed last night made me perfect.” 
 
    
    Doc grew somber. “Ladies, I hope this is what you want in the future. I’m still a bit leery of leaving fatherless children behind me… I trust you all to raise them right and to hopefully help each other in doing so. Ayla set up the financial side of things, so all of you and the kids will be taken care of.” 
 
    
    “Every month, the bank will transfer funds to their accounts. I made sure they all had accounts made,” Ayla said. “Even if you don’t bear a child, Doc wants you cared for. Even you, Gretchen,” she added when Gretchen looked down. “Sonya is a friend of yours, and that makes you special to her, us, and therefore, to Doc. If Nicole verifies your child, the payments will increase so you can cover the costs of raising a child.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Ayla.” 
 
    
    “Doc,” Sophia said slowly, “can I?” When Doc nodded, she continued. “The children will not be officially recognized as his heirs. This is to make sure they aren’t targeted by others later. Anyone who comes and does research might find out, so keep this to yourselves and the clan. That is the best we can do to keep things safe.” 
 
    
    “We understand,” Jasmine said. “Just the thought of being able to raise one of his children is enough for Lotus and I.” 
 
    
    “She’s right,” Lotus agreed. 
 
    
    “I will be the last of our tribe here for years, at least, but they will be cared for,” Jesamin added. 
 
    
    “The clan spoke with me and father yesterday. They will make sure all of us with children are cared for and protected,” Gretchen said. “Doc… thank you. Father is excited to have a grandchild. As for my suitors, I will make my choice in a month. Our child will have a father who will respect that you are their sire.” 
 
    
    “We’ve been thinking of maybe finding a man, too,” Lotus said. “It hasn’t been long, but Geno has been showing interest.” 
 
    
    “He complimented my dancing the other day,” Jasmine said. “He saw me dancing in the office and said I was the most graceful woman he’d ever seen. And he’s so helpful.” 
 
    
    “He seems like a good guy to me,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “I will remain unwed, unless they are an elf. It has to be that way,” Jesamin said. “I can’t rebuild the tribe, but we can extend it some.” 
 
    
    “There’s a way,” Lia said. “I’ll be asking tribes to send their unwanted youth to you. They will have a rough path to get to you, but they will be happy to be here.” 
 
    
    “This might work,” Jesamin nodded. 
 
    
    “Just be safe, choose well, and we might come back in time. I’d love to see them if or when we do,” Doc said. 
 
    
    “Breakfast is ready,” Fiala announced. 
 
    
    ~*~*~ 
 
    
    Doc felt a bit bemused as he walked to the stables. His wives surrounded him, and outside of that protective ring, others walked. Wenn stood tall with Cassia on his arm. Posy was bracketed by Masha and Melvin, with Daf right behind her. The clan filled the street, and more townsfolk joined as they walked. 
 
    
    Feels like the goodbye scene from a western... which is ironic. 
 
    
    The stable owners stood outside the gate beside a loaded wagon and five horses. The wagon was parked right next to a stage that had been hastily assembled outside the stable yard, where Nicole and Elder Becker were standing. 
 
    
    Doc climbed up onto the stage, Wenn and Jesamin right behind him. With the five of them, the little stage was crowded. Nicole raised her hands and the crowd quieted. 
 
    
    “People of Deep Gulch, today, Doc Holyday is heading out to spread the word of Lady Luck. While he himself won’t be here, his business is located here, and he has left us detailed plans on how to improve things and the means to do so. Although he won’t be present, his generosity will continue on,” Nicole announced. “Before he speaks, a few others wished to do so first.” 
 
    
    Wenn traded places with Nicole. “It’s been a little while, but by now, you’ve all come to know how I am as sheriff. I have a home here, and I’ll be marrying the wonderful woman who is running the Lily. This town is my home, and I will do my best for it. Holyday leaving means we’ll have less excitement,” Wenn gave the crowd a crooked smile, “so hopefully, we can all breathe a little easier.” 
 
    
    “Hey now,” Doc said, getting laughter. 
 
    
    Elder Becker took Wenn’s place. “The Oresmelter clan is fully invested in Deep Gulch. With our shaman leaving, we worried, but Luck provided a solution. An apprentice has been named and has already begun healing. She will be treasured by the clan, and by all of you. Posy Hopner, we hereby acknowledge you as Shaman Apprentice.” 
 
    
    Posy flushed when everyone looked her way. Daf beamed proudly, then picked Posy up, hugging her and making Posy blush more. 
 
    
    Jesamin changed places with Becker. “Most of you have heard of me, but don’t know me. I am Jesamin Catclaw, Elder of the Treeheart tribe. I feared my shaman leaving, but as the Oresmelter clan said, he has left us with an apprentice. She is treasured by their clan and will have our tribe’s full support. I have stood against Deep Gulch for decades, as it stands on my ancestral land... Doc has made me accept that a united future is for the best, so I accept this town and all of you. If you see my companion, please be kind to them.” She whistled and, a few seconds later, Krisriit appeared at the far end of the stable’s wall. “Krisriit is marked by their ear, which you can see that I’ve notched, so you know them on sight. Do not fear them, but do not try to pet them, either.” 
 
    
    The crowd stirred, but Krisritt slunk back around the wall. 
 
    
    Doc finally stepped forward, waiting for the crowd to settle. After a minute, it grew silent, and Doc looked over the mass of people. “I’m going to miss this town. I know that nowhere else will feel as close to home as this is to me. The people,” he smiled at Sigmund, “the places that helped shape my life here,” his eyes found the Lily down the street, “and all of you... We might never have talked personally, but it’s all of you who make Deep Gulch what it is. I leave my company to help raise Deep Gulch up, my allies to help build the town, and dear friends who will always be as close as family to me.” 
 
    
    Doc paused as a murmur went through the crowd. 
 
    
    “I leave a special gift behind, a precious flower. Posy, you have always brought light to my life, even during the darkest moments. I know you will do the same for the town. Luck has blessed you, and I thank her for doing so. Let Posy show you how we should be: kind, caring, and full of love. I might never have a daughter, but if I do, I hope they’re just like you.” 
 
    
    Posy began to cry and clutched at Daf. The crowd even teared up a little at the sheer emotion in Doc’s voice and Posy’s reaction. 
 
    
    Coughing, Doc looked over the crowd again. “Deep Gulch, thank you for accepting me and Lady Luck. Faith can see the world change. Even in the dark times, when things look bleak, faith can help. Until we meet again, may Luck bless you.” Doc turned to face his wives. “Ladies, it’s time to spread Luck’s word.” 
 
    
    Lia led his wives past the stage, a space opening for them to walk through. Fiala, Sonya, Ayla, Rosa, and finally, Sophia, walked proudly. Doc nodded to Harrid, who followed him down that same gap. 
 
    
    Reaching their horses, Sophia climbed onto the wagon with Clyde Rossal. Rosa got into the back of the wagon, smiling at Doc. The others all got onto their chosen horses. Lia rode a white stallion that looked eager to run, and the rest rode mares of various browns that were as placid as a winter lake. Doc climbed onto the last horse: a black gelding that whickered softly when he got into the saddle. 
 
    
    “Clyde, lead us out,” Doc said. 
 
    
    With a light flick of the reins, Clyde got the wagon moving. Lia let her stallion get ahead of the wagon, taking the lead on the road. The others flanked the slow-moving vehicle. Doc turned his horse to look over the crowd one last time. 
 
    
    Doffing his hat, Doc bowed in his saddle slightly before putting his hat back on. With a smile, he turned the gelding back around and followed the others. He could feel the eyes of the town on his back and prayed to Luck that they would continue on in peace. 
 
    
    “Doc, come back when you can!” Posy yelled after him. 
 
    
    With a sad smile, Doc looked over his shoulder. Touching the brim of his hat, he acknowledged her cry, then turned back to the front, and the future. 
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