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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The car purred with power as it flew down the dark road… except it wasn’t a road. The car was driving through space. The bright lights of worlds still safe from the encroaching Darkness went by in a blur. Doc looked away from the window to find Lady Luck beside him in the driver’s seat. 
 
      
 
    “Lilly? Am I dreaming?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a normal dream, Doc. You’ve garnered enough faith, so we have a brief moment to talk.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s good seeing you again. I’m doing my best.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. You’ve faced troubles already, but have overcome them. Even raised up a precious little one to help keep my name going in Deep Gulch.” 
 
      
 
    “Posy,” Doc smiled. “She’s a good girl.” 
 
      
 
    “Devoted to you, and now, to me. We don’t have terribly long to talk. Faith isn’t unlimited, nor will these moments come often.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what you need to, Lilly.” 
 
      
 
    “Your plans look good. Bringing David Roquefell into your circle will be a major boon. He opens many doors that will benefit your endeavors to ensure the financial security of your plans.” 
 
      
 
    “I told him I’d ask—” 
 
      
 
    “My equals know about my gamble to save the world. Trade will be contacting him much like this in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll cement him as an ally, then.” 
 
      
 
    “More than you know. Trade and I have agreed to aid each other in this world. You and David are to help each other in your endeavors to spread our names; neither of us will look kindly on either of you turning on the other.” 
 
      
 
    “Not my style.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. David isn’t prone to such, normally, but he’ll be told just as explicitly as you are.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, I should be the one thanking you. It’s a drop in the well at the moment, but it’s clear progress… enough progress that others besides Trade are now looking this way.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy to hear that.” 
 
      
 
    “Also… thank you for what you did before you left Deep Gulch. I know it gnaws at you, but leaving children behind gives me the chance to impress upon your descendants if the worst comes for you. They will be divine-touched, making it easier for myself or my contemporaries to reach out to them.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled slowly. “I wasn’t sure, but I thought it might be that way. That’s why I agreed, as you obviously know.” 
 
      
 
    “Decisions where you call out to me to help choose, I will always know about. I know why you agreed, even with the hesitation and doubt.” 
 
      
 
    “Because hard paths have to be walked…” Doc murmured. “Leaving kids behind… that’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done. But it leaves a net for you and the others, so I put one foot in front of the next.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been the best gamble I’ve taken in eons, Doc. You’ve done exactly as you said, time and again: taking the boons you’ve had and using them to help people. Many others would stop at this point, letting the word grow slowly as they enjoyed the wealth and the love of their wives.” 
 
      
 
    “Would it be enough to save the world if I did?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t see the future, Doc. I can judge odds, though, and right now, the odds still look terrible.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I can’t stop.” 
 
      
 
    Lilly reached over to take his hand. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc met her eyes. “You might not see the future, but what odds did you have for my life being like this?” 
 
      
 
    “All the ladies who love you, you mean?” Lilly grinned. “Oh, the odds were good you’d end up with one, at the very least, but since you did the right things at the right times with each of them, you made this come to be. Sonya had the chance of hating you, even trying to kill you. Rosa might have sucked you dry— and not in the way you like— if not for you breaking her during her first encounter with you. Sophia wouldn’t have done as much if you hadn’t selflessly tried to help her father. Lia wouldn’t have loved you if you’d asked for her body when you helped her. Fiala would’ve been hurt if you’d accepted Sonya’s life debt when it was offered to you. Even Ayla would’ve gone down a worse road if you’d taken up her offer of her body to repay her debt.” 
 
      
 
    “Guess I was lucky, then.” 
 
      
 
    Lilly laughed. “Maybe, but not as much as you think. You stayed true to those you cared for in each instance… like when Sonya offered to let you touch her in the steam room. You declined because it might lead to more, but it was mostly because you hadn’t discussed it with Fiala.” 
 
      
 
    “True. I won’t cheat on them.” 
 
      
 
    “Even when they give you carte blanche to enjoy the Iniquitous Den?” 
 
      
 
    “Even then,” Doc shrugged. “Some might call me an idiot, but they aren’t me.” 
 
      
 
    “You have no idea how much your wives love you for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully as much as I love them.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I’ll stay out of the eternal war of who loves who more.” 
 
      
 
    “Smart,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “You should also cash in your belief for more gifts from me, Doc. You haven’t done more than briefly glance at the options since you got to Furden.” 
 
      
 
    “I was saving up to get more clerics, priestesses, or whatever the gift calls them… but now, I might need something else sooner.” 
 
      
 
    “To return souls from the stones. It’s there. You can afford it, though it will almost completely deplete your stored faith. Before you leave Furden, you should have enough for your other choice, too.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled slowly as he looked back out the windshield at the glowing planets. “Hard roads… I can’t leave them to suffer at his hands.” 
 
      
 
    “Some would ignore their plight.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not who I am.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. It’s one of the reasons I asked you to be my Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “Every day, Lilly… every single day, I thank you for this chance.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. I feel that prayer, my Voice. Sadly, it’s nearly time. Walk your own path, Doc. Your family is beside you, and you have friends and allies. You’re not alone in this world.” Her smile was bright. “I’m proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    Her smile and words reminded him of Theresa, his foster mother, for a brief moment. Warmth suffused his chest as he watched her vanish from the driver’s seat. His eyes grew heavy, and he slipped away into sleep. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Blinking slowly when he woke up, Doc saw Rosa watching him with wide eyes. “Creepy Weed…” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “You spoke with her,” Rosa whispered in awe. 
 
      
 
    Doc grunted as he sat up. “Lilly, yeah. You saw that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’ve seen all your dreams.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked around. “Where’s Lia?” 
 
      
 
    “On my way back. Is something wrong?” Lia asked, coming their way from the trees. 
 
      
 
    “Doc had a dream with Lady Luck,” Rosa said, her emerald eyes still wide. 
 
      
 
    Lia slowed, tucking a few strands of blonde hair behind her sharply-pointed elven ear. “Just a normal dream, or more?” she asked Doc. 
 
      
 
    Doc met Lia’s jade eyes. “More. We didn’t talk very long, but she said it was because I’d accrued enough faith to speak with her.” 
 
      
 
    “She must’ve had something important to tell you, then.” 
 
      
 
    “She did, though mostly it was to thank me. The rest of it was to tell me that David would become Trade’s Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Lia closed her eyes for a moment to say a silent prayer herself. “Another god is going to help us?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. She made it clear that neither of us are to turn on the other.” 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t, and as long as Trade tells David the same, then we can put any lingering doubts about him to rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes it easier to trust him to handle the business side of things,” Doc nodded, “especially with everything we have going on.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve taken on a lot,” Lia said softly as she finished crossing over to the bedding. She slipped her green-scaled boots off before joining them. 
 
      
 
    “I want to secure things so we can keep pushing forward,” Doc shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “None of us is speaking against it.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, we’re all with you,” Rosa murmured. She shifted closer to sandwich him between Lia and herself. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Doc murmured as he put his arms around their waists. “Guess it’s time to get up.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… maybe in a bit,” Lia murmured with a smirk. “Rosa, will you catch Doc a fish so he can prepare breakfast for us? I’ll make sure he’s ready to give you what you need when you come back.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa was out of the bed in an instant, going toward the river at a near sprint. 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed as he watched his beautiful dryad do what Lia asked. “She’s always eager to please.” 
 
      
 
    “Especially when it comes to you,” Lia whispered, kissing his neck. “Now, recline for me. I’m going to make sure I can fulfill my promise to her. You can play with my ears, but you aren’t allowed to control my head.” 
 
      
 
    Doc flopped onto his back as he met Lia’s eyes. “As my dear wife wishes.” 
 
      
 
    Lia leaned over him, nose-to-nose as she stared into his steel-gray eyes. “Thank you, Doc, for choosing this world. I would never have thought I’d love again. Now, every day is filled with love. More than that, thank you for accepting my needs.” 
 
      
 
    Doc reached up to push some hair behind her ear, as it had slipped forward. “All of my wives have their own needs, Lia. I’m happy to meet them for each of you.” His fingers lightly traced the sharp point of her ear. “Giving in to you is love, just as Ayla giving in to me is her love.” 
 
      
 
    Lia’s lips met his, silencing him, the passion between them growing. Rosa’s eyes blazed green as she walked backward into the river, watching them while still doing as she was asked. She could have a fish in seconds, but doing so wouldn’t give Lia the time she wanted with Doc. In the end, Lia would make sure to let Rosa be the one to finish Doc, so she could wait until she was called for. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The ride back to the manor was quiet. Rosa was behind Doc, leaning into his back, still smiling over the “breakfast” she’d had. 
 
      
 
    “Lia, I’ve wanted to ask, but also don’t want to open old wounds,” Doc said. “So, if my question is painful, just say so.” 
 
      
 
    “About my tribe?” Lia asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “And the Heartwood tribe.” 
 
      
 
    “The pain has faded, so I can tell you,” Lia said. “It was the Bloody Flowers Wars.” 
 
      
 
    “Bloody Flowers?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “When the Iberrans landed on the shores, they called the area ‘Flower’ because of the lush greenery,” Lia explained. “It’s the peninsula to the east.” 
 
      
 
    “Florida. Got it,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they match,” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mean to interrupt; I’m just trying to place things with my old world as reference. Iberrans would be the Spanish for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rosa murmured again, seeing what he was thinking. 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Doc,” Lia said. “Bloody Flowers were the three wars between the Wild Creek tribes and the governments. The first was against the Iberrans, but they quickly bowed to Emerita when they couldn’t hold off the tribes. It took years, but in time, the tribes agreed to a treaty with Emerita. They left the north of the territory for the central part of Flower.” 
 
      
 
    “Seminole Wars,” Doc said. “I remember something similar to those.” 
 
      
 
    “When Emerita broke the treaty a decade later, the Wild Creek tribes sent out word, hoping to draw others to aid them,” Lia said, her tone dipping. “My husband, wife, and I went with dozens of others from our tribes to assist. We knew that, if treaties were broken so easily, then none of us were safe. It took us time to get there, and when we arrived, we were hundreds strong.” 
 
      
 
    Doc knew snippets of history— he’d never delved into the Seminole Wars, but he knew that they’d happened. 
 
      
 
    “We arrived the day after the first attack from the tribes. They killed two units of the army marching between the forts. The next few years were all guerrilla warfare as we tried to force Emerita into leaving Flower to the tribes.” Lia paused, her face darkening at the memories. “The commander at the time didn’t attempt to find and fight us… he went after our supplies by attacking the homes, farms, and livestock of the tribes.” 
 
      
 
    “To put pressure on you to come into the open…” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “We started to starve, but we didn’t give up. Then, General Jesup sent a flag of truce to discuss the war,” Lia nearly growled. “Two elders went to see if peace could be found… Jesup captured them, instead. One of them accepted banishment to the reservations of Oakhome while the other died being held captive. No doctor would see him.” 
 
      
 
    Doc felt terrible for bringing up her past, but he wasn’t going to interrupt her now. 
 
      
 
    “Even without them, we fought on,” Lia exhaled slowly. “My wife, Doe-eye, died first. We’d ambushed a supply convoy trying to get food. Luck wasn’t with her that day… one of the men shot her in the head during that first scramble. We didn’t know until we finished the ambush. We collected her and sent her back to the tribe. Bear-heart and I stayed to fight. It was from that point that I earned my feared name.” 
 
      
 
    Death Flower, Doc thought as he watched her back. Makes even more sense where the name came from now. 
 
      
 
    “Bear-heart got caught out in an ambush the following year while I was down with the flu. They brought his body back to me… I cried tears of blood that night. My fever broke, and I left camp. I became a wraith… my heart was dead, and I cared not for my body.” 
 
      
 
    Doc rode up beside her, reaching out to touch her arm. “Lia…” 
 
      
 
    Tears fell from her eyes, but she shook her head. “I spent years killing anyone who wore the uniform, Doc. The dryads helped keep me fed. Without them, I would’ve died. Some of the tribes who held on would give me what they could.” 
 
      
 
    “My sisters spread the tales to the rest of us,” Rosa said softly. “You were a ghost in all but body. I wasn’t sure you’d even survived until Doc found me.” 
 
      
 
    “I killed hundreds before the end. A bounty was issued for me, which led to me killing all the bounty hunters who sought to cash in on my head. In time, the war ended… they no longer tried to remove the tribes, just leaving them to the south of the state. The tribes asked me to go so they could have peace again.” Lia swallowed. “I raged at them. My family was taken in the war, and now, they asked me to leave…? I did, but I left injured behind me in my fury.” 
 
      
 
    Doc reached out, stopping her horse and his own. “Lia?” 
 
      
 
    Tears falling like rain, she met his eyes. “Almost… let me finish.” 
 
      
 
    Doc bowed his head to her. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t recall where I went in my anger, but I ended up in Big River. I had nothing; no money, no horse, no life… just my buckskins and guns. I caught the flu again and ended up close to death. That had me rounded up and pushed into the sick-house with the others in the town. It was there that Sally Walker found me. She was helping tend to the sick. Patrick Walker’s wife,” Lia said, seeing Doc’s confusion. “She helped nurse me back to health. Got my story out of me during the fevered dreams. When I was past the worst of it, she took me to her home. It was with them that I learned to not hate every human. I spent years with them. Afterward… I headed home…” Lia sobbed, looking away from Doc. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t until she got home that she found out her tribe and her family’s tribe had been slaughtered,” Rosa said when Lia couldn’t go on. “One of the captains during the last year of the war was tasked with killing her. They never did, but when he went west, he found her tribes. He killed them all in a twisted version of revenge.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nudged his horse over until he could hold Lia. She twisted into his arms, clutching him as she cried. Rosa rubbed Lia’s back, knowing it had taxed Lia to tell him; she’d wanted to, but just couldn’t ever find the strength to do it before now. 
 
      
 
    “What of the captain?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “He was stripped of his rank,” Rosa said. “The massacre of men, women, and children wasn’t condoned. The few hunters who’d been out during the massacre died in an attempt at revenge. Jesamin only survived because she had broken her leg. When Deep Gulch was opened up for settlement, Lia petitioned to hold the land for her tribe. She was awarded the land where the Lily sat, the exact spot where the elder’s tent had resided. Mother’s veins run under that place, coming close to the surface. Powerful magic can be worked there.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why Goodman wanted it. He’d sell it to someone,” Doc said, finally putting things together. 
 
      
 
    “When Jesamin came back to the valley after years of trying to hunt down the captain— which she did in the end— she found the town… and Lia…” 
 
      
 
    “She hated me,” Lia sniffled as she fought to master herself. “I didn’t blame her, hence my vow to her if I ever lost the Lily.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you ever bet it?” Doc asked her. 
 
      
 
    “To get more of the valley back… It was the only way they would let go of any property.” 
 
      
 
    Doc held her until the tears dried up. “You were trying to get the valley back?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and it almost cost me everything… until you came, sent by Luck to save the world… and in doing so, me.” 
 
      
 
    “I thanked her for this chance, but mostly for you, Rosa, and our wives.” 
 
      
 
    “We all thank her every night,” Lia said as she wiped her eyes. “Sorry for delaying us.” 
 
      
 
    “No. I won’t accept that sorry, Lia. Your well-being is something I care for.” 
 
      
 
    Kissing his cheek, Lia let him go. “Thank you. I’m still keeping us from our wives.” 
 
      
 
    “They would understand,” Rosa chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Because, like our husband, they’re a blessing,” Lia smiled. “Let’s not wait any longer. I’m glad I was finally able to tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sad to hear it, but I’m happy to know you could tell me. The tribe is growing again… maybe not in a way most other tribes will accept right now, but maybe they will before too long,” Doc said as they got moving again. 
 
      
 
    “I hope so. We’ll have many tribes to meet in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Where I’ll help them like I did the clan here.” 
 
      
 
    “What about like you did in Deep Gulch?” Rosa asked softly. “Luck even praised you for her chances later.” 
 
      
 
    Doc went quiet for a moment, and Lia looked at him with questioning eyes. Sighing, Doc explained the conversation with Lilly to her. 
 
      
 
    “One of the reasons we asked before we left,” Lia nodded. “You didn’t seem interested in doing the same later.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not,” Doc admitted. “I still wonder if it was the right thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    “It was. Even Luck told you it was. But you don’t need to do it again. If you change your mind and decided to, all of us would approve of it,” Lia said. “We’d discussed it as an option when we were leaving Deep Gulch. When you told the Ironbeard clan ‘no,’ we had our answer, so we haven’t brought it up.” 
 
      
 
    Doc shook his head. “No man has wives this understanding… outside of some books I used to read.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Lia chuckled. “In the end, you have chosen not to, at least for now, and that’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the Den?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s different altogether. No children would come from those encounters,” Lia said. “It also wasn’t because you wanted them, but to cover you from what you were doing. Even then, you chose not to. Like Lilly said, we all loved you more for being concerned about what we think, even in situations when we gave you permission.” 
 
      
 
    Doc grimaced. “I… did some with Onyx, the one bartender.” 
 
      
 
    Lia snickered. “Rosa told us. You used your hands, and then only above the waist.” 
 
      
 
    “Weed?” Doc asked Rosa. He wondered why she’d gone to them; not upset, but curious. 
 
      
 
    “You were conflicted on it, Voice. I brought it to them so they could soothe your mind. None of them wanted to bring it up at the time.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re still free to do more there if you want, husband. Or, if you’d like, one of us can accompany you next time.” 
 
      
 
    Doc thought of Citrine, the elf who worked at the Den, and Lia entangled in bed while Rosa and he enjoyed each other nearby. “That… might be nice.” 
 
      
 
    “Citrine?” Lia asked Rosa. 
 
      
 
    “The two of you, as you guessed, but he also thought of Fiala and Heliodor, Sonya and Onyx, Ruby and Ayla, and many other combinations. You and Citrine were just the first pairing.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Our wives have discussed going with you to meet them, and then we had a small giggle over who’d you think of first,” Lia laughed. “I’m delighted it was me and Citrine. I’d be willing to entertain her with you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc shifted in his saddle. “This is making it hard to ride…” 
 
      
 
    “I like a hard ride,” Lia laughed again, “but I’ll behave for now.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa giggled behind Doc. “Or we can pause for a few minutes… Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed at his obsessed dryad, then caught Lia’s eye glinting with mischief. 
 
      
 
    “A small pause wouldn’t be terrible, since we’re already a little late,” Lia grinned. 
 
      
 
    Doc pulled his horse to a stop. “As my wives wish.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    After their brief interlude, Doc had Rosa go ahead of them to let the others know they’d be a little late. Rosa smiled before pressing into a tree and vanishing. 
 
      
 
    “That’s always a little weird to watch, and I’m curious how it works,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “All is connected through Mother,” Lia said. “Did you spend your belief, Doc?” 
 
      
 
    Doc shook his head, then pulled up the menu to do so. “I need to. First, I need to break Steward’s control over soul stones. Once everything in the city settles, I should have enough for my other goal, which is to add more priestesses.” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t the gift call them clerics?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but I think of them as priests and priestesses. I was kind of conditioned that way. That one is cleric (major). It raises my first cleric in power, then lets me pick three new clerics.” 
 
      
 
    “What is the soul stone one called?” 
 
      
 
    Doc found it on the menu, whistling at the cost. “It’s called soul cleanse. It’ll cost me nearly every bit of faith I’ve collected and not spent so far. I’d be able to return any soul piece in a stone to the person it came from. If the person is dead, the soul goes to Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Straightforward, at least,” Lia said. “You’d need to remove the stones from their bodies, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d want the anesthetic from Rosa for that. There’s no reason to hurt them while doing it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure she can get you enough for that, though we might need to dilute it.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc,” Rosa said, coming out of a tree in front of them, “Harrid will need to see you when you get home. It isn’t an emergency, but he’s injured.” 
 
      
 
    Doc extended his hand out as he paused next to her. Pulling her up behind him, he nudged his horse. “Lia, a little faster, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Doc,” Lia said, giving her stallion some encouragement and getting him going at a trot. 
 
      
 
    Rosa clung to Doc’s back as he matched Lia’s pace. “Harrid only said he was in a fight on his way home this morning. Sonya was checking him when I arrived. His lip was bloody, but he was holding his left side gingerly.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like bruised or broken ribs,” Doc said, focused on following Lia. He was okay at riding, but they were on what was a deer trail at most, so he had to duck underneath branches. He wasn’t worried for Rosa, who would see his intentions before he even committed to moving. “Nothing about the fight?” 
 
      
 
    “Not while I was there. Sonya had him in the parlor and she was the first I saw. She asked me to come get you.” 
 
      
 
    If neither Sonya nor Harrid had acted like it was urgent, Doc could breathe a little easier. A couple more of Rosa’s words finally hit home— Harrid was in a fight this morning on his way home, meaning he’d stayed the night with Ginger. That would’ve normally made Doc grin if he wasn’t hurrying back to heal his friend. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Vic Runn, their deer bestial groom, was waiting for them. When they got to the barn, he took the reins so the trio could head straight inside. Fiala had come out a few minutes ago to warn him to be ready for their return; Vic had had no idea how she’d known, but he did as instructed. 
 
      
 
    Doc and Lia went to the parlor, finding the others there with Harrid. Doc was at Harrid’s side a moment later, his hands glowing green as he touched the stoic dwarf’s shoulder. With a sigh of relief, he healed the bruises on Harrid’s face, the minor cuts and scrapes hidden by his beard, then finally the dwarf’s three bruised ribs. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Shaman…” Harrid exhaled in relief. 
 
      
 
    Doc took a seat nearby. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    Harrid grimaced. “I wasn’t expecting to be ambushed. My mind wasn’t on my surroundings, which made it easy for them to get the jump on me.” 
 
      
 
    “Harrid,” Doc said gently, “you were likely happier than you’ve ever been, thinking about Ginger. None of us here are going to fault that. All I know is you were coming home this morning and got attacked.” 
 
      
 
    “Right…” Harrid coughed, sitting upright from where he’d been slightly hunched. “I was coming home with the sunrise. The streets weren’t busy, and I was thinking of Ginger.” Harrid looked away from the others, his cheeks above his beard turning pink. “The two men who attacked me were bestials. It was a chaotic scrum. They said I should ‘stay with my own kind,’ but other than that, not much else.” 
 
      
 
    Doc had looked Harrid over during the story. The dwarf had gone on his date without most of his normal gear; the only weapon he had was his pistol, and he was wearing his normal clothing only. 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t bring weapons into it?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, so I didn’t, either,” Harrid grunted. “A rat bestial and rabbit bestial, so outside of the surprise, I wasn’t in terrible shape for the fight. The rabbit got me in the ribs, which hindered me, but I left them flat on the street when I walked home.” 
 
      
 
    “How badly injured were they?” Sophia asked, already going through the steps in her mind of how to protect Harrid if he’d accidentally killed them. Her orange eyes were narrowed in thought when she asked the question. 
 
      
 
    “A broken arm for one, and a busted knee for the other,” Harrid said. “Alive, but out of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Unlikely to mean I have to step in.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would they attack Harrid, though? Doc’s helping them, so why jeopardize that?” Fiala asked, her black cat tail lashing behind her in agitation. 
 
      
 
    “They might not know he’s Doc’s bodyguard,” Ayla cut in. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail, her slightly pointed ears coming into view. “They might’ve just seen him as a dwarf interested in Ginger.” 
 
      
 
    “They accosted me on my previous date with her, too,” Harrid said. “I don’t think they know.” 
 
      
 
    “Which means they might come in for healing tomorrow,” Sonya said. “Doc, what will you do?” 
 
      
 
    Looking at his dwarven wife, he could see the anger in her brown eyes. “Heal them, then explain why they’re wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Even though they attacked him, you’d still heal them?” Sonya asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They might be able to learn.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid snorted. “That’s Doc. You’re going to give them a chance to change. Besides the first few seconds, they barely hurt me. I’m fine with this plan, but they might bolt when they see me outside your door.” 
 
      
 
    “If they do, they do,” Doc shrugged. “We can always spread the word that I’ll heal them if they come to apologize. 
 
      
 
    “That might work,” Fiala said slowly, her tail no longer lashing. “That also shows that you’re willing to look past mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    Sonya hugged Doc. Since he was sitting down and she was standing, he was pressed face-first into her chest. “You’re too good sometimes, Doc, but I’ll agree with your plan.” 
 
      
 
    Doc hugged her back, and when she went to step away, he kept her in his arms. When she looked down at him, he let her go, but gently brushed at one of her black braids beside her ear. “We need to show a better way forward. They didn’t try to kill him, so we can forgive them.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, husband,” Sonya murmured, staring into his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Lia, if you and Doc want to go clean up, I’m sure Charles will have lunch ready soon,” Fiala said. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, a good idea,” Lia said. “Come along, Doc. You need to get my back.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa was on her feet instantly. “I will help.” 
 
      
 
    The others laughed, as they all knew what kind of “help” she wanted to give. 
 
      
 
    “Do you even get dirty in the wilds, Rosa?” Sophia asked, genuinely curious. 
 
      
 
    “Not like you all do, but I enjoy helping clean you.” 
 
      
 
    “Weed, come along,” Lia laughed. “You can get Doc’s back while I get his front.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa let out a small whimper, then followed behind Lia. “Yes, mistress.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla touched Doc’s arm when he stood up. The half-elf met his gaze when he looked her way. “Doc, we have the contracts with Madam Zu signed. She’ll probably want to speak with you when you go back there.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll need to speak with her, anyway,” Doc nodded. “We can discuss things over lunch. I’ll make sure we aren’t delayed… too long.” The last two words were clearly tacked on after a pause. 
 
      
 
    “Lia and Rosa will keep you focused,” Fiala snickered. “Go on. We’ll be in the dining room.” 
 
      
 
    “Going,” Doc said, collecting kisses from all of his wives first. 
 
      
 
    Harrid waited for Doc to go before he stood up. “I’ll use the second bath. I wasn’t sure how he’d react to the fight.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a peaceful man, normally,” Sophia murmured, her talons lightly gouging the carpet as she flexed her feet. “If you’d been seriously injured, he wouldn’t have been so calm.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Ayla nodded. “You stated it was a simple fistfight; he can accept that. You weren’t angry or talking about finding the men again, so he could accept that you finished it already.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should stay inside Doc’s office tomorrow?” Sonya suggested. “We can have one of the guards there watch the exterior door in your place.” 
 
      
 
    “So they come all the way inside without knowing any better,” Harrid chuckled. “Maybe. First, a bath, then a meal. It’s been a bit since breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Ayla asked playfully. “Did Ginger make you breakfast this morning?” 
 
      
 
    Harrid didn’t reply, heading for the door at a fast walk. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Ayla giggled as he left. 
 
      
 
    “Doc asked us not to tease him about it,” Sonya said, but she was grinning. 
 
      
 
    “He did…” Ayla conceded. 
 
      
 
    “Harrid is rarely flustered, and it’s fun seeing him that way,” Fiala added. “Oh, Ayla, will you help me get my surprise for Doc downstairs? We can give them to him after lunch.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be fun to see his face,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lunch was fresh fish with lightly steamed vegetables. The lemon pepper butter used on the fish and greens was the perfect accompaniment for both. Doc would’ve preferred something other than fish again, but after his first bite, he quickly forgot that thought. 
 
      
 
    When lunch was over, they retired back to the parlor. Doc told them all about his talk with Lilly so everyone knew what he’d been told. “Which means we can probably hand more of the business work off to David,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “That would free us up to help get other projects lined up as you find them,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “It would give us more time to help arrange the… what did you call it the other day… the suburb?” Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, suburb,” Doc nodded. “I need to get back with McKenzie soon so he can plan out the community.” 
 
      
 
    “We can handle that. It’ll mean getting the contract in place with him, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I should go with them for that, Doc,” Rosa said. “He’ll be better behaved with me there.” 
 
      
 
    “We can all speak to him, then,” Doc said. “Rosa, I need an anesthetic that numbs an area as it’s spread, but isn’t dangerous to the person it’s being used on.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa smiled at him. “I’ll have it ready tonight, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, I’ll go to the Iniquitous Den to help the girls. The day after that, we’ll go speak with McKenzie.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc,” Fiala said after everyone agreed to his plans, “we have something for you. I planned it, but we all arranged for it. It’s a gift from all of your wives to you.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid got to his feet. “I’ll slip o—” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” Sonya laughed, cutting him off. “It’s not sex.” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed along with the others, and Harrid took his seat beside the door again. 
 
      
 
    “Close your eyes, please,” Fiala told Doc. 
 
      
 
    Doc did as she asked, wondering what they’d arranged for him. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. You can open them.” 
 
      
 
    Doc opened his eyes, then smiled when he saw what was on the table in front of him. “Thank you.” He met her eyes. “You got ahead of me. Thank you for being a very good wife.” 
 
      
 
    “He mentioned them when we rode out,” Rosa giggled. 
 
      
 
    Doc picked up the top hat, examining it. It was black felted wool with a black silk band. The interior of the hat was also lined with black silk. “You know my hat size?” 
 
      
 
    “I remember from our visit with Sigmund,” Fiala smiled, her one long canine showing as she did. 
 
      
 
    Doc set the hat on his head, then picked up the cane. He whistled softly as he examined it— the shaft was unusual, as it was ponderosa pine. It wasn’t common for a gentleman’s cane, but it was perfect for Doc. The ferrule, collar, and handle were mythrium with the collar studded with soul stone chips. 
 
      
 
    “Wow…” Doc whispered. “I take it the soul stones are pieces we brought with us?” 
 
      
 
    “No, they’re new,” Sophia said, her feathered head canted slightly as she watched him. 
 
      
 
    “Rosa went to the mine to get them for us, along with the wood,” Ayla smiled. “Rosa?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s from my tree, Doc,” Rosa whispered, laying her head on his leg from her spot beside his chair. 
 
      
 
    “It’s lovely,” Doc said, stroking her green-blue hair with a smile, “just like you.” 
 
      
 
    “The rest of it is upstairs,” Sonya smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Rest of it?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “A full white tie suit,” Fiala said. “We didn’t want to mar it.” 
 
      
 
    The term was known by Doc. “Ah, the precursor to the tuxedo. I saw some men wearing them when we went out. It would give me a full evening ensemble.” He gave his wives a smile. “Well done, ladies. I’ll have to thank all of you.” 
 
      
 
    “We have some suggestions on that front,” Ayla smirked. 
 
      
 
    Harrid was on his feet and out the door before anyone else could say anything. Laughter followed him out even as the door shut behind him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Doc settled into his office at the Silver Lily, Rosa kneeling beside his desk. “Heal people until noon, then we go over to the Iniquitous Den to do what we can there… I wonder if Zu already told Steward off?” 
 
      
 
    Rosa rested her head against his outer thigh. “Will we spend any time with them, Voice?” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled as he stroked the dryad’s messy hair. “Perhaps. Did you want one of them specifically?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like Onyx again.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips ticked up— the padded panda bestial was one of his favorites there. “You want her, or you want me to do more with her, Weed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rosa answered truthfully. 
 
      
 
    Doc was about to reply when a knock came on his door. It opened a moment later to admit two bestials. Doc frowned slightly, as Harrid normally opened the door for people. “Gentlemen?” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Holyday, we hear you can heal people,” the rabbit bestial man said as he and the rat bestial with him came into the room. 
 
      
 
    The rabbit bestial was limping, using a roughly-cut tree limb to help him move. His friend had his arm in a makeshift sling, making it likely he had a broken arm. 
 
      
 
    “Take a seat,” Doc said. He stood up, motioning to the few chairs used for healing. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “A dwarf attacked us yesterday morning,” the rat bestial said. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” Doc murmured, then went to sit across from the two men. “Random thuggery?” 
 
      
 
    Both men stared past him when Rosa stood up from beside the desk, coming over and kneeling beside Doc again. The rabbit bestial was the first to regain his voice, “Uh, yeah… Is she a dryad?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. She’s mine,” Doc said. “I see a broken arm, but what of you, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Busted knee. The dwarf stomped on it when I went down.” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Luck, these two men have come to be healed after being violently attacked in the streets. Can you help them?” His hands glowed green. Extending them, he waited for the two men. “Just take my hands. If you’re telling the truth, Luck will help you.” 
 
      
 
    Both men hesitated, and the rat bestial licked his lips before asking, “What if we’re lying?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would you? She might not help you if you lie, but that’ll be up to Luck,” Doc said pleasantly. 
 
      
 
    The two bestials exchanged a look, then took Doc’s hands. Doc was instantly aware of what was wrong for both of them, but he didn’t push healing energy into them. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, I can feel the injuries, but… she isn’t moving,” Doc said sadly. “Did you not tell me the truth?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” the rat said, wincing as his arm twitched. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the rabbit said a second later. “We… attacked the dwarf.” 
 
      
 
    Doc let healing flow into the rabbit bestial. The rabbit exhaled in relief, then started to cry at the memory of his mother soothing his injuries as a child. 
 
      
 
    “Bruce,” the rat whispered, “you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry!” Bruce sobbed. “So sorry…!” 
 
      
 
    “Luck’s healing him,” Doc said softly. “He admitted to his transgression, so she soothes him. His leg and any other pains will be fully healed shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Ryan, admit it,” Bruce hiccupped. “We were wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Ryan licked his lips— his arm was causing him the worst pain he’d felt in years, and his friend was being healed while he wasn’t. “Fine. We attacked the dwarf. He was sleeping with one of ours. Bearded freak should stay with his own kind…” 
 
      
 
    Doc stared into Ryan’s eyes, and the rat bestial shivered at the hint of anger he saw. “My bodyguard is in love with her as she is with him, Ryan.” Doc gripped Ryan’s hand tightly. “You did wrong, but life is about learning and growing. May the Goddess bless you.” Healing rushed into Ryan with those words. 
 
      
 
    Bruce sat back when Doc let go of his hand, wiping at his eyes. “We’re sorry, sir. We had no idea he was with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Would it matter?” Doc asked, looking at Bruce as Ryan cried. “All of us need to learn to accept others. In less than a year, everything will change for the better, but you’ll need to be able to accept elves, dwarves, and even humans beside you. They’ll be your neighbors, and maybe friends as long as they can set aside their prejudices, but you’ll have to, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Ginger Lopert is a good woman,” Bruce said softly. “I’ve tried to get her attention before… This was my fault, sir. I got angry that the dwarf was seeing her when she refused me. If you have to report us to the sheriff, please let Ryan go? He was only being a good friend to me.” 
 
      
 
    Doc let go of Ryan’s hand, as the rat bestial was healed. Sitting back, he shook his head. “What good is that? You tried to attack my guard, but instead, he broke both of you. He didn’t report you even though you hurt him.” 
 
      
 
    A knock on the door came a second before Harrid slipped inside. He closed the door, then stood in front of it. “Doc, you already healed them?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you attack me?” Harrid asked, staring at the two bestials. 
 
      
 
    Bruce bowed his head and explained. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think she would’ve left me for you after that, even if you’d won the fight?” Harrid asked. 
 
      
 
    Bruce exhaled, shrinking in on himself. “I hoped, but I know she wouldn’t have. If she loves you… she would’ve attacked me in turn.” 
 
      
 
    “She would have,” Harrid nodded. “I already told her. You failed to see me when I was talking to her when you came in. She knows you both and was quite angry. She’ll have words for you when you leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Ryan sniffled, having regained his own composure. “Bruce asked, and I owed him, and… well… we have enough trouble with humans using our women. We didn’t think it was love; just you wanting a fling.” 
 
      
 
    “Bruce asked me to only turn him in to the sheriff for assault,” Doc said. “They attacked you, Harrid. What do you want to do?” 
 
      
 
    Both bestials stiffened, fearing the worst. If they were turned over to the sheriff, they’d be treated horribly, then probably sent to do a few months of hard labor on the rail lines. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve listened to you, Doc,” Harrid said. “The world has too much suffering in it already. We need compassion. Our souls are in danger of being lost instead of being returned to Mother for rebirth. I don’t want to tarnish my soul more. I won’t turn either of them in.” 
 
      
 
    Both men stared at Harrid with hopeful eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You tried to beat me up, not kill me. Neither of you used a weapon, even one like that branch,” Harrid said, motioning to the makeshift cane Bruce had beside him. “If it was a bar fight, we’d have left without the sheriff getting involved. I’ll do that here, but…” He let the word hang for a moment. “You need to listen to what you’ve been hearing about Doc and how he views things. Everyone needs to tolerate each other, not hate each other. Do your best to do that; that’s all I ask.” 
 
      
 
    Bruce and Ryan were on their feet in seconds, bowing and thanking Harrid. 
 
      
 
    “Ginger’s waiting to yell at you,” Harrid said as he opened the door. “Go on.” 
 
      
 
    “Say a prayer to Lady Luck,” Doc said, “for her healing, but also for this chance to become better people.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Bruce said, shaking Doc’s hand, then Harrid’s, before leaving with Ryan. 
 
      
 
    Harrid shut the door behind him before going to sit across from Doc. “I was a little worried, but figured this would work out.” 
 
      
 
    “Shocked the hell out of me until I saw the injuries.” 
 
      
 
    “Did it work?” Harrid asked, his gaze going to Rosa. 
 
      
 
    Rosa smiled. “Are you asking me if I was reading their minds, Harrid?” 
 
      
 
    “We both know you were,” Harrid said. He shifted uncomfortably, looking away from her. 
 
      
 
    “Both are truly repentant,” Rosa giggled. 
 
      
 
    “Brat,” Doc said lovingly, stroking her hair. She’d touched his ankle, since both of his hands had been occupied for healing, allowing him to channel her energy. “You did good with helping me with my hands busy.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Voice. I just want to assist.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad they learned,” Harrid exhaled. “Ginger might send them right back in here, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Bit angry?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Livid. I had to hold her back when I explained what happened.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad she cares for you that much.” 
 
      
 
    “So am I,” Harrid smiled. “I haven’t brought it up to her yet, Doc, but when Heartwood’s Tears becomes established, maybe she could work there?” 
 
      
 
    “If she wants to. We can probably arrange for her to work at one of the businesses that’ll be there. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be safer than the city, and if I have to leave her behind… I want her to be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Doc said. “When you ask her, let me know. The hotel could easily use her as staff. She could do the same job she is now at the gambling hall there if she’d rather that. Or, if she’s willing, she might be able to step into a management position.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid bowed his head. “Thank you, Doc. I’m going to have Ayla set up a trust for her, taking part of my pay for it. This way, she has a cushion to catch her if needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Like I did for Posy?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’m not sure if she’ll have a child with me, but… if she does… I mean, even if she doesn’t, I want her to be comfortable. She’s given me so much already.” 
 
      
 
    “Stayed the night, huh?” Doc grinned at his friend. 
 
      
 
    Harrid flushed. “I should get back on station.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy for you both, Harrid,” Doc said when the dwarf had gotten up. “I’ll only tease a bit, but if you do want to talk, I’m here.” 
 
      
 
    Pausing, Harrid met Doc’s eyes. “When is too soon to ask for more?” 
 
      
 
    “Depends on you two. Have a few more dates and, if things stay as they are right now, ask. Will she be your only wife?” 
 
      
 
    Harrid stared at Doc for a long moment before he looked away. “I… don’t know…” 
 
      
 
    “Another conversation to have before you pop the question. You’ll be gone for years, maybe forever, so see where she stands on things. Ask yourself where you stand on those same questions, too.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid looked pensive as he started walking for the door. “I’ll give it some thought, Doc. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    When the door shut behind Harrid, Rosa smiled. “He’s already trying to figure out where he stands on them.” 
 
      
 
    “What of Bruce and Ryan?” 
 
      
 
    “They were honest. After they failed, they tried to ignore their broken bones, knowing no healer would see them, nor could they afford one. They’d heard of you, so they came here. They truly had no idea who Harrid was to you. That will spread now. Bruce knows of others who have been muttering about Ginger and Harrid. He was thinking of warning them.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe that’ll help,” Doc said, stroking her tangled thatch of green-blue hair. “Thank you, Weed. I’ll reward you well later.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa looked up at him, shivering with desire as she read his mind. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “How did Ginger do?” Doc asked Harrid on their way over to the Iniquitous Den. 
 
      
 
    “She didn’t hit them. Just yelled… a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “And when they left?” 
 
      
 
    “I asked her helper to take over so we could talk,” Harrid said, a little embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “She was good at the end of it?” 
 
      
 
    “I was wondering if we could arrange another day off in the coming week?” 
 
      
 
    “Outstanding. We’ll get it taken care of. Tomorrow, I need to speak with McKenzie, so it’ll have to be after that.” 
 
      
 
    “Just let me know and I’ll tell her when.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do.” 
 
      
 
    The carriage slowing told Doc that they were nearly at the Den. “No idea how long this will take. Are they taking good care of you?” 
 
      
 
    “The guard rooms are nice,” Harrid said. “They have teenage bestials to serve the drinks and food. There was one guy who almost got tossed out. Do you mind if I step in next time?” 
 
      
 
    “Harassing them?” Doc asked as the carriage stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I think he might get more aggressive next time.” 
 
      
 
    “If they need help, step in. I’ll back you.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid nodded before he got out of the carriage. Doc followed Harrid out once the dwarf cleared it, then helped Rosa out after him. 
 
      
 
    “Clyde, are they taking care of you here?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Shade, drink, and food,” Clyde nodded. “A damned sight better than some places.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. If you need anything next time, let me know.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Knocking on the back entrance, Doc held his medallion up so the woman manning the door would see it. The slot locked back in place before the door opened. 
 
      
 
    Quartz, the lovely beaver bestial, gave him a bright smile. “Welcome back, sir. I wish I wasn’t on door duty today.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a smile when he entered, followed by Rosa and Harrid. “It’s a pity. There’s always the next time, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll look forward to it,” Quartz smiled. When she saw Harrid go into the guard room, she leaned in a little closer to Doc. “All of us do. We all hope you’ll do more than watch next time.” 
 
      
 
    “Hope springs eternal,” Doc gave her a wink. “Have a good day, Quartz.” 
 
      
 
    “You, as well, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The private lounge was empty except for two people— Onyx behind the bar, and Ruby, who’d been reading a book. Onyx saw him first; the panda bestial smiled brightly as she blushed. Ruby’s red-furred ears swiveled at the sound of the door before she gave Doc a vulpine grin. She stood up, and her red-furred tail swished behind her. Doc gave the pair of bestials a smile in return. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, so nice to see you again,” Ruby said, coming his way with lustful eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to see you, Ruby,” Doc chuckled. “Before we get involved, I need to speak with Madam Zu.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx rang a bell, having been listening in. “I’ll have the maid inform her, Doc. Cognac while you wait?” 
 
      
 
    Ruby gave Onyx a slight glare before it vanished and she took his arm. “I’ll have my usual, Onyx. You know, once Doc is done with the madam, maybe we can get Snowflake down here to cover for you. I’m sure Doc and his pet would be up for the both of us to pamper him.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx’s smile faltered as she turned to get drinks. “I can’t get Snowflake down here this early.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a pity,” Doc said. “I enjoyed our time together, Onyx. Ruby’s suggestion was very tempting.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx looked back to see him watching her before she went back to finishing the drinks. “I did, too, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best to entertain you alone, then, Doc, since Onyx won’t be able to help,” Ruby smirked. “I’ve been curious, though. From what I’ve heard, you haven’t… engaged any of us yourself. Makes me wonder if I can entice you for a more hands-on approach this time.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Onyx,” Doc said to the bartender as she handed his drink to him, then turned to reply to Ruby. “Perhaps you’ll manage it this time, Ruby. Did my pet fail to please you?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh goodness, no.” Ruby smiled at Rosa. “She was wonderful, but all of us have been wondering what it might be like with you.” 
 
      
 
    “You called?” the young rat bestial maid asked when she came downstairs. 
 
      
 
    “Doc would like to speak with Madam,” Onyx told the maid. 
 
      
 
    The maid scurried off, her tail whipping behind her as she went. 
 
      
 
    “Not many ask to speak with the madam,” Ruby murmured. She leaned in toward Doc, letting him get a good view down her top. “Hopefully we haven’t disappointed you, sir.” The words were laced with suggestive overtones. 
 
      
 
    “Not a single woman here has disappointed me in any way. A couple of you have been a shade more amazing than others, but it’s been very good all around.” Doc let his eyes flicker to Onyx when he spoke before going back to Ruby. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Ruby asked, looking surprised. “Am I one of them?” 
 
      
 
    “My first, and they say you’ll always remember your firsts,” Doc smirked. 
 
      
 
    Ruby’s smile was bright. “Shall we drink to business being finished quickly, so pleasure might have its time?” She held her glass up between them, her eyes smoldering with desire. 
 
      
 
    “From your lips to Luck’s ears,” Doc murmured, touching her tumbler with his snifter. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took a little while for the maid to come back. Doc had finished off his drink, and Ruby was all but wearing Rosa like a dress. The pair were cuddled up on one of the oversized chairs, and Doc kept his eyes on them while he chatted with Onyx. The panda bestial was all smiles; she’d realized that Doc had only gotten handsy with her and none of the others during his previous visits. 
 
      
 
    Doc had to apologize to Ruby when he took Rosa with him, explaining that the laws made her always be beside him. Ruby had let the dryad go reluctantly, nearly begging for him to come back for her, her bottom lip in a full pout when she did. 
 
      
 
    Taking his seat across from Madam Zu, Doc gave her a smile. “Madam, a pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    “I am surprised you wanted to speak with me today, Mr. Holyday,” Zu said. Her hair was pulled up into two small buns on her head, leaving her slightly-pointed ears on display. Her long-stemmed pipe was in hand, as she slowly smoked something. 
 
      
 
    “It was for a reason, Madam. Luck granted me another gift the other day.” 
 
      
 
    Zu set her pipe down, fixing him with a curious gaze. “Oh? What would your goddess give to you that you felt compelled to speak with me?” 
 
      
 
    “A way to return the souls of your girls.” 
 
      
 
    Zu stared at him for a few long moments, searching his face. 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking I’d have to cut the stones out of them after that,” Doc went on when she didn’t reply. “But I remember pulling bone chips out of people before, so it might be possible to have the body remove the soul stone chips for me without the need of a knife.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d do this… for nothing?” Zu asked, still staring at him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. No one should be used against their will.” 
 
      
 
    Closing her eyes, Zu sat back, her face blank. 
 
      
 
    “I would ask that the women be allowed to say prayers to Luck, but it would be their choice. It’s her gifts that let me do this, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Snowflake came to me two days ago,” Zu said as she opened her eyes and reclaimed her pipe. Taking a slow drag, she exhaled the smoke in a long stream. “She brought her earring— a gift from Steward— with her. It took some time for her to explain it to me, but during your time together, did you remove it from her?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t, but Rosa might have,” Doc replied. “Accidents can happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… accident? There was residual energy on the earring, an enchantment that was broken. The enchanter I had examine it said it felt almost like a curse.” 
 
      
 
    Doc kept his poker face on. “Well, I’m glad she’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Snowflake told me she wants nothing to do with Steward anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad she saw that he was a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “What did the earring do, Doc?” Zu asked politely. 
 
      
 
    Surprised she’d used his given name, Doc nodded. “It made her susceptible to suggestions from him, made her leery of all other men, and, from what I’ve been told, made her very eager to sleep with Rosa.” Doc touched Rosa’s hair fondly. “Sorry about the sheets. Rosa can wind anyone up like that.” 
 
      
 
    Zu’s lips twitched briefly into a smile. “The sheets were not difficult to replace. You broke the enchantment, then let your dryad sleep with her? I’ve come to understand that none of my gems have slept with you, only your dryad. Onyx was the only one to even get you to lay a hand on her.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve met two of my wives. I don’t need the release your gems can give to others.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… yes. Your wives made it clear that you wanted to help, not take from me. The contract I signed with them was generous. Now my gems will be able to choose who to grace with their attention— starting next year, so the contracts can be updated. In the meantime, I will be more selective about who does what to them.” 
 
      
 
    “As it should be,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Taking another long puff on her pipe, Zu stared at him again. “You knew how to bow to me, too. Tell me, Doc Holyday, faith healer… where is your home?” 
 
      
 
    “Here.” 
 
      
 
    “Where was it?” Zu asked again. 
 
      
 
    Doc sighed. “Earth. Luck brought me here to help push back the Darkness. This is me extending trust to you, Madam.” 
 
      
 
    “The old stories are true, then?” 
 
      
 
    “About Voices coming from other worlds?” Doc asked, getting a nod. “Yes. This world is much like a period of history from my world. I’d have said you were Chinese, but I’m not sure what that is here.” 
 
      
 
    “Qin,” Rosa said before Zu did. “Largest country of Asiya.” 
 
      
 
    Zu nodded, eyeing Rosa. “She’s more than most who are collared.” 
 
      
 
    “The collar is so she can be with me, not because I wanted it. She’s her own person,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “My mother’s line is elven. They held long against humanity, but we were eventually swept aside from our old homes. Some tribes still hold to the old ways, but most have become like me. The Han tribe is one of the oldest.” 
 
      
 
    “The Han Dynasty ruled China for hundreds of years.” 
 
      
 
    “We ruled for a time, but our wars with the dwarves… cost us.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m trying to help reconcile those wars so that both elves and dwarves can rise again.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to see you free my gems from Steward’s influence.” 
 
      
 
    “Call Citrine in, first,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Doc was relieved that he didn’t need to worry about the stones at all. When he used his gift to return the women their souls, the stones turned into fragmented dust. Citrine watched with fascination as small glittering flecks came to the surface of her skin. A quick dab of a damp washcloth removed the dust entirely. 
 
      
 
    One by one, the gems who’d been implanted were called into the office. Most were surprised to see Doc there, but all of them did as Zu said, stripping down to bare skin for him. A few stared at Rosa and Doc hopefully until the reason why was explained. That took the passion from them, but their gratitude was abundant. A few even kissed Doc in thanks— he allowed it, but didn’t let them go further. 
 
      
 
    Ruby was the last of the gems to come up to the office. She’d been wondering what Doc had been doing for hours with the madam, as she’d been looking forward to having time with him and Rosa. When it was over, she was crying, happy to be free of the soul stones. When she kissed him, she’d straddled him, holding him tightly as her lips pressed into his feverishly. 
 
      
 
    “Easy there, Ruby,” Doc said, gently pushing her back. “I’ve explained this to all the others, so it’s time to tell you, too. You were wondering why I didn’t do more with you before, and are apparently still very eager for more. I won’t do anything with you unless one of my wives is present. That was my agreement with them. Rosa, however, is eager to give you more affection.” 
 
      
 
    Ruby slipped from his lap, staring at him. “Is that the reason? The only reason why?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. You obviously just felt the attraction I do have for you.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes dipping, Ruby smirked. “Good. We’ve all been happy with Rosa, but we’ve also wondered why you haven’t… done more, yourself.” She bit her lip for a moment, then went on, “Will your wives ever come for a visit?” 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s eyes blazed, getting everyone’s attention for a moment. “Sorry, Voice,” she grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Doc said, stroking Rosa’s hair. “Lia’s mentioned maybe visiting Citrine, at least. My wives are adventurous, so I wouldn’t put it past them to all come for a visit.” 
 
      
 
    Ruby was a little disappointed that she hadn’t been mentioned, but she didn’t give up hope. “I understand, sir. I’ll be ready to entertain any of them with you. Maybe myself and Heliodor together would help that, so everyone has a partner all the time?” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled, as Rosa’s eyes had gone bright again. “Well, that isn’t impossible, and my dear Weed seems to like the idea.” Doc looked at Zu. “Madam, if you’re satisfied, I’ll take my leave for now. My pet would be very grateful to have some relief of her own.” His gaze went back to Ruby. “That is, if someone’s willing?” 
 
      
 
    Ruby scrambled for her dress, eager to have Rosa. 
 
      
 
    Zu shook her head, then said with a hint of amusement in her voice, “Well, my gems are happy to have you here. Did you want to see Snowflake again to check on her?” 
 
      
 
    “I probably should,” Doc said. “Is she down in the bar already?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” Zu said, glancing at the grandfather clock in her office. “She should be in her room. I will send my maid to have her wait for you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc got to his feet. “I’ll see her after Weed gets some fun with Ruby. Before I leave, I’ll be pulling Onyx aside, too.” 
 
      
 
    Zu’s lips twitched into a smile before falling back into neutral. “You like her?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s beautiful, as all your gems are. I enjoy Onyx.” 
 
      
 
    “She deserves some attention. I’m glad it is you who will give it to her. Until later, Mr. Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    Ruby took Doc’s arm as they left the office. As they walked to her room she asked, keeping her voice soft, “Do you really enjoy Onyx, Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you wondering if she’s more my type, Ruby?” 
 
      
 
    “I am.” Ruby didn’t see a reason to deny it. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have the standard type,” Doc said as they reached Ruby’s room. “You’re every bit as amazing as Onyx, Citrine, or Heliodor. None of you are alike, and that’s wondrous.” Doc shut the door behind them. “But here and now is about you, Ruby. If you’d like to get comfortable, maybe we can switch things up. I won’t be engaging with you, but you can have my precious Weed while she serves me. Then, she’ll drive you wild with pleasure until you pass out.” 
 
      
 
    Ruby shivered, her red eyes meeting Rosa’s glowing emerald eyes. “That does sound good. I’ll finally get a look at what I’ve been missing, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be jealous,” Rosa giggled. “I’ll drive that from you after he is sated.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Snowflake opened her door, already dressed for work. “Mr. Holyday, please come in.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” Doc smiled as he led Rosa in, taking a seat in the chair he’d used before. His hand rested lightly on Rosa’s head when she knelt beside him. 
 
      
 
    Snowflake took a seat slightly closer than last time and sat back in her chair, crossing her legs. She was more at ease than the last time they’d spoken. “Madam said you wanted to speak with me, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to check in on you. How have you been since the earring was removed?” 
 
      
 
    Snowflake met his eyes. “Better. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome, Snowflake. What he was doing was disgusting. I’m glad I was able to help. I’m sorry we used deception to do it, but it was the only way.” 
 
      
 
    “No, that was fine. I wouldn’t have let you near me, not with his voice telling me…” She shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been better since it was removed?” Doc asked, trying to help her past the memories. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It wasn’t until after Steward got angry with me for not wearing it that I started to realize what’d happened.” Looking down, she sniffled as her emotions spiked. “You saved me from even worse. Madam told those who’d been used by Steward about the soul stones, and they told me about it. He would’ve done the same to me.” 
 
      
 
    “From what we can tell, it was the third time he was with them when he did that, if he had the stones on hand,” Doc said. “Even if he’d gotten you once, you wouldn’t have been implanted like the others.” 
 
      
 
    “Still…” Snowflake sniffled, pulling a handkerchief off a table to wipe her nose. “You saved me from having anything to do with him. I feel so bad for all of those who’ve suffered at his hands.” 
 
      
 
    “No need now,” Doc said softly. “I took care of that today. Luck was kind enough to give me the power to return their souls to them.” 
 
      
 
    Head snapping up, she stared at him with hope. “You did?” 
 
      
 
    “My goddess, Lady Luck, gave me the gift which allowed me to help. That’s where most of my time here has gone today. Every gem abused by Steward is now free of his control.” 
 
      
 
    Snowflake had to brush at her eyes. “You…? You…” 
 
      
 
    “He is glad to help, child,” Rosa murmured. “He is far from everything you know and fear.” 
 
      
 
    Snowflake’s gaze darted to Rosa, who was watching her with a smile. “Truly?” 
 
      
 
    “Truly.” 
 
      
 
    “I... umm… I’m sorry for being so aggressive with you. I wasn’t myself.” 
 
      
 
    “I enjoyed every moment of it. I just wish it had been entirely your will,” Rosa replied. “Doc isn’t opposed to letting me have time with you again, if you are willing.” 
 
      
 
    Snowflake looked to Doc, then away. “I’m not… for you, sir… uh—” 
 
      
 
    “Not me,” Doc cut in gently when she started to stumble on her explanation. “It’d be just you two again. Unless one of my wives is with me, I won’t be joining in. Besides, unless you truly wanted it, I wouldn’t, even if you asked.” 
 
      
 
    Snowflake’s head tilted slightly as she stared at him. “You mean that?” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t lie. I’d like to think my actions have spoken for me.” 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t done anything with any of them…” She trailed off, clearly thinking. “Your wives?” 
 
      
 
    “Five beautiful women who have agreed to walk beside me,” Doc said, feeling bad that he didn’t include Rosa in that. She leaned into him, nuzzling his leg and letting him know she understood. “I’d never hurt them.” 
 
      
 
    “Even though they told him it was okay, he holds back for them,” Rosa murmured. “Doc is as respectful a man as you can find.” 
 
      
 
    Snowflake glanced between them. “She… is more than a normal dryad, isn’t she?” 
 
      
 
    “Weed is a dear companion,” Doc replied. “Her collar is there so she can be beside me only. She has as much free will as I could give her.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa smiled, her eyes starting to glow. “If you ask him, I would gladly lay with you again.” 
 
      
 
    Snowflake flushed. “I… did love it. Sir, would you mind if I took her into my room?” 
 
      
 
    “Feel free. I’ll just sit here until she’s done.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I will help you, Voice,” Rosa moaned as she rose to her feet. 
 
      
 
    Snowflake had gotten up, as well. “Help him?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Our cries will make him excited,” Rosa smiled. “When I leave you, I will come to kneel before him instead of beside him.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh…” Snowflake whispered. “That makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Have fun,” Doc chuckled. “Rosa, we still need to see Onyx before going home, so don’t go too long.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “Onyx?” Snowflake asked as she shut the door to the bedroom behind Rosa. 
 
      
 
    Doc shook his head in amusement as he looked over the room. Seeing a couple of decanters and glasses, he went to make himself a drink while he waited. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “I was surprised when you took Onyx up to the room after me last time,” Snowflake said as they left her room. “Not many even give her a glance.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s as beautiful as you are,” Doc said. “Different, to be sure, but no less beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    Snowflake gave him a sideways glance. “I’d call most people out for bullshit using that line. With you, though… it feels honest.” 
 
      
 
    “I try to be as honest as I can. Lies are a web that traps you as surely as it does others.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no reason to disbelieve you. You left me and Rosa alone. Most would’ve at least snuck a peek.” 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t like that, so no. I’m not going to say the idea of you two entangled isn’t intriguing as hell. Besides, while you recovered, Rosa took care of my problem.” 
 
      
 
    Snowflake snickered. “Not many men would say that proudly. I was only in the room for a couple of minutes after she left.” 
 
      
 
    “Not many men would’ve only been listening to you two for nearly an hour, either.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a fair point,” Snowflake smiled, a light blush dusting her cheeks. “Thank you for letting me have time with her of my own free will.” 
 
      
 
    “Just as good as the first time?” Doc asked with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Better. There weren’t any voices to distract me this time.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa giggled. “I could tell she was enjoying it more. We didn’t destroy the sheets this time, either.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m very glad he’s a healer. I scratched you pretty deep,” Snowflake said with a touch of embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    “Scratches and bites happen,” Doc chuckled. “One of my wives is prone to scratching my back and biting my shoulder if I spin her up far enough.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s also a feline bestial,” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    Snowflake glanced at Doc out of the corner of her eye again. “One of your wives is a bestial?” 
 
      
 
    “Fiala is. I’m also married to a Sagesse, a dwarf, an elf, and a half-elf.” 
 
      
 
    Snowflake looked his way fully. “You have five wives?” 
 
      
 
    “Hence why I feel no need to initiate things with any of the women here,” Doc chuckled. “I’m well cared for.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why do you come?” 
 
      
 
    “To do what I was doing today. I knew Steward was doing something unpleasant to the women here, and I couldn’t let him do that. When I found out exactly what…” Doc shook his head, his face grim. “I had no idea it was as bad as it was.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be upset…” Snowflake whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Madam Zu will have to decide what to do about him. I doubt he’ll take any of it well. He hasn’t been in since I saw you last?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’ve been dreading him showing up.” 
 
      
 
    “Does he come in through the front or back?” Doc asked as they descended the stairs to the private lounge. 
 
      
 
    “The back, normally.” 
 
      
 
    Doc was smiling, looking forward to spending some time with Onyx, but his smile fell away when he saw who else was at the bar. Snowflake flinched when she also saw Steward sitting there. 
 
      
 
    Onyx saw them. Her fake professional smile was strained, worry filling her eyes when she saw Doc and Snowflake together. Her look their way got Steward to turn around. 
 
      
 
    Steward’s unhappiness grew when he saw Snowflake coming downstairs with Doc. One eye twitched as he set his drink on the bar and stood up. His eyes darted between the pair, sizing them up, trying to discern how angry he should be. 
 
      
 
    “Steward,” Doc greeted the man with a slightly stilted expression. “Good evening to you.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a good evening,” Steward said tightly. “I didn’t expect you to be in Snowflake’s company.” 
 
      
 
    “She asked for a tryst with my pet,” Doc said. “What man would say no to that?” 
 
      
 
    Steward shifted, his eyes going to Rosa who stared meekly at the floor. “With her? Not with you?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t lay a single finger on Snowflake,” Doc said with all sincerity. “She… isn’t ready for a man yet. She was intrigued by what the others had said about my pet’s ability to please them.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” Steward murmured, clearly considering Doc’s statement. 
 
      
 
    “Heliodor,” Doc said, turning to the wolf bestial who had been sitting off to the side of the room. “When I was with you, how much fun did you have with my pet?” 
 
      
 
    Heliodor flushed, not meeting his eyes or Steward’s. “A lot, sir. Most of us have discussed her abilities amongst ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Steward said, exhaling slowly, his posture shifting to be less hostile. “I might need to apologize. For a moment, I had thought Madam Zu tossed aside our agreement for me to be Snowflake’s first.” 
 
      
 
    Snowflake and Onyx switched places behind the bar, but Onyx stayed back while the men talked. She wanted to ask if Doc was going to have time for her, but now was not the time. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I had no idea there was such an agreement in place,” Doc said. “I can see why you’d be upset to see us coming down together.” 
 
      
 
    The young rat bestial maid came scurrying downstairs, then rushed over to the bar. “Mr. Steward, sir, the madam wishes to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    Steward tsked, but nodded. “Very well.” He glanced back at Snowflake, his eyes narrowing when he didn’t see the earring she should be wearing. “I’ll be back shortly. Where is your earring?” 
 
      
 
    “The madam has it, sir,” Snowflake replied. 
 
      
 
    Steward frowned before a sly smile came to him. “Does she, now? Hmm… Maybe this will be better than I had ever hoped.” He motioned the maid. “Go on. Lead.” As they walked away, Steward was clearly speaking to the maid when they reached the stairs, “A couple more years and you’ll be starting to ripen nicely, won’t you, dear?” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s eye twitched when he heard that comment. Oh, you sick fuck! She’s not even a teen yet! he thought. 
 
      
 
    “Doc?” Onyx asked softly, wondering why he looked so angry. 
 
      
 
    Blinking, he saw her concern and relaxed. “Sorry. I’m not upset with you, Onyx.” 
 
      
 
    Looking down, the panda bestial bit her lip. “Did you really not do anything with Snowflake?” 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t, but she did,” Snowflake chuckled. “I think we’ve all been ruined by her.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx blushed more. She’d heard from the others how Doc hadn’t done anything with them at all, at the most just watching them. When she’d been with him, he’d touched her gently, enticing her to relax as Rosa brought her to heights she’d never known. She’d never been chosen above any of the others before, but Doc had treated her as if she were special and she wanted more of that. 
 
      
 
    “Hasn’t done anything with any of us,” Heliodor said, having come over to the bar. “And some of us want to thank him for the extra he’s done for us. I was so frightened when Steward came in…” Trailing off, she shuddered. 
 
      
 
    Doc touched her arm lightly. “He can’t control you again. You have my word on that.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Heliodor whispered, her wolf tail not moving behind her. “But he might have asked for me since Snowflake wasn’t here… I don’t want him near me, much less… like that.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx had heard whispers of what Steward had done to the others. She was glad she wasn’t Steward’s type, or she might’ve found out firsthand. “You helped them?” she asked Doc. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I’ve been doing since I came here,” Doc replied. 
 
      
 
    Onyx glanced at Snowflake. “But…” 
 
      
 
    “Not her,” Doc said. “She was being conditioned for him. I broke that.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh…” Onyx said, embarrassed to have implied that Doc might’ve done more. 
 
      
 
    “I did get time with his pet,” Snowflake smirked, “like most of us have.” 
 
      
 
    “I did mean what I said earlier about time with you, Onyx,” Doc said. “Rosa was very eager for it.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx nodded quickly. “Yes, please. Like last time?” The hope in her eyes that Doc would treat her special again was clear. 
 
      
 
    “Just like last time,” Doc agreed. 
 
      
 
    “I will see you ruined, you useless, half-breed slut!” Richard Steward’s voice echoed from upstairs. “You think you can treat me like this?! I’ll show you what defying a soulsmith means!” 
 
      
 
    Doc sighed as he turned for the stairs. “Excuse me, please. I might be needed for something first.” 
 
      
 
    “Citrine,” Zu’s voice was loud as she yelled for the elf, “remove this man from my home!” 
 
      
 
    “Stop right there, elf!” Steward’s voice was full of confidence. He brandished a small glowing rod from where he was by the stairs. “You’ll do as I tell you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc had already been heading that way, so he got to see Citrine’s angry smile when she slammed into Steward, sending him tumbling down the spiraling stairs. With a cry of fear and pain, the soulsmith went over backward, the glowing rod flying from his hand as he hit the steps. Doc snagged the rod— the wrongness of it nearly made him drop it, but he tucked it into his interior jacket pocket as the man came to a halt at his feet at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Confused eyes stared up at Doc when he knelt to check Steward. “What…? M-my…?” Steward wheezed. 
 
      
 
    Doc frowned, letting healing hands flare to life to touch Steward. Doc met the shocked eyes of the soulsmith. “Spirit healer,” Doc said softly. “I’m the reason your rod didn’t work. I cleansed them of the stones.” 
 
      
 
    Steward was having trouble drawing breath as anger flared in his eyes. “You… false…!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re dying,” Doc said, staring Steward in the eyes. “I could save you, but your soul isn’t worth saving. You enslaved them after abusing them. Your soul is as tarnished as one can be. I’m only waiting for you to stop breathing. This way, they’ll know they’re free of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Save… me…! R-rich… help…!” Steward wheezed, desperation filling his eyes. He’d barely had enough air to say the last word. 
 
      
 
    “Your soul is lost,” Doc said gently. “Saving you would hurt them, and you’ve caused them enough pain. It’s sad that you fell down the stairs… such a tragic accident.” 
 
      
 
    Steward’s mouth opened and closed, but nothing came out as his eyes grew hazy. 
 
      
 
    “No one will ever know what you did except the women here, neither will anyone but them know how you really died. How truly just your death was: killed by one you tried to control. Will anyone even show up for your funeral?” 
 
      
 
    Doc didn’t look up as people came downstairs, nor at the few who came up behind him. He did when the door to the regular lounge flew open. When he saw who was coming through the door, he let the glow on his hands wink out. 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff, call for Digger,” Doc said, standing up. “Steward fell down the stairs. His neck is broken. It’s too late for him. He’s already gone.” 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Donadin stared at Doc. “He fell down the stairs?” 
 
      
 
    “We heard him shouting, and then he came tumbling down,” Doc said. He wanted to help cover up the reason for the man’s death, but he was sure Donadin had overheard the ruckus. 
 
      
 
    “I heard the shouting, so what happened?” Donadon asked, looking at Zu. 
 
      
 
    “He was unhappy with a policy change that will happen next year,” Zu shrugged. “He was shouting about how he wouldn’t be visiting my establishment anymore, how it would ruin me. I called for Citrine, one of his favorites, thinking she might be able to calm him.” 
 
      
 
    “I came running as called,” Citrine said. “When I approached, he tried to step back… but he was at the top of the stairs.” 
 
      
 
    “I was heading up with Onyx when the shouting started,” Doc jumped in. “I was right here when he tried to step back. He pinwheeled, but couldn’t catch himself. He was dead when he hit the bottom.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin looked thoughtful— the shadow of something touched his face before he glanced at Zu. “Damned shame. Word of him dying here will cause some backlash.” 
 
      
 
    Zu nodded. “It would, indeed, Sheriff. Why don’t you come up to my office once Digger is called for? Maybe we can work out an arrangement to keep that out of public knowledge.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin’s smile was slanted. “Be glad to. I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    When Donadin left, Zu turned to Doc. “My thanks. You could have saved him.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing could’ve saved him,” Doc said. “His soul was forfeit to Apoc long before tonight. I could’ve healed him, but,” he looked at the women gathered around them, “I’d rather have shot myself than do that. He harmed too many innocents.” 
 
      
 
    “For which I owe you another debt,” Zu said. “My gems are precious to me. I will stay and deal with this. You had a gem to care for, did you not?” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced at Onyx staring at him with wide eyes. “Onyx, I’m sorry. I’ll make sure to stay for you next time. With everything that just happened… I’m going to head home.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Doc,” Onyx said after a brief pause. “I… thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Madam, are you sure you’ll be able to handle this?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The sheriff will just want more time with my gems. I don’t mind paying him off to make this go away.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go tell your guard and driver,” Onyx said, hurrying away. 
 
      
 
    Doc watched her go before turning back to Zu. “There shouldn’t be any complications. It’s not how I thought this would end, but sometimes, life happens.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you came in today,” Zu said. “Otherwise, today would’ve gone very differently.” 
 
      
 
    Citrine and Heliodor shuddered at the thought of what might’ve happened. 
 
      
 
    “So am I. I guess Luck helped us with the timing.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… yes… Good evening, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    Doc said his goodbyes before heading for the back door. Onyx was in the small room with Quartz, and both women still looked a little shocked over what’d happened. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, it’ll be okay. I’ll be back in a few days.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx reached out, touching his arm lightly. “You’ll see me then?” 
 
      
 
    Doc took her hand, kissing her knuckles. “I will, Onyx.” 
 
      
 
    “Lucky,…” Quartz murmured. 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a smile. “I’m sure I’ll have some time before her shift ends, Quartz.” 
 
      
 
    Looking away with a smile on her lips, Quartz nodded. “I’d like that, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything okay, Doc?” Harrid asked, coming out of the guard room. “I thought I heard yelling.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll explain it at home,” Doc said. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “You let me die!” Steward hissed, his neck bent at an unnatural angle. 
 
      
 
    Doc swallowed the bile in his throat as he stared down at the dead man. “You deserved to die for what you did.” 
 
      
 
    Steward’s limbs crunched, twisting around to put him on all fours, but on his back. “Who are you to cast judgment?” 
 
      
 
    Doc backed away as quickly as he could. The grotesqueness of the mangled body reminded him of something he’d see in a video game. “Everyone would think so. You took away their free will.” 
 
      
 
    “Free will’s an illusion,” Steward snorted as he began to crawl toward Doc. “We’re all controlled by others.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Doc said, trying to get away from the horror creeping toward him. “We all have free will.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you? Do you not do what your wives want? The whores here would have you every day, but you don’t give them what they want because your wives deny you the whores’ flesh.” 
 
      
 
    Citrine, Onyx, Ruby, and all the other women of the Iniquitous Den were suddenly in the room. All of them eyed Doc with lustful gazes as they stripped off their clothing. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Doc snapped. “They don’t control me. I care for them, which is why I don’t. I have free will. I could fuck all of them if I wanted to. It’s not about being stopped— it’s about respect.” 
 
      
 
    “Lies! They hold you back, stopping you from taking what you want! We both know you want to gather the pretty things and plunder them over and over again.” 
 
      
 
    Doc couldn’t argue with that— he had time and again thought of just giving in to Ruby’s entreaties, letting the sexy fox bestial have her way with him, or bending Heliodor over, taming the wolf bestial into a faithful hound for him alone. 
 
      
 
    “But your wives have constrained you!” Steward hissed as he crept ever closer. 
 
      
 
    “Love isn’t a constraint!” Doc snapped, no longer retreating. “It’s a precious gift that you can accept. You can’t force another to love you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you can,” Steward cackled, “if you have the knowledge, power, and will to manage it! Snowflake would’ve been mine willingly if you hadn’t interfered!” 
 
      
 
    “Brainwashing doesn’t count as willingly,” Doc growled. “It’s as bad as implanting them with soul stones to take away their bodies. Taking away someone’s mind is magnitudes worse.” 
 
      
 
    “And for that, you let me die,” Steward sneered. “I wasn’t even in your way, healer, but you stood by as I died at your feet, all because those useless whores objected to me. Do you think they’ll throw themselves at you even more fervently now? Will that be when you ‘cave’ to them, letting them please you like the wanton sluts they are?” 
 
      
 
    The monstrosity that’d been Steward was only a few feet away now. Doc’s hands shook with anger at what was being said. “Fuck you! Apoc will rip your soul to shreds because you aren’t worthy of Mother!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not a Voice; you’re a judge!” Steward hissed. “Passing judgment on those who don’t believe in your false demon… but that doesn’t matter anymore. I’ll end you now.” Steward’s mouth expanded, his face splitting apart as a giant void grew from where the mouth had been. 
 
      
 
    Doc tried to flee, but he felt himself being drawn in. That was when a branch of pine touched his empty hands. Grabbing it tightly, Doc let it pull him from the abyss. A wail of disappointment came from the sucking maw as he was pulled free. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Jerking upright, Doc was sweat-slicked, but safe in bed. Rosa’s hands clutched his while she knelt beside the bed. Swallowing, Doc met her eyes as the nightmare began to fade. “Thank you, Rosa…” 
 
      
 
    “I tried to wake you, Voice. It wasn’t until the end that you reached out for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think watching him die would scar my mind like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I can help,” Rosa murmured, shifting closer. 
 
      
 
    “No…” Doc whispered. “No. I need to be able to accept what I do. Actively killing is one thing, but I didn’t kill him. I just didn’t help him.” 
 
      
 
    “You did no wrong, Doc. His soul was as black as a moonless night. Time and again, he forced others to do as he wished. You helped all of the women of the Den by not saving him.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. I don’t know why it gnaws at me enough to give me a nightmare, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Because you are inherently not a killer. You are gentle, kind, and loving. To see someone die, knowing that you could help, would leave a mark. I didn’t expect nightmares, either, or I would have given you some of my essence last night.” 
 
      
 
    Doc let go of her hands, then slid over and patted the bed next to him. “Come here.” 
 
      
 
    She was in bed with him in seconds. Doc just pulled her close, holding her as he let go of the nightmare. Rosa didn’t push for more— she could see his need for comfort, so she just snuggled into him, loving that he wanted her close for more than just sex. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rosa…” Doc murmured, breathing in the clean scent of pine. “You always help me in the exact way I need.” 
 
      
 
    “You are my life, Doc. All I want is to be the best I can be for you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the best.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa felt her core warm at his words. These moments were the ones she cherished above all others. She always took pride in being his energy reserve, and being his insatiable lover was something she loved, too, but it was these soft, gentle, loving moments that made her the happiest. She could see herself as the center of his garden, the towering weed that nurtured his beautiful flowers for him, but the most indispensable of his wives. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you’re already awake,” Sophia said when she slipped into the room. 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a soft smile. “Your turn to wake me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We’re very happy you don’t mind that we rotate which of us wakes you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be a fool to complain. This ensures I get time with all of you. As long as you’re all okay with it, I am, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Sophia smiled as she unbuttoned her dress. 
 
      
 
    “Weed, go help her,” Doc said, then kissed Rosa lightly. “I’m sure she’ll reward you for it soon.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa was out of bed in an instant, going to assist Sophia. “I will accept however much or little my mistress wishes me to have.” 
 
      
 
    Sophia giggled, then turned to give Rosa easier access to her buttons. “We all make sure our dear dryad is at her best for you. She’ll get her needs cared for after I get what I want, husband.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled as he stood up. “Let me get some of the night sweat off really quick.” 
 
      
 
    “Night sweat?” 
 
      
 
    “Nightmare about Steward. I know I’m not at my best, so I want to clean up, my dear lawyer.” 
 
      
 
    Sophia beamed, happy that he was going to make things as pleasant for her as possible. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Not too late, I hope?” Doc asked as he led Rosa and Sophia into the dining room. 
 
      
 
    “No, but breakfast should be soon,” Fiala smiled. 
 
      
 
    Rosa knelt next to Lia, who was sitting on Doc’s left. Fiala, Sonya, and Harrid took up the right side of the table while Ayla and Sophia filled out the rest of the left, leaving the chair at the foot of the table unclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “What plans are there for today?” Doc asked, giving Fiala a smile when she poured coffee for him. 
 
      
 
    “Sonya and I will be having some of the matrons over for tea,” Fiala said, her tail swishing behind her. 
 
      
 
    “The two important ones are Iona and August,” Sonya said. “I’m sure Tarbo will be wanting to speak with you soon because of August.” 
 
      
 
    “Iona mentioned a discussion with her husband about helping with philanthropic endeavors,” Fiala added, “so don’t be surprised if Alaric wants to speak to you soon, too.” 
 
      
 
    “It’d be the entire elder council,” Sonya said. “You said you’d hinted at getting a discount for river work during the poker game. With the wives getting invested in the projects, that increases the chance of them giving a better deal.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be staying here, but I’m going to work with the estate guards,” Lia said. “I’ll be going over potential troubles and responses to each. If you don’t take either of the Driver brothers, I’ll include them, as they’ll chip in for estate defense.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes sense,” Doc nodded. “Good thinking.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going with you to see McKenzie,” Ayla said, her hand resting on Sophia’s. “We’ll get the contract signed so he can get to work.” 
 
      
 
    “I was curious when you wanted to push for the river property, Doc,” Sophia added. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to get things set up first,” Doc said. “If I wait too long, it won’t work as easily. I should probably see Dodd in the next day or two to plant some suggestions. He should have some questions about the work being done, as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to get things started early.” 
 
      
 
    “Is eminent domain a thing here?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Taking land for public works is a law, yes, though it’s rarely invoked. Most of the time, it’s been used for the church to acquire prime real estate, but it’s also been used in major cases to ensure the public good. You’re thinking of using it for the river?” Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It’s one of the things I need to speak with McKenzie about. I have ideas of how to make the land work, but if he’s knowledgeable, then I could maybe get him to draw up the plans for it. It’d make it an easier sell to Dodd.” 
 
      
 
    “If Dodd were married, we’d have another avenue like we have with August and Iona speaking to their husbands,” Fiala sighed. “He’s a confirmed bachelor, from what rumor says.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t have everything go our way,” Doc shrugged. 
 
      
 
    The door opened to admit the chef, Charles, who wheeled a cart in with him. The hound bestial gave them a smile as he brought the cart to the table. “Good morning. I hope you’re hungry; I got a little carried away this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll handle it,” Doc chuckled. “Every meal from you is delicious. Please serve us.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The talk with McKenzie went well— he’d been eager to get the contract out of the way. Their discussion over how to help with the river had the Hibernian smiling. He was quick to understand the ideas Doc had, promising to draw detailed plans for it and the community Doc was building. 
 
      
 
    Doc kissed Ayla and Sophia goodbye before they took the second carriage— with McKenzie— up to the courthouse to get things recorded. That left Doc with Rosa on their way to the Silver Lily to heal. 
 
      
 
    “He was calmer and respectful today,” Doc commented. 
 
      
 
    “We established you as a Voice, with Mother’s backing and me being with you willingly. To not be as he was today would be throwing away his family heritage,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    “What can you tell me about his people?” 
 
      
 
    “Hibernians are a proud people. They’ve held to Mother, even with Apoc pushing onto their island. The northern edge of the island has seen the influence of Apoc entrench itself, but the rest of the island is still tied to Mother. They have two dryads left there, both of whom are fiercely protected. The few times priests of Apoc have tried to find them, they died at the hands of the Hibernians that stay true to Mother. Then, the famine came to the island, and it weakened the tribes. They didn’t break, even if they sent a good number of their people to Emerita.” 
 
      
 
    “You called McKenzie fox-touched, part of the leading tribe of Hibernia. Why did they send him?” 
 
      
 
    “To help lead the others. They’ve broken into smaller tribes since coming over. The cities of Aire and Botolph have sizable tribes that have started to settle into them. McKenzie’s brothers have stayed in those locations to help guide their people.” 
 
      
 
    “Him being here is odd, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “My talk with him led me to believe he was lured this way by Mother. It’s possible Mother and Luck both knew you’d be here.” 
 
      
 
    “How far ahead did they know…?” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Madam Zu also knew something,” Rosa added. “She was sent by her tribe to find a light in the West.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is likely me pushing back the Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    “She isn’t positive yet, but she is feeling stronger about it. Your help against Steward all but solidified it for her.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you know, Lady, and how far out did you set this stage for me…?” Doc murmured in thought. 
 
      
 
    Rosa didn’t have an answer for that, so she stayed quiet, happily snuggled up to him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Arriving at the Silver Lily, Doc didn’t have an answer to his questions, but he could at least focus on helping people. Harrid didn’t have to turn his weapons over, since he was guarding the owner, but he still went to talk with Ginger. 
 
      
 
    Doc gave the rabbit bestial a smile as he went past the coat and weapon check. Ginger gave Doc a smile back, not losing track of her conversation with Harrid. Doc heard her telling Harrid about the days she had off coming up, just in case he could get one, too. 
 
      
 
    Doc took his seat in his office, looking over the paperwork that’d been left on his desk. His left hand gently stroked Rosa’s hair while he read; most of it was just the reports from the Silver Lily, but the one oddity was Dodd’s card in the pile. 
 
      
 
    “He stopped by, but since you weren’t in, he left his calling card,” Rosa explained, seeing the question in his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Right. Calling cards. I forgot that old bit of social etiquette. This is an invitation to visit him, since I wasn’t in when he stopped by, right? I did want to talk with him, so we’ll be going there today when we leave. After that, we’ll swing by the Iniquitous Den to make good on our word to Onyx.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa leaned her head against his leg. “Thank you, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “A man has to keep his promises, especially in this world. Breaking one’s word puts a black mark against him.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid came into the room a second after knocking. “Doc, you ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and we’ll talk days off later,” Doc grinned. 
 
      
 
    Harrid shook his head, but his beard twitched enough to show the smile he had. “Thank you. I’ll send the first person in. You had a couple waiting, it seems.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be ready,” Doc nodded, standing up. 
 
      
 
    While Harrid went to get the first patient, Doc went over to the sitting area. Rosa knelt next to the chair he would sit in while Doc remained standing. 
 
      
 
    The first patient was unexpected— he’d mostly worked on bestials and dwarves. The older man was clearly human and dressed well, but not richly. His eyes scanned Doc, then grew a little wider upon seeing Rosa. “Mr. Holyday?” 
 
      
 
    “Call me Doc, sir. How can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m John Franklin, the branch manager of Emerita First National. Roquefell suggested I see you.” 
 
      
 
    “I remember your signature on some paperwork,” Doc smiled, extending his hand to shake. “David did say he was going to send some people my way. Please, have a seat.” 
 
      
 
    Once Franklin was sitting, he exhaled slowly. “David warned me that you’d be informal, but I find it best to err toward the cautious side.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m one of the most informal men you’ll likely ever meet.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can see that. I was told you can help heal people. That you’re not a registered doctor, but a spirit healer.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s correct. My patron is Lady Luck, hence why I’m in a gambling hall.” 
 
      
 
    Franklin snorted, a smile coming to him. “That makes sense now. I was confused why a healer would be in a gambling hall. My guesses were… unkind.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Doc laughed. “What ails you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure. I’ve been tired more often, my appetite has dropped off, and I’ve had pain here.” Franklin touched his abdomen. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what Luck can do for you, then,” Doc said. “Lady Luck, this man comes to you seeking help. Please, let your power flow through me.” He triggered healing hands when he spoke. “Take my hand when you’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    Franklin’s eyes widened upon seeing the green energy flaring around Doc’s hands. With a hint of hesitation, worried about the green flame-like energy, Franklin eventually slapped his hand onto Doc’s waiting palm. 
 
      
 
    Doc frowned as the knowledge came to him. Liver problems? I’d bet from alcohol. I’m not seeing any other underlying condition, he thought, pushing healing into the troubled area. No other major problems. Ah, I can clear up that cold he has coming on, too. 
 
      
 
    Franklin swallowed as memories came back to him— the warmth of his mother rocking him to sleep when he was sick as a child. She’d read from one of her books until he nodded off. 
 
      
 
    “How much do you drink?” Doc asked as the glow faded. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” Franklin asked, coughing to clear his throat. He had to blink rapidly to keep the tears from falling. 
 
      
 
    “How much do you drink?” Doc asked again. 
 
      
 
    “I… don’t know…? As much as the next man, maybe?” 
 
      
 
    “I believe your trouble was from drinking too much. Your liver, the organ that filters toxins, was shutting down. I’d suggest you moderate your intake. Have a couple of cups of something other than alcohol a day. You also had the beginnings of a cold, so I healed that, too.” 
 
      
 
    Franklin sat blinking at Doc for a long moment. Now that he thought about it, over the last couple of years, he had been drinking alcohol most of the day, every day. The pain he’d felt was gone. He was hungry, and felt rejuvenated. “I see… I’ll do as you say, Doc. Umm… that’s your given name?” 
 
      
 
    “I came into this world with that name,” Doc grinned. “One could say I have a calling.” 
 
      
 
    Franklin chuckled. “I guess you do. Lady Luck, you said?” 
 
      
 
    “Just say a prayer in her name and we’re square,” Doc said. “Glad I can help. I’m curious, though: as the branch manager of the Emerita First National, why haven’t I seen you at the opera house?” 
 
      
 
    “I hate the pomposity,” Franklin said, waving his hand. “Not being married makes it easier to decline social invitations, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    The two men shook hands and exchanged goodbyes before Doc took his seat again. “What do you think, Weed?” 
 
      
 
    “He is an honest man who is loyal to David. The reason he doesn’t do social gatherings is that he… doesn’t like women. He has hidden that aspect of his life, as Apoc has very harsh views on it.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes. That’s understandable.” 
 
      
 
    The knock on the door made Doc stand back up. The person who entered was someone he’d seen before, but the young woman was still hesitant as she crossed the room toward him. 
 
      
 
    “Miss, how can I help you today?” Doc asked softly. 
 
      
 
    The rat bestial chewed her lip, glancing from him to Rosa, then back. “Y-you m-mentioned… h-help?” 
 
      
 
    Doc took his seat, motioning her to the one across from him. She could sit in comfort, as she still had enough of a stub of her rat tail to cause problems with some chairs. “Yes. If you need help beyond healing, we can find something for you. Is someone hurting you?” 
 
      
 
    Flinching, the young woman’s mind flashed through all the abuse she’d endured over the years. “N-not any o-one person…” she whispered, her stutter still clear in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’m sure we can find a position for you in one of the many businesses I have. Do you have any skills?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, near to tears that she’d come to beg for help and was still useless. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?” Doc asked gently, seeing her draw further in on herself. 
 
      
 
    “Olka, b-but m-most call m-me T-t-trash.” 
 
      
 
    “Olka? That’s a nice name,” Doc said. “Weed, where can we place her?” 
 
      
 
    Rosa smiled softly, rubbing her cheeks against his knee. “Mizzi could find a spot for her at the manor. Ginger was thinking that we could use more cleaning staff here, but she hasn’t brought it up to management yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Olka, do either of those sound good to you?” 
 
      
 
    “M-m-manor?” Olka asked, glancing up briefly. 
 
      
 
    “I have a manor on the outskirts of the city. Most of the staff are like you. The conditions are good, and everyone either has their own room or shares one with one other person. Food is part of the job, as well, but it’d mean manual labor… possibly laundry or cleaning. For here, it would be cleaning during the slow hours of late night to early morning.” 
 
      
 
    “M-my o-own room?” Olka asked with wide eyes, staring at Doc in shock. 
 
      
 
    “You’d share with the laundry maid,” Rosa said, “but it would be a room about this size. The chef makes two meals a day for the staff. They are very filling and delicious.” 
 
      
 
    Olka’s mind whirled at what she was being told. It sounded like heaven to her, and that made her hope become fear. 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t a lie, nor a trap,” Doc told her, seeing the wonder and hope die in her eyes. “You’ve been lied to, mistreated, and abused so much that my words are probably not enough. The choice is yours, but if you want to ask others about me to hear from them who I am, that’s fine. My name is Doc Holyday. If you want to take the chance, come back and speak with me any day I’m in.” 
 
      
 
    Olka nodded slowly before she got to her feet. When Doc didn’t try to stop her, she began to back toward the door. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you come back,” Doc said softly. 
 
      
 
    Olka left a moment later. A second after she did, Harrid came into the room. “She didn’t run away this time,” he said, “but she still looked spooked.” 
 
      
 
    “She wants help, but can’t trust people,” Doc said sadly. 
 
      
 
    “Ohhh, yes, that explains it. I could ask Ginger to speak with her.” 
 
      
 
    Doc considered it, then nodded. “Please? I’d like to see her no longer have to live in fear.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back when the next patient comes in,” Harrid said before stepping out of the room. 
 
      
 
    “She’s lived on the streets since she was a child. Everyone, including some other bestials, treated her as garbage. No friends, no place to call her own… she’s broken in many ways, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Doc sighed, stroking Rosa’s hair. “Will she come back?” 
 
      
 
    “She was eager, hopeful, and almost agreed, but the offer looked too good to her, so it had to be a trap. She thinks that you would abuse her as badly as others have. Once she hears what you have done and are doing… yes. She’ll come back in time.” 
 
      
 
    “We should let Mizzi and Fiala know, then,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure they’re told, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Weed.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa beamed. She closed her eyes and enjoyed this moment with him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Dodd’s office wasn’t on the main thoroughfare, but on a side street. The building wasn’t grand or impressive— it looked a lot like its neighbors. The only difference were the ornate windows with a frosted glass etching, declaring it as Dodd’s office. 
 
      
 
    The front door had an open sign hanging in the window, so they walked in. A young woman sat behind a desk in the front room; she looked up and gave them a smile, her wolf ears quivering slightly. Her eyes widened when she saw Rosa behind Doc, stopping her from greeting them. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, miss,” Doc said, pulling out his card case. “I’m Doc Holyday. Governor Dodd left me his card yesterday. I was here to see if he had time for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Mr. Holyday. Let me go check.” The bestial got to her feet quickly. “Please, have a seat. I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Doc took a seat in one of the padded chairs. Rosa went to kneel beside him as usual, and Harrid took up position behind Doc. It only took a couple of minutes for the bestial to return. “If you’ll follow me, sir, the governor will see you now.” 
 
      
 
    Doc rose to his feet. “I’m right behind you, Miss…?” 
 
      
 
    “Ms. Packner, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I always feel better having names to go with faces.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just his secretary, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Which makes you important,” Doc said, trailing her down the hall. “You keep his calendar and are the one who checks to see if he’s available.” 
 
      
 
    Packner’s lips twitched when she glanced back. “That’s very nice of you to say, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d never upset the one who deals with the paperwork or the calendar,” Doc chuckled, “but that’s also just my honest opinion.” 
 
      
 
    Reaching the last door in the hall, she knocked once before opening it. “Governor Dodd, your guest, Mr. Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd was on his feet, smiling, when Doc entered the room. “Holyday, you’re prompt to return my visit.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Governor, I had some things I was going to see you about, so finding your card this morning was a stroke of luck.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd chuckled. “From what I hear, that might be a given for you.” 
 
      
 
    “True enough,” Doc smiled as he shook hands with Dodd. “I’m curious what brought you by the Silver Lily.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd glanced at Rosa as they took their seats before returning his attention to Doc. “I’ve been hearing that a lot of work is being done out toward your property. You purchased the land between your manor and the city. Word is that it’s being planned out to make a community for the less fortunate?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s true. Roquefell and I have gone in equally in a philanthropic endeavor. I already have workers out there, and just made sure that I have a city planner who can design the entire community. This way, they’ll have everything they need close at hand.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re making another city right beside Furden?” Dodd asked, a hint of displeasure to his tone. 
 
      
 
    “Another city?” Doc laughed. “Who would’ve said that? It’ll be part of Furden— an offshoot of it, maybe— but still part of the greater Furden region. There won’t be another mayor for it or anything like that.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd sat back, his lips pursed. “I see… A trusted associate made it sound like you were trying to set up a second city to showcase your talents for when elections come around.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no aspirations for government office, not even when we become a full state. Tarbo is wanting to step onto that stage, and I’m never going to challenge you for the offices you hold.” 
 
      
 
    “I see…” Dodd murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea who’s been whispering false words in your ear, but my word to Lady Luck herself: political office isn’t in my cards.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet you have major business dealings in the works with Roquefell. It looks like you’re trying to gain more prestige and power to make a move here.” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced at Rosa. She bowed her head, her finger tracing a word on his calf. “Nathanial, if I can be informal for a moment? My goddess doesn’t want me tied down to a single place. I’ll be moving on before a few years have passed. What I’m doing, everything I do, is in her name.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s true, then? You’re a prophet of a god?” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess, but yes. Apoc isn’t exactly happy with me. The priests here in town don’t seem to care… for the moment, at least. In time, there might be some attention paid, but by then, everything here will be settled and I’ll be on my way again.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t that leave us to clean up the mess?” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt the church will cause trouble about houses, public works, and other things that don’t openly flout their views.” 
 
      
 
    “What about Heartwood’s Tears? As governor, I need to be concerned about that causing issues.” 
 
      
 
    “A small town centered around hot springs for people to visit? The name is just a nod to a tribe the government wiped out,” Doc said. There’d been a hint of anger touching his voice before he quashed it. “It would look bad if anyone tried to cause problems there; it would seem very targeted, which is something that can be pointed to.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd looked thoughtful. “It would bring in visitors?” 
 
      
 
    “More than you probably think— the waters there are amazing. It’ll reflect the lost tribe, which might also bring people interested in learning more about them. I would expect the community to become a major hub for tourists. In the meantime, I’m spending a lot of money to build up numerous areas in our fair territory.” 
 
      
 
    “You are. I had the preliminary reports of the purchases for land, including the rights for you to build railways to your properties. Just those were sizable expenditures. Your mine is the most profitable in the territory, having surpassed Tarbo’s silver mine.” 
 
      
 
    “Soul stones and mythrium have that effect on the bottom line,” Doc smiled. 
 
      
 
    “True, those are worth a lot of money. You seem to be spending a fair portion of it here, too… I guess I should be mindful of who is saying what to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure Strongarm has his reasons to speak poorly of me.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd’s face went blank; he was trying to hide his surprise, but he wasn’t a great poker player. “Strongarm? What makes you think it was him?” 
 
      
 
    “Besides myself and Roquefell, he’s the only other person with as much invested in the city. If he’s heard of my little community being built, there’s no doubt he’s worried. Easiest to point another at me to cause trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. I have not confirmed it was him, but your point is taken.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t ask you to confirm,” Doc smiled. “I’m not interested in putting you in the middle of our squabble. You have other things on your plate.” 
 
      
 
    Brow furrowing, Dodd was trying to find Doc’s angle. 
 
      
 
    “How badly did the river flood?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not as badly as it should have down by the bestials, but it was worse farther downstream from them. Why do you ask?” 
 
      
 
    “I mentioned it during the game— the fact that the area there by the river causes flooding is a problem for the city. People had to go back to boiling their water again, didn’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true every time the river floods.” 
 
      
 
    “I also asked if you’d be amenable to my setting up a fund for the work to be done; this way, money would be a non-issue.” 
 
      
 
    “And asked the dwarves to give a discount for it,” Dodd nodded, recalling their conversation. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have a contract with the dwarves soon, once I have plans for the river finalized. When I do, I’d like to have another meeting where we can discuss the pros and cons of my ideas. It won’t cost the city a single cent, but it might mean needing your help to make sure the land being used is firmly tied to the city.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t take all of his property,” Dodd said, thinking he’d finally figured out Doc’s motive. 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t ask you to. At most, he’d lose a few strips right next to the river to make sure the work is done and, if there’s another flood, that it doesn’t hurt other parts of the city. His remaining property would be untouched and would more than likely even grow in value.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d help a man who tried to cause you trouble?” 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm is just a bump in my road, not real trouble. Real trouble will come later when the powers that be finally take notice of me. I hope to be well out of Coalrud by then.” 
 
      
 
    “But what you’re suggesting would give him more profit.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but my other works will cost him more in the long run. He has no idea what my future plans mean. David— I mean Roquefell— and I are working together on major projects that’ll be worth more than everything Strongarm currently has or will ever have.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd stayed quiet, considering what this unassuming-looking man was telling him. Doc had barely been in Furden for a month, but in that time, the city started to feel like it revolved around him. 
 
      
 
    “You do know he’s a shareholder in Western Expansion, right?” Dodd asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard mention that he was part of the company. They run mail, coaches, and are a driving force in the telegraph. I’m sure he has power and money to spare… for now, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “I do have to say you are far more personable to talk with. Your wives are a delight, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been blessed to have them in my life,” Doc smiled. “You’ve never brought a companion with you to any of the events. Not married?” 
 
      
 
    “Never found the right woman,” Dodd shrugged. “I have my ambitions, and that’s caused strife in the past. I’ll find someone in time, but I’m not seeking a wife for now.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa kept her head down, surprised by what Dodd was thinking. She’d had no idea— she’d let Doc know later, but doubted it would work out. 
 
      
 
    “You also came to see me today,” Dodd said, transitioning the conversation. “What can I do for you today?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve actually covered everything. I was going to explain my different ventures, see if you’d be willing to move on making the river better for the city, and then see what you had wanted to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then, it seems we’ve covered all the topics we’ve had.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you be interested in another game in the future?” Doc asked. “We can’t invite Steward, not with what happened to him, but I’m sure we can fill in another player.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to him?” Dodd asked, looking a little alarmed. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you hear? He fell down the stairs inside the Iniquitous Den yesterday. I was there to see him fall. Sadly, even my goddess can’t help with the dead. I was by his side in seconds when he finished falling, but nothing could be done to save him.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd stared at Doc, slowly blinking as he processed what he’d just been told. “He fell… inside the Den?” 
 
      
 
    “I was at the base of the stairs in the private lounge,” Doc went on as if admitting that he was there wasn’t juicy gossip for society. “He shouted something at Madam Zu; she was considering changes for next year that he was displeased with. While he was shouting at her, he stepped back, but was at the edge of the stairs. He broke his neck on the way down. It was shocking how quickly he went from alive to gone.” 
 
      
 
    “You… visit the Den?” Dodd asked, still a little shocked. “I had thought you and your wives were…” He trailed off, aware that his question might be too forward. 
 
      
 
    “As you know by now, I can heal,” Doc smiled. “I was there checking up on the girls. Some might think I have a soft spot for certain types.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Dodd felt like a cad for even implying that Doc was there for the normal reasons. “I, uh… I see. I’ve not run into you there, so it was a shock.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure it is,” Doc nodded. “Nothing wrong with visiting and enjoying the establishment, even if some would try to use it against a person.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd’s eyes widened a little, as he’d just admitted his own visitations to the Den. “Ah, yes… quite… Society as a whole would be unforgiving, but for a politician, it would be worse.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t breathe a word about it,” Doc said solemnly. “Since I’ve also been inside, most would consider my reasons as a thin cover story at best.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” Dodd relaxed. “I would be interested in a game in the future. You mentioned once about possibly funding a night at the opera house. Any word on that?” 
 
      
 
    “I have to wait to hear back.” 
 
      
 
    “Understandable. I will be interested in what you arrange.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Governor.” Doc got to his feet, extending his hand. “Don’t let me take any more of your time today.” 
 
      
 
    “It was an enlightening conversation,” Dodd said as he shook Doc’s hand. “I knew I should’ve trusted my gut more than another’s words.” 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm doesn’t like me. That’s not surprising, considering his feelings on his tenants,” Doc shrugged. “We’ll probably never agree on how things should be. I’ll try not to have my conflicts with him bother you or the public.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s more reassuring than anything Strongarm has ever said to me,” Dodd nodded. “Good day to you, Mr. Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Doc woke to memories of Onyx from the previous evening. The panda bestial had been overjoyed he’d stopped by for just her. He hadn’t gone any further than before, but she reveled in the fact that she was still special, getting more of his attention than any of the other girls at the Den. Stretching, he found emerald eyes watching him, making him laugh. “Creepy Weed. Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Voice,” Rosa giggled. “She was very happy with us. Many of them were wondering if or when you might bring a wife along, and who would be the lucky one or ones you allow to join in.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure Lia will make good on her comment about her and Citrine. If the others want to go, then it’ll be up to them. I won’t be asking them to go with me just so I can have sex with the gems. If they want to go, then I’ll be happy to take them and enjoy whomever they choose.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Rosa smiled. “Speaking of Lia, she should be here shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Is it her morning to get me up?” 
 
      
 
    “In both ways,” Rosa snickered, “though your dreams did help with part of one of those.” 
 
      
 
    “Did they?” Lia asked, coming into the room with a smirk. “Who was he dreaming of, Weed?” 
 
      
 
    “Onyx and what we did with her yesterday. Before that, it was the orgy we had last night.” 
 
      
 
    “I live a very loved life,” Doc grinned. 
 
      
 
    “You really do,” Lia said. She sat on the edge of the bed to pull her boots off. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask since forever: what are your boots made of?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah… they were the last gift from my former family,” Lia said softly. “They’re made from croc hide and were enchanted while we were down in Flower. We captured an enchanter and we put him to work. He earned his freedom for what he did.” 
 
      
 
    “That reminds me, I still have the soul stone ring I could get enchanted,” Doc murmured. “Anything else you have that’s enchanted?” 
 
      
 
    “My earrings,” Lia said. “Both of my pistols are engraved, as well. Those were given to me by my first husband as part of his wedding enticement.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked at her ears and the three piercings in them. All of them were studs: one through the lobe and two along the inner edge close to her head. He knew them by feel, but had never truly looked at them before. All three looked like simple gold studs. 
 
      
 
    “What do your earrings do, besides enchant me?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    Lia glanced his way as she pulled her other boot off. “They can hold small things for me, like your gun. Do you remember almost asking where I’d been ‘holding it’ the one time?” 
 
      
 
    Doc started to laugh, indeed remembering what he’d thought might’ve been an indelicate question at the time. Her reply was one of the first blatant banters they’d had. “That explains so much.” 
 
      
 
    Lia’s smile slipped as she touched her earrings, turning one so he could see the smallest of soul stone chips set into the backing. “They’re relics of my tribe, made by our last shaman as a way to carry things unseen.” She turned her head, touching the earring in the right lobe. “This one keeps my clothing clean. You’ve never asked how I am always wearing my leathers.” 
 
      
 
    “I just thought you had multiple sets. Never crossed my mind, otherwise, like I never asked how you dealt with the bedbugs.” 
 
      
 
    “A simple bit of magic most elves know. It drives bugs away,” Lia said as she stripped. “Enough talk. Weed, get up there and get him primed for me. I’ll be going for a leisurely ride this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “As you command, mistress,” Rosa said as she crawled onto the bed. 
 
      
 
    Doc shut up— Lia had things she wanted, and Doc wanted them just as much as she did. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    As breakfast was ending, Doc asked, “Does anyone know if there’s a reputable enchanter in the city?” 
 
      
 
    “There are two enchanters, but one of them is a devout follower of Apoc,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the other located?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “A street to the north of the Palace Hotel. Why?” 
 
      
 
    Doc fished out the ring he’d purchased back in Deep Gulch. The mythrium band with soul stone chips glinted when he opened the box. “I was going to get this enchanted. I’ve wanted to, but we’ve had so much going on that I’d forgotten about it until today.” He gave Lia a smile. “Someone told me about their enchanted jewelry.” 
 
      
 
    “The soul stones would need to be empowered,” Rosa said softly. “All enchantments require that. That is why soul stones exist, so that one may give freely of themselves to empower an enchantment.” 
 
      
 
    “Apoc perverted that,” Lia added. “Most enchantments now are run off souls that have been ripped from their bodies. Enchanters use pieces of condemned souls to empower lesser things. My earrings were empowered by a few slivers of the shaman’s own soul when she crafted them.” 
 
      
 
    “Your boots?” Doc asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Souls from the dying tribe,” Lia said softly, “willingly given. I wouldn’t dishonor Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess I could give up a sliver of my own soul to empower the ring…” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “We could give up parts of ours, instead,” Lia offered. “Each of us giving to keep you going. I’d push you to get a healing enchantment so, if you fall unconscious, it’ll work to get you back up.” 
 
      
 
    “That was my original thought for the enchantment.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll gladly give to keep our husband safe,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    The others started to chime in after her. 
 
      
 
    “Hang on.” Doc held up a hand to stop them. “What does it mean to give up a sliver of your soul? I love you all and don’t want any of you hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “It would require them giving up something of themselves,” Rosa explained. “I’ve been thinking about it since you first mentioned wanting to enchant the ring. There is little jealousy among us, but we could reduce it to none. They can give up their jealousy, letting that piece of them empower the soul stones.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Sophia nodded. “I agree to that.” 
 
      
 
    The rest agreed, as well. It felt like no cost at all to them, since they didn’t want to cause trouble, anyway. 
 
      
 
    “I can do that if you want it, Voice,” Rosa said. “It would need to be when we’re all together, so tonight would be best.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you can take it to the enchanter for them to put the enchantment on it, since it would already be empowered,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Doc said. He slid the box with the ring over to Fiala. “Can you put that back up in the bedroom for me, please?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Fiala agreed. 
 
      
 
    Harrid shifted in his seat, not having wanted to interfere with their conversation. “Today’s a normal day?” 
 
      
 
    “Should be,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Mostly,” Lia smirked. “I’ll be coming into town around noon to accompany Doc over to the Iniquitous Den.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s mind went straight to Citrine and Lia tangled together in bed. “Oh?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to speak with Citrine about her tribe. They could help with your plans in Kanata. She might be able to ease the way for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “I also know you were interested in the two of us together, and I want to spoil you some, Doc,” Lia smirked. 
 
      
 
    Rosa giggled as she nuzzled his knee. 
 
      
 
    The others, besides Harrid, laughed. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve all thought about doing the same,” Fiala smiled. “Rosa told us who some of your favorites are. I’m thinking of Snowflake when I go, if she’s amenable.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t say no to any of your plans,” Doc smiled, looking from one to the next of his wives, “but don’t do it just because you think I want it. I’m perfectly happy with our family as it is. I don’t need to have sex with any of them.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s interested,” Rosa said, “but he also doesn’t want you pushing yourselves into things you might not want.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” Doc nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Rosa’s told us about all of them,” Sonya said. “I was kind of hoping to cuddle with Onyx. She sounds delightful to me. It isn’t pushing myself for that— I really want to see the beautiful panda bestial that got extra attention from you.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Doc said, holding up his hands. “If you all want it for your own reasons, then I’m all for it, but please know that I’m entirely happy with just us.” 
 
      
 
    “I have been interested in a couple, too, but I’ve worried you might spend more time on them than me,” Sophia admitted softly. “I’ve been able to ignore the twinges, but they’ve been there. Once we give up our jealousy to the ring, I’ll likely be as forward as the others.” 
 
      
 
    Her honesty melted Doc’s heart. “Thank you, Sophia. If you want to later, I’ll be happy to escort you, and if not, then that’s fine, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, we’ve invited the Tarbos over for dinner,” Fiala said, changing the topic. “August wanted her husband over so he can hear about your project from you. We thought dinner would work best.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll agree to that. It’ll be good to see him again,” Doc said. “I’ll be at the Silver Lily until noon. After the Den, I’ll call it an early day and come home.” 
 
      
 
    Lia smirked. “An earlier day, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Doc shook his head, smiling when he got up. “I’ll see you all later today.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Doc said goodbye to his last patient, one of the women who’d had tea with Fiala before. She’d come in with lower back pain, along with a few other symptoms. Doc didn’t know the medical term for it, but it was caused by her spinal column wearing down with age. When she left, she carried her umbrella with her, no longer using it for a cane. 
 
      
 
    Another storm had moved into the area, thankfully only an intermittent, light drizzle. Doc hoped it wouldn’t turn into another storm that lasted for days again. He pondered that as he stroked Rosa’s hair between patients. 
 
      
 
    Could I ask Rosa to have Mother change the weather for me? Doc thought. If Mother could, is it even something I should ask for? To what end would I lean on Mother’s support? 
 
      
 
    Rosa nuzzled Doc’s outer thigh. “She could, but it isn’t quick without serious repercussions. A sudden storm that would flood the river, for instance, would likely also bring tornados. If she moved slower, it wouldn’t disrupt as much, but it would change things somewhere else. All the weather is connected— a shift of air to bring a storm means another spot is likely going to have less rain.” 
 
      
 
    “The old butterfly effect,” Doc sighed. 
 
      
 
    Rosa frowned, then nodded. “Yes… That’s an odd name for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I always thought so, too.” 
 
      
 
    A knock on the door had Doc rising to his feet as it opened. He put a smile on to greet his next customer, but was puzzled when two men came into the room with Harrid. “Good morning. How can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Holyday?” The man was the older of the pair; he was rail thin and had a sneer on his lips. 
 
      
 
    “That’s me. Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Jebidiah Polter, longest standing apothecary in Furden. We’ve come to talk about your… faith healing.” The last two words held contempt. 
 
      
 
    Doc took his seat, motioning to the other chairs. “By all means, come have a seat. I’m sure you have a lot to say.” 
 
      
 
    The duo came over to sit, the second man eyeing Rosa warily. His bestial ears quivered slightly, the last to take his seat. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve come to complain about you taking our customers away,” Jebidiah said flatly. “Ever since you opened this establishment, we’ve both had a significant drop in customers. We’ve had an agreement with the doctors of the city for years now, but you don’t seem to care about that at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would I?” Doc asked amiably, even with the man being condescending. “I’m not a doctor; I’m a faith healer. I also had no idea there was an agreement in place between them and you.” 
 
      
 
    Jebidiah snorted. “Faith healing. Only con artists try to use that to fool the stupid and weak.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Doc chuckled softly. “You seem to have already condemned me in your mind.” Doc turned his gaze to the bestial who’d come in with Jebidiah. “And you, sir? We haven’t been introduced yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Jojo Planter,” the bestial said. His ears quivered as he quickly looked away from Doc and back to Rosa. “You have a dryad, sir. Surely you’re a mage who heals, not a con man.” 
 
      
 
    “Bah. Anyone with money can have a dryad. It doesn’t mean he’s a mage,” Jebidiah snorted. “Word is he’s not a mage; he just has money. Any successful con man could have one.” 
 
      
 
    Doc ignored Jebidiah, staying focused on Jojo. “If I’ve impacted anyone, I think it’d be you. I’ve had more bestials come to me than anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    Jojo nodded. “My business has dropped off drastically. I only sell the simplest compounds, though. For anything advanced, I send them to Polter.” 
 
      
 
    “As I said, you are stealing our business!” Jebidiah snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Stealing?” Doc asked, looking back at the angry apothecary. “I can’t steal customers. Customers are the ones who decide where to go. Normally, they go where it’s cheaper, they get better service, or where the people are more pleasant to deal with. It’s no wonder you’re losing business, as you’re failing on all those counts.” 
 
      
 
    Jebidiah’s eyelid twitched. “Look here, charlatan! Faith healing goes against the word of Apoc! You should mind your manners, or I will be speaking to the preachers!” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” Doc said, letting his amiable nature fall away. “You come into my office to accuse me of being better at healing than you, then stomp your feet and threaten to run off and tattle? I can’t take you seriously.” 
 
      
 
    Jebidiah spluttered, clearly not expecting such a flat counter to his threat. 
 
      
 
    Doc turned back to Jojo. “I apologize to you. I didn’t mean to cost a respectful person their livelihood. Maybe we can come to an agreement, the two of us.” 
 
      
 
    Jojo glanced at Jebidiah, who was starting to redden. “I’m beholden to Mr. Polter, sir. He’s the one who taught me. I still owe him a debt.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re indentured? So you’re selling to the bestials so he doesn’t have to?” 
 
      
 
    “Our contract isn’t your business!” Jebidiah snarled, finally able to find his words again. 
 
      
 
    “Fair,” Doc said. “I’ve been known to buy contracts out and give better deals on them, so it never hurts to ask.” 
 
      
 
    Jojo lowered his head, not wanting to get between the two men. He’d rather not be there at all, but Jebidiah insisted he come along, as Doc was hurting the business. 
 
      
 
    Jebidiah shot to his feet. “I will be seeing the preachers! You will be outed as a fake!” 
 
      
 
    Doc stood slowly. “Do what you feel you need to. I’ll do as my goddess demands of me. I heal in her name and won’t be swayed by one man who takes advantage of others.” Doc looked back at Jojo, who’d also gotten to his feet. “If you’d like an equitable deal, one where you are your own man, my door is open.” 
 
      
 
    “Jojo, we’re leaving!” Jebidiah snarled as he stormed toward the door. He slowed quickly upon seeing Harrid standing beside it. “Are you here to threaten me?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’m here to protect him,” Harrid said as he opened the door. “Doc isn’t a man to bluster and threaten, and I wouldn’t do so on his behalf, either.” 
 
      
 
    The pair left— Harrid followed them out to make sure they didn’t cause more trouble. 
 
      
 
    Doc took his seat again with a sigh. “Weed?” 
 
      
 
    “Jojo’s unhappy with his current position in life. He’s thrilled that you’re doing what you are. The fact that you stood up to Jebidiah made him want to smile, but he knew better than to do so. I believe he’ll be back in a day or two to talk about a better deal with you.” 
 
      
 
    “And dickhead?” 
 
      
 
    “Jebidiah is on his way to the church. It was bright in his mind, along with fantasies about how the preachers will descend on the Silver Lily and see you run out of the city as a heretic.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s going to have a bad day,” Doc snorted. “David assured me he’s neutralized the preachers, and I believe him.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa nodded, then rested her head against his thigh again. She was content to wait for Doc to need her again. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc helped two bestials before noon came. Lia arrived at the Silver Lily just before Doc closed up for the day. Joining him for the ride over to the Iniquitous Den, she listened as he explained his run-in with Jebidiah and Jojo. 
 
      
 
    “That was unpleasant for you, but you’ll have pleasantness soon enough,” Lia smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that’s right. After all, my commanding wife will help guide me to relaxation.” 
 
      
 
    She rubbed his thigh briefly. “I love you letting me have the lead. I know most of our wives are the opposite of me, so at times, I worry.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re all different,” Doc said as he took her hand in his. “I wouldn’t want a single one of you to change. I love those differences. They make each of you unique and special.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… you’ve made my heart rejoice every day since we met, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Even when taking you to meet another woman?” 
 
      
 
    Lia smirked. “Who’s taking who?” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed and squeezed her hand. “Even when taking your husband to visit other women?” 
 
      
 
    “Especially then,” Lia murmured. “Because at the end of the day, you come home to all of us. That’s what matters to us. Even when others are involved, none of us doubt that you’ll come home to us.” 
 
      
 
    Doc lifted her hand, kissing the back of it. “My family’s what keeps me going. From our lovely matron taking over the manor to our wives who deal with all the paperwork, our stubborn dwarfess, and the lowly weed who helps bind us together… and then my wife who can protect us all, giving me peace of mind about our safety is just as important. If I ever hurt even one of you, I’d be crushed.” 
 
      
 
    Lia smiled, her jade eyes meeting his. “Almost exactly how we all feel, too. We have a husband who bears the weight of an entire world on his shoulders. We want to ease that burden so he can shine as brightly as he can.” 
 
      
 
    “I have reason to shine. My wives wait for me every night…” Doc murmured, lost in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    The carriage rocked slightly as it came to a stop, breaking the moment. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Let’s go meet the gems. I have one I want to polish so she can be worn by my husband, if briefly.” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed at her innuendo-laced words, happiness filling his heart. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Ruby gave Doc a bright smile as she opened the rear door. “Welcome back, sir… Oh? You have a guest with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Ruby, this is my wife, Lia. Lia, you’ve heard me speak of Ruby.” 
 
      
 
    Lia gave Ruby a long look, a smirk on her lips the entire time. “She does have the fire of a brilliant ruby, doesn’t she? I do believe Ayla will enjoy her when she comes with you.” 
 
      
 
    Ruby’s hopeful expression was plastered on her face. “You’ll all be visiting, then?” 
 
      
 
    Lia gave a small nod. “In time, and we all have our chosen gems picked out, as our precious Weed has told us all about you.” 
 
      
 
    Ruby’s gaze darted to Rosa before going back to Lia. “We’ve all been eager to entertain him and his wives. Who will you be seeing today, mistress?” 
 
      
 
    “Citrine,” Doc cut in. “Do I need to pay more for her to be here?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. Madam has made it very clear that you can bring your wives, as few or many at a time as you wish. You have more leeway than any other guest has ever had.” 
 
      
 
    “I should speak with her,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Lia patted his hand. “Let’s go in. I’ll take Citrine to her room while you go speak to the madam, then come join us. Weed, attend me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Rosa purred. 
 
      
 
    Harrid had gone into the guard room— he didn’t want to hear all the details, as he’d already heard enough at breakfast. 
 
      
 
    Lia led the way and Doc went to follow them, but Ruby touched his arm. “Sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ruby?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for everything. All of us wanted to shower you in our thanks, but we also know you have rules you were following. The others will be as ecstatic as I am to hear that we’ll be able to thank you the way we’d prefer to.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a soft smile. “You’re all lovely women. My wives are in charge of who and when, but if you speak to them, I’m sure they’ll arrange things for all of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ruby curtsied. “Enjoy your time with Citrine… will she be the only one today?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We have guests coming over for dinner, and I need to be a good host.” 
 
      
 
    “Understandable, sir. May your night be as wonderful as you deserve.” 
 
      
 
    “Yours, too, Ruby.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx was flustered as she fixed a drink for Lia. She’d never expected one of Doc’s wives to actually show up. Her hands shook slightly at the thought that he might choose her today. 
 
      
 
    “Onyx,” Doc said as he reached the bar. “My usual, please, and I’d like to speak to the madam, if possible.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx almost dropped the wine she was pouring, but managed to not spill any as she recovered. “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s adorable, Doc,” Lia smiled. “Sonya will love her. If I hadn’t already chosen my gem, I would be choosing her right now.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx swallowed; she turned to put the wine in front of Lia, her face flushed. “I’d be honored, mistress. We’re all eager to entertain Doc’s wives.” 
 
      
 
    Lia placed her hand on Onyx’s before the panda bestial could leave. “I’ve chosen Citrine for tonight. Call her for me, please. One of our wives has chosen you already for when she visits. Sonya needs extra attention to be ready for Doc, meaning you’ll likely get more time than any other.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx’s face blazed, but she nodded jerkily. “Yes, thank you. Citrine… yes. Right away.” 
 
      
 
    Lia removed her hand, picking up the wine. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc shook his head. Lia took command of every situation with ease, and watching her toy with Onyx had Doc more than ready for what was coming soon. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, it’s good to see you again,” Heliodor murmured, leaning against the bar next to Doc. “Did I hear right? Your wives will be visiting now?” 
 
      
 
    “They will. Each of them is choosing who they’d like to entertain them. I’m not privy to all the details, so I have no idea who’ll request you, Heliodor.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine, sir. Just knowing I’ll have my own time is enough for now. I’ll admit that I wish it was me today, but I’m sure all of us hope for that,” she smiled. “Enjoy your time. I’ll be waiting for you.” With that, she winked and walked away, her wolf tail swishing happily behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Your drink, Doc,” Onyx murmured, her eyes lowered. “I sent for the madam’s maid.” 
 
      
 
    Doc took the glass from her with a smile. “Thank you, Onyx.” 
 
      
 
    The maid came down to lead Doc up, not even going to check first. Passing Citrine in the hallway, he gave her a smile, getting one in return. When he reached the madam’s office, the maid knocked, then announced Doc. 
 
      
 
    “Come in, Holyday,” Zu said, seated behind her desk. “I thought you’d be back to speak.” 
 
      
 
    “Madam, thank you for seeing me. Ruby told me about how much freedom you’ve given me. Thank you for that; my wife Lia is here with me today. Citrine was on her way to see her.” 
 
      
 
    “Lillianna Treeheart? Excellent. Citrine had been hoping to speak with her. What can I do for you today?” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to make sure that everything’s been okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s fine, even if it means the sheriff comes in three times a week, and the private lounge, at that. He held me over a barrel, knowing word of Steward’s death here would cause me grief from the populace. He’s a little cruel to my gems, but he doesn’t physically harm them. I make sure they get the rest of that day off afterward to spare them other trauma.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy you came to an arrangement, even if it’s distasteful. He’ll be a problem for other matters. I hope to see him replaced.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d prefer that, as well,” Zu nodded. 
 
      
 
    “If everything’s fine, then I’m good. I’ll be joining my wife with Citrine.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you enjoy yourselves,” Zu smiled. “Before you go see my gem, will you ever visit my homeland?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I should visit Tsarus, as it is, so if I do, making the trip down to your homeland would be a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    “When you go, tell me. I would be willing to help ease the way for you, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc bowed to her formally. “I will do my best, Madam.” 
 
      
 
    “May your Goddess flourish so the light may return, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m doing my best to make that happen.” Doc said goodbye one more time, then went to join Lia, Citrine, and Rosa. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Doc and Fiala were on the porch when a carriage came down the driveway. The driver pulled up to the front porch, and the footman was off the back to open the door as soon as it stopped. Homer Tarbo, the Silver King, was the first one out. Tarbo was a large man— rotund from enjoying his wealth— but still had muscle from hard labor earlier in life. Doc exchanged nods with him before Tarbo turned to help his wife, August, out of the carriage. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to our home,” Doc greeted them when they stepped onto the porch. “It’s a pleasure to see you both again.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Holyday,” August Tarbo replied with a smile. “Your family has been very gracious in having me over often.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re honored to have you over so often,” Fiala smiled, stepping forward to exchange air kisses over each other’s cheeks with her. 
 
      
 
    “It has been good to see her out with others,” Tarbo said. “Thank you for extending the invitations.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll always be welcome, as friends should be,” Doc said. “My other wives are inside. Please, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    The others rose from their seats in the parlor when Doc led the guests inside. He introduced his wives to Tarbo, as he hadn’t met them all previously. Tarbo’s eyebrows went up at Lia’s full name. 
 
      
 
    “Madam, I’m happy to meet you on positive terms. You are quite the legend,” he said when he accepted her hand. 
 
      
 
    “My history is something that will be with me for the rest of my life,” Lia said politely. 
 
      
 
    “But now, your husband is trying to bring some positive light to the tragedies of the past,” Tarbo said. “I’ve heard the rumors about what Heartwood’s Tears will be.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc wants everyone to be able to be equal, which means acknowledging the past. How can we move forward if the past is forgotten?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure one could.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of people being equal,” August said, capitalizing on the segue, “I wanted to hear more about the new community you’re setting up as a philanthropic endeavor.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, you started it. Do you want to explain it?” Fiala asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but let’s have a seat,” Doc said, motioning to the chairs and couches. “Tarbo, did you have a preference on beverage?” 
 
      
 
    Tarbo gave it a moment of thought before shaking his head. “Whatever you’re having.” 
 
      
 
    “Bitum, tea for us,” Lia said with a smile. “Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… bring out two mugs of my favorite stout,” Doc advised Bitum. 
 
      
 
    “Right away.” The mouse bestial curtsied before leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    “David and I have begun a philanthropic project for Furden,” Doc explained. “The property between the city and my manor was purchased for it. It’ll be a housing area with enough community markers to make it a complete offshoot of Furden, but still part of the city.” 
 
      
 
    Tarbo sat back, nodding along. 
 
      
 
    “We have a planner drawing up the overall layout, along with a sizable workforce who’ve already begun on housing. Oh, that does remind me… Ayla, we’ll need to see about teachers, an apothecary, and some other people who’ll work with the residents without issue.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve started looking for the essentials already, or David has been,” Ayla replied. 
 
      
 
    “You mean Roquefell, right?” Tarbo asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, sorry. I’m very informal,” Doc said. “I tend to call friends by their first names.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you must call me Homer,” Tarbo smiled. “My wife has mentioned this project before. I was curious about the money behind it all, who you were looking to extend the option of living in the community, and other behind-the-scenes information.” 
 
      
 
    “David and I are funding it at the moment, but we’d likely be okay with others giving to the cause.” Doc looked at Ayla. “You’d need to let the manager-in-charge know.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give them notice that others might be looking to fund part of it,” Ayla nodded. “We’d be more than happy to let people give to the general fund or fund a specific piece, like the school or deputy station.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll have all the infrastructure?” Tarbo asked. 
 
      
 
    “It will,” Ayla nodded. 
 
      
 
    “As for who, anyone who’s faced hardships will be able to apply,” Doc said. “Mostly, it’ll be bestials, half-elves, half-dwarves, and Hibernians, but anyone who’s had a shit life can apply. There’s a contract in place: no one who lives in the community will denigrate others. That’s cause for the contracts to be voided and the offending party to be tossed out.” Doc was mildly amused; he was probably creating this world’s first-ever homeowners association. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, allowing Bitum back into the room with a tea cart. The group paused their conversation as tea was handed out, made to each person’s specifics. Tarbo sipped at his beer, eyeing it with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “It was a gift from the Ironbeard clan,” Doc said as Bitum rolled the cart away, taking up her station by the door. 
 
      
 
    “They make some of the best beer and whiskey,” Tarbo sighed. “They don’t sell it outside the clan, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” Doc murmured as another thought hit him. “Maybe they should…” 
 
      
 
    “Husband,” Sonya snickered. “Focus.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. Sorry. It would be good for them, I’m sure of it. I’ll address it later.” 
 
      
 
    “You think you can convince them to sell their beer?” Tarbo asked, not wanting to let the tangent go. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. I think it’s possible. But that will be entirely up to them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be quite pleased if they did,” Tarbo said. “I doubt they’d need financial backing, but I’d be willing to assist with that for a small percentage of profits.” 
 
      
 
    August touched Tarbo’s knee. “Husband, we were talking about the community project.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Of course, dear,” Tarbo coughed. “My wife has been wanting to get involved in this endeavor. Are your wives taking an active part in it?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve set people in place to handle it,” Ayla replied. “Once we have things building up, we might take a more active role.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh…” August deflated slightly. “I thought you were all more involved.” 
 
      
 
    “We could start soliciting for others to join the project,” Sophia suggested. “That would allow us to make social calls.” 
 
      
 
    August leaned forward, fully invested again. “That sounds wonderful!” 
 
      
 
    Tarbo was about to interject, but seeing the hopeful smile on August’s face, he stayed quiet. His wife had long been a wallflower because of her shy nature and severe features. If she could use this as a way to feel more confident, then he wasn’t going to squash her momentum. 
 
      
 
    “Have the manager get in touch,” Tarbo said. “I’ll make at least one sizable donation for a school. We’ve long neglected the youth.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Doc nodded. “I’d like to see them attend at least three times a week. Reading, writing, and arithmetic are skills needed for a better life.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why we have a tutor on staff,” Sonya smiled. “The children take lessons three times a week, and the staff who want to learn get at least one of those days, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, what a lovely idea,” August said. “We have a few younger staff who could benefit from the same.” 
 
      
 
    Tarbo chuckled. “We will find a tutor, then, my dear.” 
 
      
 
    A knock came on the door before the chef opened it. “Dinner is ready,” Charles announced, “if you are ready, sirs and madams?” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent timing, Charles,” Doc said, standing up. “I guarantee he’s made something to remember.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dinner went amazingly well— Charles had gone with southern food, as many had never had them before, and Lia, Doc, and Fiala explained each dish when asked. After dinner, they’d retired to the parlor again for after-dinner drinks. They exchanged small talk until the Tarbos took their leave. Harrid had stayed with the staff for the night, as it had been a social meal, so Doc made sure to thank him and promised to arrange another day off soon. 
 
      
 
    With everything done for the day, the family retired to the master bedroom. When the door closed behind Doc, Rosa asked, “Are we going to empower Doc’s ring?” 
 
      
 
    “We are,” Lia said, the others agreeing with her. 
 
      
 
    Doc took a seat on the bed. “It won’t hurt them, will it?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Doc,” Rosa murmured. “There will be no pain. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    “Rosa told us about it earlier,” Sophia said. She stripped, and the others did the same. “We just need to think of and hold to a moment we’ve felt jealousy before. She’ll pluck that emotion from us and place it into the stones.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, the ring!” Fiala grabbed it from where she had put it earlier, handing it over to Rosa. “There you go.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Fiala,” Rosa smiled, the first one completely naked. 
 
      
 
    Doc took his boots off, just starting to disrobe. “Are you all sure about this? There’s nothing wrong with the way you feel. We haven’t had any problems.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s about making sure you’re safe more than the emotions,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    “None of us feel overly jealous,” Ayla nodded. “The small spikes we might have usually get ignored. This is more about energizing the ring for you to get it enchanted.” 
 
      
 
    “We want to make sure you’re as safe as we can make you,” Lia added, stretching out on the bed. “That’s why the ring will be enchanted for healing. Since none of us are deeply jealous, it’ll take all of us to make sure the ring stays empowered for years.” 
 
      
 
    “Because soul stones fade as the energy in them is expended,” Sophia said. “The wear on them degrades the stones, causing them to eventually fracture, too.” 
 
      
 
    “They break when the soul fades,” Rosa corrected. “When they are infused, the soul becomes integral to their structure.” 
 
      
 
    Doc was listening, but with his wives all naked and in bed already, he wasn’t at his most attentive. Seeing his gaze, his wives giggled, then began to exchange kisses and caresses, further derailing his ability to think. 
 
      
 
    “I’m the luckiest man in the world…” Doc whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you are the Voice of Luck,” Lia snickered. “Now come here, husband. We’re all going to pamper you while our lovely Weed does her task. She’ll be thanked by all of us before we go to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s eyes were bright as she clutched the ring tightly in her hand. She would focus on her task first, then reap the rewards from the flowers Doc loved. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Doc met Ayla’s eyes across the table, smirking when she licked the gravy from her lips. She’d been the one to wake him that morning, so this was the second time he’d seen her licking her lips clean. Ayla’s face heated slightly; she bit her lip and lowered her gaze, thinking of that exact same moment. 
 
      
 
    “Charles is such a good chef,” Sophia sighed happily. 
 
      
 
    “He really is,” Fiala agreed. “We have good staff, which helps the house run smoothly.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, are you going to the Silver Lily or the enchanter first?” Sonya asked him, pushing her empty plate away. 
 
      
 
    “Enchanter,” Doc said, touching the mythrium band on his ring finger. “I want it done so you all can feel more at ease.” 
 
      
 
    “It looks good on you,” Ayla smiled. “It’s a small piece of jewelry, but it states your station in a subdued way.” 
 
      
 
    “He also always carries us with him wherever he goes,” Lia said. “I like that symbology.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled, thinking of a bad joke. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Fiala asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just thinking that, most of the time, I feel like you all have me wrapped around your fingers because I’m always willing to do anything you ask. Yet here, the ring is clearly showing you being wrapped around mine.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve all been wrapped around your fingers before,” Rosa murmured, her eyes gleaming. 
 
      
 
    Harrid coughed, having been taking a drink of coffee. Sonya thumped him on the back to help clear his throat, as some had gone down the wrong way. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s try to keep the conversation polite enough to not kill Harrid?” Doc snorted, rubbing Rosa’s head. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you…” Harrid croaked. 
 
      
 
    A rapid knock came on the dining room door before it was yanked open. Bernard, their bear bestial butler, looked grim in the doorway. “Sir… there’s news.” 
 
      
 
    Doc was on his feet instantly. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Simpson is here to tell you, sir. In the parlor.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone was done with breakfast, so the entire group went to see Simpson. Bernard cleared out of the way— he was worried, but the best he could do was his job, not cluttering up a room. 
 
      
 
    Simpson was standing in the parlor when the door opened. The bull bestial rubbed at one of his sawed-off horns when he saw the entire family. “Sir… sorry to bother you.” 
 
      
 
    “Is everyone okay? Is anyone hurt?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. Everyone on the crew is fine…” Simpson said, then trailed off. “We had three buildings near completion the other day. Today… we have charred ruins.” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” Fiala asked. 
 
      
 
    “Someone torched the homes,” Simpson said, “sometime between the crew knocking off and this morning. Considering how ruined they are, it would’ve been late last night.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled. While he was glad that no one was injured, he was mad at what was a clear jab at his endeavor. “I see. I’m glad you’re all safe. You had mentioned moving into the first house. If you’d been there, it would’ve been a disaster.” 
 
      
 
    “Anyone willing to burn them down would’ve had no compunction in killing me,” Simpson nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get contracts written up for guards,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “Need to find some,” Sophia told her. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, ask the clan,” Sonya said. “This is your project, so as shaman, you can request aid. The fact that you’ll take on the burden of cost will have them approve it quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it today,” Doc said. “This changes my entire day around.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll see the enchanter first,” Lia said, meeting his eyes. “If your enemies are going to take aggressive action, it’s even more imperative that you have an ace up your sleeve.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s right,” Fiala nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Enchanter, then clan,” Doc said. “I’ll hit the Silver Lily after that.” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to join you later,” Sonya said, “but I’ll wait until tomorrow. We should focus on the tasks that need to be done today.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, sir?” Simpson asked softly. “McKenzie was wondering if he could ask your dryad to come out to help with the property.” 
 
      
 
    Doc hesitated, then turned to Lia. “Can you take her out there?” 
 
      
 
    “I can,” Lia nodded, “but what about your healing?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take care of a minor problem or two, but ask anyone else to come back tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Weed, we’ll be going with Simpson.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa nodded. Her eyes locked onto Doc for a long moment before she went to Lia’s side. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get our things and come with you, Doc,” Sophia said. “If the clan agrees, we can get the contracts signed today.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Doc said. “Let’s get things moving.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It felt a little weird not having Rosa beside him. She’d been with him almost every day since reaching Furden, minus the dates and social events. To be heading into the city without her had him feel like something important was missing. Ayla and Sophia being beside him eased those feelings a little, but it persisted. 
 
      
 
    “Things calmed down there for a bit,” Ayla said as they passed the ruined buildings, looking at them. “We handed off a lot of things to others.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and we’ll do the same with this problem once we’ve locked up protection,” Sophia nodded. “This has to be Strongarm. He’s the only one this project affects.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably is,” Doc agreed. “No proof for now, but I’d bet it’s him. I should see Sheriff Donadin soon and get him to sign off on a substation for the community. If I pay him enough, I might be able to get the one deputy I trust to care for the people.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need to set up private security for the community, too,” Ayla said. “We’ll work with the manager for that. I’m thinking a mixed group would be best. This way, no one feels like the community isn’t being represented.” 
 
      
 
    “The substation will be for the deputy to handle any paperwork and to hold people until they can be taken in?” Sophia asked, opening her folder. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Maybe four deputies in total. I want it small so Donadin doesn’t want to move his office to it.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla opened her folder up, pulling out her pen. “We’ll pass these ideas off to McKenzie on the way back later. Do you mind if we take the carriage after the clan? We’ll send Clyde back to you after he takes us home.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. I could use the time to walk the city. There are a couple of stops I kept putting off before, minor things that today makes the perfect time to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Just be careful,” Sophia told Doc before shifting her focus. “Four deputies with holding cells. It’d be best to set it at the edge of the property, closer to the city proper, to make it clear that the deputies are there to assist, not push down on them.” 
 
      
 
    “The private security should be the ones to enforce most things,” Ayla nodded. “Maybe a couple of stations set around the rest of the property?” 
 
      
 
    “McKenzie might’ve already planned it, but we’ll verify with him.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stayed quiet as his wives worked— they always went above and beyond for him. He’d need to take them all out for dates again soon, and was thinking that a big date would be best. If Heather agreed to his request, he’d definitely want all of his wives for that. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The enchanter’s office was ornate, with the windows having runes etched into the glass, glowing light blue. Doc helped his wives down before focusing on the runes. “Enchanter sure knows how to advertise.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if they have a purpose?” Ayla pondered aloud. 
 
      
 
    “I’d think it’s reinforcing the glass,” Sophia said. “It’s a large window. People could easily climb through it if it was broken.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d have to think that robbing an enchanter’s shop is stupid,” Doc snorted. 
 
      
 
    “The few I’ve heard about ended up with all the robbers dead. No enchanter leaves their shop undefended. Someone will always risk it, though, because the profits can be quite high.” 
 
      
 
    “Not high enough for my life,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    Doc led the way into the shop. The bell announced them, allowing the woman behind the counter to get to her feet to greet them. He gave her a smile as Harrid closed the door behind them. “Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sir,” the woman replied, eyeing the group critically. She was going to dismiss them until she saw the ring on Doc’s hand. “How can I assist you?” 
 
      
 
    Doc reached the counter, laying his hand flat so the ring was obvious. “I have an empowered ring that needs an enchantment.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of enchantment, and did you want the rest of the stones filled?” 
 
      
 
    “Healing is preferable, and no. I’ll keep the others empty for now.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… may I see it, Mister…?” 
 
      
 
    “Doc Holyday,” Doc said, pulling the ring off to hand it to her. “And you are the owner?” 
 
      
 
    “Victoria Glint, sir. I’m an enchanter from Blue Hill in Big River.” 
 
      
 
    “You grew up there?” Doc asked, watching as she pulled a jeweler’s loupe to study the ring. Doc eyed the item, as it had tiny blue lights ringing it. 
 
      
 
    “Born and raised, but I had to come west to find a place I could set up shop,” Victoria said distractedly. 
 
      
 
    “Your accent isn’t as strong as I’d expect.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking clearly is the hallmark of education,” Victoria said as if she’d had the words drilled into her. “Headmistress was very firm on that.” Putting the loupe down, she smiled. “The quality is good; not excellent, but better than most. The souls inside are potent. You must have paid a good deal for them.” 
 
      
 
    “My health is important to me and my wives,” Doc replied. “Can you manage the enchantment?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It will take me a few days if you want my best work.” 
 
      
 
    “What’ll that mean for me, once it’s done?” 
 
      
 
    “Any minor wound will heal in minutes. Bones will heal in a day if left to mend. Organs are trickier, but my best will see them healed enough to keep you going so a doctor can patch them as they should be.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d like the healing to be specific,” Ayla said. “Focused on waking him and stopping him from bleeding out.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria gave Ayla a long look before turning her attention back to Doc. “Is she correct on that, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “My wife is correct,” Doc nodded. 
 
      
 
    Victoria’s hand went up without thought, brushing at her hair. Her slightly-pointed ear flashed into sight for a second before her hair covered it again. “I see… I can arrange the healing enchantment to focus as you wish, ma’am, but he’d need to see a doctor even sooner that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Our husband has a healer on standby,” Sophia smiled. “This is to make sure he’s awake and able to get to the healer.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes flickering to Harrid, Victoria nodded. “Ah. You must have enemies if your guard isn’t enough. Very well. Give me two days and I can have it done. The cost is not cheap, especially for a truly custom piece.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla laughed lightly. “We can pay the cost easily. Besides, if we don’t pay, that ring would easily recoup the costs you incur.” 
 
      
 
    “It would, indeed, especially with the healing enchantment on it,” Victoria said. “Return on the morning of the twenty-first.” 
 
      
 
    “A pleasure doing business,” Doc said. “Could you make me six rings, like you suggested originally?” 
 
      
 
    Victoria’s eyebrows went up at the request. “I could. They wouldn’t be as powerful as yours, but they would be quality work. The cost if I’m supplying the rings would be… prohibitive.” 
 
      
 
    Ayla pulled out her checkbook. “My husband loves us, and like I said, cost isn’t really a problem. Shall we get down to brass tacks?” 
 
      
 
    “Umm… yes,” Victoria said, surprised at how aggressive Ayla was. Most half-elves learned to be a bit more reserved, like she had. “Let’s talk rings first…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    The talk with the Ironbeard clan went without any hitches. They agreed to having a half-dozen guards on the new property morning and night, and Doc agreed to have one pony on hand so he could be summoned if needed. Ayla and Sophia stayed behind to get the pay and contracts in order, planning to take the carriage and see the property manager afterward to go over the deal with him. 
 
      
 
    Doc left the dwarven hold on foot with Harrid beside him. “They’re going to give me the young and eager, won’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. It’ll temper them with patience,” Harrid nodded. “You said you had other stops to make?” 
 
      
 
    “At least two. First, let’s stop by the Silver Spittoon. I want to see if the sheriff’s there; it’s closer than his office.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid nodded, keeping pace with Doc. “You want to ask after the one deputy we’ve run into before?” 
 
      
 
    “Hays McGee. His name sounds Hibernian to me, yet he obviously isn’t, as he’s a half-dwarf.” 
 
      
 
    “A grandfather or older ancestor might’ve been,” Harrid shrugged. “Why him?” 
 
      
 
    “Because he gave me good answers when we talked. He’s earned enough respect from the Hibernians to at least walk their streets. Add in his wanting to see things done right, and I have hopes for him. I’d at least make him my first choice.” 
 
      
 
    “You think the sheriff will accept your proposal about the property?” 
 
      
 
    “With enough of an incentive, I think he’ll accept just about anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Bribery to do one’s job?” Harrid snorted. “It’s disgraceful.” 
 
      
 
    “It is what it is, so we work around it. If needed, we use it to our own ends.” 
 
      
 
    The Silver Spittoon was nearly empty, as it was still morning. The half-elven bartender, Jerome, was behind the bar. He gave them a smile when they entered. “Welcome back. Same as before?” 
 
      
 
    Doc saw Donadin at a table talking to another man, but their voices were quiet enough that even Doc couldn’t hear them. “One for me, and one for the sheriff. I’ll be going over when he finishes his conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jerome said, turning to pull two mugs. “Did you want to open a tab?” 
 
      
 
    Doc put a five-dollar coin on the counter. “Sure, but the change at the end is yours. Can you tell me who the sheriff is talking to?” 
 
      
 
    “Evard Cutter, sir. He’s Strongarm’s right hand,” Jerome replied, setting the mugs down for Doc and picking up the money. 
 
      
 
    Putting the bar to his back, Doc looked back at the table. Cutter was staring at Doc, his eyes the color of cold coal. Brown hair with gray strands in it hung to his shoulders, and he used one hand to sweep it back from his face. Scars dotted Cutter’s hand and face; the one running through the corner of his bottom lip gave the man a perpetual sneer. 
 
      
 
    Cutter chuckled, saying something to Donadin, then stood slowly. He was dressed in a good suit, and the two pistols he wore weren’t hidden. What stuck out the most was that both were made to draw with Cutter’s left hand. One was in a normal belt rig, but the other was a crossbody draw, high on his waist. The reason why clicked a moment later: saddle draw. Cavalry officers wore their guns that way to make it easier while on a horse. 
 
      
 
    Doc watched Cutter go, the smirking man staying away from Doc and Harrid. Picking up the mugs, Doc went over to Donadin, who’d turned to wait for him. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Holyday, what can I do for you today?” Donadin asked with a fake smile. 
 
      
 
    “I had a proposition for you,” Doc said, taking a seat after setting one of the mugs in front of the sheriff. “Luckily, I caught you here and didn’t have to walk to your office. If you hadn’t told me you liked this place, I’d never have even checked it.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s quiet, and the beer is good,” Donadin chuckled, taking a long pull on the new mug. “Why don’t you lay your cards out for me?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve likely heard about my property outside of the city?” 
 
      
 
    “Funnily enough, yes, I have. Come to lodge a complaint of arson?” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled, as the sheriff had just given away more than he’d probably meant to. “No. There’d be no point. It’s not as if anyone saw the fire.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I’d have hated to turn you down.” 
 
      
 
    “No, this is about what comes later, after the community starts up. It’ll be a private community with patrols of guards, not deputies.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin’s smile vanished, his lip curling slightly. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, Sheriff. Let me finish,” Doc laughed. “I don’t want problems with you. I just want the community to be watched over by those who live there. It’ll be open for everyone, but mostly it’ll be bestials, Hibernians, and other non-humans. Every person who lives there will have to sign a contract about conduct. If they fuck up, the home will revert back to management.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin sat back, taking another drink. “Ah. You want to shift the undesirables farther out.” 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm isn’t using his property the way he should. We both know that the homes near the river could fetch high prices. Someone with the right connections might get that to happen.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin’s lips twitched into a smile. “I see. You should know I was just talking to one of Strongarm’s associates.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that who that was? Looked like a thug to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Cutter’s that. You have your own thug, though, don’t you?” Donadin’s gaze went to Harrid for a moment. “I’m sure he’d handle things for you if asked.” 
 
      
 
    “Never had to ask, but probably,” Doc shrugged. “As I was saying, I’ll have a small substation on the edge of the community. I’d like to have it house a couple of deputies. Deputies who are… sympathetic… to the people who will live there. It gives a feeling of care, but also lets you clean your hands of it.” 
 
      
 
    “I see…” Donadin said slowly. “That’s a big ask. I’d have to find the right deputies for it, which is my time being used.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d ask you to use one deputy, specifically, then just task him with singling out others. As for how much I’m asking, well… I understand the sheriff’s office could use some renovations, right?” 
 
      
 
    Donadin laughed, slapping the table. “Ah! Good to know you see how things work! I’d been a bit worried after our first meeting.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand that sometimes, you need to grease the pan to cook the bacon. Way of the world.” 
 
      
 
    “Which deputy were you thinking?” 
 
      
 
    “Hays McGee. I saw him patrolling the Hibernian section the other day. Most of them will come to my community, so moving him over would work best. They let him walk down the street unmolested when I saw him.” 
 
      
 
    “McGee? Sure. He’s not a problem for me to let go. I’ll tap him tomorrow so he knows that as soon as the substation is up, he’s to pick out his two helpers and go over.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent.” Doc smiled as he pulled out his checkbook. “Now why don’t I help make sure the sheriff’s office is set up for those renovations?” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect,” Donadin grinned, then paused. “Where’s your dryad?” 
 
      
 
    “My wife has her,” Doc shrugged. “Something about gardens, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, of course,” Donadin nodded like he understood, but there was a faint furrow to his brow. 
 
      
 
    “I’m thinking your main office will need a lot of work to bring it up to modern standards, right?” Doc asked as he pulled out his pen. “Might as well make sure it’s fully covered…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was noon when Doc finally walked into the Silver Lily. He’d made his other stops on the way over, so he was in a good mood. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank Luck,” Ginger exhaled. 
 
      
 
    Doc looked her way. “Oh, right. Sorry about that.” 
 
      
 
    “There are a couple of people waiting for you, sir,” Ginger said. “I assured them you’d be in.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get to it, then,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Harrid paused next to Ginger’s cubby. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I was worried for you…” Ginger murmured. “He hasn’t been late like this before.” 
 
      
 
    “Things happened,” Harrid said. “Nothing bad for the family, but someone’s moving against his interests now.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger’s lips turned down. “No day off, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Doc said he’d work with me. Today’s not the day for me to ask again, but I’ll make sure I get time, Ginger.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at the cashiers and the bull bestial guard for a moment, then leaned over her counter to give Harrid a quick kiss. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid smiled at her, shaking his head at how forward she could be. “I’ll see about the day off.” 
 
      
 
    When Harrid went to guard Doc’s door, he found two men already standing outside of it. “Gentlemen, can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    Both of the men looked his way, stepping back from the armored dwarf. They were human and dressed in good suits. 
 
      
 
    “Here to see the faith healer,” one of them said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re the ones who’ve been waiting?” 
 
      
 
    “Us and her,” the man said. He motioned to the corner of the lounge where a timid bestial was crouched. 
 
      
 
    Harrid saw the young woman, meeting her eyes. “Miss, you’re back to see him again?” 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes… h-his offer… i-is open s-still?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure it is. Please wait a little longer.” 
 
      
 
    Olka Scurt, the rat girl with a stutter, nodded, staying where she was. 
 
      
 
    “Now, gentlemen,” Harrid asked, turning back to them, “who was here first?” 
 
      
 
    “Between the two of us, me,” the first speaker said. 
 
      
 
    “In you go, then,” Harrid said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc felt tired after the two men had been seen. He was again reminded of just how much he relied on Rosa. His lips twitched when he thought about her— she’d be rubbing against his knee, smiling up at him. Pulling out one of his gifts for her, he ran the emerald green ribbon through his fingers. 
 
      
 
    Harrid knocked before opening the door. “Doc, last person to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t do much for them today,” Doc said, pocketing the ribbon. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Olka, the young lady you’ve helped before.” 
 
      
 
    “Send her in,” Doc said, standing up. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, the bestial came into the office. She slowed when she only saw Doc without Rosa beside him. “S-sir…?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to see you again, Olka,” Doc said softly, taking his seat again. “Have you made up your mind?” 
 
      
 
    “M-manor, p-please.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’m almost done here, and the carriage should be waiting so we can head home. You’ll be working under our head maid, Mizzi. She’s a kindly bear bestial, but she expects hard work.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, s-sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Harrid,” Doc called, as the door was cracked open, “see if Clyde’s here.” 
 
      
 
    “Right away, Doc,” Harrid said, going to check. 
 
      
 
    “S-sir, t-thank you…” Olka whispered, her gaze locked on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Helping people is what I do, Olka. Your life until now has been shit, but from today forward, it’s going to be fully in your hands. No one will abuse you, and you’ll have a warm bed and hot food. All that’s required is doing the work.” 
 
      
 
    Olka sniffled. “Y-yes, s-sir.” 
 
      
 
    A knock on the door made it swing open. A sharp-boned man stood there, puzzled that it’d opened. “Uh… Mr. Holyday?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Doc said, standing. 
 
      
 
    “You had a message come in via pigeon, sir,” the man said, quickly crossing the room. “Came from Deep Gulch.” He handed over the small card. “Good day.” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced at the card, smiling at the message. 
 
      
 
    On the way to play at the hall. Will bring friends. 
 
    -Heather 
 
      
 
    “S-sir, is it g-good n-news?” Olka asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes it is, Olka. Friends are coming to visit soon.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled when he woke up; Rosa was watching him happily, green and blue ribbons woven into her hair. “I’m glad you liked my gifts, Weed.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve shown you my thanks several times, Voice, but I’d be glad to do so again,” Rosa purred as her eyes glowed. 
 
      
 
    “Not right now. I’m sure Lia will be in to get me soon.” 
 
      
 
    “She will be. Will we be stopping by the Den again today?” Rosa asked, her eyes shining brighter. 
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Doc chuckled. “They’ve all been at least once now. I’m not sure they’ll go again.” 
 
      
 
    “Lia will want to. She wants to speak with the madam about Citrine.” 
 
      
 
    “To see if we can get Citrine to head back to her tribe,” Doc agreed. “It would help a great deal. I’d love to be able to open up the next stage of making priestesses before then.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d make her one before sending her off,” Rosa nodded, looking into his mind. “That would make a clear impact for her tribe and help when she speaks on your behalf.” 
 
      
 
    “More people hearing about Luck would be good for all of us.” 
 
      
 
    “As more belief would help you and Mother.” 
 
      
 
    The door opened, admitting Lia into the bedroom. “Good morning, Doc. Today’s going to be a busy day.” 
 
      
 
    “Off to the enchanter to pick up the rings, and Heather should be arriving in the city today,” Doc said as he pushed the blankets off. 
 
      
 
    Lia eyed him with a smirk as she began to get her clothing off. “Yes, but we also had a messenger this morning from David. He wants to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Trade must’ve finally spoken to him,” Doc said, watching Lia strip. “That’ll be another thing to take care of today.” 
 
      
 
    “But first, you have a wife to please.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, my dear elf.” 
 
      
 
    “Weed,” Lia said as she pushed her leathers down her legs, “you may get him ready for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, mistress,” Rosa whispered. She crawled into bed, eager to join in however she was allowed. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc sat in the carriage with all of his wives, planning to go to the enchanter’s after they saw David— he wanted all of them there to accept the enchanted rings. A second carriage rolled along behind them. There was no one currently inside of it, but it would be able to take his wives home afterward. 
 
      
 
    The ride was full of chatter about Heather arriving today. None of them knew if she was just going to visit for a week or stay for longer. Ayla reminded Doc that he’d have to see about getting the opera house ready if Heather was going to put on shows; they’d agreed to two nights if Heather was open to it. 
 
      
 
    Arriving at David’s, they were ushered into the parlor. David was with them a minute later, grinning broadly as he advanced toward Doc. “Thank you! Thank you a thousand times over, Doc!” 
 
      
 
    Doc stood to shake hands with David, the other man being openly emotional. “The dream went well?” 
 
      
 
    “You know?” David asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Luck visited me a week ago and let me know that Trade would contact you. I didn’t know when, so I didn’t want to get your hopes up that it would be soon.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, David let go of Doc’s hand before taking a seat in the chair he normally used. “It was… awe-inspiring. It’s one thing to know they exist, but another thing completely to speak with one. I made such a fool of myself in her presence.” 
 
      
 
    “I know how that is,” Doc chuckled. “I did a bit of that when I met Luck before I knew she was Luck. I’m sure they understand. After all, we’re only mortal.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try to hold to that instead of replaying my failures.” 
 
      
 
    “She told you the rules?” 
 
      
 
    “Supporting each other, with no treachery between us. Trade mentioned that others might take part in helping eventually. That’s just speculation on her part right now, but if we do as we’ve planned, they’ll make a move.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. The more Voices in the world, the better. We need as many people speaking about them as possible. Apoc will crack down on us, but if we can gain enough momentum, we should be able to withstand the attacks.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to head east in the coming year,” David said. “I need to be closer to the capital to exert influence and to lock up the telephone. Trade told me how things should progress. While she can’t see the future, she can plot out how business should go.” 
 
      
 
    “Luck’s roughly the same. She can gauge the odds.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be finding the right people, unsullied by Apoc, to put in charge of things,” David said. “One of my first gifts is the ability to know if someone is falling under the sway of Darkness. The rest revolve around business deals. I’m hyper-focused on my task; I’d be useless in anything other than business conflicts.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m more of a healer than anything else, so I understand. Make sure to take at least one thing to keep you alive if you’re attacked, though. Those gifts have kept me up even when I’ve been specifically targeted.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do so the next chance I get.” David paused for a moment before he coughed. “Trade did ask if I could change the name of our joint venture with the telephone.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Doc asked. Ayla and Sophia sat forward with interest, too. 
 
      
 
    “Trade and Luck Communications. Trade said she wanted it clear that it’s a joint venture and so both would be talked about by the populace. She also said the world could use some T. L. C… but I didn’t get why the initials are important.” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed. “Where I came from, TLC means ‘tender loving care.’” 
 
      
 
    “She’s not wrong. The world could use some love instead of hate,” Fiala said. 
 
      
 
    “We can amend the paperwork,” Sophia offered. “We’ll get it in order later today.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. We’ll have to celebrate soon,” David beamed. 
 
      
 
    “Might be sooner than you think,” Doc said. “I might be setting up an event for the opera house in the next few days.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” David asked, leaning forward. 
 
      
 
    “A friend who knows unique music is coming up from Deep Gulch.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that explains my message from Peabody. He said he left Steinagel in charge of the branch, as he was taking a trip.” 
 
      
 
    “Likely coming up with Heather.” 
 
      
 
    “He was quite interested in the music that was said to be from your establishment. I’ll be interested to hear it. I can approach Tarbo to arrange for the hall. We can set it up for two weekends from now?” 
 
      
 
    “Prep it, but don’t seal it,” Lia said. “We need to check with her first.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I’ll make sure that you have the combined box if it does happen. This way, you can all attend together. I’m sure you’d want to.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be nice,” Sonya smiled. “A weekend out for all of us sounds wonderful.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d appreciate it,” Doc smiled. “I’ll send word once she tells me. They should be in the city today.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure the best rooms at the Palace Hotel are set aside for them,” David said. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good. That’ll make it easier for them.” 
 
      
 
    “Helping’s what I was told to do.” 
 
      
 
    “We have another stop as a family today, so we’ll be taking our leave,” Doc said, standing up. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, of course.” David got to his feet, shaking hands with Doc. “Ladies, it’s a pleasure seeing you all again. I hope you have a wonderful day.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc helped each of his wives out when they reached Glint’s Enchanted Materials; Fiala’s eyes widened when she saw the glowing runes on the window. She’d never seen enchantments before, only the engravings for weapons. Leading them inside, Doc smiled at Victoria Glint behind the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Holyday. Welcome back, sir. I have the rings ready for you,” Victoria beamed, happy that he wasn’t late. Her eyes tracked to the women with him, widening slightly as she took them all in. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t expect the diversity?” Doc chuckled when he reached the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, no,” Victoria replied honestly. “Goodness, that’s a lot of love.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Fiala smiled. “He means the world to us.” 
 
      
 
    “You have the rings?” Doc asked to help recenter the enchanter. 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” She knelt down, opening the safe behind the counter. A minute later, she stood up with seven rings. “The six you asked for, and yours.” 
 
      
 
    Doc slipped his ring on his finger. It tingled against his skin, then shrunk ever so slightly to fit perfectly. “Very nice. Thank you.” Picking up the other six rings, he turned to his wives. “Fiala?” 
 
      
 
    Fiala swallowed as she went to stand in front of him, her right hand extended— they’d all agreed to wear the new ring opposite their wedding rings. She’d found it symbolic that they were marked on both hands with their love for him and each other. 
 
      
 
    Doc took her hand, slipping an oversized ring onto her finger. The ring trembled, then shrunk to fit, the single soul stone bright atop it. “To keep my first love safe. Thank you again for loving me, then sharing our love with the others.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala kissed him and stepped aside so Sonya could take her spot. Sonya was smiling brightly as she held her hand out for him. 
 
      
 
    “Sonya, thank you. Your stubbornness and love helped me accept what could be with my life.” 
 
      
 
    Their kiss was softer, lingering a few seconds before Sonya shifted aside for Ayla. 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled at Ayla. “Things have changed a lot since the first ring. Are you still happy with where your life has gone?” 
 
      
 
    “Forever happy,” Ayla murmured, then kissed him sweetly. 
 
      
 
    Lia took her spot next, a smirk on her lips. “Well… here we are again, Shaman.” 
 
      
 
    The slight gasp from Victoria at the title didn’t derail their moment. 
 
      
 
    “Our protector, whom we hope to never have to call on,” Doc whispered. “We’ll shower you in the love you deserve until the night breaks for the day, and then even longer.” 
 
      
 
    Lia swallowed at Doc’s wording before she pushed into him, kissing him with passion. Doc was shoved against the counter, but he accepted her love; it was who she was, and he’d never ask her to change. 
 
      
 
    Sophia was next, licking her lips nervously as she held her hand out to him. 
 
      
 
    “Keeper of our lives, may your words be kind to us when we stumble, for you are precious to us all,” Doc said softly as he slipped her ring on. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll record the truth, but my love will never falter for you or our wives,” Sophia said before her kiss. 
 
      
 
    Rosa didn’t go to Doc when Sophia stepped back. She giggled, then looked at Harrid. 
 
      
 
    “Harrid, this ring is for you,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” Victoria asked, shocked at what she felt was implied. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, Doc…?” Harrid asked awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    “Not as my wife,” Doc laughed at the miscommunication. “Rosa said the ring wouldn’t work for her, and keeping you alive is important to me. What would I do if my friend and bodyguard died?” 
 
      
 
    Harrid exhaled, shaking his head. “You could’ve warned me, or better yet, given me mine before all of your wives?” 
 
      
 
    Victoria was still staring at them. 
 
      
 
    “Probably should have,” Doc grinned. “Ah, well, water under the bridge.” He flipped the ring to Harrid. “I’m not telling Ginger I got you killed.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid grumbled as he put the ring on, glad it didn’t look like a wedding ring. “That’d be bad.” 
 
      
 
    Doc turned back to Victoria. “Thank you for your time. We’ll probably have more business together in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll look forward to it, sir,” Victoria said awkwardly, still unsure if Harrid was part of the relationship or not. She watched them all file out before taking her seat. “Five wives and a dryad… how does he manage that? Or is the dwarf really part of their relationship, too?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Leaving the shop, Doc gave his wives another kiss before they went their separate ways. Doc, Rosa, and Harrid went to the Silver Lily while his wives took the second carriage. 
 
      
 
    “How was your date?” Doc asked Harrid. “Not looking for any specifics. I was just wondering if things are going well for you.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid looked out the window. “I think things are going well. We spend a lot of time talking. We don’t even realize how much until something makes us realize it. This time, it was someone coming over to our table to ask Ginger when you’d be in for healing.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that,” Doc sighed. “I thought the sign in the lobby would be enough.” 
 
      
 
    “For most people, it is,” Harrid shrugged. “I appreciate you taking yesterday off so I could have the day.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you that we’d find the time for it. Glad you didn’t get jumped on the way home this time.” 
 
      
 
    “Me, too. I’m sure Ginger will be relieved.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure she will be,” Doc chuckled. “You heard when we’re tentatively planning for the opera house to be used, right? I figure you can have those nights off.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… they don’t really allow for guards there, do they?” 
 
      
 
    “No, so you might as well take advantage of two full days with Ginger.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid coughed, looking out the window again. “Yes. I’ll… umm… I’ll talk with her about it.” 
 
      
 
    Doc let the conversation lapse, as they were pulling up at the Silver Lily. Following Harrid inside, Doc grinned at the relieved smile Ginger had when she saw the dwarf. Doc paused near the weapon check counter. “Ginger, Harrid might have two straight days off soon. It’s not fully certain yet, but I thought you might want to know. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger’s eyes lit up with hope at Doc’s words, and she was quick to stammer out a good day to him. Turning her gaze to Harrid, a soft smile touched her lips. “Is he serious?” 
 
      
 
    “He is. It’s tentative for a couple of weekends from now, but isn’t set yet. Once I know more, I’ll let you know. I was going to mention it to you, but Doc beat me to it.” 
 
      
 
    “Likely to make sure we had time to talk about it,” Ginger giggled. “You hold back sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    “I do. I’m sorry. It’s something I’m working on.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” Ginger touched his cheek gently. “Just tell me once it’s settled, and I’ll get the days off. Doc spoke with management about me maybe needing days off with little warning. I just have to tell them the day before so my relief can be told.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid silently thanked Doc for that. Staring into Ginger’s eyes, he gave her a shy smile. “We’ll have a lot of time to talk if we get those days together.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk… but you’ll also be staying at my home, too,” Ginger said firmly, her cheeks burning bright red. “I won’t take a no on that.” 
 
      
 
    Coughing as his own face heated, Harrid bowed his head. “I’m humbled to be asked to share your home with you. It’ll be my honor to stay with you… if you’ll let me help with the housework while I’m there. I noticed a few shingles that could be fixed this morning when I left.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger giggled. “I accept.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to go, but we’ll have lunch together. Doc said he’ll be staying here until our friends from Deep Gulch come in.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you then,” Ginger smiled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc saw three bestials for various issues, plus a human with gout. The man with gout was the owner of a bakery in the city; he promised Doc fresh pastries delivered to his office for free for the next week. Doc tried to talk him out of it before finally acquiescing to his insistence. 
 
      
 
    It was just after midday when Harrid came into the office. “Doc, they arrived and are at the Palace. One of the bellhops came by to inform us.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get going, then,” Doc said, standing up. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get Clyde.” Harrid turned to leave the room. 
 
      
 
    “You’re excited to see them…” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I am. Heather is talented, and hearing her play makes me happy.” 
 
      
 
    “You should know, Doc, that Mother has pushed to have my sister reborn as quickly as possible for Posy.” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced back, curious why she’d mention that now. “Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Heather brought Posy to your mind,” Rosa giggled. “I wanted to let you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that makes sense,” Doc said. “Come on, Weed. Let’s go see our friends.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to reach the Palace Hotel. Rondle was sitting in the lobby, chatting with the manager. When he spotted Doc, Rondle got to his feet, excusing himself from the conversation. “Doc, it’s good to see you again,” he greeted him as he approached. 
 
      
 
    “Good to see you, too. I wasn’t sure if you’d be coming up with them or not.” 
 
      
 
    “Roquefell asked me to come back to take over as manager for the wagon teams. He found out about the way things had been and wanted to fix things. As I was making plans, Peabody informed me that he and Heather would be coming up.” 
 
      
 
    “Does Heather know how to ride?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “We took a carriage. Roquefell sent one down for me, so we all used it to come up.” 
 
      
 
    “Three in a carriage isn’t bad.” 
 
      
 
    “Who said it was only three?” Rondle smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Doc!” The single word cut across the lobby. 
 
      
 
    Doc spun, stunned to see Posy sprinting at him from the restaurant. Jogging behind her were the dwarven twins that the clan had assigned to keep her safe, and behind them with her head down was a dryad. 
 
      
 
    Posy leaped when she reached Doc, slamming into him and staggering him back a step as he caught her. Harrid helped steady Doc as he hugged Posy to his chest. Doc swallowed the lump in his throat— it’d only been a bit over a month, but seeing the happy rabbit bestial choked him up. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you,” Doc finally managed as he set her down. “Didn’t expect to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Momma said I could come as long as I go back with Heather,” Posy beamed, wiping at happy tears. “I wanted to see you again so you can meet Ambrose. She’s named after a flower.” 
 
      
 
    “Fitting to be with you, then,” Doc said before meeting the dryad’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    The dryad bowed her head to him. “An honor, Voice. I shall do all I can for her.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to see you awake again, sister,” Rosa murmured. “We will talk later.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been doing a lot of healing, and Ambrose has helped with making the town better,” Posy said excitedly. 
 
      
 
    “I see Posy already found you,” Heather laughed as she and Peabody came out of the restaurant. 
 
      
 
    “She did,” Doc smiled. “Thank you for bringing her.” 
 
      
 
    “Figured you might’ve missed her bubbliness,” Heather grinned. “She certainly helped keep the trip lively.” 
 
      
 
    Posy blushed. “I said I was sorry…” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Sounds like a story,” Doc grinned. “Why don’t we head up to a room, and we can catch each other up.” 
 
      
 
    Posy grabbed Doc’s hand. “This way!” She started leading him to the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Doc let her pull him, a smile on his lips as he watched what was basically his adopted daughter tow him along. The happiness of the moment made Doc wonder if he should have children of his own. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was nearing dinner by the time they’d finished exchanging stories about the last couple of months. Heather let Doc know how happy Nicole was to not have to worry about more than the mine after she’d heard about the expansion of the business. Wenn and Cassia sent their well wishes along with the group, as had Lotus and Jasmine. 
 
      
 
    With it being close to dinner, Doc invited them all out to his manor. It took his carriage and the one David had lent them to get everyone out to the property. Posy went with Doc and Rosa; Ambrose also rode with them in the carriage while Harrid and the twins took up the positions on the exteriors. 
 
      
 
    Posy chattered about all the town gossip, wanting to make sure he heard all about what was happening. Rosa and Ambrose just held hands with their eyes closed, but Doc felt as if there was more communication going on between them than even Posy was managing. 
 
      
 
    When they arrived, Doc grinned as Fiala came out of the house to greet them. She’d discussed the fact that they might have guests with Charles earlier, so the chef had been preparing a feast. When Fiala saw who had come to eat, she was very glad she had, as even with what Charles was preparing, it might require smaller portions to feed everyone. 
 
      
 
    When Posy stepped out, Fiala let out a gasp, then rushed up to scoop the girl into her arms. “Oh! There’s a precious flower!” Fiala said, twirling them around. 
 
      
 
    Posy laughed, clutching Fiala tightly. “Fiala! I missed you!” 
 
      
 
    “We all missed you,” Fiala said. “Oh, we’ll have to hear all about how you’ve been.” 
 
      
 
    Watching Fiala with Posy, he again thought about how she’d be with children of her own. An edge of worry about traveling with small children settled in his heart. Setting aside those thoughts once more, he waited for everyone to disembark the carriages. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome. Fiala is the lady of the home, so she should be the one to show you around. We have two spare rooms inside.” He paused with a smile as he addressed Posy, “Would you like to stay here while Heather’s in the city?” 
 
      
 
    “Really?!” Posy asked, her eyes wide with hope. “I can?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Fiala said. “The second room can be used by the twins. Melvin and Marsha, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Masha, not Marsha, ma’am,” Masha corrected Fiala. “We’ll gladly take the room next to hers.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Melvin bowed his head. 
 
      
 
    “Fiala, you’ve been out here for… Posy!” Sonya started, then shouted the name and grabbed the young girl to hug her. “Oh! Tonight is a good night!” 
 
      
 
    Posy giggled as she hugged Sonya back. “I’m going to stay with you.” 
 
      
 
    Sonya laughed. “For a bit, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Come inside, everyone,” Fiala smiled. “Dinner should be ready soon, but let me show you our home.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The next few days with Posy at the manor were joyous for Doc. He spent almost all the time he could with her. They explored the area around the manor, letting Posy meet the children of the staff and the younger members. Posy sat in on the teaching one day, answering most of the questions put forth by the tutor. 
 
      
 
    Posy also accompanied him to the Silver Lily. The two of them worked on healing people, with both Rosa and Ambrose assisting. Doc was sad that he couldn’t get Posy’s paperwork for Ambrose signed off, but was glad Steward never got anywhere near her. It reminded him that Posy would need to get the paperwork verified before a year passed, so he made a mental note to ask Dodd if another soulsmith would be coming to the city. 
 
      
 
    David let Doc know that he’d arranged for the opera house to be ready for Heather in two weeks. Posters were put up next to the box office, meaning the event was being talked about. Tarbo sent Doc word that three boxes had been set aside for him and his family, with David having covered the cost for them. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc and Posy were playing chess when there was a knock. Masha stepped inside before shutting the door. “Sir, there’s a small group of people here to see you. They’re upset.” 
 
      
 
    “Did they say why?” 
 
      
 
    “City healers, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Doc clicked his tongue before nodding. “I knew they’d eventually come to see me. Let them in. Come in after them and stay by the door.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Shaman,” Masha said. 
 
      
 
    “Over to the sitting area. We’ll have to finish the game after this,” Doc sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Doc,” Posy said, getting up. “Is it going to be bad?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re here to posture and complain. None of them should be stupid enough to press the issue right now.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll know more after they come in,” Rosa smiled as she and Ambrose followed the pair to the sitting area. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we will,” Ambrose nodded. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, the door opened and allowed in five people, one of whom Doc had met previously. “Jebidiah, should’ve known you’d come back. Care to introduce me to your friends?” Doc asked with a polite smile. 
 
      
 
    Jebidiah’s lip pulled back into a sneer. “I am not your friend. Kindly use my surname as anyone of society should.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked at the three men and single woman who had come in with Jebidiah. “Gentlemen and lady, I’m Doc Holyday, a faith healer. Who might I be speaking with?” 
 
      
 
    “We are the licensed healers in town, sir,” the oldest of the group said archly. His white hair and bushy mustache gave away his advanced age. “I am Alexander Fremont. I will be speaking for my fellows here.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave Fremont a false smile. “Ah, the one who speaks for the many. That never goes wrong. Well, what can I do for you? I doubt you need healing.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re unlicensed,” Fremont sniffed. “As such, we will be directing the sheriff to shut down this fake healing operation you have.” 
 
      
 
    “Feel free to try,” Doc said, “but you see, unlike you, I don’t need a license. Surely the lot of you know the law around healing?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” one of the other healers asked. 
 
      
 
    “Welton, I will handle this!” Fremont snapped at her. 
 
      
 
    Welton’s lips twisted, but she stepped a pace back, not saying more. 
 
      
 
    “Wow. Such camaraderie,” Doc snorted. “To answer your question, Welton, I’m a faith healer, not a doctor.” 
 
      
 
    “Preposterous!” Fremont sneered. “Faith healers are a lie. Only charlatans and fools try to act as if they’re real.” 
 
      
 
    “He has two dryads…” Welton muttered. 
 
      
 
    Fremont glared at her before rounding on Doc. “Yes! Faith healers don’t use dryads; only mages like us do, which means you are obviously an unlicensed doctor.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Doc asked, raising an eyebrow. “Faith healers can use dryads just fine. Of course, since you don’t think we’re real, you probably don’t understand that at all. My gift to heal comes from my goddess, Lady Luck. I use my energy and the energy my dryad gives me to heal others.” 
 
      
 
    “No one can own two dryads,” Jebidiah grinned evilly. “One of them will be confiscated.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t own them both,” Doc said flatly. “Rosa is mine.” He stroked her hair. “Ambrose there belongs to Posy.” 
 
      
 
    That shocked the entire group— they stared at the young rabbit bestial. 
 
      
 
    “I collared her myself,” Posy said, glaring at them. “She’s my friend, and I think you’re all bad people.” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet, child! Adults are speaking!” Fremont snapped at her. 
 
      
 
    Doc got to his feet. “You will not speak to her in that tone, or I will throw you out of my establishment.” 
 
      
 
    Fremont’s lip curled up to show his disdain. “You wouldn’t dare lay your hands on me. I’d have you arrested.” 
 
      
 
    “You are trespassing!” Doc said loudly. “Masha, get another guard and toss this trash,” he pointed at Fremont, “out. He is never allowed back in.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Masha said, opening the door, whistling, and motioning to someone. She looked back at the others, her hand resting lightly on her pistol. “Sir, if you will come this way, we need not touch you.” 
 
      
 
    Fremont spluttered— he’d never been treated so rudely in his life. He was a mage focused on healing, so people always did as he said. 
 
      
 
    Jebidiah took a step toward Doc. “You charlatan! If you—!” 
 
      
 
    The sound of a hammer being drawn back filled the room. “Step away from him. Right now.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone looked back to where Masha had her gun pointed at Jebidiah. 
 
      
 
    “My sole purpose is to keep him and Posy safe. Anyone moving toward him threateningly will be viewed as hostile,” Masha went on. “Now step back. You will be leaving, too.” 
 
      
 
    One of the bull bestial guards entered the room, then pulled back the hammers on their double barrel shotgun. “Who we tossing?” 
 
      
 
    “These two,” Doc said pointing. “The others, if they want to continue talking civilly, can stay.” 
 
      
 
    Fremont went white, then turned stiffly to head for the door. Jebidiah spat at Doc’s feet, then went, as well. The other healers, all except for Welton, went with them. 
 
      
 
    “Welton, we’re leaving!” Fremont snarled. 
 
      
 
    “I will stay to seek a resolution,” Welton said flatly. “You aren’t my father, nor my husband.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going against our agreement?” Fremont paused next to Masha. 
 
      
 
    “Which has seen me be the last one to heal people,” Welton glared at him. “My patients have told me how they’d all gone to each of you first before finally being told to see me. So kindly piss off.” 
 
      
 
    Masha went with the other guard to make sure the others left. 
 
      
 
    Doc coughed, brushing at his jacket. “Miss, if you’d like to sit, we can try to have a productive conversation.” 
 
      
 
    Welton sniffed, then took a seat. “Yes. At least you offered me one. I apologize for coming with them, but as you just heard, we were a group.” 
 
      
 
    “We all make bad decisions in life,” Doc said. “Seems like you’re making a better one now.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see,” Welton exhaled. “Child, I’m sorry for the terrible old men I came in with. They’ll try to force you to part with her.” Welton motioned to Ambrose. “Dryads are too useful for them to allow you to keep her.” 
 
      
 
    Posy stared at the woman in silence before she shook her head. “I have my paperwork. No one can take her.” 
 
      
 
    Welton glanced at Doc. “If there’s any loophole in her paperwork, Fremont will exploit it.” 
 
      
 
    “He can try, but a Sagesse drew up her papers. We both know they don’t make mistakes on legal forms.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true…” Welton said slowly. “You’ve been seeing people, healing them over the last few weeks. When it was bestials, we didn’t mind. Honestly, none of us have the energy you would with a dryad on hand, but over the last week, you’ve seen humans. Jebidiah went to Fremont about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Assholes will always be themselves,” Doc snorted. 
 
      
 
    “True, and they both are. We heard from Jebidiah how you were taking customers, but we ignored him until you started to take potential customers from us. I’ve been the most affected; as you heard, I get their castoffs or the rare bestial who would come and ask me.” 
 
      
 
    “Must’ve made your job difficult.” 
 
      
 
    “I get by, but yes… this last week, I’ve seen no one. I’ve never gone a week without someone.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yeah. I can see how you have a stake in this drama. What would you like to do?” 
 
      
 
    Welton paused. “You’re being far more polite than I expected for this chat.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been pleasant, not demanding and pissy like the others. I’m not unreasonable. If you’re willing to work with me, we might be able to come to an agreement that doesn’t treat you like an afterthought.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be nice. I’d like to see people and make money. You’ve eaten up all my business, so how do we make this work?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, are you willing to take a salary and heal anyone who comes to see you?” 
 
      
 
    “It would depend on the money, but I don’t mind treating everyone. I might’ve attended university, but I never fully held with their stance on bestials and others. As it was, the clergy in charge treated the women who attended as lesser. I can see the writing on the wall— if not for the others, human women would be the ones who were pushed down.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right,” Doc said softly, “more than you realize.” Shaking his head, he focused on the future. “I’ll have my wives come speak with you. They’ll work on the contract with you. It would require you to relocate in the near future to a new community just outside of the city. Your patients will be mostly non-human.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine, if the pay is right,” Welton smiled. 
 
      
 
    “You do know the others will turn on you, right?” 
 
      
 
    “They never cared before, but yes, they will. Apoc damn them… I won’t take it anymore. You should be the one to worry, though. Fremont will get the church involved. As a self-confessed spirit healer, the preachers will move against you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled. “We’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    “I know they’ll try something to strip her of her dryad.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll overcome it when it happens,” Doc said. “They have no legal recourse, and if they try for illegal, I’ll nail their hides to a wall.” 
 
      
 
    Welton laughed. “I’d welcome that.” Standing, she bowed her head to them. She turned to leave, but then stopped. “Why does she have a dryad?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a spirit healer, too!” Posy beamed. “Lady Luck blessed me to help Doc.” 
 
      
 
    Welton blinked slowly for a moment. “You’ve both been gifted powers from a deity?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Doc said, standing up. 
 
      
 
    “I hope no one mentions that to the men I came with. They would go for the easiest target.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s face went cold. “Anyone goes after her and I will show them what divine wrath means.” 
 
      
 
    Welton took a step back, startled. The amiable man she’d been speaking to was gone for a moment. She stepped farther back when she saw the look the dryads had. “Umm… yes. Not me. Never me.” 
 
      
 
    “Then it shouldn’t be a problem,” Doc said, smiling again. “Have a good day. Sophia and Ayla will be by in the next day or two.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes… umm… thank you,” Welton said before leaving. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, will it be okay?” Posy asked softly when Welton was gone. 
 
      
 
    “It will be. Masha and Melvin will keep you safe. No one can take Ambrose from you. If you need to, you can always order her to go back to Deep Gulch to wait for you.” 
 
      
 
    Posy went to get a hug from him. “Okay.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Doc and Posy were finishing up their chess game when Masha knocked, then stepped inside. “Doc, there is a man named Dodd here asking to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Governor Dodd,” Doc corrected her. “Show him in.” 
 
      
 
    Posy and Doc went to the sitting area, with Rosa and Ambrose kneeling beside their respective owners. Dodd came in, smiling broadly, before confusion touched his features. 
 
      
 
    “Holyday, thank you for seeing me,” Dodd said, his eyes darting between the pair of dryads and Posy. 
 
      
 
    “Governor, a pleasure. Let me introduce Posy Hopner, a dear friend. Posy, this is Governor Dodd. He’s also the mayor of Furden.” 
 
      
 
    Posy got out of her seat and curtsied. “A pleasure to meet you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd smiled broadly once more, taking his hat off to give a bow back to her. “The pleasure is mine, little lady.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, sit, Governor,” Doc said as he took a seat himself. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, thank you,” Dodd said, joining them. “Did you buy a second dryad?” 
 
      
 
    “Ambrose is mine,” Posy told him. “I have the paperwork.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd’s eyebrows rose to his hairline. “How unusual.” 
 
      
 
    “Posy’s a spirit healer like I am,” Doc said. “Ambrose makes sure that Posy can help people.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes… so you caught the dryad and gave her to Posy?” 
 
      
 
    “In a fashion,” Doc smiled. “If you looked into it, you’d find that my company paid for the collar and paperwork. It was the least I could do for another faith healer who venerates Lady Luck.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodness…” Dodd said slowly. “I’m not sure what the church would make of a child as a faith healer.” 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully, they leave her alone,” Doc said, “but this isn’t why you came to see me, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not directly. You told me that Steward had died. I’ve had to send for another soulsmith, as we need one on hand for the railroad. In doing so, there was a look at Steward’s will. Or, as it turns out, his lack of a will. A further inquiry turned up no family, so all of his belongings fall to the territory.” 
 
      
 
    “Auction?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “A small auction,” Dodd nodded. “I’m inviting those who’d be interested to attend. The soul stones that are owned by the government have already been secured. Besides them, there is a collection of other stones he owned personally, along with all his other belongings to sell.” 
 
      
 
    “What of the building?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not for sale; it’s owned by the city. I’ll be leasing it to the next soulsmith for the same deal Steward had.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… the stones will be hotly contested by the enchanters in town, I’d assume?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re all invited, but I’ve also invited the richer individuals who might want them for status reasons.” 
 
      
 
    “Hence why you’re here,” Doc mused. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. Besides you, Roquefell, Tarbo, and Strongarm, it’ll be just the enchanters and the best weapon engraver in the city permitted to attend.” 
 
      
 
    “Where and when?” Doc asked. “And when’s the new soulsmith coming in?” 
 
      
 
    “The auction is tomorrow at the soulsmith shop. The new smith should be here in two or three weeks; those openings are normally filled quickly. This one has an apprentice with them, so we shouldn’t have a problem in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Posy, we’ll have to ask Heather to hold off on going home until then,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” Posy beamed. “I don’t mind staying longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you be attending the concert?” Doc asked Dodd after giving Posy a grin. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. I’ve heard that it’s a musician out of Deep Gulch, said to have a new type of music. I did get one of the boxes for myself; they were getting pricey for this one, as there were only a couple left. The normal gallery was selling quickly, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad to hear that,” Doc chuckled. “Heather will put on a show to be remembered. The question will be how people respond to her music.” 
 
      
 
    “Rumor is that she started the new fad going around the city. A couple of musicians had gone down that way for tournaments, and when they came back, they played similar stuff. I’m very interested in hearing what spawned it.” 
 
      
 
    “Going for both nights?” 
 
      
 
    “I reserved the box for two nights,” Dodd chuckled. “Tarbo has to be thrilled that his opera house has been getting so much use.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he is, which reminds me; I have plans about what the river could be to go over with you. Sadly, I don’t have them here, but maybe we can talk after the auction.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m interested in what you have in mind. You do realize it’ll have to be special to make it worth the effort of moving on it, right?” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be your call, but I have faith that you’ll love what I have to present. I have contracts in place with the clan to do the work, if you agree. The money has been set into an account already so they can begin the moment you sign off.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd sat back. “You do think ahead, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Not me,” Doc chuckled. “My wives. Ayla and Sophia help by making sure everything’s always in order for me. I think any man who has a woman so dedicated to keeping their lives in order is blessed.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd’s expression softened for a brief moment before going back to what it had been. “Probably true. Maybe one day, I’ll find out what that’s like.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you do,” Doc said. “I got lucky— it was the smart women who worked with me that blessed me. To have someone to rely on who turns out to be a loved one, too… that is a true blessing.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd’s moment of shock was there and gone. “I see… does your goddess know about such things?” 
 
      
 
    “No. She can’t see the future, nor has she blessed me with foresight. It’s amazing the little things that make it obvious if we just take the time to consider it. Ayla and Sophia’s affection was clear, but I dismissed it at first. Small displays like staying near me a little longer than needed, touching my hand when handing me paperwork, or even finding reasons to just check in.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd looked past Doc into the distance, looking at memories. 
 
      
 
    Rosa smiled as she kept her head lowered. She’d told Doc about Dodd’s secretary and how Dodd was just as smitten with her, but how neither wanted to ruin things. Dodd visiting the Iniquitous Den was so he could try being with a wolf bestial. That’d led him to spending time just chatting with Heliodor, sparking a second attraction for him. Doc showing up with multiple wives made Dodd wonder if he could do the same. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, can I go with you to the auction?” Posy asked while Dodd thought. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” Doc said softly. “I’ll have people there upset with me. It might not be the best place for you.” 
 
      
 
    “But we’ll have our guards,” Posy said with a slight pout. 
 
      
 
    Her outthrust bottom lip made Doc smile. “Pouting won’t work.” 
 
      
 
    “Please?” Posy asked, giving him wide, hopeful eyes. 
 
      
 
    Ambrose and Rosa both giggled; they both knew how it would end. 
 
      
 
    Doc snorted in amusement. “I spoil you too much.” 
 
      
 
    “Yay!” Posy beamed, knowing she’d won. “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    Dodd cleared his throat. “I should go. I’ll see you tomorrow at the auction.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be there,” Doc said, standing to shake hands with Dodd. 
 
      
 
    “Have a good day, sir,” Posy said, extending her hand. 
 
      
 
    Dodd shook Doc’s hand, but kissed the air over Posy’s. “Miss, a pleasure. I’ll look forward to seeing you again.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Posy giggled. 
 
      
 
    With Dodd gone, Doc looked down at Rosa. “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “He took the hint, Voice,” Rosa smiled. “He’ll start paying more attention to his secretary. That will be good for both of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Does he love her?” Posy asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “They love each other, but are afraid of asking for more,” Doc said. “Happens a lot in life. Do you want to play another game of chess?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah! That’d be fun,” Posy smiled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They saw a bestial who’d had his elbow broken for failure to pay a debt. Doc suggested ways for the man to offer his debtholder more money over a longer period, ensuring that the bestial could pay so he wouldn’t get injured again. 
 
      
 
    When the elk bestial left, Posy looked thoughtful. “Couldn’t you have paid his debt, Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty easily,” Doc nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Where would it end?” Doc asked her. 
 
      
 
    “With him not being hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “But then everyone with a debt would start coming to me asking for help,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh…” Posy trailed off in thought. 
 
      
 
    “Helping people is good, Posy,” Doc said softly, “but you should give them a hand up, not a handout. I gave him the best way forward. It’ll let him live without being hurt again, if his debtholder agrees. He got there because he took too much credit when gambling. He’s stopped gambling, which is the first big step for him. Coming to an arrangement is the second.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not just giving, but helping them have a better life?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s correct. If I just paid off his debt, he might go back to gambling again. He’d end up right back in the same place. This way, he takes longer to clear his debt, which might help the lesson stick.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to give everyone homes, though,” Posy said. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m not giving,” Doc chuckled. “I’ll be letting them buy homes at little cost, but they’ll have to buy them. The act of buying is very important.” 
 
      
 
    Posy went quiet for a long moment. “Because it has more value to them… because they worked for it?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly right. Just being given stuff has a tendency to have people devalue it, but if they have to pay for it, they tend to take better care of it. It’s that way for everything, be it a home, horse, anything.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re selling them homes cheap?” 
 
      
 
    “Low interest, but decent value,” Doc grinned. “I’ll try to explain, but it’s a lot of math.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m good with my numbers,” Posy said proudly. “I can understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go to the desk, then. I’ll need to use paper to show you.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They’d just finished another game of chess when Lia walked into the office. “All done?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Normal closing time for me,” Doc nodded. “Well… maybe a bit later, but only because we were finishing our game.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you do, Posy?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “I lost all of them, but I’m getting better.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s learning to be more discerning on what to trade when taking pieces,” Doc grinned. 
 
      
 
    “A good skill to learn,” Lia said. “At times, you’ll have to make similar decisions in life: when to sacrifice something for something else.” 
 
      
 
    Posy nodded. “I’ve been doing that with healing and energy. I’ve been learning when to ask someone to come back the next day.” 
 
      
 
    “That does bring up a question,” Doc said. “Ambrose, how are you recharging?” 
 
      
 
    “I ask for some blood when healing,” Ambrose replied. “Melvin has been kind enough to supply me with my other needs.” 
 
      
 
    “Eager to supply you,” Masha snorted from the doorway. “My brother is happy to assist Posy in keeping Ambrose as energized as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “You disapprove?” Lia asked the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Not of the two of them doing that,” Masha shrugged. “More the fact that I’ve not found anyone who understands me enough for me to approach… not like I’ll have a normal marriage.” 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t want to—” Doc started. 
 
      
 
    Masha held up her hand to cut him off. “No. I’m proud of my position, and Posy is precious. I just get aggravated some nights.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve offered to help her, but she doesn’t care for women,” Ambrose said. 
 
      
 
    Masha shuddered. “I’m also not sharing someone with my brother. Ewww.” 
 
      
 
    “I can understand that,” Doc said. “Some lines just feel wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Masha nodded emphatically before shrugging. “I’ll find someone, eventually.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know how much discomfort it caused you,” Ambrose said. “I will make sure he is less vocal in the future.” She paused, then nodded. “I won’t speak of it again, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Masha sighed. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t mind her reading your mind?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. She does it to help Posy. There’s nothing I would keep from her, so Ambrose knowing is fine.” 
 
      
 
    Posy hugged Ambrose. “Do your best to make it better for her.” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Ambrose whispered, a smile on her lips as she hugged the little girl back. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Masha,” Posy said. “We’ll make it better for you.” 
 
      
 
    Masha gave her a smile. “Thank you, Posy.” 
 
      
 
    “A tangent I didn’t mean to start,” Lia said. “Doc, I wanted to visit the Den to speak with Zu.” 
 
      
 
    “About Citrine?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Sending Citrine back to her tribe is for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d hoped to be able to make her a priestess,” Doc said. “That way, it would have a bigger impact when she speaks to other tribes.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… that’s a good point,” Lia said. “We can put off the talk for now, then.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go home,” Doc said. “We’ve had a few visitors today, and I want to let everyone know what happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Good or bad?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Mixed bag,” Doc said. “I’m sure things will get interesting soon.” 
 
      
 
    Lia took his hand, then Posy’s. “Let’s go have a talk with our wives. We’ll have to break up Harrid’s date.” Her lips twitched. 
 
      
 
    “Still talking with Ginger in the lounge?” Doc grinned. 
 
      
 
    “He was when I came in.” 
 
      
 
    “He has been since we arrived,” Masha said. “I was honored that he trusted me enough to be your door guard.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great praise from him,” Doc smiled. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Doc had Posy beside him and the dryads across from them in the carriage. “There might be people being mean; just smile at them. People trying to be verbally abusive hate it when you keep smiling.” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t like you?” 
 
      
 
    “Some of them are like Goodman or Suez. Others are friendly, but it’s always the unhappy, angry ones who are the loudest.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad they aren’t in the town anymore,” Posy said softly. “Everyone’s been really nice to me when they come in. Even when I go out with Momma, the people who see me smile and greet me happily.” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced at Ambrose, who nodded. “She is speaking true, Doc,” Ambrose said. “The town has been accepting of me, too. Everyone knows that I am there to help her, and she is there to heal them.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. That eases my fears for my precious flower,” Doc grinned. 
 
      
 
    Posy giggled, happy to be called “precious” by the man she saw as her father. “Oh! Here, Rosa!” she said suddenly, pulling out the wooden flower that Rosa had made for her. “I have Ambrose now, so you can take your flower back.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa hesitated, then gave her a smile. “Give it to Doc, Posy. Sometimes, he’s away from me, and that would help him a great deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe Posy should keep it?” Doc suggested. “Having the backup is important.” 
 
      
 
    “I can make her one,” Ambrose said. 
 
      
 
    Posy held the wooden flower out to him. “Doc?” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked at the wooden daffodil before he took it slowly. “Ambrose, you’re sure you can make her one?” 
 
      
 
    Ambrose cupped her hands in front of her chest. When she lowered them, a daffodil, exactly like the one Doc had just taken from Posy, was on her palm. “I am sure, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc untied the ribbon from the one he had, tying it onto the new one before putting it around Posy’s neck. “There you go, Posy.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not going to wear yours?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    Doc slipped his into an inner jacket pocket. “Later.” His gaze flickered to Rosa. She smiled brightly at him, then dipped her head in agreement with his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    The carriage slowed, then stopped, and Melvin opened the door for them. “We’re here, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Doc got out first, helping Posy down before Rosa and Ambrose. They were outside the Palace Hotel, as the space in front of the soulsmith shop had no more room for carriages. 
 
      
 
    Taking Posy’s hand in his, the group crossed the street with the three guards spaced around them in a triangle. The sight of three dwarves and two dryads got a lot of attention from the onlookers. Rumors started up as to who the man leading the bestial child was. 
 
      
 
    Donadin was outside the shop with two deputies, and he gave the group a questioning look. “Holyday? What’s all this?” 
 
      
 
    “My guard, my ward, her guards, and our dryads,” Doc replied. 
 
      
 
    “Only one of them should go in with you,” Donadin said, looking at the guards. 
 
      
 
    “Harrid, you or Masha?” 
 
      
 
    “I will go in with you. Masha and Melvin can stay out here,” Harrid said. 
 
      
 
    Donadin was eyeing Ambrose. “Whose dryad is this?” 
 
      
 
    “Mine,” Posy said, pulling out her paperwork. “See?” 
 
      
 
    The sheriff frowned, but took the offered paperwork. He read it over slowly before handing it back. “So it seems. You know you could get a lot of money for her, right? Enough to have all the sweets and ribbons you want.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d never sell her,” Posy said coldly as she put the paperwork away. “Doc gave her to me.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin’s eyebrows shot up, and he gave Doc a questioning look. “You caught two dryads and gave one to a child?” 
 
      
 
    Doc just smiled back. “I don’t understand why people say it’s hard to collar a dryad. I’ve never had trouble doing it.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin was nonplussed as he stepped aside from the door for the group. 
 
      
 
    Still holding Posy’s hand, Doc entered the shop, shuddering slightly when he crossed the threshold. Posy, Ambrose, and Rosa all did, as well— its wrongness pressed down on them. The front room was nearly full with everyone Dodd had said would be attending. 
 
      
 
    David, Tarbo, and Dodd all greeted Doc warmly. Victoria Glint, the enchanter Doc had seen before, gave him a friendly nod. The other enchanter and Strongarm both turned their backs to Doc’s group, and the weapon engraver stared at the two dryads in open shock. 
 
      
 
    “Now that we’re all here, we can have the auction,” Dodd said. “Jimmy Voct will be conducting the auction on behalf of the city.” The person Dodd had indicated was a tall lanky man behind the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Governor,” Voct said. “We’ll start with the soul stones; I know they’re the reason most of you are here. After those, we’ll auction off personal items, but we’ll be doing them by room as lots, not individual items. Any questions?” 
 
      
 
    Doc raised a hand. “Vocal or hand bid?” 
 
      
 
    “Either will work,” Voct replied. “Anyone else?” When no one else spoke up, Voct set the first soul stone on the counter. “We’ll begin with this beauty. It tested out at ninety-five percent pure. Small, but perfect for enchanting or dusting for engraving. We’ll begin the bid at one hundred dollars…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc didn’t bid on a single stone— he had no interest in them. He was surprised that Steward had taken the stones he’d gotten from Doc and cut them into smaller pieces. Because of that, they took longer to auction, and the bidding was fierce between those who wanted them. The last three chips had souls in them, and were the hottest items to be bid on. Victoria got one while the other enchanter won the other two. 
 
      
 
    As Victoria was getting ready to leave, Doc motioned her over. “Can I get three more rings from you?” 
 
      
 
    Victoria hesitated. “More wives?” 
 
      
 
    “No. For my ward and her bodyguards,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    The other enchanter sniffed in disdain as he brushed past them. “If you want second best, she’s the one to go to.” 
 
      
 
    “She does quality work, sir,” Doc said pointedly. “There’s nothing ‘second best’ about her work.” 
 
      
 
    The enchanter scoffed, not bothering to stay to speak more. 
 
      
 
    The weapon engraver, Cedric Runer, was about to slip past when Doc asked him to wait a moment. The thickly-bearded man stopped to see what Doc wanted. 
 
      
 
    “I can make them. The same price per ring,” Victoria said, glaring at the closing door. 
 
      
 
    “My wife will be by to pay for them in a day or two,” Doc said. “If that’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Perfectly, Mr. Holyday,” Victoria nodded. “Good day.” 
 
      
 
    “Good day,” Doc said, then turned to Cedric. “Sir, sorry for stopping you. Where is your shop?” 
 
      
 
    Cedric gave Doc directions before asking, “Are you coming in for weapons soon?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be sending some guards over to have their weapons taken care of.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid’s lips twitched. “Thank you, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Should’ve done it sooner,” Doc said. “I’ll have you, Masha, and Melvin all go over.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    Cedric eyed Harrid’s gear, then nodded slowly. “I can handle all their weapons, and perhaps even their breastplates if you want, but that would be… expensive.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be over in a few days with one of my wives to pay for it all.” 
 
      
 
    “He can afford it,” David said, coming over to join their conversation. “I didn’t realize you two hadn’t met yet. Cedric Runer is who I used to equip my estate guards.” 
 
      
 
    The bearded man chuckled. “I was happy for the business. If Roquefell says you can afford it, then I’ll look forward to seeing your guards, Mr. Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    “Call me Doc,” Doc said. “Might have even more for you in time, but the three of them to start with will be a big order by itself.” 
 
      
 
    “It will be, indeed,” Cedric nodded. “I look forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re done, Holyday, some of us would like to get the rest of the auction underway,” Strongarm sneered. “If he’s too busy, maybe we can move on without him?” 
 
      
 
    Doc shook hands with Cedric before turning to the others. “Sorry. I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Voct said. “We will begin in the office down here. It has been gone through, so there will be no soul stones.” 
 
      
 
    The lower floors didn’t interest Doc— he was positive that anything of real interest would be in Steward’s home above the shop. Strongarm won the bid on the lower office for a few thousand. When they went upstairs, they started in the living space, then went to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Doc started to bid this time, as the stove was enchanted. Dodd and Tarbo also jumped in on it, so between the four of them, the price climbed quickly. Doc backed out, leaving the others to run up the price. Tarbo also dropped out with Dodd right behind him, leaving Strongarm the winner. 
 
      
 
    “More expensive than I thought it would be, but the enchanted stove will be worth it,” Strongarm said, anger in his eyes if not in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Next, we have the private office,” Cedric said, leading them down the hall. “The quick look through things in here found books, accounting notes not kept in the shop office, and other personal effects.” 
 
      
 
    Doc was glad Strongarm had been run up— it would make it easier to get the office now. When the bidding began, Doc was surprised that everyone was in on the bidding. Then again, the secrets of a soulsmith might be worth more than he knew. 
 
      
 
    Dodd was the first one out, disappointed that he couldn’t keep up with the others. Strongarm was next, his grimace telling how upset he was over the bidding going past him. Doc shared a look with David, then dropped out. That left just Tarbo and David bidding for it. This time, it went a little slower, as the price was nearing ten thousand. 
 
      
 
    “You are intent on having it, Roquefell. I withdraw,” Tarbo sighed. “I would be interested in buying copies of anything interesting, so please keep that in mind.” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “The bathroom had nothing of worth, so it’s not being auctioned,” Voct said, “which leaves us with just the bedroom to finish off with.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd paused in the hall. “I will take my leave here. Good day to you all.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, yes… maybe I should step out here, as well,” Tarbo said. “Given his… peculiarities, I have no inclination to see what he kept in his bedroom.” 
 
      
 
    With those two gone, it left just Doc, David, and Strongarm. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Gentlemen, if you will follow me,” Voct said. Leading them into the last room, he swept an arm in a grand motion. “As you can see, he believed in comfort. The bed is a spring mattress that we’ve verified is only a month old. He had the finest goose down comforters in the closet, which will be wonderful when winter comes again.” Here, Voct looked a bit uncomfortable. “There is also a chest of… risqué portraits, woodcarvings, and other things. Be aware that they all focus on bestial women. The last thing of note is his personal diary. It is locked, but you’ll be able to claim the key from Digger. Everything Steward had on him when he died is being included in this room, but as noted previously, you’ll have to collect it from Digger.” 
 
      
 
    “Three thousand,” Strongarm said flatly. 
 
      
 
    “Four,” Doc smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Five,” David chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Seven!” Strongarm snarled. 
 
      
 
    “Lively already,” Voct laughed. “I have seven from Strongarm. Do I hear eight?” 
 
      
 
    “Eight,” David said. 
 
      
 
    “Nine,” Strongarm gritted through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Ten,” Doc said. “I love a good goose down for the winter.” 
 
      
 
    “Holyday at ten. Do I hear eleven?” 
 
      
 
    Strongarm’s teeth ground, but he spat his bid, “Eleven.” 
 
      
 
    “Too rich for me. I already spent for an office,” David said. 
 
      
 
    “I have—” Voct started. 
 
      
 
    “Eleven thousand one hundred,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Strongarm’s eye twitched. “Eleven and two.” 
 
      
 
    “Twelve thousand,” Doc smiled. “Just drop it, Strongarm.” 
 
      
 
    “I dislike you, Holyday. You are a blight!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s too bad. I have no problems with you, but I guess we won’t be friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Twelve thousand was the last bid,” Voct said. 
 
      
 
    Strongarm stormed off. 
 
      
 
    Voct gave a weak chuckle. “Goodness, this has been an interesting day. Profitable, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” David asked. 
 
      
 
    “I was told that I would get two percent of all sales. Not bad for a half-day of work.” 
 
      
 
    Doc pulled out his checkbook as the others had done earlier. “Well, let me pay. Then, you can hand in the money and collect your pay.” 
 
      
 
    “Much appreciated,” Voct smiled. “I will have to escort you all out for now. The sheriff will allow the winners back inside to collect their possessions.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded, picking up the diary. “I understand, but I’ll take this with me. Wouldn’t want it misplaced by anyone before I come back with a wagon.” 
 
      
 
    “By all means. It is yours, sir,” Voct said as he pocketed the check. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    Doc spent a lot of free time trying to make sense of Steward’s crabbed handwriting— it was difficult to parse through, but he was making headway. He was glad he’d bought the journal, as it talked about his experiments on the women of the Den. It even went into detail about how he’d managed it and what he planned to do eventually. Doc knew he’d have to bring it with him when he spoke with Zu next. 
 
      
 
    Doc also spoke with the elders of the Ironbeard clan, and they listened to his plan to set up a brewery that sold beer by the bottle. His surety that it would work— plus mentioning that Tarbo would be willing to help fund part of it— got them moving forward on it as a project for the clan. Elder Alaric said they’d contact Tarbo once a plan was in place, but that they would be doing as he suggested. 
 
      
 
    Ayla and Sophia talked with Welton about becoming a healer for the new bestial community once it was built, then found three teachers who signed contracts to help the youth learn in the community. 
 
      
 
    Melvin, Masha, and Harrid were set up to get their weapons and armor upgraded by Cedric Runer. Ayla even went a step further, getting the guns for the elephant bestial manor guards runed for them. Cedric was very happy to work with them; not many people gave him so much work, especially in such a short period. 
 
      
 
    The majority of what Doc won at auction was able to be cleaned and reused. Doc went through the chest of risqué things once, pulling out the worst of what he found and burning it. The rest he planned to take to the Den, as some of it was tasteful and might be welcomed there. The only thing that was majorly important to Doc was the diary. He wondered if David had found anything in the office accounts, but they hadn’t seen each other since the auction. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    After seating Ayla, Doc took his own seat at the table. It was a little crowded, as they’d stuffed Melvin, Masha, and Posy in any empty spaces they had. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, how come you’re always the last one to the table?” Posy asked as he finally took his seat. 
 
      
 
    “He was working with me on something,” Ayla said, a hint of pink to her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “But he’s the last every morning,” Posy said. “It was Lia yesterday, Sophia the day before that, Fiala before her, and Sonya was even later with him the morning she was late with him.” 
 
      
 
    Lia laughed lightly. “He’s our husband, Posy.” 
 
      
 
    Posy looked from Lia to Doc, understanding dawning. “Ohhh…!” 
 
      
 
    Doc coughed, his face and neck red— Posy now knew more about his sex life than he’d ever want her to know. Another thought tapped him on the shoulder; she’d worked at Lia’s, so Posy would know about sex, or at least the vague idea of it just from being around it. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry…” Posy mumbled, embarrassed that she’d made Doc embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” Doc coughed. 
 
      
 
    He was saved from further comment by Charles bringing breakfast in. “I hope you’ll enjoy today. I went with a dish I was introduced to two years ago. It’s known as the Highland egg.” 
 
      
 
    Doc thought he knew what it was, but waited to be served. Charles set the plate in front of him a minute later and Doc grinned at what he saw. Two fist-sized fried lumps sat on his plate, and beside them was a dash of fresh mustard. Picking up his knife and fork, Doc cut one of the lumps down the middle. Steam wafted out, along with the mouth-watering scent of egg and sausage. A hard-boiled egg had been encased in the middle of the sausage which was, in turn, breaded. 
 
      
 
    “Smells wonderful, Charles. Thank you,” Doc said as he cut a smaller piece off half the egg. “I’m sure the mustard will go wonderfully with it.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so, sir. I made it with just this dish in mind.” 
 
      
 
    Swiping his piece into the edge of the mustard, Doc grinned before taking a bite. The mustard was grainy, its brown seeds easily visible. The bite brought the heat Doc expected from fresh mustard, but what he didn’t expect was how quickly the heat left. 
 
      
 
    Charles was just finishing serving, so Doc had time to ask, “Charles, the heat is perfect, but it leaves quicker than I thought it would. I’m used to it lingering from mustards like this.” 
 
      
 
    “That comes down to the liquid used, sir. Vinegar is the normal base, which would make the burn last longer. I used cold water. It gives it an increased bite at the start, but lets the burn fade much quicker.” 
 
      
 
    “I never knew that,” Doc said. “Thank you. It’s delicious.” 
 
      
 
    “My duty and pleasure to serve, sir,” Charles smiled broadly as he bowed, then left them to their meal. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was coming to an end when a knock came on the door. Bernard opened it, and the bear bestial looked serious as he spoke. “Sir, Simpson is here to speak with you. He says it isn’t as urgent as last time, but would like to have a moment of your time.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be there in just a moment,” Doc said, taking his last bite of food. 
 
      
 
    Everyone else was quick to finish up— they all wanted to know what news Simpson had brought. Simpson stood up when they came into the parlor. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Simpson said, looking over the crowd, “I thought you should know we had an attempt at the property again. The dwarves drove them off, so there was no violence this time.” 
 
      
 
    “We know it was going to be an attack?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “The men all had containers on their horses and one of the guards said he smelled cheap alcohol. They had to have used something to burn the houses before. Seems likely to be the same men again.” 
 
      
 
    “They know we’ve got guards now,” Doc said. “Next time they make a move, it’ll be in force.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Lia agreed. “How many homes are done?” 
 
      
 
    “We have four that are basically done,” Simpson said. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Sonya, can you and Ayla come with me to see the clan? I think a few more guards for the short term would be for the best. Simpson, we’ll be using those houses to keep people out of sight.” 
 
      
 
    “Without it being uncomfortably full, you can fit about six into each,” Simpson said. “The fact you wanted them all to have two bedrooms is a little large, but it’ll work for this.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I should be the one to see the clan, then,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “You promised to be at the Silver Lily today,” Fiala reminded him. “Some of my friends are coming in to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Right…” Doc nodded slowly. “They shouldn’t balk just because I’m not there.” 
 
      
 
    “They know better than that,” Sonya said. “They’re fully behind you, Doc, especially since you pushed them toward yet another business venture.” 
 
      
 
    “He loves his ideas,” Sophia smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, I’ll be coming by the Silver Lily after we visit the clan,” Lia said. “We should speak with Zu to see if she’d agree to Citrine leaving.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good point,” Doc nodded. “I’ll load up the chest and bring the journal with me. I want to show her what Steward wrote down.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let the Driver brothers know,” Harrid said, stepping out of the room. 
 
      
 
    “Simpson, did you ride here?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Had one of the wagons bring me,” Simpson said. “I’ll be heading back out now.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep your eyes open,” Doc said, shaking his hand. “None of the buildings are worth a life… on our side, at least.” 
 
      
 
    Simpson’s lips twitched. “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    “Posy, five minutes to leave. Make sure you have your stuff for today.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Doc, what did you do to the daffodil?” Posy asked as they got close to the Silver Lily. “I haven’t seen you wearing it around your neck.” 
 
      
 
    “True. I haven’t worn it like you do yours,” Doc nodded. Reaching into his jacket’s inner pocket, he pulled out what he had there. “Rosa made it into these for me.” 
 
      
 
    Posy looked at the three wooden disks. She started to reach for one, but paused and looked at him for permission. He gave it to her, so she picked one up to examine it. Her eyes brightened when she looked it over. 
 
      
 
    “Trade and Luck?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    “My friend, David? You saw him at the auction. He’s Trade’s Voice, and we’re working together. My next gift from Luck will be special. You’ll gain more gifts, and three more clerics will be granted what you currently have.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get more?” Posy asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. You’ll be the high priestess for Luck. I’m going to give the new devotees each a disk to help them. I realized that they won’t have a Rosa or Ambrose beside them, so they’d need it more than I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, there is a dryad up near Citrine’s tribe,” Rosa murmured. “I checked with Mother yesterday. I can combine the tokens into two so they each have more power.” 
 
      
 
    Doc handed them to Rosa. “That would help them more.” 
 
      
 
    “But what about you?” Posy asked. “You need power, too, when Rosa isn’t near you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve given him a smaller one,” Rosa smiled. “He just doesn’t wear it, but he has it with him always.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… okay,” Posy smiled. “I was just worried for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Which shows how much you care for your father,” Ambrose said. 
 
      
 
    “Just as I worry for you,” Doc said, leaning over to kiss the top of Posy’s head. “Family cares, loves, and worries for each other.” 
 
      
 
    Posy was all smiles as she sat beside Doc. 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled down at her, not telling her how his idea had cost him a sliver of his life force. The trade-off had been an internal battery Rosa made that they’d worked to implant inside him. 
 
      
 
    His wives hadn’t been thrilled about his decision, but when he explained it, they accepted the idea behind it. Between his healing and Rosa’s anesthetic, the process had gone smoothly enough that no one would’ve known if he hadn’t told them— he now had a band made from Rosa molded to one of his vertebrae. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    Posy was all smiles as she sat between Lia and Doc— she’d been having one of the best weeks of her life. She’d been with Doc every day, helping him heal people, playing games with him, and just spending time with the man she thought of as her father. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like she hasn’t been in such places before,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “Obviously,” Doc replied, “it just feels different… probably because this isn’t her home like the Lily was.” 
 
      
 
    “Could be, but she asked to come with us.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be on my best behavior,” Posy added. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not you, Posy,” Doc sighed. “I’ll be having Harrid go in with her. Normally, guards go into a separate lounge. Zu’s given me a lot of leeway, so I’m going to use that here.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s so sweet how you dote on her,” Lia smiled fondly. 
 
      
 
    “I just wanted to spend more time with you…” Posy murmured, looking down. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Doc said, patting her knee. “Lia and I will be talking to the madam, so I’m going to have you stay in the lounge. The women here will look after you until I’m done.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Posy said. “Can I help them with the chest?” 
 
      
 
    Doc bit back his knee-jerk reaction of telling her not to touch it. “If they ask you to help, go ahead.” If he hadn’t culled the worst things out of it, he’d never let her anywhere near it. 
 
      
 
    The carriage slowed, then stopped, and Harrid had the door open a moment later. “Melvin will be staying out here with Clyde, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Doc said. He helped Posy, Lia, and then both dryads out. “You’ll be staying with Posy inside.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid nodded slowly. “Me. Not Masha?” 
 
      
 
    “You. I’m not going to ask Masha to deal with anyone who might think she works there.” 
 
      
 
    “I can handle them, sir,” Masha said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware, but I’d rather not have to go to court.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” she nodded. 
 
      
 
    Knocking, Doc had his token up already so the person inside could see it. The door was quickly opened, revealing Quartz. The beaver bestial was all smiles as she let Doc in, and her eyes widened to see others with him. 
 
      
 
    “Umm, sir? Who are your guests?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Quartz,” Doc said. “Posy,” he touched her shoulder, “is my ward. She’ll be staying in the lounge while I speak to the madam. Masha,” he nodded to her, “will be going into the lounge for guards. It’s right there, Masha,” he pointed. “Ambrose,” he tapped her shoulder, “is Posy’s dryad.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… I’d thought both of them were with you,” Quartz said slowly. 
 
      
 
    Both Ambrose’s and Rosa’s eyes lit up. 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled. “No. Ambrose is Posy’s. Posy is a spirit healer like me, blessed by Lady Luck.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, how special!” Quartz beamed at Posy. “The girls will take good care of you while he’s busy.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Posy smiled back. 
 
      
 
    “Harrid will be going into the lounge with her,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Quartz licked her lips. Her very pale blue, nearly white eyes scrunched for a moment. “Madam said you can do almost anything you want, but we also don’t want to scare any other patrons. Could he leave some of his weapons with Masha?” 
 
      
 
    “One moment,” Harrid said, going into the guard’s lounge behind Masha. He then came back with just his pistol on. “Is that good?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Quartz said. “Have a good day.” She wanted to say more, but she glanced at Posy and stopped herself. 
 
      
 
    “Just talking to Madam Zu today,” Doc said, having seen her hesitation. “Maybe next time.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. I hope to be picked.” 
 
      
 
    Lia looked back at Quartz, then nodded. “Next time I visit with him. Be warned that I will set the pace.” 
 
      
 
    Quartz quickly lowered her gaze. “As you desire, mistress.” 
 
      
 
    The group entered the lounge together. Onyx looked up, then beamed when she saw Doc. Confusion touched her expression a moment later when everyone else followed him in. Heliodor had shot to her feet, but she stayed where she was when she saw the cluster of people with Doc. 
 
      
 
    “Posy, behind the bar is Onyx, while the beautiful lady standing there is Heliodor,” Doc said so both women could hear him introduce them. “Ladies, this is Posy, my ward. She’ll be staying here while Lia and I go speak with the madam. Ambrose and Harrid will be staying with her.” 
 
      
 
    Posy dipped a small curtsy. “A pleasure to meet you both.” 
 
      
 
    Heliodor smiled as she advanced on them. “The pleasure is ours, Posy.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like a drink, Posy?” Onyx asked. “We have some cool tea and a little bit of juice.” 
 
      
 
    “Tea, please,” Posy replied. “Ambrose, you can set the chest by the table.” 
 
      
 
    “You brought something with you?” Heliodor asked. 
 
      
 
    “Things I purchased at an auction,” Doc said. “I thought a few of you might like some of them. If not, I’ll take it with me, so don’t feel obligated to take anything. I didn’t want to get rid of them without giving them a chance for a place, first.” 
 
      
 
    “Wine and cognac for you and Lia, Doc?” Onyx asked. 
 
      
 
    “Please, and if you can summon the madam’s maid, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I already did,” Onyx smiled. 
 
      
 
    Heliodor led Posy over to the table where Ambrose set down the chest. “I’ll get the others called down so we can go through it together. If that’s okay, miss?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Posy smiled. 
 
      
 
    Ambrose went to get the tea from Onyx for Posy. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome,” Onyx murmured, looking down. “I didn’t know Doc had two dryads.” 
 
      
 
    “I belong to Posy,” Ambrose smiled as she collected the glass. “Unfortunately, I do not believe I will be allowed to do as my sister has with all of you.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx blushed. “Yes… of course.” 
 
      
 
    Doc and Lia came over to the bar to collect their own drinks. “Thank you, Onyx. Please look after Posy while we’re upstairs.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Onyx said quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I know she’ll be fine, but I worry.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s like a daughter to us,” Lia said. “We only leave her with people we trust.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx’s smile grew. “We’ll make sure she’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    The maid came hurrying downstairs, walking quickly up to Doc. “Sir, you asked to see the madam?” 
 
      
 
    “Lia and I did,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Please follow me, then.” 
 
      
 
    “Onyx, can you summon the others down?” Heliodor called from her seat beside Posy. 
 
      
 
    “Right away,” Onyx said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell them once I drop them off with the madam,” the maid said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The rat bestial girl took them to Zu’s office, announcing them before letting them in. Zu looked up from the book she’d been writing in. Closing it, she set her pen aside. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, Holydays. What can I do for you today?” 
 
      
 
    “We came to speak with you about Citrine,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    Zu looked slightly troubled, but motioned to the seats across her desk. “Please, come sit.” 
 
      
 
    “You hold her life debt,” Lia said. “She’s been working here because of that, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I do, and yes.” Zu was as hard to read as ever as she replied. 
 
      
 
    “Would you give her a different task with that debt?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’d need to know more.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, as you’ve been told, is a Voice,” Lia said. “He has connections that he’ll need to build in the north. Citrine would be ideal to be the one to go on his behalf to speak for him. We are not asking you to transfer or remove her life debt, just change what you ask her to do.” 
 
      
 
    Zu looked to Doc. “What is it you are wanting her to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Spread word to the tribes,” Doc said. “A step further, I’ll be asking her to go to Pale River to speak to the tribe there on my behalf specifically.” 
 
      
 
    “Kanata?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a reason for it, but it’s one I’d rather not divulge at this time. The tribe there is important to me.” 
 
      
 
    Zu picked up her pipe, got it lit, then took a puff. “You think just her word would be enough?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really,” Doc admitted, “but before she leaves, I’ll be able to grant her gifts from Luck. They’ll help her show them that the gods are coming back to help Mother. I figure that’ll help convince them.” 
 
      
 
    Zu’s eyebrows had gone up, a rare display of surprise on her. “Can you do that for others?” 
 
      
 
    “In time, yes. Citrine will be the first new cleric I pick.” 
 
      
 
    “New? You’ve done this before?” 
 
      
 
     “I have my ward with me today,” Doc said, “Posy. She’s a rabbit bestial and was my first chosen cleric. Normally, she’s been in Deep Gulch, but she came up with friends for the concert being put on.” 
 
      
 
    “An unusual choice,” Zu said, “but a bestial child would be seen as harmless by many. Could you make me one of these clerics?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “So I can do the same, but with my tribe back home. I could take word of Luck home and show them that I am blessed by her.” 
 
      
 
    Doc sat back to think. I was going to make Citrine one, then tap two others one for Heartwood’s Tears and one for the bestial community here… but maybe I don’t send one to Heartwood’s Tears. I could let Zu become the third and send her home. More people spread farther out would be better for Luck and me… 
 
      
 
    “I’d agree to her request, Doc,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m inclined to agree,” Doc nodded. “Who will take over your business for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Pearl,” Zu said. “She’s already been studying to do so, as I was going to have her start the branch in your new village of Heartwood’s Tears. I’ll leave her here, instead, and she can train another to go there. Maybe Snowflake; she’s smart enough to manage the business, and doesn’t really care for the other aspects of it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be up to you,” Doc nodded. “Once the train is up and running, it’ll be much easier to get from here to there.” 
 
      
 
    “It will, indeed. Maybe a much smaller branch there, with just a handful of gems to shine for the truly wealthy.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s your choice, but it’ll have an appeal to those who go to experience the hot springs.” 
 
      
 
    Zu pulled the cord behind her desk, taking another long puff from her pipe. “I’ll have her brought to us and you can explain. If she agrees, then I will, too.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll likely be a month or more until I can grant another person the connection to Luck.” 
 
      
 
    “More time for her to prepare, then,” Zu smiled. “I will let her stop serving the customers if she agrees; she can be the chooser until she goes. The only person that might upset is the sheriff, who favors her.” 
 
      
 
    “Sheriffs seem to be fixated on elves,” Doc deadpanned. 
 
      
 
    Lia snorted. “Two does not make a consensus, though the fact that Grange and Donadin both seem to lust after elves is different.” 
 
      
 
    The maid knocked before entering. “Madam?” 
 
      
 
    “Bring Citrine here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Madam.” 
 
      
 
    “You knew another sheriff with the same taste?” Zu asked when the maid left. 
 
      
 
    “Grange was the sheriff for Deep Gulch. He was… focused on me,” Lia said. “He became very unpleasant when I married Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to him?” Zu asked. 
 
      
 
    “I shot him,” Doc replied a little stiffly. “He’d helped kidnap Posy.” 
 
      
 
    “He stole your child and lusted after your wife? Did he want to die?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “He became a pawn for another who was touched by the Darkness,” Lia said. “In the end, all he wanted was Doc’s death.” 
 
      
 
    “That didn’t work out for him,” Zu smiled as she exhaled another smoke ring. 
 
      
 
    A knock preceded Citrine coming into the room. When she saw Doc and Lia, her lips creased up. “Madam, you called for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Come stand beside me,” Zu said. 
 
      
 
    Citrine did, her smile warm as she looked at Lia and Doc. 
 
      
 
    “Our guests have asked me to refocus your life debt. Instead of serving customers here, you would be going back to your tribe, then farther into Kanata.” 
 
      
 
    Citrine blinked slowly, her mouth opening as she stared at Doc. “W-why?” 
 
      
 
    “I need someone I can trust to spread the word of Luck to the tribes,” Doc explained. “But more than that, I need someone to speak to the Pale River tribe for me. I’ll explain it when you go, if you agree.” 
 
      
 
    “Voice, I would be honored to assist you,” Citrine said. 
 
      
 
    “When you go, you’ll carry gifts from Luck,” Doc told her. “I’ll make you an apprentice shaman. You’ll be gifted the ability to heal at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    Citrine’s eyes went wide. “Me? Apprenticed to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We’ll talk more about it when I can channel Luck’s gift to you, which isn’t going to be soon. I need more faith to do that. Once you are blessed, everyone who starts believing will help me do it again.” 
 
      
 
    “Spreading her name and belief even faster…” Citrine whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Zu said. “From today forward, you can choose who you service or do not service.” 
 
      
 
    “The sheriff will be very mad,” Citrine said. “I will endure him until I leave to not cause you more issues, Madam.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s your choice, Citrine. We can weather his displeasure if needed.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what we came to discuss,” Doc said, standing up. “I’m going to go make sure Posy’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mind if I speak with Citrine for a few minutes, husband?” 
 
      
 
    “Just you, or you and Rosa?” Doc asked with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Just me. It’ll be a conversation. Nothing more.” 
 
      
 
    Citrine’s face flickered to disappointment briefly, but was almost immediately back to happy. “In my room?” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be fine,” Lia said, rising. “Thank you, Madam Zu, for agreeing to our request.” 
 
      
 
    Zu stood, then bowed slightly. “No. Thank you for bringing light back, and for agreeing to my condition.” 
 
      
 
    “Spreading Luck to the world is important. We need to establish enough belief that Apoc can’t snuff it out easily,” Doc said, then bowed formally to her. “I am honored to have the help of the Han tribe.” 
 
      
 
    “And we are honored to assist the Voice of Luck,” Zu replied, bowing as low as he did. “May her light help save us all.” 
 
      
 
    “Amen,” Doc murmured. He was about to go when he remembered Steward’s diary. “Oh, wait. I need to show you one more thing.” He pulled the diary out of his jacket pocket. “This was Steward’s.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Making it back downstairs, he found Posy in the middle of almost every gem in the building. The chest was empty, and they were all passing things around, debating who each should go to. Posy’s opinions were being treated with weight, not being brushed off, which had her beaming. 
 
      
 
    Doc paused on the stairs for a few seconds to watch. He was glad that Posy was happy, and he smirked when he saw that Ruby and Heliodor had taken the spots to either side of her. Then, he realized that Posy was sitting on Onyx’s lap, the panda bestial giggling as she held the girl. His heart warmed at the motherly display from her. 
 
      
 
    I was considering asking Ginger if she wanted to be one of the clerics, but maybe I should ask Onyx? With only one spot left open, it should be one of the two of them. Harrid wanted Ginger to be safe, so maybe Onyx is the better choice, as the church might eventually move against those that I make special… Considering his options, he finished walking downstairs. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    “What’s everyone doing until the concert?” Doc asked, seating Lia, then taking his own seat. 
 
      
 
    “Staying home and getting things ready,” Fiala said. 
 
      
 
    “All of us are taking it easy today,” Ayla nodded. “We’ve done all we can on every project we’ve started. Everything’s been handed off to the managers for each project.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised we haven’t had to deal with another attack on the new houses, yet,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “It feels like a storm brewing in the distance,” Doc agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Are we going to heal again today, Doc?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Until midday, like normal. We’ll be coming back here after that, so we’ll have plenty of time to have dinner and get ready.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s your faith doing?” Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Growing slowly, but I’m still hundreds off from where I need to be. Word’s been getting around, and we’ve been busy healing every day. I expect the healers in the city to make another push, along with the apothecaries. One of my patients told me the other doctors have been warning people away, saying I’m a charlatan. They couldn’t help him and I did, so he knows the truth and will spread that to others.” 
 
      
 
    “The clan bought the land to start their brewery,” Sonya said. “It’s west of the city, which puts it near the rail line they’re building. I expect them to ask if they can tie into the one you’re making so they can ship easier.” 
 
      
 
    “We got the approval for tying into the existing railway station here in the city. That’ll make it easier when tourism for Heartwood’s Tears starts up. They’ll have to disembark and switch trains, but won’t have to leave the station to do it,” Ayla smiled. “Sophia was able to take care of that the other day.” 
 
      
 
    “It took using some national laws, but we managed it. It’s a hundred-year lease, not a purchase, but maybe we’ll be able to buy the station out eventually,” Sophia said proudly. “They thought I wouldn’t be able to, but when we presented our case to the judge, he came down on my side.” 
 
      
 
    “Which judge?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “The same one who married us. As we were leaving, he asked how our family was doing. He was shocked to hear that I wasn’t your only wife, but he was happy for us. He mentioned attending the concert tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope he’ll enjoy the songs,” Doc said. “He seemed like a good man to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm was very perturbed to lose,” Ayla said. “He did his best to stonewall and obstruct us, but his lawyer isn’t as good as ours.” 
 
      
 
    Sophia blushed. “I’ll always do my best.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is always amazing,” Sonya smiled. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be angrier,” Doc said. “Wonder if he’ll be at the concert?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a social event that has the city buzzing,” Fiala said. “If he misses it, it’ll make people wonder why. I believe he’ll be there, but be dismissive about it.” 
 
      
 
    “A problem for tonight,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    The knock announced Charles with the cart of food. “Breakfast,” he said when he entered. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc helped Posy, Rosa, and Ambrose out of the carriage. A breeze helped cool the warm air, making it far more pleasant than the heat of the last month. He no longer felt like he was dying in his suits when out during the day. In another month, he’d be glad for the thickness of the cloth, as they kept him warm. 
 
      
 
    Ginger gave them a smile when they entered the Silver Lily. Doc went over to her instead of walking past like normal. She was surprised, but greeted him. “Good morning, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Ginger. Can we talk in the office for a few minutes?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir. Let me just arrange for my relief.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be waiting,” Doc said as he led the procession past her. 
 
      
 
    Ginger gave Harrid a questioning look, so he slowed to tell her, “It’s not bad. He just has a question for you. I’ll support you either way.” 
 
      
 
    Now, Ginger was really wondering what it was about. She leaned over to kiss Harrid’s cheek. “Okay. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    It took a couple of minutes, but Ginger was soon in Doc’s office. She knew that Posy had been helping Doc with healing, but she still found it odd that the little bestial had a dryad with her. 
 
      
 
    “Have a seat, Ginger,” Doc said as he stood up from his own chair. “It’s nothing bad; just a question about the future.” 
 
      
 
    Licking her lips, Ginger began to wonder if Doc was upset with her seeing Harrid… but that couldn’t be right, because she and Harrid had a date that evening while Doc was at the concert. “Yes, sir,” she replied, sitting down. 
 
      
 
    Taking his own seat again, Doc took a breath to get his words lined up. “Ginger, you’ve accepted that, in time, Harrid will be leaving with me, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. He’s your bodyguard appointed by his clan.” Her expression fell. “Are you leaving soon?” 
 
      
 
    Doc held up his hand. “Calm yourself. It’s not that. When we do go, what would you like to do with your life? Harrid said he spoke about options with you before.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger felt a little better— she understood, or at least thought she did. “He offered me the chance to move to Heartwood’s Tears and take up a similar job there, or even a management position of some kind. I wasn’t sure he was right.” 
 
      
 
    “He is. He’d like you as safe and secure as possible,” Doc said, then motioned to Harrid by the door. “Harrid, come over here.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid took the seat beside Ginger, looking uncertain. “I didn’t want to impress upon her choice.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger took his hand. “I’d like to have you in my life more, Harrid. I know you’ll eventually leave, but until then… I want more.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid swallowed the lump that’d formed in his dry throat. “I… uh… yes. D-doc, can you finish?” 
 
      
 
    Doc grinned, knowing why Harrid wanted him to finish first. “Besides the options he gave you, there’s one more open for you, but it’s a limited-time offer. Would you like to be able to heal like Posy and I have been doing?” 
 
      
 
    Ginger stared at him, her brow furrowing as she tried to figure out what Doc was saying. “How would that be possible, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “The same way Posy is able to. My goddess can bless people through me, giving them the ability to heal others. It won’t be as deep as ours, but more than enough to deal with the minor things.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger’s mind reeled at the very thought that she’d be able to heal others. A single thought finally settled for her. “The church would come after me.” 
 
      
 
    “The preachers here wouldn’t, but yes, the church might. Harrid wants you to be safe when he goes, so he wasn’t enthused about me offering the position to you, but he knows you’re a strong woman and that the choice should be yours.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather you take a management position for Heartwood’s Tears,” Harrid said softly. “You’d have financial security and a good place that probably won’t know any real conflict… but Doc’s right. This is a personal choice.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger turned to look at Harrid— the two just stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment before she nodded. “I want to marry you, have a child with you, and hopefully have you come back to me, Harrid. Would you be willing to do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Harrid croaked as he fumbled out a small box. “I-I was going to ask after…” 
 
      
 
    Ginger flung herself at him, nearly toppling the chair over as she kissed him passionately. 
 
      
 
    Posy giggled and bounced in her seat. “Yay!” 
 
      
 
    Rosa smiled as she rested her head against Doc’s knee. “She is ecstatic to be asked. They might be a little while.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled as he stroked Rosa’s hair. “That’s fine. I know how it was for me.” 
 
      
 
    When Ginger finally let Harrid breathe again, she didn’t move— she stayed in his lap, not caring how improper it was. “Yes, you dense fool. I’ve been hoping for weeks you’d ask me before the end. A thousand times yes.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid looked dazed, but he managed to get the box open. Pulling the ring out, he slid it onto her finger. “I’ve wanted to ask since our second date. I worried I would move too fast, that you’d—” 
 
      
 
    Ginger cut him off with another kiss, but softer this time. When she broke it, she rested her forehead against his. “I’ll go to Heartwood’s Tears. I’d like a better job, but not one that’ll put me in charge of dozens of people. I’ll raise the child we’ll have, telling them all about their amazing father helping change the world by keeping an important man safe.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled at the pair. He’d need to get Ayla and Sophia involved to find Ginger the right position. There was also a wedding to plan now, and Doc grinned at that, as he’d get to be Harrid’s best man this time. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make it happen. Give it a couple of days and Ayla and Sophia will talk to you about positions and get you set up,” Doc said after a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    Ginger got out of Harrid’s lap. “Thank you, Doc. I’m sorry that I didn’t agree.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s fine. It was an option. You were the first person I asked because Harrid trusts you, but this is better for him and you. We’ll have to get a wedding planned now. I’m sure my wives will want to help, if you’ll let them.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger nodded. “Please? I’ll take any help.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll try not to make it too big an event,” Doc chuckled, “but you’ll be able to work that out with my wives.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Ginger sniffled. “You… I found him because of you. You healed me so I can be me again… not broken… Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid got up, wrapping his arms around her. “It’s who he is, Ginger. It’s why I have to keep protecting him.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger nodded, spinning in Harrid’s arms to bury her face in the side of his neck. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “Harrid, take a few minutes,” Doc said. “The twins can watch the door.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Doc,” Harrid said as he led his soon-to-be wife away. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    Harrid came into the room without knocking. “Doc, a preacher of Apoc is here.” 
 
      
 
    “Show him in,” Doc said, standing from his desk. “Posy, stay calm, no matter what he says.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, Doc. I remember McIan and how I need to act for them.” 
 
      
 
    They were standing in the sitting area— both dryads kneeling beside their chairs— when the door opened again. The man who came in wore the same cut of clothing that McIan did, but Doc knew the material was far from the cheap simple cloth the Deep Gulch preacher had worn. This man also had an assortment of jewelry displayed on his fingers. 
 
      
 
    “Holyday?” he asked as Harrid let him in. 
 
      
 
    “That is me, sir,” Doc replied. “Doc Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    “I am Father Holmes, head preacher of Furden,” the man introduced himself. His hazel eyes were cold and calculating, even with the smile on his lips. 
 
      
 
    “An honor, Father,” Doc smiled. “My ward, Posy Hopner.” 
 
      
 
    “An honor, sir,” Posy said, dipping a curtsy to him. 
 
      
 
    “Well-mannered. Good, good.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like a drink, sir? I assume you want to talk, and that can be thirsty work,” Doc asked as Holmes came over to them. 
 
      
 
    “No. I do not think I will be here long.” 
 
      
 
    “Then, please.” Doc motioned to a seat. 
 
      
 
    Holmes paused, giving Posy a smile. Posy quickly took her seat, looking down. Holmes then sat, followed by Doc. “Women always sit first, even bestials,” Holmes said. “Remember that, child.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir…” Posy murmured. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to work on her social etiquette more, Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s an exceptional student; I’m sure she’s already learned from today. What brings you to my humble establishment, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Humble? This is the best gambling hall in the city; it is far from humble… unless you mean the fact that it is rumored that you offer faith healing here?” 
 
      
 
    “Even if it is the grandest hall in Furden, compared to the church, it would be humble, sir,” Doc replied. 
 
      
 
    Holmes’ lips twitched. “That is truthfully said. I see. I was approached by a few reputable businessmen claiming that you are faith healing. I would normally have my lesser brethren come, but Fremont is a devout follower of Apoc. Since he brought forth the complaint, I felt it best if I was the one to investigate.” 
 
      
 
    “He isn’t wrong,” Doc said truthfully. “I am a faith healer, and I’ve mostly been helping bestials. I’ve seen a human or two, but they’ve told me the other healers turned them away. Should we let people suffer when we can help?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t deny being a spirit healer?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would I deny something that’s easily verifiable? I do not claim Apoc is wrong, I do not speak against the church, nor do I press people to believe as I do. I simply heal their injuries, let them know it was Lady Luck who healed them, then wish them well.” 
 
      
 
    Holmes sat back, studying Doc. He hadn’t expected the man to be so personable, truthful, and clearly unrepentant about what he was doing. “I see… but you believe in the demon who tells you falsehoods?” 
 
      
 
    “Luck?” Doc asked. “I’ve spoken with her myself, sir. I know for certain that my gifts come from her. I also don’t believe she’s ever lied to me.” 
 
      
 
    “But she told you that Apoc is a false religion, did she not?” 
 
      
 
    Doc shook his head. “She has not. Luck’s only asked me to help those I can. She said nothing about Apoc.” Doc was playing with the truth— he knew Apoc was the Darkness. His goal was to remove said Darkness, but Luck had never told him that Apoc was the problem. 
 
      
 
    Holmes sat back, touching one of his rings. “Hmm… interesting. You are still taking business from the faithful of Apoc.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt that, sir,” Doc said. “I never met a healer who could do much themselves. Even I would be unable to do a lot if not for my pet.” Doc waved a hand over Rosa’s head, not touching her like he normally would. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but there are two dryads here. No man can own more than one unless he is a bishop or higher in the church.” 
 
      
 
    “The other is not mine, but Posy’s.” 
 
      
 
    Holmes’ eyebrows rose at the statement. He stared at Posy, who was looking down demurely the entire time. He ran a hand over his short-cut salt-and-pepper hair. “That dryad is hers?” he finally asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Doc nodded. “It was collared by Posy. The paperwork for her to own it was done by a Sagesse. We just need a soulsmith to sign off on the papers.” 
 
      
 
    “A problem with Steward being dead. I did tell him his perversions would be the death of him. It’s said he died inside the Iniquitous Den. A terrible place for any Apoc-fearing man; there are only women of sin in there, the bestials and elves. It’s just asking to have one’s soul tarnished.” 
 
      
 
    “If you sleep with them, you mean. Having a drink with them wouldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    Holmes’ eyes narrowed slightly. “That is true, but who would pay to just drink and talk to the women who work there?” 
 
      
 
    “Men who can’t unburden themselves to others without it appearing as a weakness,” Doc replied. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… an argument I’ve not heard before. I must say, Holyday, you are a gifted conversationalist. Is it true you’ve started doing business with Roquefell?” 
 
      
 
    “We have a few irons in the fire.” 
 
      
 
    “Including a housing project for the bestials?” 
 
      
 
    “A community to help the poor and disenfranchised, to give them a hand to become more than they are. It’ll have schools, healers, businesses, and more, not just housing. I feel that, if given the chance, most people can rise above humble beginnings.” 
 
      
 
    “Admirable, yet you aim to help the lesser and not your fellow humans?” 
 
      
 
    “Humans will be allowed in, as well. We won’t discriminate. There is a caveat to the community: we won’t tolerate hatred. Anyone breaking those rules will find their homes stripped from them. We want tolerance and community, not discord and hatred. It doesn’t matter who the offender is.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re paying for all of this?” 
 
      
 
    “Myself and Roquefell are the driving force, but I’ve been told by the manager that other prominent people like Tarbo have donated to the effort. I believe his wife impressed upon him.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve spoken with someone who has had a decidedly different view on your ‘new community.’” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that person is more worried about their own profit than anything else. I’m obviously not considering how much it will cost me to make the community.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes… there is that…” Holmes murmured. “The church should not be used as a weapon against others. We are here to do Apoc’s work, not mortal’s work. Though the work of Apoc can be quite costly to continue at times.” 
 
      
 
    Doc heard the words for what they were. “I agree. I have been remiss in my support of the church, and I do apologize for that, Father. A man of my station should be more aware of his obligations.” 
 
      
 
    “That is good to hear you say, Holyday. You will be attending service in the future?” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked away. “I do not believe so. Some of my wives are… not as supportive as I am. I’ll make sure my devotions to the church are sent. I’ll ensure they’re handed over to you personally so you can count them toward my penance.” 
 
      
 
    Holmes’ face ticked up in a real smile for the first time since the conversation began. “I will make sure that Apoc sees your penance for what it is. It would be better, though, if you were to hand over one of the dryads to us.” 
 
      
 
    Doc managed to keep his amiable expression in place, but it strained him to do it. “I cannot take what isn’t mine,” he motioned to Ambrose. “As for mine,” he touched Rosa’s hair once, “my elven wife would be… greatly displeased if I did so. As a great man once told me, a happy wife is a happy life. I would prefer not to have such a rift in my home.” Holmes’ expression dimmed at Doc’s words. “But I will make sure my penance is richer for not being able to do so.” 
 
      
 
    Holmes’ displeasure vanished. “Very good, very good. This has been a very informative day. I have heard there is a social event in the city for the next two days, a concert featuring a half-elf that you sponsored. Why did you sponsor her?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard her music,” Doc said simply. “If another had been playing it, I would’ve sponsored them, instead.” 
 
      
 
    “Not because she is half-elven, then? I’ve heard it said you only work with non-humans.” 
 
      
 
    Doc began to chuckle. “I work with Roquefell, bought out Colin Montgomery for the ownership of this hall, and I’m also working with Dodd on other projects to make the city a better place. Does that sound like I only work with non-humans, sir?” 
 
      
 
    Holmes stood. “It does not. Very well. Unless something else comes to my attention, I believe everything is fine here. The church will condemn spirit healers publicly soon. That may cut into your healing.” 
 
      
 
    “I will not fight the church on that,” Doc said, standing with Holmes. “Thank you for taking your time to speak with me.” 
 
      
 
    Posy stood up, keeping her head lowered. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good manners, indeed.” Holmes smiled down at Posy. “A question child: what should you do to elevate yourself in the eyes of Apoc?” 
 
      
 
    “Marry a devout man who will have me, sir,” Posy whispered. “My soul will not be saved, but it might save my children.” 
 
      
 
    “She knows the words. How wonderful,” Holmes smiled. “That is still years away, child, but make sure to do so. Once you marry a devout man, you should turn over your dryad to the church. With both of those, Apoc might grant you grace, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir…” Posy murmured. “I’ll do my best…” 
 
      
 
    “Good day to you both,” Holmes said, turning to leave. 
 
      
 
    Harrid opened the door, having been next to it the entire time. Holmes didn’t even glance his way, just sweeping out of the room. 
 
      
 
    Posy sat down again, hugging Ambrose. “Never ever!” 
 
      
 
    Ambrose held her back gently. “Thank you, Posy…” 
 
      
 
    “He isn’t devout, Doc,” Rosa said. “He no longer pays more than lip service to Apoc. David was right about him not caring. The fact that he’s been in Furden from the beginning has soured him on the church. You offering to give the money directly to him was the right choice— he will use it as he does with what David gives for himself and his preacher. His thoughts on the younger man were not complimentary, but he did think of him as an accomplice of faithlessness.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. A major obstacle we can set aside, then, unless they have to save face.” 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm is the one he spoke of,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    “I figured it was. The next overt move has to come soon,” Doc sighed. “All we can do is wait.” 
 
      
 
    “Home?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go see our family, have a nice meal, and relax until later,” Doc smiled. “You did well, Posy.” He hugged her. “Maybe we can stop at the bakery on the way home.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?!” Posy beamed. 
 
      
 
    “I think someone who had to deal with a mean old preacher deserves a treat,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Yay!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    Doc was in the formal attire that Fiala had surprised him with. The only thing really out of place was his pocket watch— it wasn’t gold, but brass. He’d hardly used it since he’d woken up with it on this world, but it reminded him of Lady Luck. Everything else he wore was in line with his station of society. His derringer was tucked safely inside a special concealed pocket Fiala had sewn into his waistcoat. 
 
      
 
    Harrid left for his date right after they’d finished their early dinner while Doc’s wives went upstairs to dress. All of them were excitedly talking about helping Ginger plan her wedding. Masha and Melvin had been surprised to hear about the pending nuptials, but both congratulated him. Harrid promising Posy that she could be a flower girl got everyone chuckling, as the little girl had been all smiles about it. 
 
      
 
    It would take both carriages to get them all to the opera house; Doc was planning on riding with Posy, Rosa, and Ambrose while Fiala, Sonya, Ayla, Lia, and Sophia would be taking the other. Doc had been the first one dressed, so he waited in the parlor for everyone else. 
 
      
 
    “Doc?” Posy called out as she came into the room. “Do you like it?” 
 
      
 
    Posy was wearing a very fluffy, yellow dress and a small bonnet with fresh yellow flowers attached to it. She gave a small twirl, smiling brightly— the outfit made her the picture of innocence. 
 
      
 
    Doc took off his top hat, bowing to her. “Lady, it is a pleasure to accompany you to the concert.” 
 
      
 
    Posy giggled as she crossed the room. “The others are almost done, but I was done first.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a smile. “We’ll greet them as they come down, then.” 
 
      
 
    Ambrose was first. She had on a light blue dress that accentuated the blue shading of her hair. It was a formal dress, not a simple sundress like she normally wore. She smiled when Posy clapped and complimented her. 
 
      
 
    Right behind Ambrose was Rosa. Her wild tangle of hair had been tamed, glistening slightly from the oils helping control it. Her dress was a deep shade of emerald that matched her eyes. She paused, locking eyes with Doc before hers began to glow. Lowering them, she gave a curtsy. “Thank you, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “My honest thoughts,” Doc murmured as he held out his hand for her. “No kneeling tonight. It’ll ruin your dress.” 
 
      
 
    “As you command, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “No kneeling for you, either, Ambrose,” Posy said, taking Doc’s lead. 
 
      
 
    “As you command, Posy,” Ambrose giggled. 
 
      
 
    “Doc?” Fiala called to him. 
 
      
 
    Looking back toward the door, Doc smiled brightly at his first wife. Fiala’s rose pink dress had her blue eyes standing out. It was a very formal dress, the latest fashion tending toward ribbon and lace accents. The fact that Fiala’s already-slender waist seemed more pulled in than normal made him think a corset was in play. As she swept toward him, Doc was grinning— not only was his wife lovely, he was glad the stupid bustles from his world hadn’t made it here. “Lovely, my dear,” Doc greeted her when she came even with him, giving her a chaste kiss. Being that close, he could see she had the faintest hint of makeup, but it was far from the thick powder most ladies used. “Still setting the powderless trend?” 
 
      
 
    “All of us are, and most of our friends will be doing the same now. A lot more women have been going without ever since you healed them from the ailments the powders caused. None of us knew that it was bad for us. It’s causing a major stir in the city among the women. Rosa helping us find natural ways to accent our faces is going to become a hot topic soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we shou—?” Doc began, but cut off when Sonya appeared in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Sonya wasn’t wearing brown, but orange. Doc was surprised; it brought out the color of her eyes more. The cut of her dress was only slightly different from Fiala’s, but it better accentuated Sonya’s build. 
 
      
 
    “You look wonderful, Sonya,” Doc smiled lovingly as she came toward him. “I’d never have thought orange would work, but for you, it works amazingly well.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, husband,” Sonya beamed as she accepted a kiss. “We’ve all gone with our best tonight.” 
 
      
 
    She was proven right as Ayla and Sophia joined them. Ayla was wearing a lovely gray to bring out her eyes. Sophia had chosen a rich brown that put her in stark contrast with Sonya, but the pair looked very coordinated together. 
 
      
 
    Lia was the last one to the room— she wasn’t wearing her leathers and guns, but a dress. Navy blue wasn’t a color Doc would’ve guessed for her, but he was coming to accept that his wives knew better than he did about what worked for them. Her green-scaled boots peeked out from the bottom of her dress briefly as she glided toward them. 
 
      
 
    “Ravishing, Lia,” Doc smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps after the concert, husband,” Lia smirked. “I’ll be glad to be out of this silly corset by then.” She collected her kiss from him. It was a little more passionate than the others, but she didn’t mess up her makeup. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Sonya said. “It’s comfortable now, but by the end of tonight, it’ll be a form of torture.” 
 
      
 
    “They always are,” Ayla sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Fiala, we all have to thank you later,” Lia said. She stepped back and eyed Doc up and down. “He looks strikingly handsome in his outfit.” 
 
      
 
    “We should get going,” Doc said with a glance at Posy. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we should,” Fiala said, seeing where he looked. “You’ll be in the front carriage, so you can help all of us out of the second one.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Doc smiled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Pulling up in front of the opera house, Doc smiled at the line of people already formed up, hoping to get floor seats. When he stepped out, most of the crowd turned to watch, as he was the first socialite to arrive. When he helped down Posy, there were some shocked mutters that he’d brought a bestial child with him. Posy was beaming when she stepped aside to wait. 
 
      
 
    The mutters went silent when Doc helped down Rosa, then Ambrose. Seeing two dryads, much less two of them dressed in finery, was shocking to everyone nearby. When Ambrose took Posy’s hand, keeping her head down, the crowd began to speculate about how a bestial child could have one. 
 
      
 
    The guards and doorman were shocked, but had time to gather themselves, as Doc didn’t approach right away. As the second carriage pulled up, the crowd fell silent again, waiting to see who was in it. 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled as he helped each of his wives down from the second carriage. Fiala went to Posy’s side, taking her other hand. Now a full party of nine, Doc finally led them to the doorman, who drew himself up. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Holyday, it is a pleasure to have you here tonight,” the doorman said smoothly. “Your boxes are set and ready for when the concert begins. The usher will guide you to the VIP lounge.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Thank you,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    The same usher who’d helped Doc’s family before was the one who greeted them. “Sir, a pleasure to have you back.” He’d been shocked that Doc had so many wives before, but he’d had time to get over it since the last time Doc had been there. “If you and your wives will follow me, please.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re the first to arrive?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful. After my wives are in the lounge, I would like to visit the star of tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir. As the backer of the concert, I will be happy to guide you to her.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc knocked on the door, entering when he heard someone say he could. “Heather, are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    Heather got up from where she’d been sitting. “Doc! Yes… no…? Maybe?” 
 
      
 
    “Nervous?” 
 
      
 
    “Extremely. Playing at the Lily is so different than this,” Heather said, retaking her seat. 
 
      
 
    Shutting the door, Doc went over and took the only other seat in the room. “I’m surprised Oliver isn’t here with you.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be back shortly. He had to step out for a minute.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s he doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Worse than me,” Heather snickered. “You’d think we asked him to put on the performance.” 
 
      
 
    “Concerned for his wife. Can’t blame him.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t, but it makes me even more nervous.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all the music you’ve been playing, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but this is a hall, not a saloon. It’s not the same thing.” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” Doc said, leaning forward to meet her eyes. “It’s no different. You play music for yourself. Sure, you do it to get paid, too, but we both know it’s your love of music that drives you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it is, but—” 
 
      
 
    “No ‘buts,’” Doc cut her off gently. “Ignore the audience. Just feel the music and let it flow out like you always do. Even if you make a mistake, none of them will know, so just let the music flow.” 
 
      
 
    Closing her eyes, Heather took a deep breath before letting it back out slowly. “Okay… I can do this. I have no idea why I was letting it twist me up so much.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s an hour before the show begins,” Doc grinned. “I have to mingle with people, but before that, how about we go play a duet, just like the old times?” 
 
      
 
    “Old times?” Heather laughed. “Can a half-year be old times?” 
 
      
 
    “A lot can change in that time span, so why not?” Doc grinned at her. 
 
      
 
    “True… I found new music to love, a man who worships me, a chance to spread my love of music to hundreds of people… but most of all… will you check me?” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s eyebrows went up, but he was pretty sure he knew why she was asking. “Lady Luck, a dear friend wants to know if she’s pregnant. Please let us know.” 
 
      
 
    Heather licked her lips as she took Doc’s hands. She wasn’t surprised he’d guessed, but she felt her nerves flare up over finding out. Watching Doc’s face, she tried to see a reaction, but he gave her none. When he pulled his hands away, her heart started to tighten. “W-well?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Doc said seriously, then grinned. “No idea if it’s a boy or girl, but yes.” 
 
      
 
    Relief and joy surged in her heart. She lunged forward, grabbing Doc over the small table between them. She sniffled as she hugged him. “Thank you! Thank you so much…!” 
 
      
 
    That was when the door opened and Oliver Peabody, Heather’s husband, came into the room. “Err… umm… well, this is unexpected,” he said, standing there with the door open. 
 
      
 
    Heather let go of Doc, jumping to her feet to rush him. She grabbed Peabody even tighter than she had Doc. “I’m pregnant, Ollie! We’re having a baby!” 
 
      
 
    Doc watched Peabody’s face transform from the slightly pinched countenance that was his default to shock, then joy. He hugged Heather back with all the strength in his small frame. “Luck be blessed,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I’d say she already blessed you,” Doc said happily as he stood. “I was going to get a small duet in with Heather to help her calm down. Care to join us?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Peabody said, not letting go of his wife. “I’ll have to help her get ready again after that.” 
 
      
 
    Heather sniffled, stepping back to pull his handkerchief from his breast pocket, using it to dab her eyes and wipe away the makeup she’d just ruined by crying. “That’ll be fine. We need to talk after the concert, Ollie.” 
 
      
 
    Peabody met her gaze with one full of love. “Anything you desire, my songstress.” 
 
      
 
    Doc let the moment linger— he had time to wait, and his friends were happy. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    Doc was all smiles when he made it back to the VIP lounge. There was still over a half-hour before the concert was slated to begin. He felt a little bad leaving his wives alone while everyone began to show up, but helping calm Heather’s nerves had been important. 
 
      
 
    The ushers got to sneak peeks inside during their duel, curious as to the music already being played, which is how Doc got led through back hallways to the VIP lounge when he finished. The first thing he heard when entering was conversation about the muted music that’d been heard. 
 
      
 
    It took him a moment to find his wives; most of them were in a big group of other women, chatting amiably. Posy was with them, along with Rosa and Ambrose. As he looked over the room, he found most of the women present were part of the greater group. 
 
      
 
    Only a dozen weren’t, and those twelve women were either with their husbands or in smaller groups of two or three. Those not included were sending venomous looks at the collection. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Holyday,” Dodd said upon seeing him. “It’s good to see you. I was wondering where you had gone off to. I’ve already given my greetings to your wives.” 
 
      
 
    “I was making sure the entertainment tonight was ready,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “You had something to do with the quiet music earlier?” 
 
      
 
    “I was helping the musician warm up.” 
 
      
 
    “How interesting.” Dodd turned to look at the large group of women. “Your wives seem to have become a driving force of conversation tonight. I noted that those who seem closest to them are also wearing less powder.” 
 
      
 
    “That stuff’s toxic,” Doc said. “Most of it is laced with heavy metals that’ll sicken and kill someone.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard of a few ladies who’ve seen you. They are also wearing very little tonight, but none of them seem to need the powder. I’ve never seen them with such healthy skin before.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it’s a trend that will continue in this fair city.” 
 
      
 
    “Dodd, I— Oh! Hello, Mr. Holyday,” a feminine voice said from behind Doc. 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced back to find Dodd’s secretary there. The wolf bestial woman was smiling brightly. “Ms. Packner, it’s a pleasure to see you again. A guest of the governor this evening?” 
 
      
 
    “I am, sir,” Packner said as she went to Dodd’s side. “I was happily surprised when he asked if I’d like to attend.” 
 
      
 
    Doc dropped his voice as he pulled his handkerchief from his pocket. “You missed some of the powder, miss.” He held out his cloth to her, using his other hand to tap his face where she needed to wipe hers. 
 
      
 
    Packner took the handkerchief and quickly rubbed at her skin. Glancing his way, she held it back to him. “Thank you. I hated the way it made my face feel. After speaking to your wives and seeing them, I felt I could get rid of it.” 
 
      
 
    “You look lovely without it,” Dodd said softly. 
 
      
 
    Packner’s smile became bright as she moved a little closer to Dodd’s side. 
 
      
 
    Doc grinned as he refolded his handkerchief, then stuck it back in his pocket. “I believe a natural woman is vastly preferable to one coated in powder.” 
 
      
 
    “No doubt you do, Holyday.” The voice was unpleasant. 
 
      
 
    All three of them turned to see Strongarm approaching. 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm, I wasn’t sure you’d attend,” Doc said with a fake smile. “Did you bring a guest this evening to share the event with?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Then again, I don’t sully myself with lessers. I will only accept a pure woman.” 
 
      
 
    “In which context?” Doc asked, eyes narrowing slightly. “‘Pure’ can mean many things to many people.” 
 
      
 
    “It would mean one who is saved by Apoc,” Strongarm sneered slightly. “Governor, I’m surprised you brought your secretary along,” he added to Dodd. “Do you think business will be conducted here?” 
 
      
 
    Dodd went stiff, then presented his arm to Packner. “Ms. Packner is here as my guest, not as my secretary, Mr. Strongarm.” 
 
      
 
    Strongarm shook his head slightly. “Pity. With everyone here seeing that, your chances of reelection will drop lower than ever.” 
 
      
 
    “Because he has an intelligent woman on his arm?” Doc asked with a laugh. “Goodness, how small people would have to be for that to scare them.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t expect a man who frequents the Iniquitous Den— much less while married multiple times— to understand how upstanding people would see things.” 
 
      
 
    “How have your efforts to stop the competition gone?” Doc asked with false cheer. “Must grind you to know that you’ll eventually lose. I believe the Ironbeard clan started laying track and line out toward Deep Gulch. The courts here in the city even approved us tying into the existing lines.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m sure those who stand against me will be gone soon. There is only so much money anyone can lose before it becomes untenable.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodman and Suez both thought that, too,” Doc smiled, an edge of coldness to it. “Everyone who’s tried to stop my efforts to elevate those around me has found nothing but ruin.” 
 
      
 
    “Considering your proclivities, I won’t have to worry for long,” Strongarm grunted. “You’ll die of the pox or on the gallows.” 
 
      
 
    “That would only happen if I embraced your mistresses or ideals,” Doc replied without pause. “Then again, no one has seen you with a woman… so maybe I’m wrong on one count, at least.” 
 
      
 
    Strongarm’s lip pulled back— there was no warning when he raised his cane and struck Doc. The metal handle crashed into Doc’s raised arm as he blocked the attack, the pain intense. Doc staggered back as he pulled his own cane up, swatting aside the man’s second attempt to strike him. 
 
      
 
    The room went quiet as people quickly backed away from the confrontation. Ushers rushed toward the two men, and someone had yelled out that someone needed to get the sheriff. 
 
      
 
    Before the ushers could intercede or Strongarm could strike for a third time, a flash of navy blue interjected itself between the two men. Lia’s arm streaked forward and the sound of wood on flesh echoed. That time, Strongarm staggered back, his face coloring where her closed fan had struck him. 
 
      
 
    “Attack my husband again and I will not use a fan to defend him!” Lia hissed, her eyes emotionless. “I’m giving you a chance to walk away alive.” 
 
      
 
    Strongarm lowered his cane, the mark on his face darkening. “Hiding behind your wife, Holyday? If you give insult, you should expect reprisal! You aren’t even man enough to handle that.” 
 
      
 
    “You gave insult first,” Doc said as he went to stand beside Lia. “I can ask the governor to attest to that.” 
 
      
 
    “The man you already led from Apoc’s sight?” Strongarm scoffed. He motioned with his free hand to where Dodd was standing with Packner. “No ‘governor’ should sully himself so in public. It is bad enough if one visits establishments for that kind of need.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd’s jaw set; he was seconds away from saying something. 
 
      
 
    “If you felt that insult was given, duels can be arranged,” Lia said flatly. “Yet you would rather brandish your cane, insult other men, and try to distract from what is a clear assault.” 
 
      
 
    Strongarm’s lips twitched. “Your coward of a husband would accept a duel? Or would he have you use your feared reputation in his stead? Hiding behind one’s wife is the height of cowardice.” 
 
      
 
    “I will accept a legitimate duel,” Doc said, “but if I have to be there, you must, too. You can’t call someone a coward unless you also face the same pain or death.” 
 
      
 
    “Then it shall be a fight using the Marquess of Kingsbury rules,” Strongarm said. “As gentlemen should fight, not brigands hiding behind weapons.” 
 
      
 
    Doc had an idea of what was being challenged to him, but knew he should verify. “I haven’t fought that way before. I would ask for time to acquaint myself with that style of duel.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course you don’t know,” Strongarm scoffed. “I’d hate for it to be said that you lost from not knowing. Our duel will be on the solstice to give you ample time to prepare yourself. Until then, we should avoid each other to not sully each other’s honor.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll agree to the duel. If you lose, you will publicly apologize to my wives, Ms. Packner, Governor Dodd, and myself, for you gave insult to all of us.” 
 
      
 
    “If you lose, you will publicly acknowledge your fault for having your murderous wife attack me and for giving insult to me,” Strongarm said. “We and our subordinates are banned from each other’s property until the duel is settled.” 
 
      
 
    Doc felt like something was off about the wording, but he had no idea what it was. “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    A chime sounded, which was the normal announcement for the event to start. 
 
      
 
    Strongarm laughed as he headed for the door. “This night shall be one to remember.” 
 
      
 
    The ushers began to lead people off, everyone already talking about the duel to come later in the year. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t expect that to happen,” Dodd said, coming up beside Doc and Lia. “I appreciate you standing up for Ms. Packner.” 
 
      
 
    “He insulted her and should suffer for it,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Rumor says he is quite skilled with the Rule of Kingsbury.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a fistfight, isn’t it?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “With rules about how the fight is conducted. It’s not bare-knuckle fighting.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded slowly, remembering Queensbury being the start of boxing. “I should be okay. I know he can take a blow to the head.” He gave Lia a smile. “Thank you, dear. He caught me unprepared.” 
 
      
 
    “I was tempted to shoot him, but a crowded room is not the place for that,” Lia said as she slowly unthawed. 
 
      
 
    “It would’ve been bad,” Sophia agreed. “Lethal force when he’s only using a cane would still be illegal.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, are you sure you can fight him?” Ayla asked. 
 
      
 
    “I know my way around a fight. I’ll need the rules so I can look them over. I’ll also have to look into training— not training or being prepared is what would get most people to fail. I’ll be doing that from afternoon to dinner from now on,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Harrid can help,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    “Harrid will be a good man to spar with,” Doc grinned. “He’ll have the strength I have to worry about.” 
 
      
 
    “That was unexpected,” David said, coming over to join them as the room emptied. “I overheard you need the rules of Kingsbury. I’ll have them sent over tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, David.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to be okay, Doc?” Posy asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    Doc had reached out to touch her when his arm flared with pain. Grunting, he let his hands glow and touched his own arm. “He fractured it…? Damn, he’s strong.” Seeing Posy’s growing concern, he touched her cheek. “I’ll be fine. He’ll want to stand toe-to-toe and trade blows, but I won’t be doing that. In the words of a famous man, ‘I’m going to float like a butterfly and sting like a bee.’” 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to punch like a mule?” Fiala asked. 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed as he nodded. “Yeah, but I have to play to my strengths. Come on. It’s time to hear our friend take her first steps toward becoming famous.” 
 
      
 
    With his family and friends beside him, Doc didn’t worry about what was to come. He’d weather whatever troubles happened, and keep putting one foot in front of the other. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    The rest of the evening felt a little awkward. The music was well received, but the intermission had the entire VIP room on eggshells. The divide was obvious, but it was also very clear that, between the two groups, Doc had more people on his side. All conversation stayed on the topic of the concert. Strongarm and a couple of his supporters spoke against it and against Heather being a half-elf, but others were more open. 
 
      
 
    When the concert ended, Heather came into the VIP lounge to greet people. Doc had suggested it, as he knew meeting musicians had always been exciting for him. Strongarm and his contingent left almost immediately, scoffing at her. Everyone else was happy to trade greetings and ask about different songs, lasting almost two more hours after the concert had ended. Just before everyone broke apart, Dodd asked to speak with Doc the next day. 
 
      
 
    Posy had fallen asleep in the carriage on the way home. Ambrose cuddled the young girl to her, softly stroking her hair. Doc watched the pair while he held Rosa, thinking about children and how far off it would be with everything he had to do. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Sir? Sir? Are you in?” Jason Hyde asked. His tone was worried and urgent as he knocked on the master bedroom door. 
 
      
 
    Jerking awake, Doc was out of bed with Lia before the others began to stir. Opening the door, Doc met Jason’s wide eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    The elephant bestial took a step back. “Dwarves, sir. They need healing.” 
 
      
 
    Lia tossed Doc a robe and underwear. “At least put something on. We’ll be down shortly.” 
 
      
 
    Doc grabbed the clothing. “I’ll be right down. Where are they?” He started to tug on his underwear as he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Front yard, in a wagon,” Jason said. “I’ll go tell them.” His big feet slapped into the floor, sounding like an earthquake as he hustled away. 
 
      
 
    Doc pulled the robe on, belting it in place before he hurried after the bigger man. His mind kept spinning the worst possible scenarios as he went. Only a few feet behind Jason when they left the house, Doc heard stifled sounds of pain coming from the wagon that’d been pulled up in the front. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” one of the dwarves by the wagon said, “twelve men came riding in hard for the property. We killed them all… every bottle had burnable alcohol with a rag in it. None got the chance to start a fire, but we have wounded from the exchange.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s hands glowed when he got to the side of the wagon. Six dwarves with various wounds were lying in the back. “Who’s worst off?” 
 
      
 
    “Brundle, sir,” the guard who’d spoken said, pointing. “Three to the chest.” 
 
      
 
    Doc touched the dwarf, but there was no life in him. Cursing, he shifted to the next closest, pushing healing into him. Again and again, he did what he could. He felt faint when he’d finished, but everyone except Brundle had survived. 
 
      
 
    When he stepped back, Lia grabbed him, passing him back to Rosa to push energy into him. “Brundle’s the only one who didn’t make it. Everyone else is fine now.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly happened?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “It was an hour ago,” the guard said. “Our outside lookouts spotted the men riding hard and called the warning. That gave us enough time to get ready for them. We didn’t want to fire first, just in case.” 
 
      
 
    “You did the right thing there,” Sophia said. “Our enemies might’ve sent unarmed men just to try to tempt you.” 
 
      
 
    “Brundle was one of the ones outside. He jogged forward with his hands up, yelling for them to stop… they shot him. That was when we returned fire. They were really close when the last one fell off their horses. We loaded up the wounded, coming here, but the others checked the bodies as we did. That’s why we know they were coming with a purpose. They probably only expected a couple of us, not all of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why we hired all of you,” Sonya said. “Brundle’s family will get the death benefits. Let me get my real clothing on and I will go with you to take his body home.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the dwarf said solemnly. 
 
      
 
    “We can get the rest of you something to drink,” Fiala said. 
 
      
 
    Doc let Rosa refill his energy reserves, pressing that energy into his battery, as he’d sucked it dry, too. “Did anyone go for the sheriff, yet?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. We wanted you to know first,” the dwarf replied. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Let me get dressed. I’ll get things ready to head to the property, then go get the sheriff.” 
 
      
 
    “Why the property?” Ayla asked. 
 
      
 
    “To thank the rest of them,” he nodded to the dwarves, “and examine the bodies to see if there’s anything to tie them to anyone specifically. I doubt we’ll find anything— Strongarm is savvier than that— but it never hurts to check.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarves waited by the wagon while the family went inside to get dressed. Doc used his healing to remove the fatigue from his wives and himself. This way, they were sharp enough to handle anything they needed to. 
 
      
 
    Doc did the same for Melvin when he came downstairs. Doc explained what’d happened while the Driver brothers were woken up. He then cleared the sleep from the pair of half-dwarves so they could drive the carriage and go with Sonya to the clan. Doc spared a brief thought to wonder if Harrid would ever dare take another day off once he heard about the attack. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The property showed signs of the brief skirmish. A few houses had bullet holes that would need to be patched and the ground had been disturbed where the men had ridden, blood soaking in. The dozen human men were laid out in a row, three of their horses with them. Nine other horses were tied up near one of the homes. 
 
      
 
    Doc gave Sonya a quick kiss as she and one of the dwarves went on into the city to return the dead man to the clan. With that done, he checked in with the other guards, fixing up any minor injuries and thanking them for doing what they had. 
 
      
 
    Going over the bodies and the horses, he found nothing tying any of the attackers to Strongarm. From what the horses had on them, it was obvious they’d planned to start more fires. Doc had them leave the dead alone and asked them to keep the horses together— he intended to bring Donadin out to see what had happened. He was sure the sheriff would want to get involved. 
 
      
 
    The sun was a hint on the horizon when Doc and Rosa climbed back into the carriage. Rosa laid her head on his shoulder when they got moving. “You’re having a lot of conflicting thoughts, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m certain it’s Strongarm,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “That is the one constant, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “My questions revolve around the sheriff. Does he know about these powerplays? Is he with Strongarm, or is he neutral and staying out because of bribes? I know without proof, it’s pointless to even bring it to him. With proof, it might be pointless, too. Overall, I’m hoping he isn’t in Strongarm’s pocket; I had enough issues with Grange. A sheriff with deputies would be much worse.” 
 
      
 
    “The worry is what bothers you and keeps making you guess at what might be,” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    Doc took a slow, deep breath. “We’ll get a hint soon. You’ll be able to tell me where he stands when we talk to him.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do my very best.” 
 
      
 
    Doc kissed the top of her head. “Did you enjoy the concert? We didn’t talk afterward.” 
 
      
 
    “It was wonderful to hear her play, to feel the emotions she could pour into the songs. The people there were very mixed. Some acted nice, but hated our wives, while others were sincere. I will be working with Fiala so she knows who is who amongst those groups.” 
 
      
 
    “Always helping us,” Doc murmured, stroking her hair. “Thank you, my precious Weed. I don’t know if I’d have done even half of what I have to this point without you.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa moaned as she pressed into his side, her head on his chest. “I love you, too, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    He let the thoughts of soft lovemaking fill his mind as he continued to stroke her hair. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc, Rosa, and Melvin entered the Silver Spittoon just as the sun was cresting the horizon. The elderly bear bestial behind the bar stood up straighter when they did. “Morning. What can I get you?” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast and coffee for me and my guard?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir,” the bartender said. “We don’t get many in this early, but you’ll get our best.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful. When does the sheriff usually come in?” 
 
      
 
    “About an hour from now, for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll wait for him, then,” Doc said, setting money on the counter. “Anything remaining when I leave is yours.” 
 
      
 
    The bestial was stunned for a second before he collected it. “You’ll get our absolute best, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Call me Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc Holyday?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir. Word of what you’re doing is spreading. The wife and I are looking forward to having a real home.” 
 
      
 
    “If things don’t go badly for us, it shouldn’t be too terribly long,” Doc said. “Might not be before the end of the year, but we’re making headway as fast as we can.” 
 
      
 
    “My son told us about it. He’s one of the workers out at the new community.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Everyone should have the chance to earn a living.” 
 
      
 
    “What am I doing? Let me get your food started and get the coffee.” The bartender hurried off. 
 
      
 
    “See, Voice? Your goodness is known,” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Doc led Melvin and Rosa to a table. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was good, but paled in comparison to what Charles would’ve prepared for them. Doc still complimented the cook, who turned out to be the bear bestial’s wife. With breakfast done, they waited for Donadin to finally arrive. 
 
      
 
    Strolling into the Silver Spittoon, Donadin was all smiles until he saw Doc waiting at a table. “Biff, my usual,” Donadin told the bartender. “I’ll join Mr. Holyday’s table.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin put on a fake smile as he approached the table. “Holyday. Didn’t expect to see you this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Melvin got up, going to stand behind Doc and making it clear that he wasn’t part of the conversation. Doc didn’t stop the young man, his focus completely on Donadin. “Honestly didn’t expect to be here.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a seat, Donadin shrugged. “Came to contribute to the sheriff’s office again?” 
 
      
 
    “Not my first intention. My property was attacked late last night or early this morning, depending on how you see things. A dozen armed men on horseback, carrying flammable bottles to start fires.” 
 
      
 
    “They attacked your manor?” Donadin sat forward, a touch of anger and worry on his face. 
 
      
 
    “No. They attacked my property, the community project that is being built. I should make that distinction, as I think the trust for it will be finished soon, if it’s not already.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin sat back, relief on his face. “Another fire. That’s a setback, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “No fire,” Doc said. “The guards I arranged for the property stopped it, but not before an Ironbeard clan member was killed trying to flag down the riders.” 
 
      
 
    The sheriff went still for a moment. “Twelve men attacked and a single guard died, but there was no fire?” 
 
      
 
    “The rest of the guards cut the men down after they fired on the one who’d gone to greet them.” 
 
      
 
    “This ended with thirteen dead men?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I have the bodies stacked up out there. Three dead horses, too. Wasn’t sure what you’d want to do about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Technically, I’m in charge of the city and the surrounding area,” Donadin said slowly. “I’ll let Digger know you have dead to be collected, but if they’re all dead, there’s not much I can do.” 
 
      
 
    Doc sat back as Biff brought over a pint of beer for Donadin, then refilled Doc’s coffee cup. “Thank you, Biff.” 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure, sir,” Biff said before quickly moving away. 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff, are you going to stay out of what’s happening at the property? I’m curious, as there’s been an arson, an attempted arson, and murder. If you’re just going to stand back, that’s fine. I can arrange for things, but I didn’t want to step on your toes.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin leaned back, the mug in his hand. “Look, Holyday… off the record? I’m not getting between you and the people you’ve pissed off. As long as you two don’t bring innocents into it, I don’t care. I’ve been compensated to not care.” 
 
      
 
    “Just neutral, then? Not on the other side?” 
 
      
 
    “Correct. Unless one of you brings innocent townsfolk into it, I’ll stay out.” 
 
      
 
    “I can work with that. That’s all I really wanted to know, Sheriff.” 
 
      
 
    “Where will you be holding your duel?” Donadin asked as Doc set his cup down. “The one for the solstice.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe it’s been decided. We’ll have to agree on it, but that’s a few months away yet, so there’s time.” 
 
      
 
    “You have no idea about him, do you?” Donadin asked with a small, knowing smile. “Going in blind might be bad for you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled a little wider. “I think you’d be surprised about what I know about Strongarm. I’d bet he’s missing information on me.” 
 
      
 
    “Just saying, if you want some more information, well… I know things you might want a kernel of.” 
 
      
 
    Doc drained his coffee cup, which was warm, but not scalding. “How much?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s call it a few hundred,” Donadin grinned. 
 
      
 
    Doc pulled out the coin purse he carried. Opening it, he set out five gold coins. “One hundred, cash upfront. That’s all I’ll give.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin’s smirk grew as he set his mug down to collect the money. “Rumor has it that Strongarm routinely practices for duels just like this one. It’s said he punches hanging sides of beef to practice when he doesn’t have a healthy person to spar with. One of his associates once told me that Strongarm beat a man to death in a duel by hanging him on the ropes so he could keep punching.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Well, then, I’ll just have to avoid the ropes during our duel,” Doc said as he stood up. “I’ll ask Tarbo to arrange a site for the event, since we’ll need a ring. He’ll need to clear it with Strongarm, first, but I’m sure it’ll be fine if Tarbo arranges that.” 
 
      
 
    “Best of luck,” Donadin said. His eyes drifted to Rosa kneeling beside Doc’s chair. 
 
      
 
    Doc got to his feet, extending a hand. “Glad we cleared up things. As I said, I just didn’t want to step on your toes.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin shook hands with Doc. “I’m happy that you see how things are. I thought you had come to make a fuss.” 
 
      
 
    “No fuss for me,” Doc said. “I’m sure there’ll be some commotion, but I won’t involve innocents.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Oh, breakfast. If you’ll excuse me?” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced to the side to see Biff bringing a plate over to the table. “Good day, Sheriff.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa and Melvin followed Doc outside. Doc didn’t wait; he started walking around the building to where the carriage should be. 
 
      
 
    “Sir… what now?” Melvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “I told Dodd that I’d see him today,” Doc said. “We have a couple of hours until he’ll be at his office, so over to the Silver Lily.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa stayed quiet— she knew Doc wanted to wait until they were leaving before asking her any questions. 
 
      
 
    William jerked slightly upon seeing Doc. “Sir! I would’ve brought the carriage around.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s faster this way,” Doc said. “Silver Lily, but take your time.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” William Driver said. 
 
      
 
    Doc helped Rosa inside, then got in behind her, shutting the door. “Okay, Weed. Tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “Donadin is telling the truth about staying out of it. He was paid well, but refused to take a side. The most Strongarm could get from him was neutrality.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank Luck for that, at least. A lawman who isn’t completely corrupt.” 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm once boasted to Donadin that he’s been in dozens of duels like the one you have with him, and he’s never lost. The story of killing a man came directly from Strongarm, not an associate.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so that’ll make it a bit harder, but I’d bet he’s still a slow plodder who swings heavy,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Voice,” Rosa said softly, “next time, please wait for me to help you. You extended yourself this morning when I was only a couple of minutes behind you. None of those you helped would have died before I reached you.” Seeing his thought, she sighed, “Fiala made me get clothing on before I followed you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled. He’d been thinking about the question she’d answered, but hadn’t asked it. “I’ll try, Rosa. That’s all I can promise.” 
 
      
 
    “That is enough for me,” Rosa said as she snuggled into his side. 
 
      
 
    Doc held her, wondering what else the day would bring. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    Doc felt bad as he took a seat in his office at the Silver Lily. He’d told Harrid he’d be staying home during the concert days, and yet here he was in the city. He did have Melvin with him, so maybe Harrid would be understanding? 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Rosa murmured. “You made sure to bring one of the twins. He will be upset that he took the day off, but he won’t find fault with why you came into the city.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you’re right…” 
 
      
 
    Rosa smiled, shifting so she was sitting in front of Doc instead of at his side. “Voice, if no one is coming in for healing, can we have some time for us?” 
 
      
 
    Doc smirked down at her. “You want alone time, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rosa whispered, watching his mind. 
 
      
 
    Doc blanked his thoughts, visualizing darkness as intently as he could. 
 
      
 
    “Noooo…” Rosa whimpered. 
 
      
 
    “Turn around,” Doc said, letting the image of her doing that take up his mental eye. 
 
      
 
    She spun instantly, not knowing what he was planning, but wanting it. 
 
      
 
    Doc grinned at the back of her head. If she couldn’t see him, she couldn’t see what he was doing. Letting his hands slide into her tangle of blue-green hair, he watched her shiver in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    “You’re to stay right there,” Doc whispered, leaning forward so his breath tickled her neck. “Just close your eyes and enjoy.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s eyes snapped shut and she shivered. Doc was treating her tenderly, like she was one of his pretty flowers. She murmured happy nonsense as he gently massaged her head. Doc’s fingers slowly worked back and forth through her hair, letting his fingertips gently dig into her scalp. Rosa whimpered louder when one of his hands left her hair. 
 
      
 
    “Shhh, pretty Weed,” Doc whispered. 
 
      
 
    Rosa heard a desk drawer open and close, wondering what he was doing. She didn’t expect the gentle tug of the brush through her hair. “Voice?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m tending to my Weed,” Doc murmured. “Making her prettier for me.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa nearly melted at his words. The Voice was pampering her instead of demanding from her. He’d never done this with the others, so the fact that he was doing it with her made her core sing in joy. “What about the others?” Rosa whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be doing something similar for them soon,” Doc replied. “We never seem to have the time for things like this, but right now, we do, and you’re the one here with me.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll love it, Doc,” Rosa whispered. “It will make them melt with happiness.” 
 
      
 
    “Like you, my needy Weed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. This makes me want to sing with joy. I’m just your Weed, not worthy of soft affections.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re worthy of them, Rosa. You’re one of my wives, even if we hide that fact from all but our loved ones. Besides, you normally crave roughness or humiliation. I like to remind you that, while I will give you that, you’re still my wife. As such, you deserve these moments, too. Duality, like Ayla’s, is fine.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa shuddered, biting her lip to muffle her moans. His words had her aching for more than just his hands in her hair. 
 
      
 
    “Just relax. We might get to that, but first, I’m going to tame your hair, then use one of your ribbons to tie it back. Pampered and pretty. If no one interrupts us after that…” 
 
      
 
    Rosa couldn’t see him so she couldn’t read his mind, but her own was quick to supply all the things she would love him to do to her. “Yes, please… husband.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, Weed,” Doc whispered, kissing her head. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc was just tying Rosa’s hair into a ponytail when a knock came on the door. Rosa whined softly that she wasn’t going to get what she’d been envisioning. It opened a second later, showing a grim-faced Melvin. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Doc asked, knowing it wasn’t good news. 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm is evicting people,” Melvin said. “Some of the staff have shown up, asking for help from management.” 
 
      
 
    “Is he here?” Harrid’s voice was muffled, but clear enough for Doc to hear. The dwarf’s head poked around the doorframe. “Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “Is Ginger with you?” Doc asked him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Bring her in.” Doc turned his focus back to Melvin. “Tell management that I’m aware, and will have answers shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” both of them said. 
 
      
 
    “Open your eyes, Rosa,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    She did, tilting her head back to look up at him. “Later?” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled, his thumb lightly grazing her cheek. “Later.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa nodded, getting up when Doc did. The pair of them were seated in the sitting area when Harrid and Ginger came into the room. Ginger looked pissed as she crossed the room to sit with them. Harrid looked stoic, but to Doc’s eye, he was also very upset. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm had people going through the housing area this morning,” Ginger said. “They were hanging notices of eviction along with pounding on doors to verbally tell people. We have until the end of the month to vacate.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the law here?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’ve looked at the laws for this before. They have to tell you the month they’ll evict you. If the notice is within the last two weeks, you get until the end of the following month.” Ginger said tightly. “I always knew he’d try to evict people, so I made sure to know the laws.” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-four days to the end of the month, so he gave legal notice,” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Worse than that,” Harrid said stiffly. “Both the notice and the people telling the residents place the evictions at your feet.” He pulled a paper out from his pocket, handing it over. 
 
      
 
    Doc unfolded the page that’d been torn off something. He read it slowly, wanting to see if there was anything he could flip back on Strongarm. 
 
      
 
    Notice! 
 
    All residents of this quarter are hereby given notice that they are evicted. 
 
    You have until the end of the month to vacate the property. 
 
    Anyone still found in the quarter after the month ends will be turned over to the sheriff for trespassing. 
 
    Any damage done to the homes will be treated as intentional, and charges will be pressed. 
 
    It is unfortunate that this day has come, but Doc Holyday made this happen. Anyone remotely associated with Holyday cannot be on Strongarm property. Seek him out if you wish to complain about his actions; his office is in the Silver Lily. 
 
    Western Homes Management 
 
      
 
    “I see…” Doc murmured. “I’ll need someone to get Ayla and Sophia down here.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send Melvin,” Harrid grunted. 
 
      
 
    “Winter’s coming,” Ginger said, her anger ebbing slightly. “People will freeze to death. You won’t have enough houses ready by then.” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t,” Doc agreed, “which is why I need my wives. We’ll find temporary shelter for as many as we can.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger stared at him, her brow furrowed in confusion. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be looking to buy apartments, hotels, or any other big building that can comfortably house people,” Doc said. “How many bestials are being displaced? I know it’s most of the city’s population.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Ginger said slowly. “Hundreds, at least? Maybe thousands?” 
 
      
 
    “Things will be uncomfortable and require understanding, but I won’t let any of them go without the offer of a roof,” Doc said as he stood up. “Ginger, I need you to help calm the workers and anyone else who shows up. I know you’re supposed to be off today, but I need help.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger shot to her feet. “I will. Thank you.” She swallowed the lump that’d started to form in her throat. “Harrid’s right about you… I’ll do my best to support you, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. My wives are still hoping to help plan your wedding.” Doc hesitated, then smiled. “Would you be willing to wait to get married?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Harrid asked abruptly. 
 
      
 
    “Because there might be a very fitting time for it to help show unity,” Doc said. “Strongarm was clearly already planning on doing this. Last night, I gave him his cover story for it.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave them a quick retelling of the confrontation, and Harrid was staring at him intently when he finished. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to start training today?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably tomorrow,” Doc said. “Today is crisis mode. Get Melvin sent for Ayla and Sophia. We need to get ahead of this to give the people displaced hope for tomorrow. I’ll need someone to go to Dodd’s office and invite him here to talk, as I’ll be here all day now.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll handle that,” Ginger said. She got up again, having sat during the story. “I’d also like to take your offer for a management position in the future, Doc. If you’ll let me help with this, I’ll show you that I can do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Talk to Ayla and Sophia when they get here. The three of you should start on this. Oh, and about the wedding— we got sidetracked again— would you be willing to work with them to have it a day after the solstice?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to wait, but I will,” Ginger said. “Having it the day after Boxing Day will be fine.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid stayed back as Ginger left. “Doc, I don’t fault you for coming into the city and dealing with all this. Thank you for at least having one of the twins with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to think I’m learning,” Doc chuckled. “Go on. Oh, and have Melvin ask Donadin to swing by. The sheriff said he’d stay out of it unless innocents are hurt. Let’s see what he has to say now.” 
 
      
 
    “He won’t get involved,” Rosa murmured from her spot beside Doc. “Donadin doesn’t care if bestials are injured or killed. Besides, the terms of the duel state that what Strongarm is doing is legal. He set the conflict up last night to give himself a reason to do this.” 
 
      
 
    “Flimsy reason, but he’d ask how he’d know which bestial is in your employ or not,” Harrid grunted. “It’d be easier for him to toss them all out and lay it at your feet.” 
 
      
 
    “You both raise good points,” Doc said, “but have Melvin ask the sheriff over, anyway. If he’ll flatly tell me he doesn’t care, it can be used against him when elections come up.” 
 
      
 
    “Planning for the future,” Harrid nodded. “Very well. I’ll be back to guarding your door today. I’ll ask for my gear to be brought with Ayla and Sophia.” 
 
      
 
    “Good call,” Doc agreed. “Today just got even more complicated than I thought it would. Once Melvin gets sent off, come back in. We need to talk about another attack on the new property.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid grunted. “Strongarm is pressing everything he can. I guess that means he’s taking you seriously.” 
 
      
 
    “Wish he wasn’t. I hate it when the bad guy’s smart enough to think ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t he see you as the bad guy?” Harrid asked as he started for the door. 
 
      
 
    “Fair point, Harrid.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    It was near midday when Dodd arrived at the Silver Lily. “Holyday, I almost called the meeting off today,” he said when he was allowed into the office. “It’s been a busy day.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave Dodd a knowing nod. “You’ve seen the people here, haven’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I’ve been dealing with the riot.” 
 
      
 
    “Riot?” Doc asked. He shook Dodd’s hand, motioning the governor to take a seat. 
 
      
 
    “Some of the more bullhe… ah… headstrong bestials got upset about the eviction notices this morning. Donadin’s men were sent in to stop the problem. About twenty were injured, including a few deputies.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s face went cold when he heard the news. “Donadin’s a minor problem, but still one that’ll have to be dealt with. He knows Strongarm and I are against each other, but he said he’d stay out of it if innocents weren’t being hurt. When I heard about the eviction, I asked him what he was going to do. His reply was ‘bestials don’t count.’” 
 
      
 
    Dodd’s lips pursed. “That’s not an uncommon view. Besides, Strongarm has every right to do what he’s doing, even if it’s distasteful. The election is a ways off, so there’s no way to deal with him. Strongarm was quick to throw everyone off his property this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Had notices already made up, which were put out just after sunup,” Doc said. “There’s no way he had them done after the concert. He’s the one who specified about people not being allowed on property, either. Yet at oh-dark this morning, a horde of men tried to burn down the new houses going up. Nothing to tie them to Strongarm, though, so Donadin’s staying out of it.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd sat back in his seat, looking tired. “This is bad for the city… I should technically stay out of it. Hell, I should be playing peacemaker here, trying to get you both to talk to each other.” 
 
      
 
    “But his words about Ms. Packner upset you.” 
 
      
 
    “Miriam is a good woman, and he—” Dodd bit off the start of a rant before taking a deep breath. “Yes. He shouldn’t have disparaged her like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Or sniped at you.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd brushed that off. “I’m used to people taking small jabs at me. The fact he’d use the Den to do it was hardly gentlemanly, but that seems to suit him.” 
 
      
 
    “How did she take the evening?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “She was upset at the attacks on me, not on her. When I explained it was not something I would let stop me from enjoying the evening with her, she was better. The concert itself was very moving. I didn’t expect so many love songs, but… it did set a tone for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to hear you’re not going to back away after what he said.” 
 
      
 
    “No. I won’t let his petty insult stop me from doing what I’ve started.” Dodd chuckled. “Though I have to say, your insults to get him to attack you were very pointed. Embrace his ideals or mistress?” Dodd chuckled. “Then to suggest he wasn’t interested in women. Brilliant.” 
 
      
 
    “I personally don’t care if someone enjoys men, but he was being an ass and it felt like it would score a point. I didn’t expect him to break my arm in return. He might’ve fractured my skull if I hadn’t blocked.” 
 
      
 
    “That would’ve caused a major ruckus,” Dodd said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Lia would have killed him,” Rosa said softly. “She almost did, as it was.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m very glad she held back,” Dodd said. “Please pass along my gratitude on that point.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Doc said. “My wives are working on helping those displaced by Strongarm’s idiocy. It’s going to strain me, but I won’t let others suffer because he’s a petty asshole.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that does sound like you. I don’t think I’ve met anyone who’d do as much as you do for others.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my mission… to bring some brightness to people’s lives, to help them out of the dark and into a place where things can be better for everyone. Luck tasked me with it, and I won’t go against my goddess’ wish.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd gave Doc a long look, then nodded. “I’ve never been an Apoc-fearing man. I’ve always disagreed with some stances they’ve espoused. Now I find myself going against their teachings because I care for a woman that they don’t see as worth anything. Can’t say I believe in your goddess, but at least you help people without condemning others.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t always have to bring down people to raise ourselves up. We’ve covered some topics, but I think you came to talk about the river, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I did,” Dodd said. “The fact that it’ll upset Strongarm is just a bonus now. First, however, you need to show me a well-thought-out plan.” 
 
      
 
    “Rosa, please get the papers from my desk,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Rosa rose smoothly from her spot beside Doc. “Yes, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “I had a general idea of what to do, but it was McKenzie that helped write it all out for me.” 
 
      
 
    “McKenzie? The Hibernian planner?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. He’s master-planning my budding community, then will be going to help with Heartwood’s Tears. McKenzie might be prickly, but he can do the job.” 
 
      
 
    “You work with anyone,” Dodd said with a hint of awe. “Most Hibernians are too… rowdy to work well with others.” 
 
      
 
    “Look at things from their viewpoint: they’re hated by everyone for looking like elf-bestial half-bloods. Add in the fact that they’ve been attacked by the church for generations, and they have reason to be angry. There’s a rumor that even says the famine they experienced was caused by the church. How would you feel if your family and friends were starved to death?” 
 
      
 
    Dodd leaned back as he thought about it. 
 
      
 
    Rosa brought back the folder and handed it to Doc before kneeling beside his chair again. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rosa,” Doc smiled, then held the folder out to Dodd. “Take a minute to look over the plans. If you have any questions afterward, we’ll discuss them.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Dodd said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took a while for Dodd to go through the plans. Doc had drinks brought in, checking in with Harrid when he did. No one was currently causing trouble; many of the bestials who’d come by were surprised and happy to hear that things were already being worked on. 
 
      
 
    Finally done reading, Dodd set the folder on the table. “McKenzie really put together a comprehensive plan… I have some questions about why certain features were chosen.” 
 
      
 
    “Fire away,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “You planned the river all the way from down near your manor past the current farthest homestead on the other side of the city. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Best to do it once and be done. When the city goes to expand past those points in the future, they would need to address it then, if not before. Why only work on part of the river near the city when that inattention can cause problems regardless of what else is done?” 
 
      
 
    “The projected cost is still high, and that’s before the city pays those who are displaced. That isn’t a fault of yours— the discount you have from the Ironbeard clan to do the work is much steeper than we’d ever manage without you, but it’s still higher than I can probably get funded.” 
 
      
 
    “If you pay it all at once, yes,” Doc nodded. “The trick there is that you don’t need to pay it all at once. Did you miss the installment page?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I was wondering about that. They’d really take payment for the sections marked as the work is being done? I’ve never heard of a clan willing to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s why there’s a contract for it. It promises that the city will use them for the labor, with the cost being dictated by any inflation that happens to adjust the price in line with the current value. It also lets you pick which parts to focus on first. Roquefell and I set aside starting funds so work can begin whenever you want. More will be added into that account in the coming months.” 
 
      
 
    “If I read it right, the two of you would fund the work in time. The city would just have to pay out for the property that was outlined as required for the plan?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm will lose decent strips, but the overall value of what remains with him would be worth substantially more,” Dodd said, sipping from the whiskey he’d been nursing. 
 
      
 
    “That’s correct, which defeats him claiming the city is costing him money,” Doc smiled brightly, “because we both know he’ll try it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, without a doubt,” Dodd snorted. “I was surprised at this clause: ‘anyone whose building is taken by eminent domain gets a discount on new construction by the clan if ground is broken within a year of purchase of the property.’” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a clause about enemies of the clan in there,” Doc smiled darkly. “I only know one person who’d be refused.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd chuckled. “I just scanned that section; didn’t read it all. Oh, that’ll bite him in the ass.” 
 
      
 
    “Attacking the clan’s shaman makes you an enemy of the clan,” Doc shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know you were officially their shaman.” 
 
      
 
    “The Ironbeard and Oresmelter clans both have me as their shaman. The Treeheart tribe does, too.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd stared at Doc. “Does the church know?” 
 
      
 
    “They haven’t asked, and I have no reason to tell them.” 
 
      
 
    “Father Holmes is fairly lax about things, but if he knew, even he might need to take a stand.” 
 
      
 
    “Stand against what? I’m a shaman; I don’t stand in the street to sway people. I don’t think Holmes will care too much as long as I ‘pay respects’ to the church.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. Tithing your way to safety?” 
 
      
 
    “Money has many uses. Besides, the old tradition of purchasing forgiveness is still active here.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd shook his head. “I guess it is. Only the wealthy have ever been able to do that.” 
 
      
 
    Doc shrugged. “It gives me one less complication for now.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve meandered away from the point. Why the park right in the middle of the city?” 
 
      
 
    “As the plans show, it contains detention basins that’ll stop even the worst flood the city has seen. It’s even overengineered to make sure it could handle a flood twice that bad. The fact that it’s designed to be a garden is just to bring some beauty to the city. It’ll be a place where someone can enjoy nature without going into the wilds where a woodfolk might be.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… that’s a good point. It would give the children a place to enjoy, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Or a spot for couples to walk in the evenings,” Doc said. “I know that warm summer nights are a wonderful time to walk in a garden like that. The scent of the flowers, the warm breeze to enhance the senses while the moon shines down? Even during the winter, bundled up side by side, looking at any snow sculptures that’ve been made, it would be romantic.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd’s eyes went distant, lost in the thought of what that would be like. Coughing a moment later, he nodded. “I can sell the park idea. It’d be easy to do, considering the property used for that is a shanty town. Almost seems like a poke at the current owner, showing what he could’ve done if he’d cared.” 
 
      
 
    “Does it?” Doc asked with feigned shock. “Goodness! How interesting.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd laughed, setting down his empty glass. “I’ll approve the plan. Let me take it to the city attorney to have him verify. If he approves, then as mayor, I’ll sign off. As governor, I’ll start moving pieces to get the funds together for the property.” 
 
      
 
    The two men stood up, shaking hands. “A pleasure, Dodd.” 
 
      
 
    “All mine,” Dodd smiled. 
 
      
 
    “My wives do tea periodically, if Packner would like to attend one or two,” Doc suggested. “Everyone who comes to them is friendly.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd hesitated, then nodded. “I’ll let her know you extended the offer.” 
 
      
 
    “Just have her contact Fiala if she’s interested.” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Dodd said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be working with David to arrange for temporary housing,” Ayla said when they sat down for dinner. “A couple thousand people are going to be displaced because of Strongarm.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to set up contracts for all of it, which I’ll be working on tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc,” Ayla said slowly, “we can’t just give them a place to stay. We’ll need to charge them rent.” 
 
      
 
    “How much?” 
 
      
 
    “No more than they were already paying— maybe even less— but something to offset the cost is going to be necessary.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled slowly. “That’s fine. I should’ve thought of it. After all, it’s a helping hand, not an arm and leg.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Fiala asked. 
 
      
 
    “Costs an arm and a leg, meaning it’s too expensive… is that not a saying here?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never heard of it,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway, we aren’t trying to bankrupt ourselves. That’s what Strongarm is trying to do to me: cost me enough money that I fail. He knew I’d rush to help… dammit… I hate it when the bad guy is intelligent.” 
 
      
 
    “We can work around it,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “I spoke with the clan, Doc, about the death,” Sonya cut in. “They’ll be sending more guards to the property at no extra cost. They see it for what it is: an attack on their shaman. Strongarm will not be getting more work done by the Ironbeards or the Oresmelters.” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure he’ll care right now, at least,” Doc said. “In the long run, that’ll give him fits. We just need to get past this period where he’s trying to break us quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we still going to the concert tonight?” Fiala asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Not going would have the socialites doubting us,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “Besides, any conversations might be about all the soon-to-be homeless,” Lia added. “If it’s not a talking point, we can make it one.” 
 
      
 
    “Public sympathy,” Sophia agreed. “Then, we can comment about how we’re trying to help, and maybe get others on board to do so, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That might work,” Fiala said slowly. “We can talk about the children. Poor kids, cold, hungry, without anything to give them hope.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips twitched, thinking about all the infomercials. “That might work, but don’t belabor it, either. No matter what, we have to make sure not to be provoked by any of his friends. Comments will be thick and heavy from them, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “I hate to say it,” Sonya said, “but maybe we should have Posy stay home tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Posy started to speak against it, but hesitated, then nodded. “Because people being mean to me is hard for Doc to ignore.” 
 
      
 
    “For all of us to ignore,” Lia corrected her. “I disagree, though. We shouldn’t change anything. Posy went last night, so she should tonight, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Having a child there with us would help push the point of the children even more,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “I want to help,” Posy said, “but I don’t want Doc to worry.” 
 
      
 
    Charles knocked before he came in with the cart. “Dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” Fiala said. “Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “Posy can come with us,” Doc said. “Let’s enjoy the meal, and then we have to get ready. We won’t have as much time to prepare as we did yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The opera house was busy when they pulled up in front of it. When Doc stepped out, the crowd began to murmur, as some people recognized him. Helping Posy out first had the chatter slow, but it picked right back up when two dryads were the next ones out. Doc ignored them, waiting as Darren moved the carriage out of the way and Clyde brought the second up to the same spot. 
 
      
 
    The conversations started to gain volume as Doc helped each of his wives out of the carriage, stepping out in the order they’d been married. When Sophia was the last one down, Doc gave her a smile before he took Posy by the hand, leading her to the front of the group. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Holyday, it’s a pleasure to have you back, sir,” the doorman said. “Your usher will show you in. So you’re aware, most of the VIP guests are already here.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Doc said as he led his wives in. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, sir. The pianist is asking to speak with you,” Kyle, their usual usher, said when he approached them at the door. 
 
      
 
    “Lia, can you escort Posy and Rosa for me, please?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Lia said, taking Posy’s hand. 
 
      
 
    Rosa went to Lia’s side, her eyes scanning the room. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get them into the lounge, and then you can escort me to Heather, Kyle.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take them long to show the women to the lounge. A minute later, Kyle was leading Doc into the employee hallways. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, are you and Strongarm really going to fight?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    “On the solstice,” Doc nodded. “Might ask to move that to the day after so people can celebrate the holiday without us interfering.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle went quiet for a few seconds before he broached another topic, “Is it true he’s evicting all the bestials, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “The end of the month will see everyone in that section of the city without a home,” Doc said grimly. “Just in time for the chill of fall and the biting frost of winter.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle glanced back at Doc. “Word is you were moving to help them all have good homes before he did that.” 
 
      
 
    “A community that would be open to anyone who needs help in life, where no prejudices are tolerated, but it won’t be anywhere near done by then. Strongarm knows that; this is what a man being spiteful looks like.” 
 
      
 
    “My brother… he’s been seeing a woman from that part of town. She’s a nice girl, sir. Mother doesn’t understand, so he’s had it tough with the family. Now that she’s going through this… I’d like something good to happen for them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure things will work out, but for the next few weeks, things will probably look bleak.” 
 
      
 
    “She heard that you were trying to help the ones being displaced, sir. Is that true?” 
 
      
 
    Doc patted Kyle’s shoulder when they reached the dressing room. “My family will be doing what we can. It won’t be perfect, but it’ll be the best we can do. I can find my way back.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Kyle said. He hesitated, then stuck out his hand. “Thank you, on behalf of my brother.” 
 
      
 
    Doc shook Kyle’s hand. “Go ahead and tell him. We’ll announce things as soon as we have things in place. Until then, it’ll have to stay a rumor.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Doc watched Kyle go before he knocked on the door. When he heard Heather, he walked in. “Heather, what’s up?” 
 
      
 
    Heather and Peabody got to their feet when he came in. “Doc, what’re you going to do?” she asked. “We heard about the evictions.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to be the topic of the night,” Doc said. “We’ll do the best we can, but we’re talking about thousands of people being displaced at the end of the month. Ayla and Sophia will be working with David on it. We have a few weeks to come up with an answer.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mind if I assist?” Peabody asked. 
 
      
 
    “Talk to my wives, but I’m sure they’ll be glad for the help.” 
 
      
 
    “What can I do?” Heather asked. 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled softly. “Play your heart out tonight. End with ‘Imagine.’ That’ll be the best you can do. We can all imagine a better world if we try.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. If I can do more later, let me know.” 
 
      
 
    “I will. Just breathe and let the music flow. You’re amazing when you let your heart speak for you.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s right,” Peabody said. “I’ll be just offstage like I was last night.” 
 
      
 
    Heather’s smile was bright as she touched his face. “It helped me then and will again tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to get to the lounge,” Doc said. “Only a half-hour until the curtain goes up.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you after the show,” Heather said. “They loved talking to me yesterday, so I’ll do it again tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try not to cause another scene before you do,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    A few of the staff gave him cold glances, but most gave him friendly smiles as he made his way back through the employee hallways. The VIP lounge was busy when he entered it. Once again, his wives seemed to be holding court near the middle of the floor. This time, it was more than just other wives getting involved in the conversation, as their husbands had been dragged into it, too. As Doc took in the scene, he realized it was different groups that just happened to be near each other, not one massive one. 
 
      
 
    Around those groups, others mingled. Strongarm had several stern-looking men with him, including Alexander Freemont, the old healer who’d had a dispute with Doc, and the second enchanter he didn’t recall the name of. The only other group appeared to be wives of the men who’d sided with Strongarm; their faces were heavily painted with far more powder than normal. 
 
      
 
    If this ever ebbs back to peaceful, I should work with Rosa and Fiala to start up a natural beauty line not filled with heavy metals. It might be better to get the information from them, then hand it to David. Trade could handle it better than Luck. Doc set that aside as he approached Tarbo and his wife, who were speaking to Ayla. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t imagine how terrible that would be,” August was saying as Doc came up. “Freezing with nothing to eat…? Surely we can help the poor.” She looked at her husband when she said it. 
 
      
 
    Tarbo nodded slowly. “Not as much as some, but I’m sure we can help in some way.” 
 
      
 
    “Every little bit will count,” Doc said, sliding in next to Ayla. “I’ve had my moments of being without security, so I’ll be doing what I can. It won’t be as grand as the philanthropy already underway, but more of a stopgap to help them until that’s done.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that makes sense,” Tarbo nodded. “I just haven’t heard any solid plans yet.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll probably be a week or two before things are hammered out,” Ayla said, “but things are already in motion.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is good,” David Roquefell said, joining their group. “Only a true monster would evict so many of the poor as winter approaches,” he spoke with authority, making sure his voice carried without making it seem like he was trying. “If he had solid plans for the property, it might make sense, but even then, he could’ve done it in stages.” 
 
      
 
    Those who weren’t really part of either group who heard that seemed interested. Small conversations sprang up as debates about the potential reasons started. 
 
      
 
    Doc gave Strongarm a tight smile when he caught the other man looking his way. What’s your next play, asshole? Doc thought. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    Two weeks blurred by— Ayla and Sophia were making deals with David’s help to secure enough space for the displaced people to call home. It was taking time to find enough room for thousands of bestials, but Ayla and Sophia assured him that they’d have it done before the month ended. 
 
      
 
    David, at Doc’s suggestion, started a new business. Fiala and Rosa were consulting with him about a natural makeup line, so David brought in Jojo Planter, the elk bestial apothecary working for Jebidiah. Jojo was quick to understand and adapt to what Rosa and Fiala explained to him, so David was sure that things would get off the ground near the solstice. Rosa also helped set up a couple of acres for the plants that would be required for the makeup in the coming years. 
 
      
 
    Simpson had brought in more workers, putting trusted employees in charge of the newer ones. That got a lot of attention from those to be displaced, as the rumor of new homes became a reality that could be seen. With more people working, the speed picked up drastically; it became easier to divide the work up, giving people single tasks to complete. 
 
      
 
    There were no more attacks on the new property, which made Doc’s neck itch. He doubted that Strongarm was going to let it go that easily, but there was nothing he could do to find out the man’s plans without being near him, which they’d agreed not to do. 
 
      
 
    Doc spent time reading over the rules for the duel. Just like he’d thought, they were very similar to the Queensbury rules from Earth, the start of official boxing. He spent a couple of hours a day training with Harrid or Melvin inside the manor, once they’d cleared a room out. Doc hadn’t been a boxer before, so he had to work at getting into shape. He understood and remembered the general idea of boxing from having watched the sport. He worked hard on what he thought would serve him best: footwork and jabbing. Every spar had him healing himself more than either dwarf, but he was learning. 
 
      
 
    Dodd had signed off on the river plan, but didn’t announce it or make a move. He advised Doc that he was waiting for the bestials to leave the area first. His plan was to start with the slums; with them freshly cleared out at the end of the month, it would make it ideal for him to move forward. Dodd also let Doc know when the new soulsmith would arrive in the city so he could get Ambrose vetted for Posy. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Doc greeted everyone as he sat Sonya. “What’s on today’s docket?” 
 
      
 
    “We completed the housing issue last night,” Ayla smiled tiredly. “We also set up the announcement for you today at noon. Word was being spread yesterday, so you should have a sizable crowd there to listen.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad it’s all set. I’d have made the announcement anyway, knowing you two would have it done.” Doc gave her a soft smile. “Give it a day or two, and I’ll make sure to set up a special day for you both.” 
 
      
 
    “We appreciate that,” Sophia said. “That’ll give us some time to recover. As it is, we’ll be napping until it’s time to head into town.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re taking Posy to the soulsmith first thing today,” Lia told Doc. “This way, no one can even remotely question her right to Ambrose.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Doc nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We’re healing after that, aren’t we, Doc?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Until the announcement, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be speaking with Jojo again,” Fiala said. “He’s eager to make sure the makeup is as close to perfect as possible. My tea group will be meeting with him to try out the first iteration.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope it works out. I know you’ve been happy to lead the way on the no-powder movement.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been nice having the other matrons backing me,” Fiala beamed. “I never knew how gratifying it would feel to lead something like this.” 
 
      
 
    “It can feel amazing when things come together,” Ayla grinned at Fiala. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast,” Charles announced as he came into the room with a cart. “I made egg sandwiches with crescents, bacon, and spicy mayonnaise. I hope you enjoy it.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve never failed to impress us,” Doc told the chef. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “It is an unpleasant place…” Ambrose murmured as they got out of the carriage in front of the soulsmith’s shop. 
 
      
 
    “We won’t be here very long,” Doc said, then took Posy’s hand. “You ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Doc,” Posy replied. 
 
      
 
    Harrid was the last one into the building, shutting the door behind him. His quick scan showed that not much had changed from the last time they’d been there. Only two things stood out to him: a decorative bronze lamp on the counter with a glowing soulstone as the bulb and the female soulsmith with broad shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to my shop. How may I help you?” the soulsmith greeted them. Her eyes widened upon seeing two dryads. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Doc said amiably. “I’ve brought my ward in to have her dryad’s paperwork signed off.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes going from Doc to Posy, then Rosa and Ambrose, the stout woman nodded slowly. “I see. The other dryad is yours, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. My name is Doc Holyday. This is my ward, Posy Hopner.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, manners. Yes. I’m Jessica Tinton, sir. If you’ll show me the paperwork, then have the dryad in question come up here, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Posy.” Doc nodded toward the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Ambrose, up,” Posy said as she pulled out the paperwork. 
 
      
 
    Ambrose lifted herself onto the counter and laid down, looking as emotionless as she was supposed to be. 
 
      
 
    Taking the paperwork from Posy with a smile, the soulsmith began to check it. “Hmm… paid for by Luck’s Holdings.” 
 
      
 
    “My company,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” Tinton murmured as she went carefully down the form. “Yes, it’s all in order.” She set the paperwork down on Ambrose’s stomach, then pulled out a monocle. Taking her time, she checked the front and back of the collar. 
 
      
 
    Posy shifted, worried something might be wrong with how long it was taking. 
 
      
 
    “Everything is as it should be,” Tinton finally said. Taking the monocle off, she gave Posy a smile. “You wouldn’t be interested in selling her, would you?” 
 
      
 
    “No. She was a gift,” Posy said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good reason to keep her,” Tinton sighed. “It was worth a try. You’ll not sell your dryad, either, would you, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Afraid not,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, well. Let me get this signed off for you.” Tinton took the paperwork off Ambrose. “She’s a lovely specimen of amber rose. I’m glad she doesn’t have thorns like some of the rose dryads are known for. They can be dangerous for even their owners.” 
 
      
 
    “Ambrose would never hurt me,” Posy said, touching Ambrose’s hand. “Down now.” 
 
      
 
    Ambrose got off the counter, going to stand behind Posy like Rosa was for Doc. 
 
      
 
    “And ponderosa pine? Her patterning is delightful,” Tinton said, glancing up at Rosa. “It must have been quite pricey to get two dryads. An extravagant gift for a child, unless she’s known to be blessed and going to attend university.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt she’d be a mage, or that any university would take her,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Tinton tsked. “There is that. Add in the fact that she’s a woman and her path for university would be harder. Even an all-female school can be… difficult.” 
 
      
 
    Doc hesitated, then cleared his throat. “Personal experience as a half-dwarf?” 
 
      
 
    Tinton froze in place before she nodded crisply. “Yes. Was your university better?” 
 
      
 
    “Never attended,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    She looked up from the paperwork. “Two dryads, and neither of you are mages?” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled brightly. “Correct.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Tinton sighed, rubbing her forehead with her free hand. “I heard things would be different out west, but this is still shocking.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m exceptional in this regard,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Tinton snorted. “I would hope so. I’m glad your ward isn’t a mage, though. It isn’t everything one might think it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t make it through?” Doc asked, curious at how open the half-dwarf was being. 
 
      
 
    “No, and the professors made sure of that. I know I could’ve been more than a soulsmith, but that’s the best I could do in the end.” 
 
      
 
    “With the church being the ones who control the schools, why would you think it would be different?” 
 
      
 
    Tinton’s gaze snapped up to stare at him. After an awkward pause, she shrugged, going back to the paperwork. “I should’ve considered what it meant to be a half-dwarf when attending. After all, I’m not ‘righteous’ in Apoc’s eyes. I tried my best, but I learned that, for one of mixed heritage, there’s a limit to what we can achieve.” With a sigh, she handed the paperwork to Posy. “Here, child. You’re now fully legally responsible for her.” 
 
      
 
    Posy took the paperwork, folding it up to put away again. “Thank you, ma’am. I’m sorry that your dream wasn’t met.” 
 
      
 
    Tinton met Posy’s eyes with sadness in hers. “So am I. Maybe your dream will be better realized than mine was.” 
 
      
 
    “It is!” Posy smiled brightly. “I have my dream already. Ambrose helps me with it.” 
 
      
 
    Tinton’s confusion was obvious. 
 
      
 
    “Posy’s a faith healer like me,” Doc said. “If you need healing, you can find me at the Silver Lily most mornings. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    Tinton stared after them as the group left the shop. Shaking her head, she tried to accept what she’d just been told. “Faith healers? A child as a faith healer? What’s happening in this city?” 
 
      
 
    As they got back in the carriage, Posy hugged Ambrose. “No more worries.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad,” Ambrose said, holding Posy back. 
 
      
 
    “She was nice,” Posy said. 
 
      
 
    “Much better than Steward was,” Doc said. “Young, too. I think she’s just out of university.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe so,” Rosa said. “Her memories of it were recent.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe she’ll be decent and not a problem, then,” Doc sighed. “On to the Silver Lily.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    Ginger flagged Doc over the moment he entered the Silver Lily. “You have a lot of people waiting today. A group of cruel men went through the quarter last night. They hurt everyone they found. In some cases, they entered their homes.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s jaw set— he wanted to curse Donadin for staying out of what he should be stopping, and Strongarm for paying the men. He’d never be able to prove that Strongarm did it, but Doc was certain he had. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll help them,” Posy said firmly. “We can take them two at a time, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    Glancing at Posy, he smiled softly. “Okay. Harrid, you’ll lead them in. Masha, if you’ll triage the people waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “Tree… what?” Masha asked. 
 
      
 
    “Talk to them and find out what’s wrong with each of them. Send the people who need healing the most first. Write down their symptoms and hand them the slip so when they come in, we have an idea of what’s wrong. It’ll speed things up. If anyone complains, explain what you’re doing. Anyone who continues to act up, give them a warning. The third time, politely remove them.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do that,” Masha said. “Ginger, can I have some of those tags?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good point.” Ginger smiled as she picked up a stack of them to hand over. “I’ll let the boss know to order more.” 
 
      
 
    “Badly bleeding wounds, head trauma, and pregnant women first,” Doc told Masha. “After that, use your judgment.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Taking Posy’s hand, he led her into the gambling hall, then to his office. His quick glance as he went by the lounge saw a lot of people waiting for them. A few stood up upon seeing them, but Masha entered the lounge, holding up a hand to stop them. 
 
      
 
    “I will need to know what’s wrong with each of you. They can only do so much any given day, and the people who are in the worst condition will be seen first,” Masha said bluntly, forestalling any arguments about who was there first. “Now, one at a time, tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled as he entered his office; Masha had taken charge of the situation with ease, making him happy that she was with Posy. He didn’t go to his desk, instead going to the sitting area. 
 
      
 
    “Posy, take that side. This way, there’s a clear divide with the table between us. It’ll make it easier for them to know which of us can see them.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid let the first two in after a minute. The chipmunk bestial had a red-stained bandage wrapped around his head. The other was an otter woman with a rounded belly, looking distraught. 
 
      
 
    “Posy, take the man,” Doc said. “Miss, please come sit,” he addressed the possible mother with concern. 
 
      
 
    When she sat, Doc took the tag she held out, reading what Masha had written before he hissed. “Lady, please, let this child have a chance at life.” His hands flared with energy as he reached out to her. “Your hand, miss.” 
 
      
 
    Sniffling and barely holding back tears, she grasped his hands. “Please, sir… please…!” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s energy rushed into her, and he let out his held breath. The baby was alive, but the woman would be giving birth shortly. He made sure both she and the baby were as healthy as possible. 
 
      
 
    The warmth entering her body helped calm the soon-to-be mother. The relief on Doc’s face eased the knot of fear in her heart. When she relaxed, she inhaled sharply as she felt something else. “Ohhh…!” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a midwife?” Doc asked her gently as his energy faded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’ll go to her right away.” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced at Harrid standing by the door. “Get one of the guards and ask them to escort her to her midwife. She’s going into labor.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Shaman,” Harrid said, slipping out the door. 
 
      
 
    “Our worker will get you there safely,” Doc said. “The birth should be fine; your baby girl is healthy.” 
 
      
 
    Happiness bubbled up in the woman, and her hands grasped his tightly. “Thank you, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank Lady Luck, miss. It’s her power that helped— I’m merely her Voice. You won’t be at the announcement later, so please leave your name and where you can be found with the guard. I’ll make sure there’s a warm home for you and your child to move into.” 
 
      
 
    Now, the tears came faster and she began to sob. No one had ever treated her this kindly, caring enough to help with her child, then offering her a place to care for that child. Even the father had tossed her out when she’d gotten pregnant. 
 
      
 
    Rosa shifted so she could whisper to Doc, “She has nothing. She was thrown out of her home and job when the man employing her as a maid found out he’d gotten her pregnant. She’s been barely getting by with what she had saved before then.” 
 
      
 
    Doc closed his eyes— he knew he couldn’t save every single person. Moments like this, where he knew how bad a life would be, cut into him as he thought back to his own struggles on Earth. 
 
      
 
    “Miss, things are tough,” Doc said softly. “They’ll get tougher, too, even with the help we can give. Just never stop moving forward. Even when it hurts, you need to keep striving. Your child will need you to never give up.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the woman sniffled as she tried to calm down. 
 
      
 
    Harrid came back with one of the bull bestial guards. “Doc, here he is.” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced over at the bull bestial. “You’ll be taking her to her midwife. She’s going to be giving birth soon. She’ll be in your care, so keep her safe.” 
 
      
 
    The guard glanced from Doc to the crying woman, then back. “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Not his,” Harrid said with a snort. “He just cares too much.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh. Yes, sir,” the guard coughed. 
 
      
 
    The otter bestial looked up at the guard with wet eyes. “Thank you…” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure you get there safely, ma’am,” the guard said gently, holding out his hand. “If you’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    Her hand looked tiny in the guard’s. “Yes.” She met Doc’s eyes again for a second. “I’ll pray, sir, to your goddess. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be a good mother,” Doc said gently. 
 
      
 
    Posy was done with the other person’s head wound, so Harrid brought in the next set. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was on the eighth set of people that Rosa’s grip on Doc’s ankle tightened. The memories of the abuse that the young woman had endured were bright in her mind. Doc glanced at Rosa, who shook her head, then loosened her grip back to normal. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips pursed, but he focused on the badly battered young woman. She’d been beaten black and blue— her face was in rough shape with the black eyes, a broken nose, and split lips. That didn’t include the bruising over the rest of her body, but thankfully, no other broken bones. 
 
      
 
    Doc got the squirrel woman patched up, thanking her when she offered Rosa a little blood. Over half of the people seen had offered when they heard it would help them heal the next set of people. 
 
      
 
    As the woman and man who’d been being seen by Posy were leaving, Doc called out to Harrid, “Give us a minute, please? See if tea can be brought in.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Harrid said, leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    “What was it, Rosa?” Doc asked when it was just them, Posy, and Ambrose in the room. 
 
      
 
    “The man who abused her is the same one who hurt Ginger years ago,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s blood went cold. “He works for Strongarm?” 
 
      
 
    “He was there to assault people last night. I do not know if he actively works for Strongarm.” 
 
      
 
    “The man is in town, at least, which means Harrid might meet him,” Doc said slowly. “Okay… if we see him, make sure to point him out to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc? Is everything okay?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    “A bad man is in town. He’s hurt a friend before and hurt that lady who just left,” Doc told her. “I’m just making sure Rosa points him out to me if he shows up.” 
 
      
 
    “Will he hurt me?” Posy asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill him if he tries,” Doc said without hesitation. “You’ll be as safe as we can make you. No one will hurt my daughter.” 
 
      
 
    Posy sniffled, then went over to hug him. “Okay… Thank you for calling me your daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “You are in all but blood, little flower,” Doc whispered as he held her. 
 
      
 
    Harrid stepped back into the room a minute later to find Doc holding Posy. “Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Ginger’s mystery man is in town,” Doc said, not letting Posy go. “He was the one who beat up the last woman.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid’s face went cold. “Where is he?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know,” Doc said, finally releasing Posy. “He might work for Strongarm, which means we’ll eventually run into him. Try to make it as legal as possible, Harrid.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid nodded stiffly. “She told me, Doc. She couldn’t tell me the whole story.” He paused, his gaze going to Rosa. “Thank you for that, but she told me what she could remember. That man deserves a bullet, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not arguing that. I just don’t want you to end up in jail, especially with your wedding being planned.” 
 
      
 
    That got Harrid to calm down some. “There is that… I’ll do my best to control myself if we meet him.” 
 
      
 
    “How many people are left?” 
 
      
 
    “At least a dozen. Another couple have shown up since this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced at his stats, then nodded slowly. “We’ll see as many as we can before we have to go. When my wives get here, that’ll be the cut-off point.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Harrid replied. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s hair was faded when Doc’s wives showed up. Ambrose’s was white, either not having as much energy as Rosa, or not having been full at the start of the day. Posy fussed over the dryad, who insisted she’d be fine later. 
 
      
 
    “You must’ve been busy,” Fiala said as she led the others into the office. 
 
      
 
    “Thugs roughed up a lot of bestials last night,” Doc said. “We healed everyone we could. Tomorrow will be busy again.” 
 
      
 
    Lia went over to speak with Posy and Ambrose, having seen how drained the dryad was. 
 
      
 
    “After the speech, we should go home, then,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    “We should, anyway. This will cause waves,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “It’d be best to give them time to think things over before they flood in,” Sophia agreed. 
 
      
 
    “I should if I want to be able to help people again tomorrow,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Right now, we go for you to give people hope,” Fiala said, taking his hand. 
 
      
 
    “They could use some, especially today…” he murmured as he let Fiala guide him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to go from the Silver Lily to just outside the bestial quarter. David owned an empty lot that Dodd would end up taking via eminent domain, but it would work for them today. The Ironbeard clan had set up a stage for the announcement, and a dozen heavily-armed dwarves stood around it as protection. 
 
      
 
    All around the stage, hundreds of bestials waited. Rumor was that something to help them was going to be announced. The fact that Dodd, David, and Tarbo were all there gave them hope that the rumor was real. A couple of other carriages were stopped on the street, also waiting to hear what was happening. 
 
      
 
    When Doc arrived, helping down Posy and the two dryads, murmured conversations started. Those that had interacted with Doc felt relief and greater hope, while those who hadn’t met him asked questions. When Doc stayed where he was, then helped five more women out of a second carriage, the conversations climbed higher, especially when they saw the differences between them. 
 
      
 
    “A couple of bestials, including a Sag—” 
 
      
 
    “Five women, two dryads, and a kid?” 
 
      
 
    “Holyday? This must mean it’s true. I hope th—” 
 
      
 
    “Are the dryads okay? They look tired.” 
 
      
 
    When Doc got onto the stage, he looked at the milling crowd of hopeful faces. He waved to Dodd, David, and Tarbo, who joined him and his wives on stage. He went back to scanning the crowd, spotting Strongarm in a carriage on the street. Doc’s lips curled up as he stared at the glaring man. 
 
      
 
    Raising his hand, Doc waited for everyone to quiet. When they did, he spoke up, “Ladies, gentlemen, and children, thank you for coming to hear this announcement. Please try to keep your voices down until I finish. Before I get to the details, I need to thank a few people: Governor Dodd; the Silver King, Homer Tarbo; and David Roquefell are all instrumental in what is happening today.” 
 
      
 
    The three men waved to the crowd after the loud applause made Doc pause. 
 
      
 
    When the noise died down, Doc went on, “My wives, Ayla and Sophia, were the ones who worked day and night to pull everything together.” He looked at his two smiling wives, who also waved. “It was them who spearheaded everything.” 
 
      
 
    A lighter applause went through the crowd, as they were still waiting to hear just what they should be thankful for. 
 
      
 
    “From the first day of hearing about the mass eviction from the shanty town, I knew something had to be done. My wives and I went to work to find ways to give you all peace of mind. Fall is here and winter’s coming fast. The thought of all of you out on the streets was not something we could stomach.” Doc locked eyes with Strongarm, who was staring back at him. “Unlike the man who threw you out without compassion, those here on stage with me have devised a way to help you.” 
 
      
 
    Pausing, Doc looked away from Strongarm to the crowd again. 
 
      
 
    “Starting tomorrow, anyone who is being evicted can speak to the manager of this project. She’ll help place you in a temporary residence. It might be an apartment or it might be a barracks. We’ll do our best to make sure families have private spaces. We’ll also be separating the single men and women in multi-person residences. This way, there isn’t a problem with harassment.” 
 
      
 
    A low murmur went through the crowd, but Doc pushed on. 
 
      
 
    “Some of you are likely wondering at the cost of these rooms,” Doc said, getting everyone’s attention. “I’m sorry to say that there will be rent required. The good news is that it’ll likely be less than you’re paying now. The better news is that everyone who signs up for this program will be on the shortlist for the new houses being built just outside the city. For those who’ve heard those rumors, they’re true. Brand new homes, with as small an interest as possible; they’ll be far cheaper than even most places for rent in the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” a single voice called out. 
 
      
 
    “Because I believe in people being given a chance,” Doc said, staring at the man. “Life has been tough for most of you, and this is your chance to find some happiness. Now, when you go to apply, you should know who you’ll be speaking to… Ginger?” 
 
      
 
    Ginger was helped onto the stage, going to Doc’s side. Swallowing, she stared at the shocked faces below. “I feel about the same,” she said with an awkward laugh, earning return laughter from the crowd. “When Mr. Holyday approached me about handling placement, I was shocked, much as you are now… but I knew this was a way I could help my friends and neighbors. We’re all on edge, but we don’t need to be anymore. I’m moving tonight into my new residence so I can be there to help you all sign up tomorrow. The moment the contracts are signed, you can move in. There will almost certainly be a line, so make sure to come prepared to wait.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone talked excitedly, and Doc smiled as he looked back at Strongarm, who was glaring at him. Whistling loudly, he held up a hand, which got the crowd to cut off. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, gentlemen, and children, I hope you find some joy in the coming months. No longer will you have a landlord who denigrates you, taking your money to keep you in squalor. If you wish to say goodbye to him,” Doc motioned to Strongarm’s carriage, “he’s right there. The man who would have you stay in poverty, do nothing about your homes flooding, or even worse now: let you freeze during the winter.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned to look, finding Strongarm staring back at them before he dropped the curtain on the window. A moment later, the carriage tried to drive away. Insults were yelled at him and a few ran after the vehicle before they were called back by friends or family, not wanting them to get in trouble. 
 
      
 
    A few people turned back, seeing Doc and the others filing off the stage. Whistles and applause started up, becoming thunderous as relief and joy washed through the crowd. For those who were uncertain, those who had faith in Doc were quick to explain that they’d be going out to sign up. 
 
      
 
    “Good job, Ginger,” Doc chuckled. “How was your last day as a weapons checker?” 
 
      
 
    “Short, but good,” Ginger smiled brightly. “Thank you for this, Doc. Ayla, Sophia, thank you for helping me understand what I’ll be doing.” 
 
      
 
    “We wish you the best. This will help you when you go to Heartwood’s Tears,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “You proved to us that you could do it over the last few weeks,” Sophia smiled. “Now’s your time to shine.” 
 
      
 
    “Harrid, you’re off duty until tomorrow,” Doc said when they got back to the carriage. “We’ll drop you two off at Ginger’s new place on the way home.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be staying home for the rest of today?” Harrid asked pointedly as Doc helped people into a carriage. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    When it was finally his turn to climb into the carriage, he was surprised that Lia, Fiala, Rosa, and Ambrose were the only ones in the carriage with him. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Posy?” Doc asked, suddenly worried. 
 
      
 
    “In the other carriage with Sonya, Sophia, Ayla, and Ginger,” Fiala smiled. “We had a topic to talk about without her around.” 
 
      
 
    Relaxing at her words, Doc nodded. His gaze went back to the white-haired Ambrose. “Uhh…” 
 
      
 
    Rosa smiled at him, her core warm at his hesitation. “Doc, I will be your only dryad; you’ve said that. Ambrose could use your help today, and we’ve all agreed to it. She has asked to be with you once before Posy goes back to Deep Gulch, and today is a good day for that.” 
 
      
 
    “More than that,” Lia said, “Rosa suggested having some of her sisters come to the manor. They’ve agreed to be collared to your helpers when you gain the gift to have more like Posy. Well, the new three, and one for David, who has agreed that he could use one for later. One of his gifts takes energy, and would be a bottleneck for him otherwise. Each of them has asked for the same as Ambrose. They all want to thank the first Voice who has helped Mother.” 
 
      
 
    Doc sat back, his mind reeling. He wasn’t opposed to sex with beautiful women, but to sleep with other dryads felt like he’d diminish Rosa. 
 
      
 
    “No, Doc,” Rosa said softly, sliding to kneel in front of him. “Because it will be only once for each of them while you will have me beside you forever.” 
 
      
 
    “Just as you becoming a shaman to other tribes won’t diminish me or our wives,” Lia said firmly. “I thought you might hesitate after our talk about the women of the Den. Every tribe will need you to complete the ritual to become their shaman. You will sleep with a tribal elder under dryad essence to seal your place to them. Citrine will do that for some tribes on her way north. You must either complete the rite or be blood-related to the elder to be accepted as shaman.” 
 
      
 
    “I… never thought about it,” Doc said slowly. “I should have, with our time together, and then our first time with Jesamin.” 
 
      
 
    “We know, Doc,” Fiala said, rubbing his knee. “All of us know, and we all agree.” 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced down at the ring on his hand where parts of their souls resided; their jealousy had been snipped away from them to keep him healed. 
 
      
 
    “No, Doc…” Rosa whispered. “They agreed before that day about the tribes. All of us have accepted what is, but the final choice is yours.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head slowly, Doc met Rosa’s eyes, then looked at Fiala, Lia, and finally, Ambrose. “It’s just… more… than I thought I’d do. I don’t want other women. I’m perfectly happy with my wives and Weed. I should’ve understood what becoming a shaman for a tribe meant. Funny… I’m fine with the idea of the church eventually coming for me, but I still worry over extra women.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa laid her head on the knee that Fiala wasn’t rubbing. “Because you love us so much. The idea of hurting us is an emotional knife to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is gratifying,” Lia murmured, “but not needed for this. The dryads and tribes are acceptable to us. Are they to you?” 
 
      
 
    Doc took a slow, deep breath, then nodded. “I’ll agree.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Rosa murmured. “Ambrose, come join me. We’ll be busy for the ride home. You will get everything he has until then.” 
 
      
 
    Ambrose kneeled beside Rosa, looking up at Doc with bright eyes. “Thank you, Voice. Might… might I have a kiss before we start?” 
 
      
 
    Doc hesitated, but bent to accept a kiss from her. Snow and rose petals was the taste he got from their kiss; it made sense, considering her plant type and how depleted she was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    The next week turned out to be busier than Doc had expected. Attacks on the bestials increased as they moved out of the slums. The second day after the speech, they started getting harassed when they went out to the property. Doc didn’t even ask, but the Ironbeard clan mobilized; armed dwarves ended up along select streets, protecting them from being injured. 
 
      
 
    Donadin got a little testy about the dwarves doing so, but Doc pointed out that they were only helping fellow citizens. They never started any confrontation, only stepping in to help. In the end, Doc just paid the sheriff off to ignore the dwarves technically doing his job. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the month, every bestial was out of Strongarm’s slum and in new rooms, waiting on permanent housing. The dwarves didn’t completely retreat, either. They had a guard or two on every building that Doc and David had purchased to keep down any “problems” that might arise. Things seemed to be settling down again, making Doc wonder where the next problem would spring up. 
 
      
 
    Everything Doc was doing was noticed by the bestials— Luck’s name became a common thing to hear from them in thanks. His faith surged up as almost every bestial gave praise to Doc and his goddess. He reached the number of points needed to be able to make more clerics, but he held off taking it until he could talk to Onyx. 
 
      
 
    Another dryad came to Doc’s manor, and Rosa brought her to him. She called herself Rema, named after a red maple tree, and asked Doc to let David know she’d be waiting for him. David had to get the collar and paperwork in order first, so it took a couple of days for him to arrive to accept Rema as his companion. Doc was just glad to see how respectful David was to the sweet dryad. 
 
      
 
    Rosa also told Doc that the other dryads would be arriving soon. Ayla and Sophia had collected the collars and paperwork already, so they would be available for his clerics when they were chosen. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc was still vaguely amused that he was once again letting Posy come with him to the Iniquitous Den. They’d seen a couple of people earlier at the Silver Lily, but the crush of bestials had finally ebbed, as they were no longer in an easy place to be found by Strongarm’s goons. 
 
      
 
    “I’m staying until the solstice is over,” Posy said happily. “I’m glad we sent Momma a message, though… she might’ve been worried.” 
 
      
 
    “With Heather and Oliver staying in Furden, there’s no need to send you off right away,” Doc said. “We love having you here, but you will have to go back after the solstice.” 
 
      
 
    “I know…” Posy said with a small pout. “I don’t want to make Momma sad, but I like being here with you, too.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled, rubbing her back. “You’re a good girl, Posy. We know you want to be with us and Daf. That’s why we agreed with you staying until after the solstice with us.” 
 
      
 
    Posy smiled as she leaned against his side. “I have the best family.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled at her as the carriage slowed. There was the sound of a commotion outside. Frowning, he twitched the curtain to the side to look out. 
 
      
 
    A group of forty men and women were standing outside the front entrance of the Den. A couple had signs, declaring the building an abomination against Apoc. Others who were passing nearby were rubbernecking to watch the protestors. 
 
      
 
    Lips thinning, Doc was sure he knew what Strongarm was doing as his next move. Causing trouble for people he cared about would needle Doc, and Strongarm might’ve realized that. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Idiots being idiots,” Doc sighed, letting the curtain fall back in place. “Pawns who’ve been placed to cause trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he’s behind it, but this is something Zu will have to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    Clyde drove the carriage around the corner to reach the rear entrance. Whistling softly, Clyde gave the elephant bestial standing guard a nod as he eased the vehicle into the yard. Harrid jumped down, opening the door for Doc and the others. 
 
      
 
    “A guard on the backyard,” Harrid told Doc. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a month since we were here last,” Doc said. “We’ll have to find out what’s happened since then.” 
 
      
 
    Getting out, Doc helped Posy, Ambrose, and Rosa down. “Posy, you’ll be in the private lounge again, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” Posy beamed. “I’ll talk to my friends.” 
 
      
 
    Hand-in-hand, Doc led her to the door and knocked on it, his golden heart charm already out. The door was opened almost immediately after the person inside saw his charm. Ruby smiled brightly as she stepped aside for him, greeting them and making sure to compliment Posy on her dress. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” Posy giggled. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be here for a little while. I need to speak with the madam,” Doc told Ruby. “Harrid left half of his weapons with Clyde, so he can stay with Posy in the lounge.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be fine,” Ruby said with a pout on her lips. “I’m on the door today, so unless you request me specifically, I have to stay here.” 
 
      
 
    “Not going to be seeing anyone like that today,” Doc chuckled. “No wife with me.” 
 
      
 
    Ruby’s eyes flickered to Rosa and Ambrose. “If you were going to do more, some of us would be quite happy to just entertain the dryads.” 
 
      
 
    The glow radiating from both sets of eyes had Doc shake his head. “It’s just a quick visit to clarify a few things with Zu.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity…” Ruby sighed as she opened the door to the private lounge. “Enjoy your stay.” 
 
      
 
    Heliodor and Onyx looked toward the door, both brightening up when they saw who was entering the room. Onyx turned to start pouring Doc’s favorite drink and some juice for Posy. Heliodor crossed the room toward them, a wide smile on her face as her tail wagged happily behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, welcome back!” Heliodor greeted him before looking to his side. “Posy, it’s good to see you again. Would you like to chat with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Posy said as she let go of Doc’s hand. “Can we get the others to chat, too?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll call them down,” Onyx said from the bar. “I have some juice for you, Posy. Doc, your usual.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave the panda bestial a soft smile, as the bright hope in her face was easy to see. “Onyx, thank you. I need to speak to the madam.” 
 
      
 
    “She said you can go up to her office whenever you need to speak with her,” Onyx said. “There’s no need to call the maid.” She bit her lip for a second. “You’re only here to speak with her?” 
 
      
 
    Something about the affectionate woman always made him want to cuddle her. “Today, yes. You’ll likely be asked to come up to the office in a few minutes. You might want to let Snowflake know.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx’s eyes grew wide as her mind raced with all the reasons why Doc might want her called up to the madam’s office. She was sure she was wrong on all of them, but a few of them had her heart bursting with hope. “Yes! Right away!” 
 
      
 
    Doc paused at the bar to pick up the drink she’d poured. “Onyx, it’s probably nothing you’re imagining… the good or the bad. Please temper your expectations? I don’t want you to feel hurt.” 
 
      
 
    Exhaling, Onyx slumped slightly. “Yes, of course… Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    He touched her head gently. “That right there is what I want to avoid. Causing you pain is never something I want to do.” 
 
      
 
    Glancing up through her eyelashes, she smiled softly. “Thank you, Doc. Please go talk with the madam. I’ll have Snowflake come down to replace me so I can attend when called.” 
 
      
 
    “Let Citrine know, too,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Doc patted her hand before he left the lounge behind. He glanced back at Posy chatting with Heliodor, who was laughing at whatever story Posy was telling her. Shaking his head, he went up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “They all like Posy, Doc. It isn’t an act,” Rosa whispered as they walked down the hall. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rosa,” Doc murmured. “You always help ease any fears I have.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything I can do to help, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc knocked on Zu’s door. When he heard her tell him to enter, he did so. “Zu, might I have a few minutes of your time?” 
 
      
 
    “Please come in, Holyday,” Zu said. “I hope you bring good news. I could use some.” 
 
      
 
    “I do.” Doc took the seat across from her, Rosa kneeling beside him. “I take it the protests aren’t new?” 
 
      
 
    “They started a week ago. We’ve had no business since. The sheriff has informed me that he will no longer be using the services offered, either. He took Citrine’s rejection of him… poorly. It is why he refuses to break up the protests outside. We had a VIP customer’s carriage attacked two days ago, hence the need for a guard now. I daresay my jewelry box must be closed soon…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, things were going to change. Might as well make a clean break of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Your offer for Pearl to open an establishment at the hot springs is still open?” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be a year or more before that happens, but yes. Until then, I could let your gems move down to Deep Gulch. It’ll be a step down from what they’re used to in luxury and clientele, but it’ll be a home for them until Heartwood’s Tears is ready.” 
 
      
 
    “You have an establishment there already?” 
 
      
 
    Doc considered it, then smiled. “I own a quality hotel there in Deep Gulch. I’ll put up the gems who want it while they wait. My managers will allow them to offer their services to discerning guests.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… That might be the best I can do for them without taking all of us west.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you call Citrine in, and ask Onyx to come up?” Doc asked. “I’ve accrued the faith needed to do what we’d talked about. I want to offer Onyx the chance to take up the mantle of spirit healer. There’s a place of worship with a home attached in the new quarter already set aside for the person that takes that position.” 
 
      
 
    Zu’s lips twitched into a smile. “She was your favorite.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t deny that,” Doc shrugged. “I also have three dryads coming to my manor, and you three will collar them. This way, you have aid in doing what Luck would have of us: to bring faith back to the world.” 
 
      
 
    Zu stared at him for a long moment. “Dryads are coming for us to collar… willingly?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rosa said. “Mother has decreed that anyone appointed by Doc or David should be aided by us as much as we can. Willingly giving our necks to those precious few will make it so they can show the power of Luck to everyone. It will be harder for you, Citrine, and Onyx to replenish your dryads, but you can if you ask for blood donations from those you help. You could also find a man who will lay with your dryad to help you, too.” 
 
      
 
    Zu’s lips pursed as she sat back, taking a long puff on her ornate pipe. “Hmm… finding a man who will do that shouldn’t be a problem. Citrine will find many in the tribes who would gladly do so. When I get home, it will be the same for me. It is an honor to be chosen by a dryad to give them sustenance. Onyx might have a difficult time with it if she agrees, though.” She reached back, using her bellpull to summon her maid. “We should find out. When will the dryads be here? I’ll have to arrange for collars and the paperwork.” 
 
      
 
    Doc shook his head. “It’s already been handled. Rosa thinks they’ll be here in a few days. Yours and Citrine’s are coming from farther away, as they’re coming from your homes.” 
 
      
 
    Zu set her pipe down. “A dryad from my homeland is coming to be collared by me…?” 
 
      
 
    “Plum,” Rosa giggled. “She’s a plum blossom tree.” 
 
      
 
    A smile touched Zu’s face. “My favorite tree… did you do that intentionally?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Rosa replied. “She’s the one who offered first, knowing that she would be returning to your homeland with you.” 
 
      
 
    Picking her pipe back up, Zu took another drag on it. “Luck must have played a part.” 
 
      
 
    A knock came on the door before the small rat bestial maid entered. “Madam?” 
 
      
 
    “Have Citrine and Onyx attend me,” Zu said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Madam,” the maid squeaked before she left. 
 
      
 
    It only took a couple of minutes, as Citrine and Onyx had been told ahead of time. Both women went to stand next to Zu when she called them to her side. 
 
      
 
    “Holyday, go ahead,” Zu said. 
 
      
 
    “Onyx, I asked you up here to see if you’d help me with an important task.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Onyx said instantly before he could explain. 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a crooked smile. “Let me explain first. You might decline once you know.” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. I won’t decline. You wouldn’t hurt me, and if it’s important to you, I’d be happy to do whatever it is.” 
 
      
 
    “You know I’m a faith healer,” Doc said, not going to let her blindly agree. “My goddess, Lady Luck, is able to bestow limited gifts on others to allow them to spread her name. You’d become a cleric to Lady Luck with the ability to heal injuries and minor afflictions. You’d also receive a gift to avoid any injury to yourself for a ten-second span. In time, the gifts might grow to be more, but that’s what you’d be given right now.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx’s eyes were wide. She stared at him dumbly as she tried to understand what he was offering her. 
 
      
 
    “There are also dryads coming to be willingly collared by those who agree. This way, you’d have more energy to work with. Citrine, your dryad is one from the north.” 
 
      
 
    “Fira,” Rosa cut in. “Her tree is now known as a Douglas fir.” 
 
      
 
    “Zu’s dryad is Plum, a plum blossom tree,” Doc went on. “The third dryad— which would be for you if you agree, Onyx— is a white oak.” 
 
      
 
    “Wita,” Rosa said softly. 
 
      
 
    Citrine was shocked to hear that a dryad would willingly be collared to help her. 
 
      
 
    “I, of course, agree,” Zu said calmly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Agreed,” Citrine said. “The tribes will be eager to help, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    Better you meet them than me, Doc thought, but stayed quiet. 
 
      
 
    “Me? You chose me for this?” Onyx whispered in awe. 
 
      
 
    “You’re kind, caring, and honestly, you’re special,” Doc said gently. “If you don’t want t—” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Onyx nearly shouted to cut him off. “Please? I want to help.” Choking back the tears she felt in her eyes, Onyx shook her head. “I… me…? I…!” 
 
      
 
    “She is grateful,” Rosa said softly. “She doesn’t understand why she is special enough to be chosen, when she sees herself as not worthy of anything.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx’s eyes looked like they might pop out of her head. Citrine and Zu nodded slowly, as they’d heard stories about dryads reading people’s souls. 
 
      
 
    “Dryads can touch the minds of those they can see,” Rosa said. “This has been kept from everyone until now. Your dryad will be able to do the same, but never ask them for that information in front of others. I do so now so that you understand the depth of what help you will have. Mother wishes the gods to come back to banish the Darkness. To do that, she has tasked us to assist all who are touched by the gods. You will be, if you accept.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx cried silently, tears of joy. Doc had treated her better than anyone had in her life. He’d made her feel truly special when she’d felt completely unwanted before. Now, he was going to elevate her into someone touched by a goddess, because he cared for her. It might not be her deepest wish of marrying him, but she would be tied to him in another way, and she’d clutch that slim thread for all she was worth. She’d make him proud of her. 
 
      
 
    Doc cleared his throat, seeing Onyx crying. “Onyx? Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Please, let me help? I’ll be the best cleric,” she sniffled. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Doc exhaled slowly. “A few things to know about dryads. They get energy back via blood, but also semen. To keep your companion as energized as possible, you’ll be best off finding someone who will willingly give them what they need. Ask those you heal if they’ll give a little blood, but find a man who will help you keep the dryad as energized as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx nodded jerkily. “I will. Someone she agrees to.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, child,” Rosa said softly. 
 
      
 
    “I need Posy up here, too,” Doc said. “She’ll be becoming a higher-ranking cleric when this happens. I’m thinking immunity bubble and medic for her next two gifts.” 
 
      
 
    “To keep her safe, and cut down the cost of healing,” Rosa nodded. “Good choices.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll summon her,” Zu said. “Today is the start of something grand.” 
 
      
 
    “May Luck bless us on our path,” Citrine said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    Making it back home, he was glad all of his wives were there. Gathered in the study, he was swiftly surrounded by them on the sofa. The smile that came to him was mirrored on their faces. 
 
      
 
    “News from the Den: Onyx accepted. She’ll let me move her things over to the place Simpson set up. Your idea of converting one of the houses into a place of worship was amazing, Ayla.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Doc. As I said, it just made sense and would stop the hassle of her having to go to the Silver Lily.” 
 
      
 
    “And all we had to do was include two games of chance in the front room,” Sophia chuckled. “They never even have to be used. They’re religious relics associated with Luck, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll give the bestials a healer close to home once things are built,” Sonya smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Citrine will leave once the dryads get here,” Doc went on. “The moment she has the paperwork verified by the soulsmith, she’ll be heading home, then on to the Pale River tribe for me.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll stop at the other tribes along the way, won’t she?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the plan. I gave all three of them healing, cleansing, and immunity bubble. This way, they can heal, but also have the chance to survive if they’re attacked.” 
 
      
 
    “With my sisters beside them, they will have energy to work with,” Rosa added. “That is why he didn’t opt for some of the other choices.” 
 
      
 
    “Will they be able to keep their dryads in good shape?” Fiala asked. 
 
      
 
    “Citrine won’t have any trouble,” Lia said. “Any member of a tribe will be happy to lay with or give some blood to hers.” 
 
      
 
    “Onyx will have the hardest time,” Doc said. “She said she’ll be looking for someone to help her. She was pretty confident in her chances to do so.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s sweet. I hope she finds a good man,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    “She won’t be looking for herself,” Rosa said. “Her goal is to find an assistant who will help her dryad only.” 
 
      
 
    Doc frowned. “Not for her?” 
 
      
 
    Rosa looked up at him from where she knelt next to his legs. “She is currently besotted with you, Voice. You are the first man to treat her like you have.” 
 
      
 
    “He has the tendency to raise a bar far beyond what others can do,” Fiala giggled. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean to do that…” Doc sighed. 
 
      
 
    “She will temper that impulse over time,” Rosa said. “Eventually, we’ll be leaving, and the longer we’re away, the more she will begin to look toward a future without you.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Doc shook his head. He cared for the sweet panda bestial, but he’d tried to make sure that she knew he wasn’t looking for more wives. 
 
      
 
    “She knows, but hope doesn’t care for facts.” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t…,” Sonya said softly, thinking back about her own hope when she’d first met Doc. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…” Doc couldn’t refute that simple claim. “Zu won’t have trouble with her dryad staying in top shape, either,” he said, determined to push past the awkwardness. “Like Citrine, she believes her tribe will be more than happy to help.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll begin to help in the east,” Lia nodded. “Didn’t you say the faith they accrue comes back to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. In the coming months, I fully expect to see faith snowball in. If I can increase the cleric gift again, I was thinking of seeing the Molteneyes clan.” 
 
      
 
    “Svetlana?” Sonya asked, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure she’d be eager to take the mantle,” Fiala said with a twisted smirk. “She’ll be disappointed when she finds out Doc isn’t part of that deal.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t a wife back then, so I didn’t try to meet her,” Lia joined in. “Regardless of her hopes, having a shaman who will help bring the clans of Tsarrus under Luck’s banner is a big step. As soon as word spreads, the number of faithful will spike faster than Doc probably realizes.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that gift called Doc, and what does it do exactly?” Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Arch-cleric,” Doc said. “It’ll make the high cleric— in this case, Posy— an archpriest, and make the three new clerics high clerics. All of them will be granted more gifts from my list on top of that. Then, it’ll let me name three more clerics, but also allow any cleric to make initiates with a single gift instead of three. If the initiate stays true and faithful, they’ll slowly evolve into a full cleric on their own. It’s costly, though. More than everything I’ve already taken.” 
 
      
 
    “That… is powerful,” Ayla said in awe. “It’ll snowball everything so much faster.” 
 
      
 
    “Which we’ll need if the church starts to look for him,” Lia said. “Doc, after that, I’m going to ask you to focus on more defensive gifts.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Fiala said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Sonya nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Lia is right,” Sophia added. 
 
      
 
    “We’re all in agreement,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “All of us,” Rosa murmured, kissing his knee. 
 
      
 
    Harrid coughed from beside the door. “All of us.” 
 
      
 
    Laughter filled the room for a moment— they’d meant all the wives, but Harrid adding in when he did skewed that. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Arch-cleric, then more defensive gifts.” Doc took another deep breath. “Ayla, Sophia, I need you to work up contracts for the gems. They’ll be moving down to the Springs in Deep Gulch for the short term.” 
 
      
 
    “Until Heartwood’s Tears is ready?” Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The Den was being picketed today, and with how things are going, it’ll probably get worse. I’d like to get them to safety, especially since they’ll be moving onto the hot springs later. Pearl will be the one to talk to, as she’ll be taking over for Zu.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll start on it tomorrow,” Ayla said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to make a trip into town to send Lotus a carrier letter. This way, she can plan for them.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you turning the Springs into a whorehouse, Doc?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. They’ll stay there and be allowed to offer services to guests only. I should explain my idea better… The pay will be a stipend for them to live off, not a full job. They’ll likely end up two to a room, which is why anyone they entertain will need to be a guest. That person’s room can be used for those acts.” 
 
      
 
    “What if they want to step away from the lifestyle?” Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Try to find them a job they can do. Some of them have endured far more than anyone should,” Doc said, thinking of what Steward had done to them. 
 
      
 
    “Our husband cares for everyone…” Fiala said softly, kissing his cheek. 
 
      
 
    “I just want people to have good lives,” Doc shrugged, but a smile filled his lips. 
 
      
 
    “Umm… I did have something I wanted to bring up,” Fiala said slowly. “I wasn’t going to mention it until later, but…” 
 
      
 
    Rosa sat up, her eyes locked on Fiala. That got Doc’s attention. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not bad,” Fiala said, seeing his reaction. “You’ve mentioned that we’ll be leaving eventually.” 
 
      
 
    “West,” Doc nodded. “To spread Luck’s name and make sure the projects we set up with David are going right.” 
 
      
 
    “I was… umm… I was thinking of staying here,” Fiala whispered, her shoulders hunching as she waited for the rebuke. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Doc wasn’t expecting that. “I mean, if you want to, but why?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to keep helping things here,” Fiala said. “The circle of friends I’ve made is making a difference in society here, at least. With the makeup line starting, too, I want to stay and guide it.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay to ask him, Fiala,” Rosa said gently. 
 
      
 
    Fiala’s lips turned down briefly, but she nodded. “I know… it’s just… it feels greedy. None of the rest of you would be able to do the same if you all go with him.” 
 
      
 
    Sonya smiled as she leaned into Fiala’s side. “A child?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” Fiala whispered. 
 
      
 
    “It’s true that I’ve thought of them, too,” Ayla said, “but I can wait until after we go west. None of us will ever be in danger of waiting too long to have a child, not with Doc as our husband.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’d still be waiting while I’d be here raising a child already.” 
 
      
 
    “And later, we’d have our own, and we’d lean on you to help us then,” Sophia said gently. “You’ve mentioned our roles and how you’ve been trying to find your own place before. With the dames and the makeup, you’ve started to find your own place. If you’re staying, I fully support you having a child.” 
 
      
 
    “So do I,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Ayla smiled at Fiala. “Oh, I wish we could all just stay here, have children, and then once they’re grown, continue with what Doc is doing, but that isn’t feasible. I’ll just pin my hopes in place and live my dream for a family through you until later.” 
 
      
 
    Sonya kissed Fiala’s cheek. “All of us agree to it. None of us find fault with your request.” 
 
      
 
    Doc sat there, listening in shocked silence. He knew he’d have kids with them all, eventually, but like them, he always thought of it as a nebulous later. When Fiala flatly asked to stay behind and have a child with him so she could raise them in safety, he had to take stock of what he felt. By the time they’d all expressed their support of her, Doc had made his own decision. 
 
      
 
    Rosa shifted away from him, a bright smile on her face. 
 
      
 
    When Doc stood suddenly, everyone looked at him. Fiala’s eyes went wide— fear crept in as she wondered if he was upset with her. 
 
      
 
    “Fiala, my dear, sweet, loving wife, I would love nothing more than to see you happy while you care for our child.” He held out his hand to her. “Will you come with me upstairs so we can try for one right now?” 
 
      
 
    Fiala’s eyes watered, and she lunged off the sofa to hug him tightly. “I love you, Doc! Thank you! Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    Doc had to swallow back his own emotions. as he almost joined her in crying. “I love you, too, Fiala.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala hiccuped a broken laugh. “I can’t, though. I’m still infertile for a few more days. I wasn’t expecting to have this conversation today.” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed as he held her tighter. “That’s fine. When the drugs wear off, I’ll make you extra fertile, then give you your wish.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes… thank you,” Fiala murmured into his chest. 
 
      
 
    “But I still want to take you upstairs to shower you in love,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t mind, husband,” Lia said, standing up, “we’d all like to reassure our wife that we fully support her decision. Everything will be focused on her.” 
 
      
 
    “Please?” Sonya asked, getting up. 
 
      
 
    “We’d like to,” Ayla smiled as she stood with Sophia. 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t mind, Fiala?” Sophia added. 
 
      
 
    Harrid slipped out of the room— it was clear that the family wasn’t going anywhere for the rest of the day. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Always yes,” Fiala sniffled. “Even when Doc gives me a child, I want you all there. It’s not just mine, but our child with him.” 
 
      
 
    Doc bent forward, scooping her into his arms. “I’ll carry you.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala let out a startled gasp when he’d picked her up, but she buried her face in his neck. “Thank you…” 
 
      
 
    Rosa was already by the door, her eyes blazing green. She looked at each of them, happy that her earlier suggestion to remove their jealousy had been taken. If not, she wondered if they’d be as accepting of this moment as they were now. The happiness they all felt made her core feel warm. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-six 
 
      
 
    Doc kissed Fiala gently when he woke to her smiling face. “Good morning, my love.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, dear husband,” Fiala giggled. “When can you know for sure?” 
 
      
 
    Staring into her eager blue eyes, he let his hands glow with healing energy. Gently stroking her cheek, he turned his attention to her womb. A smile spread across his face when he felt the change in her body. It might not be absolutely certain, but he was pretty sure what he felt meant she was. 
 
      
 
    “Apparently a week is what it takes for the first stage to start,” Doc smiled. “The egg is implanting itself along your wall. I’m pretty sure that means you’re pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala kissed him heatedly, wanting to thank him. Almost two weeks after admitting her want of bearing his child, she was carrying. The joy in her heart was higher than it’d ever been in her life, even including marrying him. 
 
      
 
    When their kiss broke, they were both panting with desire. A soft green glow came from beside the bed where Rosa watched them. 
 
      
 
    Fiala turned her head to meet Rosa’s eyes, smirking. “Weed, come up here. You’re going to let Doc have your body while I satisfy a need of my own. This is me thanking you for helping our family reach this point.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Rosa moaned. She quickly shed her dress to join them in bed. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fiala led Doc into the dining room, smiling brightly. “Good morning, everyone.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that a yes?” Sonya asked excitedly. “It looks like a yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly glowing, isn’t she?” Ayla grinned. “That could just be the fact it was her turn to wake Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a yes,” Fiala beamed as Doc sat her. 
 
      
 
    “It’s early, but I believe she is,” Doc clarified. “She has the first sign of the egg implanting, which means it’s fertilized.” 
 
      
 
    The cheer that went up from the others made Fiala flush, but she was joyous that they were thrilled for her. A small part of her had been worried that they’d be upset that she was carrying and they weren’t. Seeing their love and acceptance, her heart eased. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the best news we’re going to have all day,” Lia said. “Barring Mother herself telling us that she is free of the Darkness, I doubt anything will be as wonderful as hearing your news.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you…” Fiala sniffled, their acceptance bringing her to the verge of tears. 
 
      
 
    Sonya covered Fiala’s hand with hers. “The first legitimate child of our family. It’s fitting that you’re the one to carry them. We’ll need to start thinking about names.” 
 
      
 
    “I would welcome all of your thoughts.” 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, Sophia asked, “You’re going to see the ladies of the Den off, right, Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The protestors have been getting more bold over the last week from what Zu said. She’s shut her doors and had to hire more guards. Donadin’s being an ass about it, all because Citrine refused him. He’s refused to have his men anywhere near the business.” 
 
      
 
    “Another sheriff who will selectively enforce the law,” Sophia tsked. “It’s disgraceful.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet all too common,” Lia said softly. “It was the same when I was younger.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re all going to Deep Gulch together. Zu wants to make sure they’re settled before she goes west. Citrine’s going with them to help keep them safe on the road,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Best they go now before the snows start to fall,” Harrid nodded. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been getting colder. I won’t complain about that, though. Makes the damned suits almost enjoyable. I’m glad I’m not going to have a heat stroke for a few months, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “You look good in them, even during the summer,” Ayla said. “I don’t disagree that the current fashion of heavy wool suits has to be unbearable in the summer.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, are we not healing today?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. I made sure the sign reflected it so everyone knows. Onyx is already settled into her home and will still see people. I’m going to be directing people to her. She needs to start making her presence known. We’ll likely go by to help her, though.” 
 
      
 
    Posy nodded, her lips dipping slightly. 
 
      
 
    “Sad that you won’t be beside Doc every morning?” Lia asked her. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but he has lots to do,” Posy agreed. “Could I go help Onyx in the mornings?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine with that,” Doc nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll both go when she does,” Melvin said. 
 
      
 
    “That helps ease any worries we might’ve had,” Sonya smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast,” Charles announced as he came into the room with the food. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc held Rosa as the carriage rolled into the city. “Tell me, Rosa, are they all this happy because of the ring?” 
 
      
 
    “I think they would have been happy, regardless, but a few would have felt some jealousy that it wasn’t them,” Rosa answered truthfully. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it over the last couple of weeks… the joy, without any hints of anger or bitterness. I’m glad, but at the same time, I wonder if I hurt them by allowing them to snip their jealousy away.” 
 
      
 
    “I would never have allowed you to hurt them,” Rosa whispered, “as that would hurt you. They gave unreservedly of themselves. I wouldn’t have done it if they’d had any doubts.” 
 
      
 
    Doc thought back to over a week ago when the three dryads had shown up at his manor. His wives had been happy to meet each of them— even when he’d been intimate with each of the dryads, his wives had been part of the moment. That was what had really made him wonder about how removing their jealousy might’ve affected them. 
 
      
 
    “You’re overthinking, Doc,” Rosa said softly. “Your concern for them is wonderful to feel, but you are twisting yourself up when there is no need.” 
 
      
 
    Looking into her emerald eyes, Doc exhaled slowly. “I just… things shouldn’t be so easily accepted.” 
 
      
 
    “Their love of you is what drives them. With no jealousy to hang them up, it makes accepting things easier. They will still tell you ‘no’ if they object to an idea; it just won’t be jealousy that makes them object. A terrible woman will still have them saying ‘no.’” 
 
      
 
    “I trust you to know that, but it’s hard to wrap my head around.” 
 
      
 
    “If for any moment one of them doubts, I will tell you,” Rosa whispered. “Trust me to always safeguard our wives and you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc kissed the top of her head as she pressed into his side. “I do, more than I ever thought I would. A far cry from our first encounter, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s face darkened. “Yes. Everything is different… I would wish for nothing other than this.” 
 
      
 
    “Me, neither,” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The protestors were loud as they drew closer to the Iniquitous Den. Clyde took them around back, keeping away from the front where the worst of it would be. Doc glanced out the window to see that even the back entrance had a large contingent of protestors. 
 
      
 
    Not like I care if people tie me to this place, he thought, but this is clearly something instigated, or it would’ve happened long before now. 
 
      
 
    “Move!” Clyde’s voice was loud enough to hear inside the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “Step back, or I will defend the carriage!” Harrid’s bark was even louder. 
 
      
 
    The tenor of the protestors changed, directing their hatred at them instead of the Den. 
 
      
 
    Doc caught sight of angry faces from his glimpse out the gap in the curtain. That also let him see the two elephant bestials moving in to make a path for them to drive through. 
 
      
 
    “This is going to be ugly…” Doc grunted. 
 
      
 
    Rolling into the walled backyard, Clyde wondered if they’d be able to get out easily. Turning the carriage around so it faced the same way as the other wagons, he wondered if Doc would have them lead or go last when it came time to leave. 
 
      
 
    Harrid jumped down to open the door, but he stayed in the doorway, not moving right away. “Doc, the press is here, right at the front of the fracas.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not surprised. Honestly, I’m surprised this is the first time I’ll be dealing with them. Might’ve been an oversight on my part to not engage them from the start, especially after my idea about telephones. Newspapers are the leading way to spread news right now.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid stepped aside, wondering what Doc would do. 
 
      
 
    Doc climbed out of the carriage, ignoring the clamor from the wall until after he’d helped Rosa down. Looking to where the elephant bestials stood guard, he could see the three men with press cards tucked into the bands of their hats. Taking a deep breath, he went to them, not to the Den’s door. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you normally frequent this establishment?” 
 
      
 
    “Which whore do you prefer?” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked at the three men, then raised a hand to the crowd. “Quiet, please. These newsmen have questions, and it’s hard to hear them.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd closest to the yard quieted down and, slowly rippling back, more did the same. 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen, before you begin with questions, let me address things you will probably ask anyway: my name is Doc Holyday. Some might know me as one of the leading forces behind the expansion just outside of the city. I have visited this establishment before.” Doc watched the newsmen scribbling furiously into their notebooks. “You might’ve heard the rumor that I’m a faith healer. That is a fact. I have come here before to help make sure the women are healthy.” 
 
      
 
    “You beast lover!” a random voice yelled out. 
 
      
 
    “Two of my wives are bestial. One of them is a Sagesse,” Doc shrugged. “I’m sorry you don’t know what love is that that’s an insult to you.” 
 
      
 
    “You said ‘wives,’ as in plural,” one of the newspapermen said. 
 
      
 
    “I have five wives,” Doc said, mentally correcting himself with a thought about Rosa. “I’ve been blessed with an abundance of love. I’ve had them all beside me for social events before.” 
 
      
 
    “You only healed the women here?” the second of the trio asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve spoken with them at length,” Doc said, “heard their life stories. Played chess with one, shared drinks with another, and more, so no. They’re intelligent, lively women who are just finding their way in life.” 
 
      
 
    “Which whore do you fuck the most?” the third man sneered. “Don’t try to act like you haven’t had sex with them.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stared at the unpleasant man. “What newspaper are you with?” 
 
      
 
    “Furden’s Truth, the only newspaper that gets to the heart of—” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, the smut rag,” Doc said brightly. “Even my gardener won’t touch your paper. Says it’d dirty the soil more than anything should… though he did say it had one purpose, but even that left his ass chapped.” 
 
      
 
    Laughter started up in the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “How dare you sa—!” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet. I’ll speak to the respectful men, not you.” Doc looked at the other two newsmen. “Gentlemen, I will answer proper questions. Surely you’re here to learn about how the women are being driven out of the city, forced to flee after years of being here, right?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t—!” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, Paul!” the first man snapped. “You were shut down. Just take notes while we talk.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you actually slept with any of the women here?” the second man asked as respectfully as he could. 
 
      
 
    “My dryad has slept with them. It helps her,” Doc said levelly, sidestepping the truth. “Interesting fact: dryads replenish energy off blood and sex. No single man could keep a dryad fully engaged. I need her in top form to help heal the sick and infirm who see me. In turn, I’ve helped make sure the women here have been healthy.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s said you and Roquefell have been leading a charge for equality among the bestials. Care to comment?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s sad that it’s taking the two of us to manage even a sliver of that,” Doc said, “but most of society has seen that helping the less fortunate is something to strive for. Well, minus Strongarm and a few others. Did you cover his eviction of all bestials from the slum he kept last month?” 
 
      
 
    All three reporters looked away from him. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting, that. Maybe that’s news? The fact that not a single newspaper mentioned the mass eviction that would’ve seen the streets filled with homeless, right as winter is beginning?” 
 
      
 
    “But there aren’t any homeless,” Paul sneered. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome,” Doc said frostily. “Myself, Tarbo, Roquefell, and Governor Dodd all had to work together to stop children from freezing to death.” A chill wind filled the space, making most people shiver and helping punctuate his words. “Strongarm didn’t care if he condemned children, women, the sick, or anyone else. What has he done with his property since then? Nothing. Maybe you should cover that, gentlemen.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd was silent as Doc took the reporters to task. 
 
      
 
    “As for today, these women who’ve quietly plied their trade have been harassed relentlessly in that same time span… odd, huh? Today, they’ve had enough. They’re leaving. But that isn’t enough, is it? No. We have a larger crowd today to scream at them. Men shouldn’t harass innocent women, more so when they’re fleeing persecution. Anyone should be ashamed of being here to torment these women further. Ashamed if they have even a scrap of decency left in their bodies.” 
 
      
 
    The door to the Den opened and the women started to file out toward the wagons. Doc looked back to see them. They were huddled in their clothing, their eyes downcast as they hurried to the covered wagons. 
 
      
 
    “It must surely take ‘righteous’ men to yell at and demean them,” Doc said, stepping aside so more people could see them. “Gentlemen, I hope you seek out more news. Maybe, if you haven’t heard yet, you should ask about the duel that’ll take place during the solstice. Strongarm is involved in that. Good day.” 
 
      
 
    Doc walked away; the crowd was quiet, and it was quickly dispersing. Only a handful of people besides the reporters stayed, and even they didn’t speak out. 
 
      
 
    Zu was the last one out the door, and she locked it behind her. Shaking hands with Doc, she passed him the key out of sight of the reporters. “Thank you, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “Be safe. The guards will meet you outside the city to cause less trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “You are truly a bright light in this world. I will spread Luck’s name.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped back, bowing to her. “May Luck guide your journey.” 
 
      
 
    “May she shine brightly upon you,” Zu replied, bowing back. 
 
      
 
    Doc helped the last few women into the wagons before he got back into his carriage. Taking a seat, he exhaled slowly. “Was that chill breeze your doing, Weed?” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to help, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc leaned over to kiss her softly. “You did. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they will turn their sights on Strongarm?” Rosa asked. 
 
      
 
    “Paul won’t,” Doc snorted. “The other two…? Maybe? Let’s go home. I’ve had enough of people for today.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa’s eyes glowed as she saw what he was thinking. “You are so good to me.” 
 
      
 
    “As you are for me,” Doc murmured, claiming another kiss once Clyde got the carriage rolling out after the wagons. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    Doc was surprised that nothing happened the few days after the Den closed. The biggest news was the return pigeon from Daf. Posy sniffled when she read the message; it said that Daf missed her, but understood and approved of her daughter staying until the winter was over. 
 
      
 
    Taking Posy with him every day, Doc either helped Onyx or went to the Silver Lily to heal. They had added to the sign in the front room of the gambling hall, informing people who wanted healing to seek out Onyx. That cut well down on the healing that Posy and Doc did, but gave time for Posy to study. 
 
      
 
    Another singer stopped in Furden on the way west, so Doc made sure to take his wives on dates for the two shows she put on. Sophia and Ayla got the first night out with him, then Fiala and Sonya got the second night. Lia asked for another date out in the wilds before the snow started to fall in place of a night in the city. 
 
      
 
    Harrid took those nights to spend with Ginger, who’d taken over as assistant manager for the new community. As each home finished being built, she directed who moved in. The sheriff substation had been finished, but Doc hadn’t approached Donadin about staffing it, as he wasn’t sure where he and the sheriff stood anymore. 
 
      
 
    Even with the other things going on, Doc stuck to his training. His stamina in enduring the rounds was growing, and he was getting better at controlling the ring. Harrid, Melvin, and the other few people he sparred with had to work to pin him down. Doc knew he was far from being a pro, but for this time period, he figured he would give any fighter fits. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc sat back in the office chair, the space feeling empty to him. Posy had asked to stay with Fiala for the day; she’d wanted to go to tea and see the makeup business. He’d agreed, as Posy rarely asked to do anything other than healing. Now that it was just him and Rosa, he wondered if he should just close early for the day. 
 
      
 
    Harrid knocked before entering, shutting the door behind him. “Doc, there’s one of those newspapermen to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Which one?” Doc asked, sitting upright in his chair. 
 
      
 
    “The reasonable one,” Harrid said. “He said his name was Gavin Welter with the Furden Tribune.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what the news wants with me,” Doc said, standing up. “Bring him in and ask one of the waitresses to bring in a couple of pints.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Harrid replied. 
 
      
 
    Doc took a seat in the sitting area, stroking Rosa’s hair idly. “This’ll be interesting.” 
 
      
 
    “I will keep my eyes on him, Doc,” Rosa whispered as she lowered her head. 
 
      
 
    “I figured you would, Rosa. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    A minute later, Harrid led Welter into the room. A few seconds behind them was one of the waitresses with a tray. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Welter, have a seat. I hope you’re fine with something to wet your whistle while we speak,” Doc greeted him. 
 
      
 
    Welter was surprised at the friendly welcome, as he still recalled the last time he’d seen Doc. “Uh… yes. Thank you. I wasn’t sure what kind of reception to expect from you.” 
 
      
 
    “I apologize for being so short with all of you,” Doc said, shaking Welter’s hand. “Seeing women afraid with a hostile crowd closing in on them made me react harshly.” 
 
      
 
    Welter grimaced, rubbing the back of his head. “Yeah… looking back on it, it was a bad moment. Thank you, miss,” directing the last three words to the waitress. His eyes lingered on her ass as she turned away. 
 
      
 
    “What can I do for the Tribune today?” Doc asked, taking a sip from his mug. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I had some questions,” Welter said, pulling out a notebook. Pausing to take a sip of his beer, he smiled at the quality before setting the mug down. “You’re the owner of Luck’s Holdings, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We’re based out of Deep Gulch, where my lucky strike in mining started my path.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s rumored that the men who stood against you in Deep Gulch died under mysterious circumstances,” Welter said. “Do you have any comments on that?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see…” Doc said, pursing his lips for a moment. “Goodman was shot by Sheriff Grange after trying to kill a bank auditor. Grange and Suez were killed by Marshal Hickinbotham after the pair kidnapped a little girl to use as leverage over me. I wouldn’t say ‘mysterious.’ Seems pretty straightforward to me.” 
 
      
 
    Welter scribbled quickly before taking another sip of his beer. “I see. You own most of that town, and a good chunk of land all around it. When you got here to Furden, you purchased another major parcel of land halfway between here and there. You also purchased the swath of land where a new community is going up outside of the city limits, too.” 
 
      
 
    Doc leaned back with a smile on his lips. 
 
      
 
    “No comment?” Welter asked. 
 
      
 
    “There wasn’t a question,” Doc said. “I own what you said, all except for the new community property. That’s in a trust. I don’t own it anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “You sold that property?” 
 
      
 
    “Gave it over to the trust in charge of building the community. Not a sale. It was part of the philanthropy sweeping our fair city.” 
 
      
 
    Welter started writing again. “I see. You and Roquefell are said to be the driving force behind this new movement. Dozens of other socialites in the city have since joined in. What was the reasoning behind this?” 
 
      
 
    “Reasoning behind it?” Doc asked with an amused smile. “Can you give me a better question?” 
 
      
 
    “Why did the two of you start this philanthropy, and to what ends are you looking?” 
 
      
 
    “Because all people should have a chance to have a good life,” Doc replied. “The church might not care for my viewpoint, but I firmly believe that all life is equal. Human, elf, dwarf, bestial, gnome, and so on— all life is equal. Society as a whole hasn’t felt that way for… well… a very long time. Social pressure colors how people act. Maybe you yourself don’t hate bestials, but if…” Doc trailed off, then sat forward. “A woman falls in the street, and there’s a runaway horse barreling toward her. You can get her out of the way if you act now. What do you do?” 
 
      
 
    “I would get her to safety.” 
 
      
 
    “The woman is in rags. Do you still do so?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “The woman in rags is actually a rat bestial. How about now?” 
 
      
 
    Welter paused, then sat back slowly. “Ohhh…” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Doc said softly. “Why did you not answer that time?” 
 
      
 
    Welter looked away. “Well… uhh… because… you know…” 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t. Is it because society says she’s not worth saving?” 
 
      
 
    Welter was clearly uncomfortable. “She’s dressed in rags. You said so yourself. Tha—” 
 
      
 
    “It didn’t matter if the woman was in rags until she was a bestial. What if the bestial was dressed in a fine silk dress? Does that change it for you?” 
 
      
 
    Welter winced, grabbing his mug to take a deep drink. 
 
      
 
    “Societal pressure,” Doc shrugged. “I’d help the woman, because it doesn’t matter her birth nor state of dress. To me, that hypothetical woman in distress is just that: a woman in distress. The same would be true for a child, or even a man.” 
 
      
 
    Silence stretched between them. Doc let it weigh on the reporter— he was perfectly content to let reality sink in. 
 
      
 
    “Uh… let’s touch on a different topic,” Welter eventually said after draining his beer. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Doc agreed. “Would you like another?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Yes. Thanks,” Welter said. 
 
      
 
    “Harrid, can you wave her down?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Be right back,” Harrid said, stepping out. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Holyday, it’s been said you are a faith healer. What can you say to those rumors?” 
 
      
 
    “That they’re correct,” Doc said simply. “I am a faith healer, and my goddess is Lady Luck, hence why my office has been here in a gambling hall. My hours will be cutting back soon, though. Not too many people to heal nowadays. I’ve already helped hundreds.” 
 
      
 
    Welter scribbled in his book. “Bestials, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Mostly, but I’ve helped dwarves, some half-elves, a few Hibernians, and even humans,” Doc said. “I’ve healed a dozen or more ladies of standing. Did you know the powder many of them use poisons them? The heavy metals are terrible for their health. If you ask a few ladies, they can probably tell you about it. I’d suggest Mrs. Tarbo, if you want to follow up.” 
 
      
 
    Welter was writing quickly, but it was obvious the man was bewildered about how they’d changed topics to makeup. “How do you know that?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve healed them from the associated problems. Scars on their faces, poisons seeping into their blood, etcetera.” 
 
      
 
    “You can fix scars?” Welter asked, his head coming up. “I’d like to see this, as it would prove you have some power and aren’t just a charlatan like some people claim.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a scar for me to fix?” Doc asked politely as he finished his mug. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It’s on my leg,” Welter said, bending to roll up his pant leg. 
 
      
 
    He froze when the door opened behind him. Quickly pushing the cloth back down, he sat upright. 
 
      
 
    Doc grinned as the same waitress brought in the second round. She was part deer bestial, her ears the only obvious thing about her heritage. Setting the mugs down, she gave Welter a smile before she left. 
 
      
 
    Welter’s eyes again followed her out of the room. He glanced back, seeing Doc watching him, before taking a deep drink from the new mug. 
 
      
 
    “So, about the scar?” Doc chuckled. “She’s single, I believe, in case you were wondering.” 
 
      
 
    Welter flushed, quickly rolling his pant leg up. He angled his leg, showing Doc a three-inch scar down his calf. “I’ve had this for a decade now.” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Luck, this reporter has come to see you are real,” Doc said as his gift triggered. 
 
      
 
    Welter stared with wide eyes at his green glowing hands. “Never seen a doctor do that…” 
 
      
 
    “Because I’m not a doctor. I’m a faith healer,” Doc said. “Your hand, please.” 
 
      
 
    Welter hesitated, then held out his hand. When Doc took it, he winced, then chuckled nervously. The warmth that seeped into him made his eyes widen again. His mother singing softly as she healed his cuts and bruises came back to his mind. The tightness in his left leg eased as the warmth slowly faded away. 
 
      
 
    “All done. What do you think?” Doc asked, sitting back to take a drink. 
 
      
 
    Welter blinked dumbly for a moment, then looked at his exposed leg. The scar was gone, as was the tightness in his muscle. Reaching down, he poked at his calf, then ran his hand over it. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Luck only ever asks for a prayer in her name as payment,” Doc said, “which is why the apothecaries and healers in the city have had issues with me.” 
 
      
 
    Smoothing his pant leg back down, Welter drained his nearly-full mug in seconds. Finally meeting Doc’s eyes again, he sat there, stunned. 
 
      
 
    “What you write is up to you,” Doc said softly. “I’m not here to tell people how to live. I’d like to set an example, one that others want to follow. Strongarm and I have had problems because he feels threatened that I can be successful and keep my humanity. He’s given away his ability to feel empathy with others to get where he is.” 
 
      
 
    “The church won’t let a self-proclaimed faith healer go,” Welter said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve spoken with the Father. He seemed to feel like people should make up their own minds. If he wants to approach me again, I’ll listen.” 
 
      
 
    Welter made a few more notes, slower than he had previously. “The duel with Strongarm on the solstice, what led up to that?” 
 
      
 
    “He was being insulting. I gave him back better than he gave, and he attacked me with his cane,” Doc said. “When the attack was broken up, he remained disparaging, so I finally gave him a way to legally continue his attack on me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why challenge him at all?” 
 
      
 
    “It was either that or my wife was going to shoot him,” Doc shrugged. “Lia’s protective of her family.” 
 
      
 
    “Your wife was going to shoot him?” Welter asked, starting to write faster again. 
 
      
 
    “Lillianna Treeheart. She was once known as Death Flower,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Welter’s hand froze, his head coming up slowly to stare at Doc. “Death Flower?” 
 
      
 
    “We call her Lia,” Doc smiled. “So rather than let her kill someone again, I’ll be boxing Strongarm. Incidentally, it’ll be the day after the solstice, on Boxing Day. I found that amusing.” 
 
      
 
    “Boxing? Is that what they call fisticuffs where you’re from? Where are you from, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “A long way from here, and boxing is the art of brawling governed by rules.” 
 
      
 
    A knock on the door interrupted their conversation. 
 
      
 
    Harrid left the room, but was back a few seconds later. “Doc, Roquefell to see you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stood up. “Thank you for coming in, Welter. If you want to talk again later, leave a message here and I’ll get back to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir.” Welter stood, shaking hands with Doc. “Good day.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-eight 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t expect to see Welter from the Tribune,” David said as he took a seat across from Doc. “Hopefully, it’s not bad?” 
 
      
 
    “Fact-finding, I think,” Doc said. “Questions that made me think he’s interested in following up on the Den.” 
 
      
 
    “They were the kindest of the three papers,” David said, “and Furden’s Truth was the most slanted. I did some digging: Strongarm owns that one, so it’s not surprising.” 
 
      
 
    “Might want to see about making one ourselves, then,” Doc grunted. “One that will tell the truth and deal with all people equally.” 
 
      
 
    “Starting one is expensive. It would be cheaper in the long run to buy one of the existing papers out.” 
 
      
 
    “The Tribune is a good paper… maybe the Mountain Herald?” Doc suggested. “It was negative toward me, but not as bad as Truth was. I doubt Strongarm has it, since he already owns the Truth.” 
 
      
 
    “I can see about getting it started,” David said. “It’ll only give me two months to get it in order, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going somewhere?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “East,” David said. “Botolph is my destination. A man there is said to have just proved his patent works for what you call the ‘telephone.’ I’ll be partnering with him, angling to get a majority share in a decade.” 
 
      
 
    “From what little I remember of it, the patents had a lot of court cases, some even going to the Supreme Court.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. My family’s lawyer has argued in front of them before.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re staying here until after the solstice?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my plan. I have to support you during this duel. Once it’s settled, then I’ll head out. Besides the things we’ve discussed, I’ll also be stopping in a few places to buy shares of Western Expansion. Strongarm has a sizable share, but not a majority. I’ll be taking a majority ownership, letting us take over the existing telegraph systems.” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s going to handle all your businesses here?” 
 
      
 
    “Peabody; I didn’t replace the bank manager. Peabody will do far more for me as overseer of my holdings.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad Heather agreed to stay in Furden.” 
 
      
 
    “Not as much as I am. I’ve already told them the manor will be theirs to use while I’m away. When I do make it back here, they’ll have the option of going back to Deep Gulch, or I’ll buy them a home in the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Either way, they win,” Doc smiled. “Where’s Rema?” 
 
      
 
    “At the manor. You only need to keep your dryad beside you in public. It’s perfectly legal to let them stay home. I didn’t need to bring her with me to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
      
 
    “How has she been?” Rosa asked. 
 
      
 
    “Good, very good. Maybe a little insatiable, but good,” David chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “That’s just their nature,” Doc snickered. “I wasn’t sure you had gifts that would make use of her abilities.” 
 
      
 
    “Her ability to read minds feels like cheating,” David said seriously. “It took some getting used to, but now… I accept her for who she is.” He paused, glancing at Rosa, then looked back at Doc. “Does Rosa watch you sleep?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh gods, does she ever,” Doc laughed. “Every morning, I wake up and there she is— a bright smile and just staring at me. It’s so creepy.” 
 
      
 
    “Very disconcerting,” David agreed. 
 
      
 
    “But he loves it, as do you,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    Doc shrugged. “Guilty. Knowing that she’s watching over me actually makes me feel safer.” 
 
      
 
    “The first few days were… strained, but yes. That’s how I feel now, too.” 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t mind, I would like to visit with her,” Rosa asked. “We can walk between the trees in our garden and yours so we don’t need to travel.” 
 
      
 
    “You can?” David asked in surprise. “How does anyone ever catch a dryad in the wilds, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Trickery, or using our nature against us. Once we’re focused on a person to make sure we can get what we want, we’re not as aware of our surroundings as we should be. Most of my sisters were caught ‘in the act,’ as Doc has called it.” 
 
      
 
    “At least their clothing goes with them,” Doc said. “It would cause a major stir, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure it would,” David coughed. “I don’t mind if you two visit. None of my staff will comment on your arriving or going.” 
 
      
 
    “Nor will mine,” Doc chuckled, “at least once I tell them. They were shocked when the other dryads showed up.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mother has been very helpful to our cause.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Rosa murmured. “Your cause is her life. My sisters were all very happy to assist. It was more a matter of limiting how many were coming to help.” 
 
      
 
    “You never told me that,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “I was handling it, like Ayla does the finances.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair,” Doc said, rubbing her head. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “One dryad is almost too much,” David said. “Two or more…? I’m not sure I would survive.” 
 
      
 
    “Even with healing, I’m not sure I would, either,” Doc agreed. “You should ask yours for an energy token. It’ll be a small item that can store energy for you to draw from if she isn’t by your side. You need to push energy into it to replenish it. I mentioned it to the others, and I have one of my own.” 
 
      
 
    “That is… very useful. I’ll do so.” David paused, then pushed on with another topic, “I did make an arrangement for you. It was forward of me, but I think you’ll approve.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Hank Hammerson, one of the best fighters in the States. He just got done with a fight in Aire. I offered him enough to get him on a train, and he should be here by Soul Day. He’ll help refine your fighting, then work your corner during the fight. His friend will be coming in to be the official during the bout. Strongarm already agreed with Tarbo.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t turn down professional help,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. I was concerned, as it was me making moves on your behalf.” 
 
      
 
    “David,” Doc paused, making sure he had David’s attention, “we’re in this together. If you think something is for the best, I’m not going to be angry. The worst I’d do is ask questions to clarify. Just like you trust what I’ve told you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. It’s odd to do; my family taught me to always question. But even before Trade came to me, I was trusting you far more than anyone in my family would find advisable. When Trade came to me, she congratulated me on following my instinct. Doing that rewarded me more than I’d dared hope.” 
 
      
 
    “We might have more gods come back and appoint Voices in the future,” Doc said, “but for now, everything rests on us.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why we’ll stop Strongarm here, then pull the rest of his perceived strength away from him.” 
 
      
 
    One of the guards from the Silver Lily burst in, flinching back when they saw Harrid’s gun trained on them. “Sorry! Sir, they need you at the community! There’s been an attack!” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s blood ran cold, as Posy was there with Onyx. He was on his feet and running for the door in an instant. “Harrid, get Clyde moving!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Harrid said, beating Doc out of the room. 
 
      
 
    A dwarf was leaning against the wall, breathing heavily when Doc came out of the office. “Sir… help… please…” 
 
      
 
    Doc paused to heal him— he had a collection of splinters lodged in his arm. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Thirty men came riding in,” the dwarf grunted in relief as the pain fled. “They started firing the moment they were seen. The last few had flaming bottles in hand. With how big the community is getting, we’re more spread out. It took a while for us to get enough people to stop them all. They’re all dead, but one of the houses burned, and we have dead and wounded: a couple of guards and some innocents.” 
 
      
 
    Doc figured the guard had been just missed by a bullet and took some wood from a building. Done healing the dwarf, Doc sprinted for the back door with Rosa on his heels. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Clyde didn’t spare the whip on the carriage team as they left the city. The four horses were pounding down the street the moment it was clear enough to ensure no one would get hurt. Even in the city, he’d gone faster than he normally would have. 
 
      
 
    When they got there, Clyde had the team no longer running so he could stop when needed. The moment the carriage stopped, Doc was out the door. His heart stopped racing in the next moment when he saw Onyx and Posy both helping some wounded. 
 
      
 
    “What can I do?” Doc asked as he came striding up to them. 
 
      
 
    “We got the worst of it, but you can see the next person,” Onyx said. She was healing a young man with a blood-stained bandage tied around his calf. 
 
      
 
    With the three of them there, the wounded were soon all taken care of. Doc was able to hear the story from another couple of dwarven guards. Things had been taken care of as best as possible with the bold attack. Doc had them gather anything that could be sold, wanting to help pay for the funeral costs of the two bestials who’d died in the gunfight. 
 
      
 
    When they were all done, Posy hugged Doc tightly. “The bad men won’t stop, will they?” 
 
      
 
    Doc held her back, his face grim. “They will, eventually, but maybe not soon. I was worried for you.” His gaze darted to Onyx standing a few feet away, letting her know she was included in that sentiment. 
 
      
 
    Onyx blushed, lowering her gaze. “We were in my home, safe from this. When the shooting started, I knew we’d be needed, but we waited until it went silent.” 
 
      
 
    A young male dwarf nearby watched the exchange with a stoic expression before he trudged away. Onyx’s dryad, Wita, watched the dwarf go, a smile growing on her lips. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Looks like Strongarm isn’t done. I’ll be going back into town to let Digger know we have more dead to collect. Might need to stop and see Donadin, too. This is getting too big to let go. Thirty men isn’t a minor action.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I come with you?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx gave Posy a hug. “Thank you for your help, Posy. Tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come back,” Posy agreed. 
 
      
 
    As they turned to go, Wita whispered to Onyx, “Coalton wants to speak with you. He left when he saw Doc’s concern.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm? Is he okay with you?” Onyx whispered back as the pair started walking away. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he…” 
 
      
 
    Doc heard the first few parts of their conversation before he got too far away. He smiled, happy that Wita might have someone to help her. Maybe Onyx will give him a chance, too, Doc thought. He saw the pile of dead bodies as he walked, so his mind turned back to what he’d be dealing with soon. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-nine 
 
      
 
    Doc chatted with Posy about things she’d learned helping heal the injured. Part of him hated that a young girl had seen some of the wounds she had. Posy, though, was excited to explain everything to Doc, thrilled that she could do so much. 
 
      
 
    Reaching their first stop, Doc helped Posy out after him, then both the dryads. The building was larger than the undertaker’s in Deep Gulch, but that wasn’t surprising, considering the difference in population. 
 
      
 
    Stepping into the building, the homely woman behind the counter gave them a smile. “Welcome. How can we help you today?” 
 
      
 
    “I need to speak with Grant Digger, please.” 
 
      
 
    The woman’s expression became guarded. “Whom may I say would like to speak with him?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. My name is Doc Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    “Holyday? From Deep Gulch?” Eyes wide, she jerked to her feet, exposing a very rounded belly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s me,” Doc said, surprised at her reaction. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Emily Digger, sir. He’s told me all about you.” She waddled out around her desk. “Thank you so much, sir,” she sniffled. “Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    Doc followed the quietly crying woman. Having seen her belly and knowing about the Digger family curse, he wished he’d known— he’d have to help their child when they were born. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, how did you help them?” Posy whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Another one of my gifts,” Doc explained, “remove curse. You don’t have access to it yet. It only lets me remove a single condition, though, not the entire curse.” 
 
      
 
    Posy chewed her lip as she thought about what he was saying. “I can’t do it yet?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but in the future, probably,” Doc replied. 
 
      
 
    They passed into an empty office, then into the workspace. Grant and two others were working on three different bodies, and Posy shuddered when she saw the tubing and buckets. 
 
      
 
    Doc squeezed her hand. “You can wait in the office with Ambrose if you want?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’ll be okay,” Posy said firmly. 
 
      
 
    Doc was sure most of that firmness was to instill the courage in herself. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Husband, there’s a man here to see you,” Emily said as she crossed the room toward him. 
 
      
 
    “Bit busy. Ask him to come back,” Grant said, his voice devoid of emotion. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Mr. Holyday, Grant.” 
 
      
 
    Grant almost dropped what he was working on. “Tell him I’ll be right out.” 
 
      
 
    Emily hurried back to Doc. “Let’s step back into the office. I didn’t mean for your daughter to see this.” 
 
      
 
    Posy giggled at being called Doc’s daughter, and her hand squeezed his. 
 
      
 
    “It’s alright, ma’am,” Doc said, leading Posy and the dryads back into the office. 
 
      
 
    “Can I get you some tea?” Emily asked, wringing her hands. 
 
      
 
    Doc was going to decline, but he could see she wanted to do something. “Please? Anything soothing would be good.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Emily said before rushing off. 
 
      
 
    Grant came striding out of the back a minute later, wiping his hands on a clean cloth. “Holyday, I’m glad you’re still alive.” 
 
      
 
    “So am I,” Doc chuckled lightly. “Your wife went to make tea. Can we sit for a bit?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” Grant ushered them to the chairs across his desk. 
 
      
 
    “Out of curiosity, how often do you wash your hands?” Doc asked when they sat. 
 
      
 
    “Three times a day,” Grant replied. “In the morning before work, before lunch, then when I stop for the day. Clay told me that you used his alcohol to do so.” 
 
      
 
    “High enough content and it’ll kill germs,” Doc said. “Otherwise, hot water and soap.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see about using more water and soap. That would be cheaper over the long run.” 
 
      
 
    “Thirty seconds of scrubbing when you do,” Doc said. “Make sure to get your entire hand, too.” Holding his hands up, he mimed washing them. “Get every spot evenly, especially your nails if you’ve dug at anything.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve not led anyone in my family wrong. I’ll institute it as a policy. I doubt you came here to talk about washing hands, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I have thirty-four dead out at the new community. Two of them will be claimed by the clan, but two of them are innocents who got caught in the crossfire. Those two bestials, I want you to do your best for. I’ll pay for their costs. The other thirty are the men who committed the murders when they attacked the community.” 
 
      
 
    Grant nodded slowly. “I dislike it when business booms.” 
 
      
 
    “So do I,” Doc said. “I’ll be going to see Donadin after this. I’m sure he’ll try to weasel out of doing his damned job again, but I’m not going to let him this time.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send the boys out to collect, and I’ll wish you well on your talk with the sheriff.” 
 
      
 
    Emily came bustling back into the room with a tray. Setting it on the desk, she poured four cups, asked about their preferences, then served them. She stood to Grant’s left, her cup in her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Doc said after he sipped his mint tea. 
 
      
 
    “I hate to ask, but since you are here,” Grant said after a few quiet seconds. “When my child is born, will you help him as you did me?” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Doc said. “When’s the expected due date?” 
 
      
 
    “We think it’ll be near the solstice,” Emily said. “That’s the best we can do for timing. You know how it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Nine months, give or take a few days, normally. If you’d like, I can check on you and the child.” 
 
      
 
    Emily glanced at Grant, who nodded. “Very well.” Shuffling around to him, she looked nervous. “What do I have to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Take my hand; that’s all,” Doc said. He lifted his right hand to her, his left stroking Rosa’s hair. “Lady Luck, Emily is pregnant. I want to check her health and the health of her unborn child, please.” 
 
      
 
    Emily’s breath caught when his hand, holding hers, suddenly had green energy surrounding them. Then, warmth sunk into her, and she remembered her husband coming back from Deep Gulch. He rarely ever showed emotion, but when he told her about Holyday, she could recall his lips turning into a rarely seen smile. If Holyday could help her child and free him of even part of the curse, she would praise his goddess for the rest of her life. 
 
      
 
    Doc sat back, his energy fading a minute later. “You and the child are fine. I think you’re right— about two months from now for the birth. I wish I could’ve helped Grant before the conception, but when your son is born, I’ll help remove that part of the curse so his children are no longer affected by it.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you…” Emily sniffled, retreating back to stand beside her husband again. 
 
      
 
    Grant shifted in his seat. “Thank you, Doc. I sent word to my family who could reach the city in a couple of months. More of the Digger family will be here in a few days to weeks.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled as he sipped at his tea. “I’ll be here until the solstice, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “When I heard of the duel, I knew I could safely do so,” Grant said. “I apologize if I overstepped.” 
 
      
 
    Doc reflected that Grant’s monotone voice made it hard to tell when he was being serious or sarcastic. “It’s fine. I should’ve done the same for any of the Hutmacher family. I have no idea where they are, though.” 
 
      
 
    “The hatter who went to Deep Gulch?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I can send word to his brother in Deadshaft. I used to talk with him before he served his sentence for assault and left the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Please do,” Doc said. Taking one last sip, he set his cup down. “I should get on to the sheriff before it gets too late. Thank you for the tea, and just let me know when your family shows up.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Grant said, standing up. “May Luck watch over you.” 
 
      
 
    “You, as well,” Doc smiled. 
 
      
 
    As the carriage rolled them toward the sheriff’s office, Posy asked, “Doc, what did you do to help Hats?” 
 
      
 
    “Sigmund? Hatter’s blood becomes toxic because of the mercury they use. Another of my gifts you don’t have access to lets me stop a malady from reoccurring.” 
 
      
 
    “Mal-ad-dee?” Posy asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Ongoing medical problem: malady,” Doc said, correcting her. “Like your mother’s problem. I used the same gift to make sure it never happened again.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think I’ll get to do that later?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    “In time,” Doc smiled softly. 
 
      
 
    “Okay! I want to be as amazing as you are when I grow up.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you will be, if not even more amazing,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Arriving at the sheriff’s office, Doc led the others inside. The front room had a few desks, two of which had deputies sitting at them. Doc aimed for the one with the older man closer to the front door. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, sir? I’m hoping to see Sheriff Donadin. My name’s Doc Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    The man looked up from the report he was writing. One of his eyes had a light sheen to it, making Doc think he had some vision loss. “Sheriff’s in his office, Mr. Holyday. Wait here. I’ll see if he has time for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Doc smiled. “I can help with your eye, if you’d like. Tomorrow, you can come by the Silver Lily.” 
 
      
 
    The older man frowned, but nodded before walking away. He was back a couple of minutes later. “Upstairs, last door in the hall.” He sized Doc up for a moment. “I’ll be by tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you then,” Doc said before leading his party past the man. 
 
      
 
    “Just you and your dryad. The others can wait here,” the deputy said. 
 
      
 
    Doc paused, then turned to face Harrid. “Please keep an eye on things for me, Harrid.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, Doc,” Harrid said, even if he disliked having to wait in the lobby. 
 
      
 
    Doc and Rosa entered Donadin’s office a minute later. The room was neat and tidy, which surprised Doc— he thought the sheriff would be a “set it down anywhere” kind of guy. “Sheriff, thank you for taking the time.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin stood up. “What happened, Holyday? I know this isn’t just a social call.” 
 
      
 
    The brusqueness of the greeting set the tone for Doc. “Thirty men attacked the community this morning. All of them are dead, along with two guards from the Ironbeard clan and two innocent bestials. The men had flaming bottles with them, but failed to start any major fires.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin grimaced. “Thirty men…? That isn’t a small force.” 
 
      
 
    “My guards are efficient. The number of wounds— grievous to superficial— wasn’t slight, either, but we’ll handle that.” Doc exhaled, “Donadin, there has to be a limit. I haven’t attacked him, yet he has attacked mine multiple times now.” 
 
      
 
    “You attacked his pocketbook, Holyday. We both know that. But yes… I’ll have to step in. Thirty men is a threat to the city, or they would be if they weren’t already dead.” 
 
      
 
    “What changed?” Doc asked, changing the topic. “We’d been cordial, but you’ve gone cold.” 
 
      
 
    “You took away the little bit of fun I’d been having,” Donadin said tightly. “I’ll do my damned job, but I’m not going out of my way for you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded. “Very well. Thank you for stepping in. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin grunted as he watched Doc leave; he had paperwork to finish before he went to see Strongarm. 
 
      
 
    Doc was grim when he gathered up his people and left the office. 
 
      
 
    “Rosa, tell me,” Doc said as they headed home. 
 
      
 
    “He will talk to Strongarm. Overt massed attacks need to stop. He thinks Strongarm has other plans, and a small part of him hopes they work.” 
 
      
 
    “Guess I need to ask Ayla and Sophia to start planning for the election next year.” 
 
      
 
    “Will it be okay, Doc?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    Doc took her hand in his. “It will be. Might just be ugly for a bit longer, first.” 
 
      
 
    Posy leaned into his side, trying to cheer him up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Things seemed to settle down again, but Doc wondered what the next big problem would be. Over the next week, his wives led a charge to get things ready for Soul Day— Doc had been taken by surprise before he matched their holiday to Halloween or Samhain. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc pushed his plate away, breakfast done. “How’s this going today?” 
 
      
 
    “Most of it isn’t until this evening when the sun begins to set,” Fiala said. 
 
      
 
    “Before that, you’ve agreed to put on an exhibition bout with Alaric,” Sonya grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I’m still not sure it’s a good idea,” Ayla said. “Should Doc let everyone and anyone see what he can do?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I’ll be fighting differently than usual,” Doc said. “I’m sure Strongarm has heard about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Undoubtedly,” Sophia nodded. “Just be careful.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be. Three rounds to get people excited for the solstice. I’ll probably end up having to do one more before the actual match.” 
 
      
 
    “Giving Thanks Day would be best for that,” Lia said, a touch of sourness to her tone. 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess: the tribes helped the first settlers survive a bad winter?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “We did, but no,” Lia sighed. “The tradition came with them from Avalon. It’s the day of thanking Apoc. It’s since grown from that beginning into a holiday of giving thanks for any good that has come to you during the year, mostly in the name of Apoc. It’s been officially recognized by the government for a few years now.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a feasting day,” Sophia said. “We’ll be planning it once Soul Day is over.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make sure there’s another exhibition match,” Sonya said, “maybe with someone other than Alaric.” 
 
      
 
    “If David’s right and I have my trainer this coming month, then I’ll spar him,” Doc said. “He’s a known fighter, so it should draw a lot of attention. I’ll fight off-style for that and get my ass kicked.” 
 
      
 
    “Onyx will be there for both matches,” Fiala said, “just in case something bad happens.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t be able to use my current gifts in any of the fights,” Doc said slowly. “It’d be too obvious. Can’t wear the ring for them, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Bare hands, examined and then wrapped by the official,” Sophia nodded, reciting the rules. “Your gloves will then be checked and put on, then wrapped and signed by the official. It’s to stop any foreign objects being added.” 
 
      
 
    “Because otherwise, people would firm up their hands with all sorts of things,” Doc nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll work on the second exhibition,” Ayla said. “We’ll ask your trainer when he comes in, and if not him, we’ll find another.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised at how eager the Hibernians are for the festival,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not,” Doc said. “Their culture has traditions stretching back for generations.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why they asked for a bonfire,” Sophia nodded. “I wasn’t expecting them to ask you to light it, Doc. Normally, it’s the leader of their people.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve recognized him as a Voice,” Lia said softly. “They won’t take him as a shaman because he isn’t Hibernian, but they will accept him as a Voice. To have one who’s acknowledged by the gods do it is special.” 
 
      
 
    “When I do get the arch-cleric gift, I’ll be tapping McKenzie,” Doc said. “I want to get him heading east and back to Hibernia.” 
 
      
 
    “A good plan,” Lia nodded. “Spreading clerics out to bring in more people is a wonderful idea. It’d leave you with one spot unclaimed, since you planned to add Molteneyes.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d hold that spot back until we find the right person.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d want them to go to another part of the world,” Ayla said. “Frika or Europa would be best.” 
 
      
 
    “Which we don’t have any contacts for yet,” Doc shrugged. “That’s all down the road from now. Besides the exhibition and lighting the bonfire, is there anything else for me specifically?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be at Onyx’s home for the mumming,” Fiala said to Posy. 
 
      
 
    “Mumming… that’s handing out the soul cakes, right?” Doc asked, trying to remember. 
 
      
 
    “Correct,” Sophia smiled. “People will be going from home to home to sing or put on small acts to be given their cakes. With people knowing you’re there, we expect a large turnout.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be at other houses,” Fiala said. “We want to spread out so people can go to multiple places.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc, would you come to Onyx’s with me?” Posy asked, having waited for the conversation to lull. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. I’ll have to bring some things with me,” Doc said. “That way, I can go straight from her house to the exhibition.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll come back here after that to clean up for the rest of the evening,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    Doc met her gaze, his lips quirking into a smirk. “Come back here to clean up before the mumming and bonfire, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “We have to make sure you’re ready for a long night,” Lia said with a smirk of her own. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Doc got up from his seat. “Posy, I’ll see you in a few minutes. Before I run off, kisses for my wives.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Onyx was smiling when Doc got out of the carriage. “Doc, welcome back.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a smile in return, but turned to help Posy, Rosa, and Ambrose out as he replied, “Thank you, Onyx. I’ll be here until I go to spar.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Onyx beamed. “Posy, I have a small cake set aside just for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” Posy beamed. 
 
      
 
    “How’s it been since the attack?” Doc asked as they stepped inside the house. 
 
      
 
    Harrid came inside with them, but Melvin and Masha stayed outside. The chairs Onyx had for them made the waiting comfortable. The slight breeze was chilly, but the house blocked most of it. Clyde got the carriage moving; a stable had been set up just down the street, and the owner was always happy to give Doc’s driver a place to rest. 
 
      
 
    “Calm, thankfully,” Onyx said. “I’ve found a willing partner for Wita.” 
 
      
 
    A muffled sound from the bedroom made Doc chuckle. “He’s here, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “I asked him to stop by to make sure Wita’s at her best for today,” Onyx nodded. “I have tea ready. Would you like a cup?” 
 
      
 
    “Please. Winter’s approaching fast,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” Posy chimed in. 
 
      
 
    When Onyx looked his way, Harrid bowed his head. “I would appreciate it. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “The man helping Wita, he’s just here for her?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    Onyx carried the tea tray to the table. “Yes. He’s a nice man, but I’m not looking for companionship from him.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stayed quiet as Onyx poured tea for everyone but the dryads, who rarely ate or drank. Doc knew they could, but it didn’t do anything for them; their sustenance came from blood and semen or from connecting to Mother. 
 
      
 
    Doc didn’t press her about the man with Wita. The conversation turned to what the day would be as they sipped their tea, falling off when the bedroom door opened. 
 
      
 
    Coalton, a young dwarven man from the Ironbeard clan, froze when he saw that there was company. He’d thought he’d heard voices, but Wita had demanded his attention, so he ignored the murmurs. Now, he was standing before the clan shaman as Wita came out of the room behind him, making it clear what’d been happening. 
 
      
 
    “Coalton, right?” Doc asked, getting a jerky nod from the dwarf. “As long as you treat Wita and Onyx well, I won’t say a word. I’m glad someone’s helping them.” 
 
      
 
    Wita knelt beside Onyx. “I’m filled, mistress. He could use a touch of healing.” 
 
      
 
    “Coalton?” Onyx called to him, extending a hand his way. “Come let Lady Luck thank you for helping me.” Her hand was coated in green energy when she finished speaking. 
 
      
 
    Eyes darting around, he did as Onyx said, taking her hand gently. “I didn’t mean to intrude… Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “You aren’t intruding,” Onyx said. “Helping Wita, and thereby me, is never an intrusion. I’m sorry that company arrived before you finished. I don’t want you not coming back.” 
 
      
 
    Colaton met Onyx’s eyes for a moment. “Anytime you need me, I’ll be here, Ms. Urdine.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx’s smile softened as she shook her head slightly. “Onyx. I’ve asked you to call me Onyx.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m trying,” Coalton whispered, “but when you use my family name, it prompts me to do the same.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, Riker,” Onyx said. “I’ll do better, but so will you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll always strive for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Depending on how much healing is needed today, I might need you to come back tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come by to check,” Coalton said when she let go of his hand. “Shaman, Ms. Posy, sir.” Coalton nodded his head to Doc, Posy, and Harrid. “Please excuse me.” 
 
      
 
    When the door shut behind Coalton, Posy said, “I like him. He’s nice.” 
 
      
 
    “Very respectful,” Doc smiled. 
 
      
 
    “He’s both of those things,” Onyx said, taking a drink from her cup. “Ever since the attack, he’s been coming by to help.” 
 
      
 
    “He wants to help you,” Rosa said softly. 
 
      
 
    “As I’ve told her,” Wita added, “but she refuses to consider him right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Wita…” Onyx said with a hint of warning. 
 
      
 
    “Onyx,” Doc asked gently, “do you not like him?” 
 
      
 
    Onyx exhaled, meeting Doc’s eyes. “He’s a good man. At the moment, I’m not interested in him in the same way.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be leaving the city in the future,” Doc said simply. 
 
      
 
    “When you do… I’ll see,” Onyx deflated slightly. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, may I?” Rosa asked. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Rosa looked at Onyx. “Doc likes you, Onyx. He truly cares for you, but he will not be taking you for a wife. Doc is unlikely to ever add another. What he’d love is to see you happy with a man who will care for you the way he thinks you should be cared for.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx sniffled. “I know…” 
 
      
 
    “I had to give up a dream, too,” Posy said, gently touching Onyx’s hand. “Doc wouldn’t marry Momma, either, but he still loves me and wants me to be happy.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx gave a sniffling laugh. “We’ve both had him turn down our dreams, yet he still cares so much, it helps the pain. It’s not exactly the same, but I understand.” Pulling out a handkerchief, she dabbed at her eyes, then met Doc’s. “I’ll give him a chance. It’s hard setting aside a dream.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Doc said. “Let me tell you about a dream I had when I was younger. I was an orphan…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-one 
 
      
 
    Doc grinned at the crowd— he was unprepared for the turnout, but he raised one gloved hand as he walked toward the makeshift ring. The crowd cheered for him, calling out encouragement as he went. 
 
      
 
    I’m going to hate not doing my all… Doc thought. But the best path forward is to downplay my ability here. Alaric won’t go easy; this is my training match. Shaking off the thoughts, he kept his grin in place. Mouthguards haven’t been invented yet… no one understood what the hell I was talking about. I’ll mention it to David. I think the first ones were made from percha sap? Hmm… we’ve got a couple of months still. Maybe I can get something made up by then. 
 
      
 
    Ducking under the single rope marking out the ring, Doc bounced lightly from foot to foot. Dodd waved both Alaric, who was already in the ring, and Doc over to him in the middle of the space. 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen, this is just an exhibition match. I still want to see a good, clean fight. No headbutts, no low blows, and on a knockdown, go to a neutral corner. Touch gloves.” When the pair did, Dodd motioned them back before turning to the crowd. “A three-round fight, featuring Alaric Ironbeard and Doc Holyday. Happy Soul Day to you all.” Turning back to the two men, Dodd nodded. “Fight!” 
 
      
 
    Doc came forward with small balanced steps, fighting what he’d been training himself to do. Alaric’s hands were only as high as his chest as he advanced on Doc, but his footwork was steady. Doc took the opening, his first jab quick, but Alaric ducked his head slightly, making the blow rake across the top of his head instead of landing flush. 
 
      
 
    Alaric frowned— he hadn’t expected the speed behind the punch, but he was able to escape the brunt of it. When Doc shifted to circle him, Alaric cut to the left, his own punch coming out to corral Doc back in. 
 
      
 
    Pulling his elbow in, Doc took the hook off the arm instead of his ribs, but the punch stopped him from escaping to the side. Knowing he shouldn’t keep moving, he did the inadvisable and stepped into Alaric, instead, triple jabbing him in response. The first caught Alaric clean, forcing the dwarf to stop moving and bring his gloves up to cover his face. Using the opening, Doc went the other way, gaining some room. 
 
      
 
    Alaric growled as he turned with Doc— he’d been sure Doc wouldn’t go toe-to-toe with him. Alaric knew that to do the best he could, it would mean getting inside Doc’s jabs. Tied in tight, he could punch into Doc’s body, getting inside would be his way forward. 
 
      
 
    Doc kept flicking jabs and moving to the sides. Any time Alaric tried to corral him, he’d triple jab and go the other way. The crowd was cheering, as it looked like Doc was handling the fight with ease. The first round came to an end, and the two men retreated to their corners. 
 
      
 
    Harrid was there to offer Doc water to rinse his mouth. “You look good, but you’re slipping into what you don’t want to show off.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. I’m fighting it,” Doc said, taking a small sip of water to drink. 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t done badly, but it’s clear you don’t want to let him get to you.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s going to bull me,” Doc said. “I know I’ll have to tuck in tight and find a way to get free. I don’t want to slip it— I’ll have to let him bully me so Strongarm will try it later. If I fail to cover my middle, I’ll need Onyx… Alaric still punches like a dwarf hammering steel.” 
 
      
 
    “Then don’t fail to cover up,” Harrid said, stepping out of the ring as the ten-second warning came. “If you want to lay false information, you’re going to have to let him get to you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc grimaced as he nodded. “This is going to suck…” 
 
      
 
    The bell came a second later. Doc and Alaric advanced to meet, but just outside of Doc’s reach, Alaric lunged forward, hunched down. Doc could’ve bounced to the side, but instead, he backpedaled as he jabbed down. 
 
      
 
    Alaric grinned. He reached up, tying up Doc’s arms as he forced him back toward the rope. When he got close to the hemp, Alaric let go of Doc’s arms and tried to land body shots. Doc’s arms were tucked in tight as he tried to step sideways and get away. Alaric stayed with him, using his left as needed to force Doc to stop. 
 
      
 
    The crowd was roaring as Doc weathered the brunt of the attack. He winced repeatedly as his arms took most of the flurry, but a few snuck past, hammering into his ribs and making him grunt. He tried to push Alaric back, but the shorter, broader man had the leverage— the attempt cost Doc a bruising shot to his ribs. Doc tried to tie up Alaric, but the dwarf would get an arm free and hammer Doc again. 
 
      
 
    With few ways out, Doc bent, taking a hit to the jaw as he shoved Alaric back from an almost even level. The dwarf stumbled, not prepared for the move. He recovered quickly, but not quickly enough to keep Doc against the rope. 
 
      
 
    Alaric grinned as he closed again. Doc grimaced and started moving side to side, hoping to stop a simple charge from being able to tie him up again. The jabbing caught Alaric once or twice, but it was clear that he’d taken the round with ease. 
 
      
 
    When the bell sounded, Doc went back to his corner. Breathing slowly, his ribs aching with each breath. He was glad to clear his mouth, pink tinging his spit. “I take it back; he punches like a mule kicks.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid chuckled darkly. “Never fight a dwarf up close.” 
 
      
 
    “I had to show a weakness,” Doc grunted. “I’m not allowing that again, though. He’ll break a rib instead of bruising it.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. Your toss back wasn’t exactly in line with the rules, but it wasn’t against them, either. If he does tie you up, separate quickly.” 
 
      
 
    Doc took a sip of water, nodding in agreement. “I just need to control the ring again. This is just an exhibition. No one wins or loses unless one of us goes down.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you drop him?” Harrid asked. 
 
      
 
    “If I set him up, I might be able to slip an uppercut in,” Doc said. “I doubt one would do it, though, and then he’d be inside.” 
 
      
 
    “Too bad. Even a stagger from punching would be viewed favorably,” Harrid said. The ten-second warning was called and he got out of the ring. “Don’t let him stay inside!” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded, then met Alaric’s eyes. The dwarf was grinning as he nodded back. 
 
      
 
    The third round was split pretty evenly. Doc was able to keep Alaric back by doubling up his jabs, but Alaric slipped inside at one point, too. Doc took the pounding long enough to pull off a single uppercut. Alaric’s head snapped back and he took a step backward, surprise written in his expression. That allowed Doc to get away, and the crowd roared louder. When the bell came, the two of them met in the middle of the ring, tapping gloves. 
 
      
 
    “A nice shot there near the end,” Alaric had to shout to be heard over the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “I need Onyx for my ribs,” Doc replied back. “Damned mule puncher.” 
 
      
 
    Alaric laughed as Dodd came forward to raise both their hands. Doc laughed, too, but winced when his side was stretched out to raise his arm fully. Dodd lauded them before letting them go. Onyx went to Doc first, healing his bruises before she went over to Alaric. 
 
      
 
    Dodd helped them both strip their gloves and wraps off. With that done, Alaric and Doc shook hands with each other, then with Dodd before waving to the crowd from the middle of the ring. 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the ring, Doc waved once more as he headed for the carriage so he could go home and clean up. After climbing into the vehicle, he grunted as he sat back. Harrid got in with him; one of the Driver brothers acted as shotgun with Clyde driving. 
 
      
 
    “I think you did well,” Harrid said. “You showed glimpses, but nothing overt about how you plan to fight, besides the jab. Strongarm will know you want to keep your distance.” 
 
      
 
    “We have no idea how he fights,” Doc replied. “I don’t like that disparity. I find it unlikely he’ll put on a public exhibition.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… maybe he will. You didn’t see the reporters, did you?” 
 
      
 
    “No. All three papers?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “You think the reports will make him want to do the same?” 
 
      
 
    “I know all of them heard you’ll be putting on another exhibition for Giving Thanks Day. I would expect him to do so, too. His reputation has taken a beating over the slum evictions. The duel is well-known and growing. If he does nothing, it’ll worsen his standing with anyone who’s neutral between you two.” 
 
      
 
    Doc considered it, then nodded slowly. “We’ll want David or Onyx there to see it. Either one with their dryad should be able to pull information on what he’s thinking while he fights.” 
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” Harrid said slowly. “They’d have seen you fighting yourself on footwork.” 
 
      
 
    “Yup.” 
 
      
 
    The two fell silent as the carriage rolled toward the manor, where Doc’s wives were waiting. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-two 
 
      
 
    His wives all joined him in bathing. They’d been at the fight, but had left as soon as it finished to be ready for when he’d made it home. Once the washing up was done, they all got dressed for the evening. 
 
      
 
    Doc was happy enough to be wearing his travel clothes. Ayla had explained it would help people relate to him more as he handed out soul cakes. His wives were all dressed in good, quality clothing, but the fashion was more everyday than their social gowns. Rosa was even allowed to wear one of her preferred sundresses. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t get cold wearing that little?” Doc asked as they were heading back to Onyx’s home. 
 
      
 
    “I am fine in all normal weather,” Rosa giggled. “I never wore clothing until you collared me.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think about that, but yeah. Fair point,” Doc laughed. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll all be spread out, but when it’s time for the fire, McKenzie will come to get you,” Fiala reminded him. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll all be there then, right?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone should be showing up for it,” Sonya agreed. 
 
      
 
    Doc just nodded. He was very curious what Halloween was like in this alternate world. It sounded a lot like historical accounts he’d heard about, but he was sure it would be different, too. 
 
      
 
    Reaching Onyx’s, Doc gave Fiala and Sonya kisses before he got out of the carriage. Posy had on an orange dress with a black cloak to help keep her warm. The colors made him chuckle internally, as they were a match for his idea of the holiday. 
 
      
 
    Doc knocked on the door after he helped Rosa and Ambrose out of the carriage. Masha and Melvin were with Doc and Posy, with Melvin standing in for Harrid, who’d been given the night off to spend with Ginger. Harrid had been a little resistant until Doc assured him that he’d have Melvin there. Doc also pointed out that, tomorrow morning, he’d be going into the woods with Lia and Rosa, so he might as well take the extra time off. 
 
      
 
    Wita opened the door for them. “Welcome back. Onyx is getting everything in order. Please, come in.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx was in her kitchen, arranging the cakes. She gave them a bright smile when she saw them. “I’m very glad your chef made these for me. I didn’t have the time to bake.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I had no idea he had,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Going over to the counter where some baskets were piled up, Doc looked inside. Palm-sized shortbread biscuits were stacked into each basket. Doc hadn’t known what to expect, but shortbread wasn’t what he’d thought of when he’d heard about soul cakes. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Onyx picked up one basket, carrying it to the table by the door. “The mummers will be along shortly. We listen to them, and when they finish, we hand them their soul cake.” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty straightforward,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “I figured we’d each hand a person a cake,” Onyx said. “If there are more than three in a group, we rotate through again.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. You’re in charge, and I’m just here to assist,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    A kettle began to whistle, and Onyx hurried back to the stove to grab it. “I made some black tea. Would you like some?” 
 
      
 
    “I think we all would,” Doc said. “A little warmth would be nice.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx also brought over a small plate with some of the cakes on it. “We’re allowed to have one each for our work today, but we should still give thanks to the souls.” 
 
      
 
    “I thank Gramma for having Momma,” Posy said as she picked hers up. 
 
      
 
    “My sister, Gardenia,” Rosa said, picking one up. 
 
      
 
    “My sister, Willow,” Ambrose said, collecting hers. 
 
      
 
    “My mother and father,” Onyx said softly. “They did their very best for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Melvin, Masha,” Doc called to them, “come collect yours.” 
 
      
 
    Melvin picked his up slowly. “My forebears, whomever they were, as I have found purpose and strength in life.” 
 
      
 
    “My forebears, as now my life is to guard a precious child,” Masha added, taking hers. 
 
      
 
    “Theresa Goldman, my almost-mother,” Doc said slowly. “She taught me how to always put one foot in front of the next.” 
 
      
 
    With all of them having their cakes in hand, they nibbled at them. The cinnamon, nutmeg, and sugar were what he expected. The raisins were a surprise, as was the ginger that lingered after his first bite. 
 
      
 
    “Tasty,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Sweeter than what I’m used to, but very good,” Onyx said. “Your chef used more sugar than many do.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s good,” Posy said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    As they were finishing up their cakes, there was a knock on the door. Melvin waited to open it, making sure the others had gotten up. Nodding to Doc, he opened the door. 
 
      
 
    Three bestials stood outside; seeing the group, the trio bowed, then launched into a short song for the dead, wishing them peace. When it ended, Onyx stepped forward, taking one of the cakes from the basket and handing it to the youngest of the singers. Posy handed one out to the female singer. Doc was last, giving the older male singer the cake. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for honoring the dead,” Onyx said when Doc didn’t. 
 
      
 
    “Our thanks for the food,” the man said, bowing before leading his trio away. 
 
      
 
    When Melvin shut the door again, Onyx turned to Doc. “Why didn’t you thank them?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know,” Doc said. “I’ll do it going forward.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx gave him a smile. “It’s okay. I should’ve considered it, since you told me earlier you’re not from this world.” 
 
      
 
    Taking their seats again, they sipped their tea and waited for the next set of mummers to arrive. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The day passed into evening as the mummers came to the house to sing, act, or pray for the departed souls. The baskets of cakes were almost entirely empty by the time McKenzie came to the door. 
 
      
 
    “Voice, the time has come,” McKenzie said. 
 
      
 
    “Will others continue showing up?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. Everyone was told when to expect the fire to be lit, and my people are announcing it now,” McKenzie replied. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    Posy and Onyx got to their feet, wrapping their cloaks firmly around themselves. Doc pulled his jacket tighter, as he could feel the chill even inside the doorway. When they stepped outside, Onyx locked the door behind them, slipping the key on its chain back around her neck. 
 
      
 
    McKenzie strode along with Doc beside him at the front of the group. The Hibernian was wearing rough-spun clothing and a thick cloak of mottled green. There were patches sewn into it, showing its age. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the tradition behind the fire?” Doc asked as they walked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a sacrifice to Mother, giving up some of our good fortune to her. Our shamans used to lead the tradition, but they were killed off, so it fell to the tribe leaders to continue it. I’ve spent most of today putting the figure together and stocking it with our good fortune.” 
 
      
 
    That last sentence made Doc wonder what the bonfire meant exactly. Something tickled the back of his mind, but he couldn’t recall whatever was trying to get his attention. As they walked through the community, others began to join them. 
 
      
 
    More Hibernians dressed like McKenzie took up the edges of the procession, a low droning chant coming from them. Doc focused on it, but there were no words; just a sound. As they continued walking, the sound faded from his conscious awareness, though the Hibernians were still making it. 
 
      
 
    When they reached the edge of the current houses, Doc saw the wooden figure that stood waiting. Wood and hay made up the entirety of the rooster effigy. Doc could hear some clucking from the figure as they reached the edge of where a crowd was already gathered. 
 
      
 
    McKenzie led Doc to the front— the inner ring was all Hibernians, marking the boundary of where people should be. When the two of them came out into the opening around the effigy, McKenzie raised his voice to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for coming to celebrate a long-held tradition of my people. On Soul Day, we give back our good fortune to Mother, hoping she will bless us in the coming year. The figure represents our fortune and is stuffed with at least one of the represented items, but more if our year has been especially good. Tonight, there are five chickens inside the figure, waiting to be given back to Mother.” 
 
      
 
    A low murmur went through the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “We have the one who leads us to light the fire. This has fallen upon me for years, but this year, I have asked Doc Holyday to do it. Luck’s Voice has shown us all that there can be light brought back to the world. He has helped lead all of us to better fortune. May Mother bless his way, so we might flourish even more.” 
 
      
 
    A small cheer went through the crowd. All of them wanted more fortune in the coming year, and most of them knew Doc was the driving force behind their good fortune. 
 
      
 
    A Hibernian struck a match and got a torch lit before giving it to McKenzie. “Voice, let us honor Mother. Please give our fortune back to her,” McKenzie said, passing the torch to Doc. 
 
      
 
    Taking it, Doc stepped forward with measured steps. There was a sense of dignity to the moment, and the drone from the Hibernians slowly rose louder as Doc drew ever closer to the rooster. The chickens, which should have been panicking at the fire, seemed to quiet further. 
 
      
 
    Mother, I don’t know if this helps at all, but please accept this from my allies, Doc thought, then bent to ignite the bottom of the effigy. He shuffled along the base of the rooster, making sure to light it from multiple angles. 
 
      
 
    As Doc stood up, backing away, the bright flash of a bulb blinded him. Blinking furiously, Doc tried to get his sight back while a commotion started up. When he could see again, Doc saw a man being brought forward by angry Hibernians. 
 
      
 
    “Let go of me! I’m the press! You have no right!” Paul, the reporter for the Furden Truth, yelled. “The city has a right to know this man practices pagan sacrifices!” 
 
      
 
    Doc snorted as he met Paul’s eyes. “You do know that angry Hibernians are not easily calmed, right? You disrespected one of their religious rituals.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m with the press! You can’t stop the truth from getting out!” 
 
      
 
    Doc shook his head, then looked at McKenzie who was snarling at the reporter. “McKenzie, please calm yourself.” Doc raised his voice so everyone could hear him. “You work for Strongarm’s paper. Furden’s Truth isn’t about its namesake; it’s a smear rag for your owner. Unlike him, we don’t try to slant things. We prefer the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “You heathen!” Paul spat at Doc’s feet, still being held by two Hibernians. “Apoc will see you burn!” 
 
      
 
    “We can burn him right now!” Mckenzie hissed. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Doc said. “We let him go, with his equipment. The people here gathered to watch the oppressed people of Hibernia celebrate a holiday. Go ahead and spread your lies. People will have the chance to make their own judgments between you and others.” Doc tipped his head to the side where Welter and the second newspaperman he hadn’t gotten the name of stood with pads out, taking notes. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll report everything. Unbiased facts only,” the second man said. “Mr. Holyday, can you get them to let him go?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t make them do anything. I can only ask them to do so.” Doc turned fully to McKenzie. “I know you’re angry. You have reason to be. It would be like you going into church and disrespecting the preachers while they sermonized. But in the name of good relations, please let this man go.” 
 
      
 
    McKenzie glared at Paul before he grunted. “We’re not the mindless animals the church paints us as, nor would we sully our gift to Mother by adding something unworthy to her fire. Let him go.” 
 
      
 
    The two men holding Paul let go of his arms. Paul sneered at them as he stomped away. “Your heresy will be known, Holyday!” 
 
      
 
    “Your actions will be reported,” the second man said before he left, too. 
 
      
 
    Welter finished up his notes, pocketing his notebook. “You did the right thing, even if it’ll cost you later.” 
 
      
 
    “Hard roads need to be walked,” Doc said. “No one can change the mind of a man so firmly lost in the Darkness as Paul unless he reaches out first. If he ever does, I’ll offer him my hand. Until then, I’ll walk the path Luck would have me walk.” 
 
      
 
    Welter quickly pulled his notebook back out, making another note. “That… that’s a good quote. Good night to all of you.” 
 
      
 
    With the reporters gone, the crackling snap of the fire filled the still air. The scent of wood smoke and roasted chickens permeated the night. Little by little, the crowd began to head home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-three 
 
      
 
    Doc grinned at Lia as they rode back into the manor yard. The day away with her and Rosa had been very much like their first date, but chilly. Only Rosa went wading into the river to catch fish for dinner. Just washing his hands after cooking had Doc’s teeth chattering, so they had to heat their water before cleaning themselves that evening, then again the next morning. 
 
      
 
    “Next time might mean snow on the ground,” Lia said. “Still want to take me into the woods for a date?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. You’re happiest out away from society. Some snow can be dealt with, as long as it’s not a blizzard. Rosa would warn us if there was going to be one, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “I would,” Rosa agreed, holding Doc as she rode behind him. 
 
      
 
    “You know the news about you was probably published today. They wouldn’t have had time to get the story ready yesterday morning,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “Today will be busy, then,” Doc sighed. 
 
      
 
    Vic Runn, the deer bestial groom for the manor, was waiting for them when they rode in. “Good morning, sir, ma’am. Your wives wanted me to tell you they would wait for you to bathe before having lunch.” 
 
      
 
    “Guess we shouldn’t keep them waiting,” Doc chuckled, getting off the horse after Rosa. “How has your courting been going, Vic?” 
 
      
 
    “Good, sir. I’ll be taking her out tomorrow. One of the Driver brothers will be giving me the day off.” 
 
      
 
    “As long as everyone’s on the same page. I wish you luck for a good date.” 
 
      
 
    “Then it’s likely to be a great day, sir,” Vic grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Come along, Doc. We don’t want to make lunch late.” 
 
      
 
    Doc said goodbye to Vic before following Lia into the house to clean up. 
 
      
 
    They were in the dining room after only a small delay. Doc went around the table, giving his wives kisses and Posy a hug before taking his own seat. 
 
      
 
    “How was the night out?” Fiala asked. 
 
      
 
    “Calm, and a bit chilly,” Doc replied. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure with Lia and Rosa, you had plenty of warmth around you,” Sonya giggled. 
 
      
 
    “True, but the river felt like ice.” Doc shivered at the memory of washing his hands. 
 
      
 
    “We had a visitor yesterday,” Ayla said, jumping in to change the conversation. “A Digger.” 
 
      
 
    “Granite said he’d told his family about me being here,” Doc said. “Are they coming back today?” 
 
      
 
    “We informed them that you would be at the Silver Lily tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have a couple more come in over the next two months, plus possibly one of Sigmund’s brothers. I’ll make a point of leaving instructions at the Lily if they show up. Might take a trip into town to do that and pick up the newspapers.” 
 
      
 
    “David suggested that we set aside a guest room for your trainer when he gets into the city,” Sophia said. 
 
      
 
    “A good idea. I should’ve thought of it. It’ll make it easier to keep him under wraps until Giving Thanks Day. We’ll want to push that as an exhibition match against a well-known fighter, but that’s it for now.” 
 
      
 
    “The Palace will notify us when he gets in. David made the arrangements for the trip and stay.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad he’s on our side. I need to talk with him about other inventions that might pop up that he should keep his eye on,” Doc said. “Can we see about getting some gutta-percha before December?” 
 
      
 
    Rosa sat up straighter when she saw what he was thinking. “Oh… to protect your teeth?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I can use it to help cushion my teeth when getting hit in the face.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be good,” Fiala agreed. “We’ll look at what we can do.” 
 
      
 
    “You could see David after going into the city,” Sonya suggested. “This way, you don’t forget or get caught up in other things later.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably a good idea,” Doc agreed. 
 
      
 
    Charles knocked before he entered the room with the food cart. “Ah, good. I was concerned that I might be too early.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d be the ones late, not you being early,” Lia said. “I’ve been looking forward to what you’ve made.” 
 
      
 
    Charles grinned as he started to set out lunch. “I hope you enjoy it.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rosa nestled against Doc’s side, perfectly content. “I hope missing two days of training doesn’t hinder you, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Me, too, but I doubt it will. I’ll have a real boxer here to train me soon, and I’ll be pushing to learn. Everything I’ve been doing has been based on my past.” 
 
      
 
    “You were confident when you fought Alaric. Did that change?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but Alaric isn’t a known fighter, so it isn’t like he’d help me learn how to deal with Strongarm. Well, besides learning to take hard shots.” 
 
      
 
    “You did very well. I was taken home before you left the ring, or I would have held you afterward.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Doc said, kissing the top of her head. “How are they?” 
 
      
 
    “All of them are happy with you and each other,” Rosa said. “Their worry over the duel is slowly climbing. Ayla and Sophia are concerned about what might happen because of the papers. It has a chance to sour your name in the city.” 
 
      
 
    “It does, but that’s why I need to be open and honest with Welter. I still don’t know the name of the second reporter, but maybe he’ll be fair? Paul’s a lost cause; he’ll slander me as much as he can.” 
 
      
 
    “Sophia will make them pay if they do.” 
 
      
 
    “It has to be something that’s actually false. I bet they use facts, but twist how they’re represented,” Doc sighed before chuckling. “How was Harrid this morning?” 
 
      
 
    “He asked me to not read his mind, or as little as possible,” Rosa reminded Doc. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah. Right. Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “I did check this morning, though,” Rosa giggled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Someone’s being a brat,” Doc growled playfully. “Maybe later, I’ll repay that.” 
 
      
 
    Biting her lip, Rosa shivered. “As you desire, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc indulged her for a bit, thinking of different ways to “punish” her for bratting at him. When he felt her move against him, he blanked his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice…” Rosa panted. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, they reached the Silver Lily. Doc paused next to the coat and weapon checker. “Vika, I need to leave a set of instructions with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the mongoose bestial smiled brightly, her small furry ears quivering. 
 
      
 
    “If a member of the Digger family or a Hutmacher comes in to see me, ask them to return the next day and send word to my manor, please. That doesn’t include tomorrow, when I’ll be here to heal. If you can update the sign for that, please?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Did we get the papers today?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. We’ve never ordered them before.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll swing by the Palace, then,” Doc said. “Thank you, Vika. Has everything been okay here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. No problems besides the normal ones.” 
 
      
 
    “Drunk gamblers?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Clyde was still out front, as he knew they wouldn’t be long. “Roquefell’s?” 
 
      
 
    “Are newsstands a thing?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Clyde asked back. 
 
      
 
    “That’d be a no. Something else to mention to David,” Doc chuckled, opening the door to let Rosa into the carriage. “The Palace. I want to get copies of the papers.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a long trip, and Doc was soon walking into the lobby of the Palace Hotel. The receptionist gave him a smile upon seeing him, waiting for him to approach. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Holyday, how can we help you today?” she asked when he got close enough. 
 
      
 
    “I’m hoping you have the three papers for the city,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “We do,” she said slowly, her smile becoming wooden. 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware they won’t be kind to me, but I need to know what was said.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” She stepped away for a moment, coming back with the newspapers. “Here you are, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, miss.” 
 
      
 
    “Umm, sir?” the receptionist asked slowly. “Are you a heretic?” 
 
      
 
    “You must have read Furden’s Truth,” Doc snorted. “That paper’s owned by Strongarm. Don’t believe what’s printed in it.” 
 
      
 
    A hint of relief touched her eyes. “Yes, sir. The other papers’ articles did seem less… slanted.” 
 
      
 
    “A paper is only as honest as the men who run it,” Doc said. “Of the three, I’d trust the Tribune the most. I still don’t know about the Mountain Herald.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. I’ll pay more attention to those papers in the future, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably for the best,” Doc said as he collected the newspapers. “Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too, Mr. Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    Doc didn’t bother to glance at the news; he’d have time on the ride out to David’s. 
 
      
 
    Harrid walked out with Doc while Rosa trailed them. “Her question makes it obvious what the tone for that one is.” 
 
      
 
    “It was always going to be that way,” Doc sighed. “I just hope the other two can counter that.” 
 
      
 
    “To Roquefell’s, sir?” Clyde asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Clyde. I’ll be reading as we go, so no rush.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, sir. I’ll make it as smooth a ride as I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Doc said as he helped Rosa into the carriage. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The papers went exactly how Doc thought they would: Furden’s Truth went as far as it could against him without entering libel territory. Mountain Herald was critical of him, but didn’t slant things too badly. Furden Tribune was honest with the reporter’s opinion about the holiday event he’d seen. 
 
      
 
    “Things will get ugly for me,” Doc sighed. “I should’ve done more to sway the papers earlier. I forgot how penny papers acted, but the Tribune being honest is the surprise of the three.” 
 
      
 
    “Sensational accounts sell more?” Rosa asked, watching his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Bad news and airing dirty laundry sells more,” Doc shrugged. “People want to feel better than others. Seeing a rich person being attacked makes a lot of people feel better about themselves. It’s a sad commentary, but my world was much the same.” 
 
      
 
    “Even your reporters were biased,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. There was a time when there was a push for honesty and facts, but it didn’t last. A few people kept their integrity when doing the job, but they eventually lost out to the sensationalists.” 
 
      
 
    “You recall the papers of this time period now?” 
 
      
 
    “Penny papers; they rose up to sell based on selling to the masses. That was before the news was politically slanted and backed by a party that shared what they wanted or were business-oriented. Penny papers went to selling them by the day instead of a yearly subscription, but to do that, they had to entertain as much as inform. Take the Truth— half of it is news about police arrests. Hearing that people are being arrested makes the reader feel safer, but also superior. It also has a column clearly dedicated to Apoc, citing the scripture of the day. They might get a subsidy from the church for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Which means the devoted are more inclined to read that paper,” Rosa said, still watching his mind. 
 
      
 
    “The Herald has more advertisements and news from up and down the mountain chain. They rely on the adverts, but also on people wanting to know how the surrounding communities are doing.” 
 
      
 
    “The Tribune is focused on Furden, but also uses advertisements to pay for it. Most of what it sells can be found in the city,” Rosa finished for him. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s how they try to stake their claim to the news,” Doc sighed. “The only good thing is the Truth is the youngest of them. If we can start shaping one of the others, we might be able to blunt Strongarm’s campaign.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa stayed quiet as Doc set the papers aside, pulling her to him. She couldn’t help Doc with his current plan, but she could provide him comfort. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-four 
 
      
 
    Doc gave Vika a smile. “Is he here?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. No one’s come in to see you yet,” Vika replied. “You’re a little earlier than normal, though, so that might be why.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair point. I didn’t want to make him wait. I’ll be in my office. Thank you, Vika.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The gambling hall wasn’t busy, but it was early in the morning. Doc waved to the few employees who greeted him. Entering his office, he led Posy over to the sitting area. 
 
      
 
    “Can I help with Digger, Doc?” Posy asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. It’ll be all on me,” Doc said. “You can try paying attention. Maybe you’ll be able to sense it, but since it’s different from healing, I’m not sure.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try. Onyx has been busy helping people every day. Mostly small problems, injuries, and illnesses.” 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t seen anything especially bad since I’ve been here. I’ve helped a few people with colds and flus, but nothing that made me worry too much.” 
 
      
 
    “The coughs can spread fast,” Posy said. “Onyx had a family of three who all had it.” 
 
      
 
    “Coughing is just a symptom; it’s not the problem by itself,” Doc corrected Posy. “Let’s talk about colds and the symptoms people exhibit. The reason they spread is because of coughing, or by people touching contaminated surfaces, then their eyes, mouth, or nose.” 
 
      
 
    Posy was focused on Doc, wanting to learn as much as she could. 
 
      
 
    When Harrid came in later, Doc paused in telling her about flu pandemics. “Doc, Limestone Digger is here to see you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stood up. “Show him in, please.” 
 
      
 
    A couple of moments later, Limestone came into the room, ducking under the doorway. Like his other family members, he had the same build. Doc would’ve thought him to be a triplet for Grant or Clay. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Digger, please, come sit,” Doc said, motioning to a chair. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Holyday. My cousin said you could help our family. I am skeptical, but he was very verbose in his letter.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t fix everything about the curse,” Doc said as Limestone sat. “I can change a single condition. Both Clay and Granite asked me to remove the part that caused their children to carry the curse.” 
 
      
 
    Limestone sat forward slowly. “That’s possible? Truly?” 
 
      
 
    Doc took a seat, extending his hand. “It is. If you want me to do the same for you, just take my hand.” 
 
      
 
    The undertaker stayed where he was. “What does it cost? My cousin didn’t say.” 
 
      
 
    “A prayer to Lady Luck,” Doc said. “Lady, this man has come to you today hoping to have part of a curse laid on him by Apoc pushed back. I know it is only my weakness that stops you from helping him more, but please, Lady, he wants his children spared from this.” Golden energy encased both of Doc’s hands, but he kept his left on Rosa’s head. 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t mind, sir, I’d like to watch,” Posy said. “Lady Luck, please let me see what Doc does so that I might do it in the future.” Her hands glowed with green energy, and she moved closer. “Please?” 
 
      
 
    Limestone watched them for a long moment before he took each of their hands. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Doc felt the coldness of Apoc stitched into Limestone’s soul, the same way it had been with Grant and Clay. “This’ll hurt a little. Posy, hold his hand on the outside. He’ll squeeze his hands from this.” 
 
      
 
    Limestone frowned, wondering if the supposed spirit healer knew what he was talking about— for him to feel anything, it would have to be intense. When the heat flared in his body and hit his groin, Limestone hissed, his hands closing tightly on reflex. The undertaker let out a muffled grunt as pain he’d never experienced flooded him. 
 
      
 
    Posy frowned as she stopped her gift. She rubbed Limestone’s hand caringly, seeing the pain that he was in. “It’ll be okay. Doc will make it better.” 
 
      
 
    The golden energy faded a moment later, and Doc winced, his hand feeling bruised. “All done, sir. Your children going forward will no longer bear the curse.” 
 
      
 
    Letting go of Doc’s hand, Limestone wiped at his eyes where tears had formed. “That was… intense. I could feel it.” Swallowing, he met Doc’s eyes. “My cousin was telling the truth…” 
 
      
 
    “Just say a prayer to Lady Luck. I’m curious: where did you come in from?” 
 
      
 
    “Bluebird in Mowying. Took the train down,” Limestone said as he slowly composed himself. “I will pray every night. My wife will, too. We were thinking of having children this year… but we’d held off because of the curse.” Taking a deep breath, he got to his feet. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stood, shaking his hand. “You’re welcome. May Lady Luck bless your trip home, and your family.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I’ll see my cousin before I go. I need to thank him, too.” 
 
      
 
    Doc watched the undertaker go before he triggered his healing to fix his hand. “They have a hell of a grip on them. Glad I told you to move yours.” 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t feel it,” Posy pouted. 
 
      
 
    “It’s different from healing. Give it time and you’ll be able to do it, too. Then, you’ll have more of their family coming to see you. Possibly even Sigmund’s family, too.” 
 
      
 
    Posy nodded. “Can we play chess while we wait?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Doc chuckled. “Do you want white or black?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc stretched as he stood. They’d helped six people with various ailments, but it was close to midday and time to head home. 
 
      
 
    Harrid came into the office. “The carriage is pulled around front, but we just got a runner from the Palace. Hank Hammerson checked into the hotel last night.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go meet him,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    They arrived at the Palace Hotel not long after leaving the Lily. When Doc entered the lobby, the manager hurried his way. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Holyday, welcome back, sir,” Volenite greeted him. “The man you are looking for is currently having lunch.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go say hello,” Doc said. “He might be checking out shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Doc was glad the maître d’ was only on duty during the evenings, as he was able to walk straight into the restaurant. The room was mostly empty, with only three tables having any people at them. Two of those were held by parties of three while the last had a single man. 
 
      
 
    That man watched Doc approach with curiosity. He was broad across the chest, and even his suit couldn’t hide the muscles that bunched when he shifted. His short-cropped hair, no facial hair, and few scars gave him character. His hands were massive and carried more scars than Doc cared to count. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Hammerson?” Doc asked when he got to the table. 
 
      
 
    “That’s my name. Who’re you?” 
 
      
 
    “Doc Holyday. My friend Roquefell is the one who contacted you.” 
 
      
 
    Hammerson set his knife and fork down, the steak on the plate mostly gone. He eyed Doc for a long moment, shaking his head. “You’re going to take a lot of work.” 
 
      
 
    “In some ways, yes. In others, not as much,” Doc said. “Are you willing to train me until the solstice?” 
 
      
 
    “I already took the contract,” Hammerson said. “You going to do as I tell you, or is this all for show?” 
 
      
 
    “I have been training almost every day since the duel was issued. From midday through evening, I’ve only missed a couple of days since. I don’t think it’s for show. I mean to beat Strongarm.” 
 
      
 
    Hammerson’s eyes drifted sideways to Posy and the dryads. “That why you have a child and two dryads with…? Two…?” 
 
      
 
    “One is mine. The other is hers.” Doc touched Posy’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Hammerson shook his head. “The rich are odd. I’ll put you through a practice bout. If you fail to impress me, I’ll use the clause to leave. If you impress me, I’ll need every minute of every day that I can get if you want a chance to win.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled. “Come with me. We were heading home, so I’ll fight there. If you decide to duck out, my driver will bring you back. If you decide to stay, we’ll bring you back to collect your things. There’s a spare room at the manor for you.” 
 
      
 
    Hammerson got to his feet. “I’ll be out front shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Hammerson was taciturn on the ride out to the manor. His mood didn’t seem to improve when Doc introduced his wives to him. Bernard, the bear bestial butler, escorted Hammerson to the makeshift ring while Doc went to get changed. 
 
      
 
    When Doc entered the room, Hammerson was looking decidedly unimpressed. When Harrid came in after Doc, Hammerson stopped leaning on the wall. “The dwarf should fight for you.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a duel, and we agreed it’d be Strongarm and me,” Doc said. “Harrid will be my sparring partner.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… fine. Limber up. After that, we’ll go three rounds.” 
 
      
 
    Doc and Harrid began to stretch out. When they finally got their gloves on and fought, Doc went all out. Harrid grunted as Doc managed to keep slipping and jabbing him. By the end of the first round, Hammerson no longer looked bored. 
 
      
 
    “What in Apoc’s name was that?” Hammerson asked Doc. 
 
      
 
    “Boxing,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “We’re done,” Hammerson said. 
 
      
 
    Doc held his disappointment in. “Not going to let us go for the full three?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t need to. I’ll show you what Strongarm will do, and we’ll work on how you can adapt that style to beat him,” Hammerson said. “Starting tomorrow, you’re mine from sunup to sundown. We’ll be working on your endurance and technical fighting.” 
 
      
 
    “There might be times I have to attend to other business, but barring emergencies, I will give you everything. I do need to ask, would you put on an exhibition with me on Giving Thanks Day?” 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm will surely have someone there to see the fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why I’ll fight differently for that,” Doc said. “But having you there to fight me will be big news. I’m hoping to keep you under wraps until then.” 
 
      
 
    Hammerson chuckled as he flexed his shoulders. “Send your driver to get my stuff. I’ll stay here.” 
 
      
 
    “Dinner should be ready soon,” Doc said as Hammerson took the gloves off him. “Hope you like good food.” 
 
      
 
    “More than I should, but I’ll be talking with your chef. Your diet’s going to be a lot of meat until the fight is over.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    “And no sex,” Hammerson said as he stripped the gloves off. “Sex weakens the legs.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t weaken mine,” Doc said as he peeled the wrap off his hand. “Lady Luck, let us show this man your power.” His uncovered hand flared green. “Would you like any of those scars gone, or any old injuries healed?” 
 
      
 
    Hammerson’s jaw dropped. “What in the…? You really are a spirit healer?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Now, any old injuries or scars you’d like gone?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, yeah… a few,” Hammerson said slowly. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-five 
 
      
 
    Three weeks blurred by— Hammerson pushed Doc to the brink again and again. He’d almost barred Doc from magical healing, but he explained the healing wasn’t stopping growth, and that became clear after the first week as Doc lost weight. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s wives were happy that Hammerson had backed off the no-sex stance. It took Doc proving that his stamina wasn’t impacted because of the healing he could do. Rosa had been frantic at the idea until Hammerson finally relented. 
 
      
 
    A couple more Diggers showed up to have their curse lifted. One of them, Shale, had brought his five-year-old son with him. Doc cried along with the young child when he burst into tears during the healing, as Doc knew it was painful. When it was done, Shale held his son tightly, rocking him back and forth as he cried. 
 
      
 
    The newspapers continued to put out articles, with Furden’s Truth doing all it could to smear Doc’s name without crossing into libel territory. The Furden Tribune just kept putting out articles based on facts. David bought out the Mountain Herald, directing them to keep on track for the direction of the paper. That let Doc speak to the reporter, Sean Douglas, and their conversation softened the stance the paper had taken on him. 
 
      
 
    All three papers spoke about the exhibition match taking place on Giving Thanks Day. The fact that Doc would be fighting an unnamed opponent brought about a lot of speculation. It would once again be held in the new community, which Dodd asked Doc to name. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “What’s the schedule for today?” Doc asked when breakfast was finished. 
 
      
 
    “Starting at noon, the feasting begins,” Fiala said. 
 
      
 
    “Which I can’t have,” Doc said with an amused tone. 
 
      
 
    “There’ll be contests for people to participate in,” Sonya said. “But, again, none for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope not,” Hammerson said. 
 
      
 
    The table had been replaced with a larger version— it made the room more crowded, but gave everyone a place to sit. After the solstice, it would feel empty, but for now, it was needed. 
 
      
 
    “Not like either of us will be too injured to fight,” Doc snorted, “but yes, I plan on staying out of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Still getting used to that,” Hammerson chuckled, rubbing his head. “If I had a spirit healer helping with my training, I’d be champion in no time.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s only really possible because of Rosa,” Doc said. “With the amount of damage we accrue every day, no spirit healer without help could keep up.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d like you to circulate,” Ayla said to pull the conversation back on track. “Let people see you, meet you, and make chit-chat.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do that,” Doc said slowly. “I take it we’re trying to make me approachable to help counter Strongarm’s paper?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It won’t just be bestials this time. The newspapers have been announcing this for weeks,” Sophia said. “Harrid, you’ll have a tough time today.” 
 
      
 
    “Because people will be all around, and some of them will be angry. I’ll do my best,” Harrid nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Each of us will be helping with the various events,” Sonya said. “I’ll be manning the strength booth.” 
 
      
 
    “Darts,” Lia said. “A shooting booth wasn’t a good idea, so we settled on darts.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be judging a craft competition,” Fiala smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Will you have one of the Driver brothers with you?” Doc asked her. 
 
      
 
    “I can ask one of them,” Fiala said. “Do you think I’ll need one?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not, but you’re carrying our child, so I’m a bit… nervous.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala’s smile softened. “I’ll ask, Doc.” Her hand rested on her belly. “Not quite two months, but I’m excited.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be judging the sack race,” Ayla added after a few seconds. “We restricted that one to just children.” 
 
      
 
    “Three-legged race for me. Again, children only,” Sophia smiled. 
 
      
 
    “All of us will be busy,” Doc said. “I’ll swing by the booths and see if I can’t draw people in. Are they free or paid?” 
 
      
 
    “A penny per,” Ayla said. “The proceeds are going to add more funds to the community… sorry. Aurora’s funds.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be announcing the name today in the ring,” Doc said, “a half-hour before the fight. No doubt I’ll have some hecklers.” 
 
      
 
    “The person whose house we’ll be using to get ready was very accommodating,” Hammerson said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s because of Doc that they have it,” Posy said slowly. “So of course they want to give back. I’ll be with Onyx most of the day, Doc. We figure that people’ll get hurt and need help… but I’m going to do the sack race.” 
 
      
 
    Doc grinned at her. “I’ll have to come by for that.” 
 
      
 
    Posy beamed at him. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast is over,” Fiala said. “We have two hours before things start, so I’m going to get my things together.” 
 
      
 
    “A good idea,” Ayla said. She stood up, the others following suit. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc never thought he’d be so popular that nearly everyone wanted to shake his hand. He kept the smile on his face as he shook hands and chatted, but he felt a bit of disconnect doing it. All he’d done was come up with the idea and push money at it, but people spoke as if he was building the entire community himself. 
 
      
 
    He’d been around to Lia’s booth and Sonya’s, taking a turn at each and failing at both. Others had crowded the booths when he left, eager to try their own hand at it. The bell on the strength test rang a few times as Doc walked away, making him grin. He’d not given it his all, wanting to give others something to crow about. 
 
      
 
    The problems started up a little before noon. A group of rough men pushed through the crowds with no regard to who they shoved aside. When they knocked down a little girl, a fight broke out. The dwarven guards posted throughout the area were quick to eject the men, who shouted about how the makeshift fair was biased. 
 
      
 
    Doc followed the group to the boundary. He was aware of Paul from Furden’s Truth, but also Welter from the Tribune quickly approaching. “Gentlemen, we’re not biased. We just ask for civility. You shoved a child down to the ground. She had to be taken to a healer.” 
 
      
 
    The leader of the men spun on Doc, his lip curled up in a sneer. “Ohhh! If it ain’t the head heretic himself! Apoc will see you pulled down!” 
 
      
 
    “See? That is a lack of civility,” Doc said with a shrug. “If you can be respectful, we’d welcome you. As you saw, it’s very busy here.” 
 
      
 
    “Lies, but just what I’d expect from a demon-loving fool.” 
 
      
 
    Doc sighed. “It’s your choice. Good day.” 
 
      
 
    As he turned to go, one of the men drew and fired his gun. Harrid had been watching, so he shoved Doc aside, taking the bullet instead. The sound of metal striking metal was loud, but the return shots fired by the other two dwarves were louder. 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” a voice barked. 
 
      
 
    “You killed Kenny!” one of the men snarled, his hand twitching but staying away from his sidearm. 
 
      
 
    Donadin came striding out of the crowd with two deputies behind him. “Someone send for Digger. You lot, move on! The perpetrator of the incident is dead.” 
 
      
 
    Doc had turned to help Harrid, but he found his breastplate intact— there was just a scratch to show where the round had ricocheted off. He slapped Harrid’s shoulder, meeting the dwarf’s eyes in relief. 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff!” Paul called out. “You’re just going to let the killer off?!” 
 
      
 
    Donadin’s eye twitched and he turned to the reporter. “I won’t let Strongarm say that. Be warned: the dead man fired first. He paid for it with his life. End of story.” 
 
      
 
    “Noted,” Welter said as he made his notes. 
 
      
 
    Paul snarled before stomping off. The toughs picked up their friend, carrying him off and cursing Donadin as they went. 
 
      
 
    Donadin turned to Doc, a sour look on his face. “You should’ve known something like this would happen.” 
 
      
 
    “I should’ve known that people would try to kill me?” Doc asked a little stiffly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I meant the deliberate provocation,” Donadin snorted. “Only reason I’m out here today.” 
 
      
 
    “The only reason?” Doc asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Donadin’s lips twitched. “That, and I want to see you get hit in the mouth.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the honesty,” Doc chuckled. “Food should be up soon. Hope you enjoy. Harrid, you good?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Shaman,” Harrid said. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go find Ayla. She has Rosa with her,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    As the pair headed away, Doc heard rumors start up. His lip twitched when he heard them— many thought Donadin wasn’t taking the violence as seriously as he should. Doc knew the man would have competition in the next election: Ayla and Sophia were talking Hays McGee, the deputy, into running for sheriff. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rosa helped soothe Doc’s nerves with some of her nectar. He thanked her, promising to reward her later. There weren’t any more issues in front of Doc, but he heard of other smaller groups causing trouble and being ejected, with thankfully no more shootings. 
 
      
 
    It was near four in the afternoon when Doc stepped into the ring, a cold breeze swirling in the air. He still had on his suit, but would be going to change for the fight right after this. Smiling at the crowd, he waved and waited a few moments for the noise to die down. 
 
      
 
    Raising his voice, he projected to the crowd, “Ladies, gentlemen, and children, thank you for coming out to our Giving Thanks Day fair. Next year, this will move to the official fairgrounds. I apologize to Mayor Dodd for not holding it there this year. This solstice, the fairgrounds will have the duel between Strongarm and myself. I hope to see you all there for that event.” 
 
      
 
    A few boos could be heard over the applause. 
 
      
 
    “We held this Giving Thanks Day here for a couple of reasons, the first being that I will be having an exhibition match in less than an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you lose!” a single voice rang out. 
 
      
 
    “And I very well might when you see who I’m sparring for three rounds,” Doc said. “I’m not perfect; no man is.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd started getting loud as others heckled the speaker, who shouted more. After a minute, Doc whistled loudly to cut across the noise. 
 
      
 
    “The second reason is to officially announce the name of this community. Welcome to Aurora. We hope it lives up to its namesake in both regards: giving a bright new dawn on relationships across all people, but also being a bright, beautiful light that illuminates the night.” 
 
      
 
    “Bullshit!” the same man yelled out. 
 
      
 
    “Cows do, too, but we’ll ignore the ignorant today,” Doc said with a grin. “I hope you’ve all enjoyed the day and are ready to see a fight.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd stepped into the ring, raising his hands to try to get the crowd to settle. Doc was surprised so he stayed put. Dodd gave him a big grin as he turned to the crowd. “A moment, please? I also have an announcement for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Fucking animal lover!” 
 
      
 
    Donadin appeared beside the heckler, grabbing the man and hauling him off. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sheriff,” Dodd said. “I have one small announcement to give before we move on to the fight. Starting tomorrow, the river will be getting worked on. The territory government and city government have agreed to make sure that we don’t have to deal with flooding in the future. We thank the Ironbeard clan for their generous discount for the work being done, along with the private funding set aside to pay for the majority of the work. Letters will be sent out to those who are going to be losing property from eminent domain. We expect some pushback on it, but will win our case before the judges. While those cases work through the courts, the river work will start all the way out here— Aurora will benefit from the project first. May the dawn bring better relationships between all who live here.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered loudly. Doc and Dodd shook hands, and the flash of light bulbs nearly blinded Doc, who wasn’t expecting them. Dodd had just shown Doc how shrewd the man could be— this announcement was timed perfectly to cause Strongarm trouble as the duel was approaching, maybe distracting him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-six 
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered excitedly as Doc made his way to the ring. His hands were bound in the gloves, and he had a robe draped over his shoulders to keep him as warm as possible. He wore the traditional pants and soft boots of the sport, but in the cold weather, they wouldn’t keep him warm long if he stopped moving. 
 
      
 
    Stepping into the ring, Doc waved to all sides. As he bounced side to side to stay moving, he threw small flurries as Hammerson was introduced. The crowd went wild; none of them had expected to see a man who’d fought champions. 
 
      
 
    Doc was mildly amused. Hammerson had kept his dwarven heritage a secret from the public, so while the bigots in attendance cheered him on, they had no idea what they were doing. The rest of the crowd was just as excited, though, as Hank Hammerson looked like a fighter. Broad-shouldered, long-limbed, and packed with muscle, he exuded confidence. 
 
      
 
    The two of them ended up in the middle of the ring, neither smiling as they faced each other. Dodd stood between them, making sure they understood the rules. When they both agreed, they retreated to their corners. Harrid slipped Doc’s robe from his shoulders, hanging it on the green post. 
 
      
 
    “Remember to not to move as much,” Harrid hissed at Doc. “You need to jab and move, but less than you’d like.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s going to kick my ass, but it’ll be worth it later,” Doc grunted, his speech slightly off from the sap strips stuck to his teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe he’ll go a little easier since you gave him sap, too,” Harrid snorted. 
 
      
 
    Dodd called out, his arm raised as he glanced between the two men. Betting in the crowd heavily favored Hammerson, but Doc didn’t blame them— he’d have bet on the other fighter, too, at least in this match. If he did with Hammerson what he was planning to do with Strongarm later, he thought he might have a chance. 
 
      
 
    “Fight!” 
 
      
 
    The two men advanced. Hammerson plodded forward with firm steps; he wasn’t going to make quick movements. All of his fights had been won or lost through sheer power. Doc figured Strongarm would fight the same way, so he’d used Hammerson as a learning model. 
 
      
 
    Doc fought like he did with Alaric, moving only half as well as he wanted while jabbing. Hammerson covered up better as he slowly walked Doc down. If Hammerson had been a counterpuncher, he’d have laid Doc out, as he had a reach advantage over Doc. Luckily, Hammerson wasn’t, so Doc just jabbed and moved. 
 
      
 
    Most of the first round went that way until Hammerson finally cornered Doc. The last twenty seconds were full of ham-sized fists battering Doc, who covered up. If they used the crowd to score the round, Hammerson would’ve ended up ahead; he looked brutal for those last few seconds. 
 
      
 
    When the bell rang, Hammerson walked calmly back to his corner, his head up as he breathed slowly and easily. Doc winced as he made his way to Harrid. Nothing was bruised or broken, but Hammerson’s fists had felt like shovels hitting his ribs. 
 
      
 
    “Almost got away with a full round,” Harrid said, giving Doc water to rinse. 
 
      
 
    “If Strongarm punches like that, I’ll be feeling it all of next year.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be as easy to corner,” Harrid said. “It’s time to show a weakness.” 
 
      
 
    Doc didn’t want to, knowing this would hurt even more. Trying to trade shots with Hammerson or bulling him over were bound to fail. This was all to make Strongarm think he knew what Doc could do, so Doc accepted what was about to happen. 
 
      
 
    The next round started the same way the first had, with Doc jabbing and moving. When Hammerson finally corralled him, Doc tried to bull through the bigger man. Doc ended up being thrown back into the corner post, and Hammerson went to work on him. After a little covering up, Doc tried to counter and trade. 
 
      
 
    Blinking as he pushed himself up from his one knee, Doc looked at Dodd counting over him. Standing upright, Doc shook his head. His jaw felt strained, possibly even broken. The hook Hammerson had landed had sent Doc to his knees and stunned him. 
 
      
 
    “Eight… you okay, Doc?” Dodd asked, staring into Doc’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    Doc grunted, tapping his gloves together. 
 
      
 
    Dodd stepped back. “Fight!” 
 
      
 
    The timekeeper slapped the table he sat at, marking the last ten seconds of the round. Doc took that information to rush Hammerson, who wasn’t expecting it. A clean left jab-right hook combo popped Hammerson’s head back and sideways, but Doc didn’t follow up— he backed off. 
 
      
 
    Hammerson blinked slowly. The punches hadn’t been anywhere near hard enough to drop him, but the shock made him pause long enough for the round to end. Giving Doc a nod, he went to his corner. 
 
      
 
    The crowd was raucous as they cheered, the people who wanted Doc to lose the loudest. Even his supporters were shouting, as Doc hadn’t stayed down when he’d been sent to his knees. 
 
      
 
    “Anything broken?” Harrid asked as he offered Doc water. 
 
      
 
    “My jaw,” Doc hissed in pain. 
 
      
 
    “Do we call the last round off?” Harrid asked as Doc gingerly took enough water to rinse. 
 
      
 
    Spitting bloody water into the bucket beside the ring, Doc shook his head. He knew something that no one else did. With his hands covered by the gloves, he could use his healing magic without being seen. His thumb was mostly uncovered, as were the tips of his fingers, and that was enough of a touch to channel the energy. If he’d been allowed to wear his ring, it would’ve been simpler still, but all rings came off when wrapping up. 
 
      
 
    Staring across at Hammerson, he could see respect in the half-dwarf’s eyes. Doc channeled his healing, not erasing all the damage, but making sure his jaw wasn’t broken. He didn’t do more than that, as he didn’t want it obvious that he’d healed himself— he needed that ace for Strongarm. 
 
      
 
    The bell for the third round came soon after Doc stopped healing himself. He went out to meet Hammerson, jabbing, moving, and staying as far from the man as he could, acting as if he was afraid of being hurt again. Hammerson walked him down, jabbing out to help corral Doc. 
 
      
 
    The crowd was cheering, still hoping to see something before it ended. Doc waited for the ten-second warning, then went in. He took a hard left to his shoulder as he closed, but then abandoned defense to flurry for all he was worth. Hammerson, seeing the move for what it was, accepted the punches to wind up a vicious left hook. 
 
      
 
    The bell rang just as the left thundered home; at the same time, Doc snapped an uppercut into Hammerson’s chin. Both men staggered back, but only Doc went down. Staring stupidly up, his head swimming, Doc tried to figure out why he was flat on his back in the dirt. 
 
      
 
    Dodd appeared over him, looking down before calling for someone. Doc tried to sit up, but slumped back to the ground. A moment later, Onyx was poised over him, her hands glowing green as she healed him. 
 
      
 
    The fog cleared and Doc grunted as he slowly sat up. Hammerson was standing to the side, watching him. With Harrid’s help, Doc got to his feet as Onyx went to check Hammerson. 
 
      
 
    Dodd came over to Doc to start unwrapping his gloves. “You okay, Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “I am now. He hits like a smith working iron,” Doc replied. 
 
      
 
    Dodd gave Doc a questioning look. “Did she not heal you completely?” 
 
      
 
    With the one glove off, Doc reached up, pulling the percha strip off his teeth. “I’m good.” 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Dodd asked as he got the second glove off. 
 
      
 
    “Teeth protection. He’d have broken a few, otherwise. He has the same thing.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd went to Hammerson to get his gloves off, obviously asking him a question. After the fighter nodded, Dodd looked relieved, then got the big man’s gloves off. 
 
      
 
    Raised voices behind Doc got him to look back. Donadin was at the edge of the ring, glaring at Onyx. Quickly going that way, he caught part of the conversation over the crowd noise. 
 
      
 
    “—ouse of worship! That means you’re breaking the law!” Donadin snapped. 
 
      
 
    Sophia was there before Doc was. “Sheriff, you’re not adhering to the entire law if you do that.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin gave Sophia a hard look. “You’d tell me the law?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a Sagesse by birth, Sheriff,” Sophia said flatly. “A faith healer can heal outside of their house of worship if there’s enough to represent their god’s views in the area. Did you not hear all the betting taking place? All the games of chance that went on today?” 
 
      
 
    Donadin hesitated before he stepped back. “I’ll look into it. If it’s true, then I’ll drop it.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone point you this way?” Doc asked as he reached them. “Happened to mention healing taking place?” 
 
      
 
    Donadin glanced at the crowd, then shrugged. “Laws are laws. You wanted me to do more, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you done anything similar to Strongarm?” Doc asked flatly. 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t try to flaunt laws,” Donadin snorted. “If he does, I’ll step in.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc,” Dodd yelled from the middle of the ring, “winner time!” 
 
      
 
    Donadin walked off, so Doc went toward Dodd. He glanced back to see Sophia and Onyx talking, then noticed Paul, the biased reporter, slinking away after Donadin. Sucking at his teeth, Doc shook his head. 
 
      
 
    Hammerson and Doc stood to either side of Dodd as the crowd slowly quieted. Dodd waited, then spoke loudly, “The match went to the end, but we have a clear winner: Hank Hammerson!” 
 
      
 
    Hank let Dodd raise his arm, grinning at the crowd. When Dodd let go, Hammerson turned to face Doc and shake hands with him. The flash of cameras told Doc that the press was still there. 
 
      
 
    “News will say you went down twice,” Hammerson said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s true, I did. If we weren’t sparring, you’d win the next round with ease, with me ending up unconscious.” 
 
      
 
    “Surprised me a few times,” Hammerson said as they stopped with the photo op. “Why show off like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Have to show that I’ll fight, even when vastly outclassed,” Doc said, then shivered as the chill started to get to him. 
 
      
 
    “Doc,” Sophia called to him. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you back at the manor,” Doc told Hammerson before going over to Sophia. 
 
      
 
    He was glad to accept the robe she held out to him, quickly belting it on. “Yes, dear?” 
 
      
 
    “If Donadin pushes, I’ll be representing Onyx.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Doc said. “She deserves the best.” 
 
      
 
    “See?” Sophia told her gently. “Of course, we’ll do all we can.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx exhaled slowly. “Sorry… I didn’t mean to panic.” 
 
      
 
    “It happens,” Doc said gently. “Can we go back to your place? I’d like to get my clothes on.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx giggled. “I think that’s the only time I’ve ever had a man ask me to take him to get dressed.” 
 
      
 
    Doc laughed, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “Want to come to dinner tonight?” 
 
      
 
    She glanced at Sophia, who smiled, then nodded. “Please.” 
 
      
 
    As they headed for Onyx’s home, cold eyes in the crowd stayed glued to their backs. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-seven 
 
      
 
    Doc watched Ayla and Rosa get dressed. Ayla had been the one to come wake him, leaving him smiling broadly. Both his wives were giggling happily as they helped each other. 
 
      
 
    “Been a busy couple of weeks,” Doc mentioned, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Three more Diggers, and a couple of their children.” 
 
      
 
    “Their family is indebted to you, Voice,” Rosa said. “All of them are spreading your name. Your telling them that you would be traveling west has them sending word to their family that way to look for you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re taking the day off today to help Sigmund’s brother. He came all the way from Deadshaft.” 
 
      
 
    Doc thought about his hat-obsessed friend. I wonder what his brother will be like? he mused to himself. “Yeah. That’s just one of the reasons for me to go into the city. Alaric asked me to come by the clan. I think he wants me to check all the women who’ve started to show their pregnancy.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is just smart,” Ayla said. “You should tell them that they’d be wise to invite Onyx into the clan to assist with the births.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded slowly. “That’s a good point. They might not have thought of that. I hope the midwives are okay with it. They should be, as she’ll only be there to ensure the health of mother and child, not deliver them.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… maybe mention it to Onyx, first. Make sure she’s okay with it.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll swing by on the way into the city,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Ayla turned to face him, fully clothed. Her eyebrow went up as she let her gaze pass up and down his body. “Are you going to dress?” 
 
      
 
    “Now that you’re done. I was enjoying watching the two of you in a different way.” 
 
      
 
    “We would be glad to do the first way again, Voice,” Rosa said, her eyes glowing. 
 
      
 
    “Down, girl,” Doc laughed. “I’ll be down to breakfast in a few.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take her,” Ayla laughed, then took Rosa’s hand. “Come along, Weed. You’ll get plenty later, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Rosa fake pouted as she was led from the room. 
 
      
 
    Doc watched them go, his chest warm. He loved all of his wives with every fiber of his being. Shaking his head, he started to dress. 
 
      
 
    As he pulled his shirt on, the collar rubbed the back of his neck, and he remembered the extra energy tokens on his spine. He had three of them now, as Zu and Citrine had dryads of their own and didn’t need the tokens he’d prepared before they’d left. Rosa had kept them separate from her, and when he’d mentioned his idea, she’d been eager to present them to him. The surgery had taken another point off his health stat, but now he had three batteries fused to his vertebrae. 
 
      
 
    That reminded him to check his stats again. Taking a seat to get his socks on, he pulled up his screen. The socks dangled in his hand as he stared at the screen in shock. He had to think it was Zu and Citrine that’d done it, but his faith was almost triple what it’d been when he’d made them clerics. 
 
      
 
    “Lady, I see the path…” Doc whispered as he spent a little over half of his new faith. He quickly picked out the gifts the clerics should have, but declined naming new clerics for now. 
 
      
 
    Lost in the screens, Doc had no idea how long he sat there with his socks in hand. When the door opened and Fiala came into the room, he blinked at her dumbly for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Doc? Are you okay?” Fiala asked softly, going to his side. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t come down to breakfast. We were worried.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right. Sorry,” Doc said as he finally started to pull his socks on. “I checked my faith. Zu and Citrine have been busy. I picked up arch-cleric, but haven’t named the clerics yet. I want to talk to McKenzie before I tap him. That was when I got lost looking for defensive gifts.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala brought him the rest of his clothing. “We’ll be waiting. The others have started eating.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. I’ll be right down.” 
 
      
 
    “You told Ayla that, too,” Fiala said with a slight smirk. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll apologize,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “I was joking, Doc,” she sighed, kissing his forehead. “Just make sure to come down this time?” 
 
      
 
    Standing up to get his shirt tucked in, he grinned. “I will.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Everyone was finishing their breakfast when he finally came in. His plate had a cover on it, helping keep it warm for him. “Sorry about that,” Doc said. “Hank, if you don’t mind, can we have the room when you finish?” 
 
      
 
    Hammerson polished off the last of his eggs and, getting to his feet, nodded. “Sure thing. I’ll see you for training tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    When the only person not fully vetted left, Doc uncovered his plate. “I picked up arch-cleric and some defensive gifts. That’s why I was in the room for so long. I apologize for making you worry.” 
 
      
 
    “What gifts?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “I chose one because of the boxing match coming up,” Doc said after his first bite of cool eggs. “Unbending bones; it’ll stop my bones from breaking, which will cut well down on the amount of damage I’ll take in the ring.” 
 
      
 
    “Just bones?” Ayla asked. 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded as he worked on another bite of his breakfast. Swallowing, he went on, “Correct. The other one I took was even pricier: mistborn. It gives me ten seconds where I become insubstantial. I can only use it once a day, but during that time, nothing can hold me or stop me from moving. If I make a mistake and I’m inside a wall when it ends, I’ll get pushed to the closest exterior before solidifying, and I’ll get injured. I don’t want to let people capture me.” His eyes darted to Posy for a second. 
 
      
 
    “That would be good. I can see someone wanting to try that,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    Posy shifted. “Doc, do I get more gifts now?” 
 
      
 
    “You have mistborn and remove curse. We’ll let the Digger family know that they can see you to help them. This way, they have a place to go, knowing there’ll be help for them.” 
 
      
 
    Posy beamed. “Thank you.” Her smile dimmed a little. “Mistborn is because Suez kidnapped me?” 
 
      
 
    “Partially,” Doc said. “I don’t want you to have to deal with that ever again, but it also means ten more seconds of safety if someone attacks you.” 
 
      
 
    “You want me safe…” Posy said softly. “I understand. I’ll always do my best to stay safe.” 
 
      
 
    “And she’ll have us to help,” Melvin said. 
 
      
 
    Doc scarfed a few more bites before clearing his throat. “I also doubled my vitality and health. I still have a couple thousand faith left over, but I stopped looking over everything when Fiala came to get me. Rosa, I’ll think about my stat screen, so can you relay the information while I eat?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Voice,” Rosa said, peering into his mind. “He currently has two thousand and eight faith to spend…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Rosa stopped explaining what the last couple of gifts did, he’d finished eating. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be going over other gifts while I take care of the things I have to do today,” Doc said. “I won’t spend any of it until we get a chance to discuss it. What are your thoughts on what I took?” 
 
      
 
    “I approve,” Sonya said first. “Three of those will help with the boxing match right now, and extra health and vitality are good ideas in general. Picking up arch-cleric was what we agreed on. The mist one is good in many ways, from normal defense to escaping if you’re captured.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with Sonya,” Fiala said. “Health, vitality, and the not-having-your-bones-broken are all great for next week. I fully agree with the mist one, too, for both Posy and you.” 
 
      
 
    “Not just us. The others got access to that one, too,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “A good choice,” Lia said. “It gives them options if they end up in trouble. I’m in agreement with our wives’ opinion of what you took. Besides the one gift, what did the other three get?” 
 
      
 
    “Onyx got lasting help so she can help with Sigmund’s family. I’ll let her know that she might end up with a lot of hatters asking for help. Zu and Citrine both got stand down, giving them another ace to use.” 
 
      
 
    “Those are both solid ideas,” Lia nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Did the arch-cleric give access to initiates?” Ayla asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They’ll be informed when they sleep,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Means they’ll take on apprentice shamans,” Lia smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, and more clerics in the future,” Ayla nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Are you still going to ask McKenzie?” Sophia asked Doc. 
 
      
 
    “Him and, when we go west, Svetlana,” Doc said. “It’ll leave me with a single cleric spot open.” 
 
      
 
    “Umm… what about me?” Fiala asked softly. “Not to heal like the others, but… for our child when you go?” 
 
      
 
    Doc stared at her, then opened his screen and tagged her as a cleric, swiftly assigning her gifts. “Healing hands, mistborn, and stand down. Those are my gifts for you. Making sure you are safe and that you and our child are healthy is something that should be done. I’m just sorry I didn’t think of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Why healing?” Sonya asked. “Onyx will be here with her.” 
 
      
 
    “Because no one outside of us will know that Fiala is blessed,” Doc said. “These are hidden aces that she has in case she needs them.” 
 
      
 
    The others had to agree— if she only used them when in dire need, no one would know to expect them. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send for another of my sisters,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get the paperwork together,” Sophia said. 
 
      
 
    “But without Doc, how will I get her refilled?” Fiala asked. 
 
      
 
    “The Driver brothers,” Ambrose chimed in. “Both have had thoughts of what it might be like to be with one of us. I’m sure they will be eager to help once they experience it.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, they will,” Melvin muttered, catching an elbow from his sister. “Ughf! Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled, as he’d agreed with Melvin, but wasn’t going to say anything. “Okay. Posy, you’re with me to help Sigmund’s brother and the Ironbeards. We’ll be stopping to see Onyx on the way into the city.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be having our circle over for tea,” Fiala said. “They’ll likely be gone before you get home. If not, though, please stop in to say hello.” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get the paperwork together,” Sophia told Ayla. “We should be done before it’s time for tea that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point,” Ayla said as everyone began to get up. 
 
      
 
    Doc collected kisses from each of them. He was glad Fiala had said something; now, he would feel a little better about her staying in Furden when it finally came time for him to go west. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-eight 
 
      
 
    Onyx was happy to bring Doc and Posy into her home. “I wasn’t expecting you today.” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t stay long,” Doc said, “but I wanted to tell you a couple of things and ask a question.” 
 
      
 
    Once they were seated, Doc took a few minutes to explain to Onyx the new gifts she had access to. He also made sure to cover that she could now make an initiate cleric— he knew she’d be told later, but thought that telling her himself was a good idea. 
 
      
 
    Onyx stared at him. “All of us will be getting more gifts from Luck?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Posy beamed. “I’m the arch-cleric. Doc said I have a different gift from you, besides the mist one.” 
 
      
 
    “Posy will be able to remove minor curses while you can remove recurring illnesses, like mercury poisoning,” Doc clarified. “I’m going to direct the Hutmacher family to see you. They’re gnomes who all love hats. As far as I know, the whole family is suffering from mercury poisoning. Posy will be helping the Diggers; if one of them shows up, just direct them to her.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx swallowed the lump in her throat. “Of course, Doc… Thank you. I’ll do my very best.” 
 
      
 
    “I never doubted you would, Onyx. Now, as for my question: would you help a midwife during birth, making sure the child and mother are healthy?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
      
 
    “The Ironbeard clan is going to have a boom of children in a half year. I wanted to make sure you were okay with that before I suggested they reach out to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help with any birth,” Onyx said. 
 
      
 
    Harrid shifted slightly. “Umm… will you talk to Ginger for me?” 
 
      
 
    Doc turned to Harrid with a grin. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not certain, but… maybe?” 
 
      
 
    “If she is, of course,” Onyx said. 
 
      
 
    “You can verify that,” Doc told Onyx. “When you reach out with healing, you can direct the energy to the womb. If an egg is fertilized and implanted or the fetus is already growing, you’d know. After some time, you can even tell the sex of the child.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodness!” Onyx breathed out excitedly. “I can help women know ahead of time?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’ve done it before. Fiala will be having a child in seven months. Can you please be there to help her, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Always, Doc. Your family is precious,” Onyx said seriously. “I’ll do my best for everyone, but especially for her.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Doc said softly. “If you want to help with the Ironbeards, we’ll be over there about noon today. Posy and I will be checking for children, and I might even be able to show you how to improve someone’s fertility.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be there,” Onyx said quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. We have to go help a Hutmacher, and we’ll be seeing others until noon. We’ll see you at the Ironbeard clan.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” Onyx got to her feet, showing them to the door. “Thank you, Doc. My life has become blessed ever since you first showed up. My purpose is to make sure Lady Luck’s name is spoken of reverently.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a smile, touching her shoulder lightly. “Make sure to find time for you, too. Luck wouldn’t want you to be unhappy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Onyx said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Sir, there’s a gnome here waiting for you,” Vika said when Doc entered the Silvered Dreams. “He’s in the lounge.” 
 
      
 
    “I was expecting him,” Doc smiled. “Thank you, Vika.” 
 
      
 
    The mongoose bestial bobbed her head. “Of course, sir. There are two others also waiting to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t show up often, anymore. Did you tell them that Onyx would be happy to help them?” 
 
      
 
    “I did, sir, but they saw that you’d be in today, and decided to wait for you.” She motioned to the board that’d been updated with when he’d be in. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see them, but go ahead and mark me as out,” Doc said. “I have other business to get to today and don’t want to be late.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get it done, sir. Good luck with the duel, too.” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a smile. “Thank you. I’ll be doing my best.” 
 
      
 
    Doc sent Posy, her guards, and the dryads ahead of him into the office. Stopping by the lounge, Doc caught sight of Sigmund’s brother. The gnome’s head just barely cleared the table from his seat. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Hutmacher,” Doc called out, “my office is open.” 
 
      
 
    The gnome saw Doc, giving him a curious look before he got out of his seat. He was still wearing a bowler hat, not having checked it with Vika, and Doc was surprised to see a ribbon tying it firmly to the small man’s head. “Good, good. Yes, good.” 
 
      
 
    Doc led the way into his office, then over to the seating area, motioning his guest to sit. “I met your brother, Sigmund, in Deep Gulch, sir. I was able to help him with the mercury problem he was having.” 
 
      
 
    “Sigmund, yes, yes. Older brother,” the gnome nodded. “You can help with the tilting?” 
 
      
 
    “I can. Do you know why it’s happening?” 
 
      
 
    “Hatter death. It’s slow, insidious. Starts with the world turning sideways.” 
 
      
 
    “But you don’t want to stop making hats?” 
 
      
 
    “No! Hats are life!” 
 
      
 
    “Sigmund said the same. What’s your name? I’m Doc, this is Posy, and these are our dryads, Rosa and Ambrose.” 
 
      
 
    Giving each a long look, the gnome touched his hat, then checked that the ribbon was still tied under his chin. “Barnabas Hutmacher is me.” He glanced back at the dwarves, then lowered his voice, “Do they steal hats?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Doc said seriously. “No one here will steal hats.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t be too careful. Thieves of hats are everywhere. The hats whisper how people covet them.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s help,” Doc said. “Posy, would you like to try?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Posy said. “I just can’t stop it from returning, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, but maybe one day,” Doc said. “Sir, we will be imploring Lady Luck, our goddess, to heal you. When we finish, the poison will be out of your blood. More than that, it will never creep in again.” 
 
      
 
    Barnabas stared at Doc with wide eyes, which on a gnome was quite wide. “Promise?” 
 
      
 
    “We do. All you have to do is believe and, at the end, give a prayer or two to her. Lady Luck, this man comes to you because of mercury poisoning. You’ve healed his brother, Sigmund, so will you please help him, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Please, Lady,” Posy added. 
 
      
 
    Barnabas’ eyes stayed large as both their hands glowed with energy. When Doc asked for his hands, Barnabas slowly extended one to each of them. Doc guided Posy in cleansing the mercury, but he stopped her just short so he could finish with lasting help. 
 
      
 
    Barnabas was sniffling when they finished. The world had returned to normal, no longer slanted. He knew the hats weren’t being stolen— it was the poison making him hear the hats talk. “Lady Luck… thank you,” he whispered as he held back tears. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes… good… better. Best, even,” Barnabas said. “The hats stopped talking. I know the thefts are lies.” 
 
      
 
    “You still love hats, though, right?” Doc asked, worried. 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Hats still best!” Barnabas declared as he pulled out a handkerchief, then blew his nose. “All my family knows that. I will not miss the voices. They made me want to hoard hats instead of sell hats. Now, I can know the pleasure of seeing a hat go with another.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Doc exhaled in relief. “Tell your family that there’s a faith healer here. Her name is Onyx; she’s in the small community of Aurora just outside of Furden proper. She can do the same that we just did. Any hatter who wants to stop the mercury poisoning can see her for help.” 
 
      
 
    Stuffing his handkerchief away, Barnabas shot to his feet and grabbed Doc’s hand, pumping it rapidly in a vigorous shake. “Yes! My father still lives! I will send him a telegraph today! Then, I will send word to all my family, cousins, and beyond! Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to help,” Doc smiled, letting the gnome shake his hand aggressively. “Lady Luck just wants to see Mother healthy again.” 
 
      
 
    Barnabas let go of Doc’s hand. “Mother… you know her?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Luck’s Voice, Barnabas. While I cannot speak to Mother myself, Rosa does for me. The gods have come back to help again. Luck and Trade are both here with Voices.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes boggling again, Barnabas looked ecstatic. “I’ll go at once!” He ran from the room with the same odd run that Sigmund had. 
 
      
 
    Posy giggled. “He’s so happy.” 
 
      
 
    “He has a long life of hats ahead of him,” Ambrose said gently. “His dream is realized.” 
 
      
 
    “Because of us,” Doc said. “Two more to help. Ready for the next?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Posy beamed. “Can I do it alone?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Doc grinned. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc was happy to see Onyx when he got out of the carriage. He gave her a wave, then helped Posy and the others down. “Hope you haven’t been waiting long,” Doc said when Onyx came over to them. 
 
      
 
    “No. I just got here,” Onyx replied. 
 
      
 
    “This’ll take a while, but it shouldn’t be too long,” Doc said. “We’ll start checking pregnancies, then, and if there’s anyone else hoping to have a child, we’ll help her.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. I look forward to learning.” 
 
      
 
    The guards outside the clan hall gave Doc a short bow before opening the doors for the group. One of them led the way to the elder’s room, where the guard on duty announced them. All three elders put down their paperwork when the doors opened. 
 
      
 
    “Shaman, we welcome you,” Alaric said. “You brought helpers?” 
 
      
 
    “To make this easier. Some might prefer having a woman check them,” Doc said. “Do you know if there are any other women who’d like to have a child?” 
 
      
 
    “We have a couple,” Alaric said. “I was going to ask, afterward.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. Onyx here would like to learn how to help so you can ask her for help in the future. She has also offered to assist your midwives during the births. She can keep an eye on the health of mother and child that way.” 
 
      
 
    “We accept,” Alaric said. “Miss, we thank you. Our shaman has bestowed the gifts of Luck upon you, so we shall never turn away your aid.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Onyx said softly. “I was unsure how my past might color your views.” 
 
      
 
    “What came before was set aside by you becoming blessed,” the oldest of the elders, Itoniv Ironbeard, said. “Before, we might have been… less accepting… but our shaman has shown us a better way forward.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Werner, the last of the three, said. “Shaman, we have the foundation of the brewery being laid. By next year, we hope to start production. Roquefell has helped ensure we have contacts for the supplies to produce both quality and quantity.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” Doc grinned. “If you’ll lead the way, we can begin our work.” 
 
      
 
    All three elders stood, but Alaric took the lead. “This way.” 
 
      
 
    The clan meeting hall had thirty-three women waiting in it. Doc hadn’t realized just how potent his help had been, as that accounted for every clan member he’d made extra fertile. All of them beamed when they saw Doc enter the room. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, I have helpers to make this go a little faster,” Doc announced. “I just need one of you to be the first so they can see what I’m doing.” 
 
      
 
    “I will volunteer,” Iona Ironbeard said. “As an elder’s wife, it is fitting.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go get the other few who hoped to also carry children,” Werner said, slipping out of the room. 
 
      
 
    Iona gave Doc a bright smile when he approached her with the others. “Thank you, Shaman. This is my third child now.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to know if they’re a boy or a girl?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “You can tell?” Iona gasped, and everyone else was now listening intently, having overheard that snippet. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It’ll be simple to tell when we check you. If you want to know, just ask whoever is helping you,” Doc said, noticing the room was silent. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” Iona said. 
 
      
 
    “Posy, Onyx, we ask Lady Luck to check mother and child,” Doc said. “Just follow along with me.” 
 
      
 
    All three implored Luck to let them help, then each laid hands on Iona. Doc felt them check Iona before focusing on the growing child. His energy took the lead there, making sure the growing baby was healthy, then pinged a specific part of the fetus. In Doc’s mind, it was the marker of male or female. 
 
      
 
    When they backed out, Doc looked at his helpers. “That spot is what will tell you the sex. There’s no physical showing at this stage, but the genetic marker is there. You’ll just know, like we do now.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Onyx said. 
 
      
 
    “Then, if they want to know, we tell them,” Posy nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, Posy,” Doc said, then gave Iona a smile. “You’ll be having a boy, Iona.” 
 
      
 
    Iona’s smile grew radiant, and she looked past Doc to Alaric. “We’ll have a son! His sisters will be so happy.” 
 
      
 
    Alaric puffed up proudly. “Wonderful!” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled as he stepped aside. “Ladies, if you can form three groups of equal size, please? We’ll get this done a little faster. If either of my helpers has questions, they’ll let me know.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-nine 
 
      
 
    The last days before the solstice were a whirlwind of preparation. Doc focused on training for the duel, pushing himself hard to make sure he was as ready as he could be. His extra health and vitality were obvious to Hammerson, who didn’t know how the change had happened, but did know that he’d been hard-pressed to keep up with Doc during exercise and sparring. Doc felt that he’d be able to outlast Strongarm if he could avoid being knocked out. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s wives were getting everything for the solstice and Boxing Day squared away. The solstice would be a family affair in the morning, then having friends over for an evening meal. Boxing Day would be held in the fairgrounds as normal— it was a holiday of giving to the less fortunate. 
 
      
 
    Fiala led the way, arranging for cooks to prepare three meals to feed thousands. They were able to pull together some small, useful gifts— with David’s help— that were to be given away on Boxing Day morning. That afternoon would see the duel between Strongarm and Doc in the ring that’d been set up. Grandstands had been made so hundreds could sit in comfort, and others would fill in around them for standing room only. 
 
      
 
    Doc still needed to speak to McKenzie about becoming a cleric, but he’d put it off, figuring that after the holiday would be soon enough. Rosa let Doc know that two more dryads were coming to Furden, one for Fiala and one for McKenzie. McKenzie’s was one of the remaining two from Hibernia to help solidify his message when he returned to the island, and Fiala’s was from her birth state; Rosa had asked for the specific dryad to come, hoping that Fiala would be pleased. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc held Sonya to his chest, inhaling deeply as he caught his breath. “Happy solstice, my loving wife.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodness, yes,” Sonya murmured. “I’m happy I got to wake you up today. Tomorrow morning, we’ve agreed only Rosa will, and she has specific instructions on that count.” 
 
      
 
    “Worried about me being in top shape?” 
 
      
 
    “We all just want to be with you, but that would make us far too late for breakfast at the fairgrounds. You need to be there at the start.” 
 
      
 
    “It really would make us late,” Doc grinned as he nibbled her neck, tightening his arm over her waist. 
 
      
 
    Sonya let out a small gasp, shivering as he teased her. “The others will be waiting for us…” 
 
      
 
    “Fiala would be disappointed,” Rosa agreed as she got out of bed. “I’ll get the basin ready.” 
 
      
 
    Doc let Sonya go. “We don’t want to disappoint our lovely wife.” 
 
      
 
    “No, we shouldn’t,” Sonya sighed, then turned to face him, kissing him gently. “You make all of us happy, Doc. I’d never have thought any man would be as wonderful a husband as you.” 
 
      
 
    “No man could expect a wife, let alone wives, to be as understanding as all of you.” He kissed her softly, then eased back. “Go on. I’ll wash up after you.” 
 
      
 
    Sonya giggled. “You just like watching us rinse the sweat off.” 
 
      
 
    “Guilty,” Doc grinned, “but it also takes you a little longer to get dressed.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s your story, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “And I’ll stick to it,” Doc laughed. 
 
      
 
    Sonya gave him a small shove, grinning as she got out of the bed. “Don’t stay there watching me dress.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you ever pick up any more gifts?” Sonya asked as she accepted the washcloth from Rosa. 
 
      
 
    “Only one. It gives me the ability to knock a man down if I hit him with my hands. I can only use it three times a day, but I wanted it for the duel. Cost me a couple hundred faith, but I think it’ll be worth it. It should piss Strongarm off and make the crowd cheer.” 
 
      
 
    “Too bad it doesn’t knock him out,” Sonya snorted. 
 
      
 
    Doc got out of bed, stretching out his muscles. “I could get something to do that, but it’s five hundred faith. I can always grab it during the fight— I’m just not sure if it has any utility beyond the duel.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, but if needed, you can get it… will it work with the gloves?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the other reason I was hesitant. I’m not positive it will. I’m fairly certain the one I got will, but not I’m positive.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Sonya said, handing him the washcloth. Her eyes dipped to watch him rise. “Wash up before we get delayed further.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled. “Yeah, but I’m sure Weed would be more than happy to help me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rosa said eagerly, earning a giggle from Sonya. 
 
      
 
    “Not right now,” Sonya said. “Help me with my dress, Rosa.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mistress.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sitting down after kissing his wives good morning, Doc had barely greeted everyone when the door opened. Charles came pushing the food cart in, but behind him was someone Doc rarely saw in the manor. Olka Skurt, the rat bestial with the stutter, was dressed in the family livery, pushing a second cart in. She had a small smile on her lips as she did. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve prepared a solstice feast for you to enjoy,” Charles said, “and I had assistance today. Olka was very helpful. Mistress Fiala, if it’s okay, I’d like to change her from her current duty to be my helper.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala gave Olka a smile. “Do you want that?” 
 
      
 
    Olka looked down, brushing at her uniform. “If i-i-it pleases the mistress. I enjoyed helping c-cook.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s smile grew when he heard her stutter less than before. Fiala glanced at Doc, then looked back at Olka. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let Mizzi know, Olka,” Fiala said. “Charles, she will be assisting you starting tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    The hound bestial smiled widely. “That’ll work fine, mistress. The meal is buffet style. It has egg, ham, sugar beans…” He went on, describing each dish as Olka set the table. When he finished, the pair left the room. 
 
      
 
    Everyone started serving up what they wanted, but Doc watched the door a moment longer. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, you okay?” Lia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’m good,” Doc smiled. “Her stutter is fading. I’d thought it was psychological, and it looks like I was right.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… I hadn’t thought of that,” Fiala said, handing the spoon for the beans off to Doc. “You’re right, though. It was less than when she originally got here.” 
 
      
 
    “Our husband helps people,” Ayla said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Doc is the best!” Posy said brightly, proud of the man she called father. 
 
      
 
    Hammerson had a big helping of the ham on his plate and was starting in on the eggs. “You helped her, Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “She was living in the alleys of the slums when she came to be healed,” Doc said. “She’d been beaten for years, had no home, no family, and struggled to survive. She fled shortly after being healed the first time.” 
 
      
 
    “But she came back,” Harrid said. “Doc offered to find her a job.” 
 
      
 
    “You meant for her to work here?” Hammerson asked, taking the bean bowl as it was passed along. 
 
      
 
    “Not originally. I have a couple of businesses in the city. I thought she could work at one of them, but when she came back, I offered her a choice and she chose to work here.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s been with us for a few months,” Fiala said. “She was helping others without a set place of her own. Now, she’ll have that.” 
 
      
 
    Hammerson shook his head slowly as he passed the beans to Harrid. “You really don’t care… even when you found out I have dwarven blood, you just shrugged. People like you are rare. I’ve met a couple in my life, but never one who goes as far as you have.” 
 
      
 
    “Money helps,” Doc said as he took a buttered roll. “It’s not a cure for everything, but it helps. I can do so much because I have money.” 
 
      
 
    “Gives away vast fortunes,” Ayla said with love in her voice. “Oh, that reminds me of how confused I was when you did it in Deep Gulch.” She giggled. “He hired me to manage his money, then kept giving it away to help others.” 
 
      
 
    “Then he married you?” Hammerson asked. 
 
      
 
    “It took a while, but yes,” Ayla smiled softly. 
 
      
 
    “Never knew a person to have so many wives,” Hammerson chuckled, “but he’s got the means to care for all of you.” 
 
      
 
    “In so many ways,” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    Hammerson and Harrid shook their heads, not touching that line with a ten-foot pole. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc spent the day visiting with every member of the staff. He thanked them for the hard work, giving them the bonuses that Ayla’d handed him before he’d gone to make the rounds. It was tradition to give out money if the owners were pleased with the staff. Doc had been happy to chat with everyone; he knew he’d been distant, especially over the last few months with training. 
 
      
 
    He got updated on their lives as he went. Mizzi was thrilled to be expecting, and Doc let her know she’d be having a son when he checked her. Radley beamed proudly at the news, then asked if Doc might think of hiring a second helper for the yards. Doc directed Radley to Fiala and Ayla, who would know better than he did. 
 
      
 
    Vic Runn, the deer bestial groom, had the woman he was courting over. Doc didn’t stay long, sorry to have interrupted them, but the young woman had been gracious, thanking Doc. Vic told her what’d happened and why he’d come back to her, so she was eager to thank the man who brought her love to her. 
 
      
 
    The Driver brothers were in high spirits, both proudly promising to stay on for decades as the drivers for the family manor. Doc left the two men to their drinking after making sure they’d be good for tomorrow morning. They assured him they would be sober. 
 
      
 
    Both the elephant bestial manor guards were awake. Jason told Doc he’d just started courting a woman, and the pair of them would be at the festivities tomorrow. Orville; his wife, Velma; and their son, Lance were very thankful for the benefits Doc had given them. All of them were in good health for the first solstice in years. Lance was a quick study— he was learning math and wanted to get into banking as something other than a guard. 
 
      
 
    The maids were all happy, as was the houseboy who took care of the boilers. They told Doc they were being given the day off so they could come to the fairgrounds, then each of them wished him well in his duel. 
 
      
 
    Charles was a little short with Doc, but only because he was already working on dinner. Doc understood, having worked in kitchens before. He promised to leave the bonus for him and Olka in their rooms. Olka gave Doc a bright smile as she scurried around Charles, grabbing whatever he needed. 
 
      
 
    The last staff Doc visited with was Bernard, the butler and Mizzi’s cousin. The black bear bestial was in uniform as he went on about work. He paused when Doc called out to him. 
 
      
 
    “Sir? Did you need me?” Bernard asked. 
 
      
 
    “You’re the last person for me to find,” Doc said. “I have your solstice bonus.” 
 
      
 
    Bernard accepted the small pouch. “Thank you, sir. I’m flattered. I would’ve been fine not receiving one this year. Just being offered the job was more than I’d hoped for when it fell through originally. To find a family with such care for their staff…? Well… Luck surely smiles on all who live here.” 
 
      
 
    Doc grinned. “She does. I haven’t had a chance to really talk with you. Is there anything you’d like to bring up that you’ve been putting off?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. I cannot find a single thing that is objectionable in my situation. We have a full staff, and everyone does their jobs without shirking them. You and your wives are the most pleasant employers a man could have. Honestly, life today is as good as it has ever been for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Are you just preparing for later?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. Getting everything ready for the guests.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Thank you for your hard work. We look forward to having you with us for years, Bernard.” Doc extended his hand to the butler. 
 
      
 
    With a hint of hesitation, Bernard took Doc’s hand carefully. “I will be your butler for as long as you will have me, sir. Not a single member of the staff, from the wash maid to my cousin, would willingly leave your employ. Thank you, your wives, and your goddess, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Doc turned to go, but Bernard called out to him as he reached the door. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I will pray for you tomorrow. I’m one of the few who will be staying at the manor. If you win, it’ll be a solid strike against the inequities of the past. May Luck guide your way.” 
 
      
 
    Doc met the butler’s eyes before bowing his head. “Luck be with me.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
    Standing on the porch, Doc waited for their guests. Fiala had told him they were expecting twelve, but not who. He was sure he knew at least half of who would be coming, but couldn’t fill out all of them in his head. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the hansom cab coming down the drive, he smiled. He’d caught sight of the guest, as the front of the cab was open air. When the cabbie pulled to a halt, Doc opened the door, helping Ginger down. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Doc,” Ginger said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re very welcome, Ginger.” He flipped the cabbie a coin. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure, sir,” the cabbie grinned, snatching the coin out of the air. “Good evening.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger smoothed her green dress. “I hope I’m not late.” 
 
      
 
    “First guest of the evening,” Doc smiled. 
 
      
 
    Before he could say more, the front door opened. “Doc, I should…! Ginger, it’s wonderful to see you,” Harrid changed his sentence the instant he saw her. 
 
      
 
    “Take her in, Harrid,” Doc grinned. “I see another cab coming.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, yes,” Harrid said. He’d been going to tell Doc not to stand outside alone, but with Ginger there, he changed his mind. Offering Ginger his arm, Harrid smiled. “If I might escort you in?” 
 
      
 
    “My husband-to-be is very gallant,” Ginger smiled as she took his arm. “Just a couple of days.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been counting the hours,” Harrid said softly as he led her inside. 
 
      
 
    “So have I.” 
 
      
 
    Doc turned to give Onyx and Wita a smile as their cab came to a stop. “Ladies, welcome to my home.” He helped them both down before tossing the cabbie payment. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pleasure to be invited,” Onyx said. “I was very happy to receive the invitation.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, because we wanted you here,” Sonya said, stepping out of the house. “I’ll take them in, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sonya. I’ll see you in a bit, Onyx,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    It was less than a minute after Onyx had gone inside when a man came striding down the driveway. Doc was surprised to see him, but had no problem with him being invited. 
 
      
 
    “McKenzie, welcome,” Doc greeted the Hibernian. 
 
      
 
    McKenzie gave a polite bow, his cloak opening to show his suit when he did. “Thank you for inviting me, Voice. It was a shock to be invited as a guest, an honor I didn’t expect. I will be on my best behavior to not disgrace you.” 
 
      
 
    “Only friends will be here, so you should be fine,” Doc said. “There is a collection of dryads in attendance. Are you fine with that?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s taken some adjustment, but since they’re all tied back to you, I accept it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Should be four, I believe.” 
 
      
 
    McKenzie stared at Doc for a second. “Four…?” He trailed off, taking a deep breath. “Mother has approved, so I will, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Voice, I will show him in,” Rosa said, stepping outside. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rosa,” Doc said, shaking hands with the fox-touched man. “I see another vehicle already.” 
 
      
 
    Doc opened the door, then stepped back as Tarbo got out of the carriage. “Welcome to my home once again. I’m glad you came.” 
 
      
 
    “We wouldn’t miss it,” August said as her husband helped her down. “It’s the first time friends have invited me over for a solstice.” 
 
      
 
    “She has been excited all week,” Tarbo said happily. “I cannot wait to see what your chef has prepared for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me show you to the others,” Fiala said, opening the front door. “We’re only missing a few more. Please, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Doc directed the driver around to the stable— Fiala had told him that the drivers and footmen would be joining the staff for dinner. 
 
      
 
    Ayla came out to stand beside him. “Chilly out here.” 
 
      
 
    “I think the storm is going to break tonight. Might give a chance for the snow to be cleared for tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not too thick, but hopefully it’s not snowing when you fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. I’m sure Mother will help,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Ayla leaned into his side for a moment. “I’m sure Rosa and the others will make sure it’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    A minute later, another carriage came rolling up the drive. Doc let the footman, who had jumped down, open the door. 
 
      
 
    “David, glad to see you, and you, Rema,” Doc greeted David and his dryad. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for inviting me. It’ll be my last solstice in the state for some time. I already have my ticket for three days from today to head east.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you’ll be here for the wedding,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I have come to know them both. Not to wait an extra day or two would be an affront.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll show you in to the others. We’re only missing two more sets,” Ayla said. “Please, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    “See you shortly,” Doc said, shaking hands with David. 
 
      
 
    Heather and Peabody were the next couple to arrive; Doc was sure the others would be chatting Heather up about her music. Peabody was clearly nervous, not having been invited to events like this before. Lia came out as Doc greeted them to lead them inside, giving Doc a kiss on the cheek in passing. 
 
      
 
    It was only a couple of minutes later when another carriage came to a stop in front of him. Doc opened the door to reveal the occupants, stepping back so they could get out. 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to see you both.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for inviting us,” Dodd said as he helped Mariam Packner down. 
 
      
 
    “I like to think we’ve moved beyond just business associates, which means inviting you is a given as friends.” 
 
      
 
    Dodd chuckled as he shook Doc’s hand, then gave Packner his arm. “Fair point. The court case with Strongarm has been hot and heavy, but he lost two days ago. He can appeal it to the federal circuit, but they don’t overturn often. With the history of his ownership, the flooding, and our plans, it shouldn’t even come close.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent news,” Doc said, opening the front door, “but let’s set business aside. It’s a day for celebrating the year with family and friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow will be busy enough,” Packner said softly, “with the feasting, gifts, and duel.” 
 
      
 
    “All too true,” Doc agreed. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Mingling before dinner was filled with laughter as people told stories about the year. They toasted at dinner to the soon-to-be-married couple, making Ginger blush and smile broadly. When dinner ended a couple of hours later, they retired to the parlor for after-dinner drinks. 
 
      
 
    Doc found the time to snag McKenzie for a private conversation, figuring that now was a good enough time to ask him. The pair stepped outside to sit on the porch with their drinks in hand. 
 
      
 
    “What did you want to talk about, Doc?” 
 
      
 
    “Luck recently let me name clerics, or shamans, if you will. They get a few gifts that I have to help spread her name. I’ve been tasked with selecting them.” 
 
      
 
    “Like Onyx, or Posy?” 
 
      
 
    “Just like them, but lesser, as they’ve both received more gifts recently.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay…?” McKenzie said slowly, wondering why Doc was telling him. 
 
      
 
    “Two others previously accepted the mantle, then set off home to help spread Luck’s word. Zu went back to Qin and Citrine went north to her tribe. It was the faith they helped raise that allowed this to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. The more who believe, the better,” McKenzie smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping you’d also accept.” 
 
      
 
    Drink halfway to his lips, McKenzie froze, then slowly lowered the glass. Head turning slowly, he stared at Doc. “Me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. You can return to Hibernia to spread the word. See your family on the way to let them know.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa stepped outside, taking in the conversation at a glance before she went to kneel beside Doc. “If you accept, one of the two dryads from your homeland will be here in a few days to be collared by you. If you decline, she will stay there.” 
 
      
 
    “Collar a dryad?” McKenzie looked sick. 
 
      
 
    “For you to have her beside you no matter where you go,” Doc explained. “You can opt out of that, as well.” 
 
      
 
    McKenzie sat there for a moment longer, then downed his drink. “It would be shocking to my whole family, but it would make sense for anywhere that’s not Hibernia. If you want me to go home, not collaring her would be better. Would a dryad be willing to walk beside me without a collar?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I will inform her.” Rosa smiled, standing to go walk into the garden. 
 
      
 
    “Why me, Doc?” McKenzie asked softly. “Hibernia isn’t that big, and a lot of us died during the famine.” 
 
      
 
    “Because you’ll all believe, truly and deeply,” Doc replied. “If you swing by to see your family here in Emerita before you go back, it’ll help even more.” 
 
      
 
    “Never known a human to help us so much…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not human,” Doc told him quietly. “I’m half-dwarf and half-elf. I just look human.” 
 
      
 
    McKenzie jerked, staring at Doc. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Luck brought me here from another world, gave me this body, and asked me to help her bring the light back to the world. I pass as human because of the prejudice this world has.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d never have guessed…” McKenzie said. “Luck really did set out to help as much as she could. Now there are two Voices, if I heard right from Roquefell.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes; Trade is also helping now, and maybe there will be more in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “To help strengthen the light,” McKenzie said softly. “I accept, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    Doc pulled up his screen, mentally assigning McKenzie as the second of the three clerics he could name. “You’ll have access to healing, cleansing minor afflictions, and a gift to turn into mist for ten seconds a day. That one is to help you escape or avoid being killed. You can also take an initiate under your wing. They’ll get a single gift while they learn to be your equal.” 
 
      
 
    McKenzie shook his head as the knowledge of healing filled his mind. “Luck be praised… Mother will live as she should.” 
 
      
 
    “Luck be praised, indeed,” Doc smiled. “Rosa, we’re heading inside.” 
 
      
 
    “Coming, Voice,” Rosa said, hurrying their way. “Yew will wait for you to return to Hibernia.” 
 
      
 
    McKenzie bowed his head. “One of the eldest… I’m honored.” 
 
      
 
    “As is she to help Mother, by walking with you,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    When they went back to the parlor, Tarbo called out to him, “Doc, how much should I bet on you to win tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    Doc grinned. “Not your fortune, but some. I believe I have a good chance, but anything can happen in the ring.” 
 
      
 
    “You surprised Hammerson when you fought him,” David said. “I’ll be backing you quite a bit. Not only do I want to see it personally, but it would send a clear message about being tolerant. Strongarm’s paper has barely held the line on libel while the other two have been above that. Mine has been more behind you, but not so slanted as his.” 
 
      
 
    “It would be good to see a man of honor win,” Dodd agreed, his hand on Packner’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Doc looked over his friends, allies, and family. “I’ll do my best, but I doubt it’ll be an easy fight no matter which of us walks out of the ring a winner.” 
 
      
 
    “The day after is a wedding,” August said, dragging their conversation back to a more pleasant topic. “I’ve had a dress set aside for it…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-one 
 
      
 
    Doc woke slowly, his dreams fading without being able to recall them. Blinking slowly, he rubbed the gunk from the corners of his eyes to find Rosa kneeling beside the bed. Meeting her emerald eyes, he smiled at her. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning to you, too, Voice.” 
 
      
 
    “Only you this morning, if I’m remembering correctly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Might I come cuddle with you?” 
 
      
 
    Doc was surprised at the request, but he slid over for her. She crawled up next to him, leaning her head against his chest and wrapping an arm over his torso. He rubbed her back as she settled in. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ask for some in a bit, but I want to just soothe you right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Soothe me? I didn’t think I was needing that.” 
 
      
 
    “Your dreams were fragmented, but they all revolved around today.” 
 
      
 
    “Not terribly surprising, considering the duel. I don’t remember any of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is for the best,” Rosa murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take your word for it, Rosa. It’s been a wild summer, fall, and now, winter, hasn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve done much for the poor of the city and have set long-term plans into motion that are already paying you dividends. Strongarm has been strangely quiet since his last attempt, which concerns you.” 
 
      
 
    “It does. He had a court case to take his attention, though. Dodd was a blessing there.” 
 
      
 
    “All of them will be there to support you today. The city will show its colors during the duel, for or against.” 
 
      
 
    “Donadin will have his hands full,” Doc nodded slowly. “Potential trouble between hardcore bigots and happy bestials.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably.” 
 
      
 
    “We can only do what we can do,” Doc sighed as he pulled Rosa to him a little more firmly. “They’re all okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice. Your wives are all very happy. They are worried about today, but very happy. Fiala is a bundle of happiness; she has been since you confirmed her pregnancy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy it’ll be a little girl for her to dote on.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re happy about it, too. Most would want a little boy to carry on their family name.” 
 
      
 
    Doc snorted. “I have a feeling I’ll have plenty of children, eventually. As for family name, that doesn’t matter to me. This name is one that just came into being with me. Maybe it’ll be a name remembered generations from now, but I don’t feel the need to stake a legacy to it. I’d rather Luck’s name be remembered far longer than mine.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa kissed his chest. “That is who you are. May I now sate myself?” 
 
      
 
    Putting a hand under her chin, he tilted her head up so he could see her eyes. Gently glowing emeralds stared back at him. “In a moment, Weed.” He bent his head, claiming her lips with a sensual kiss. It wasn’t demanding, but it did convey the love he had for her as he let the kiss linger. 
 
      
 
    Rosa moaned, her eyes closing as she gave in to his desires. She knew he would take care of her, and everything he thought of doing to her were things she longed for, too. The kiss just reinforced that she was treasured and loved, even as the lowly weed in his garden. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    No breakfast was served at the manor that day. The moment Doc was ready, both carriages and the wagon rolled out from the estate. The fairgrounds were not where Doc thought they’d be— they were actually on the other side of the river, and nearly across from the slums. The bridges that McKenzie had on his proposed map north and south of the walking area suddenly made much more sense to him. 
 
      
 
    “I can offer Dodd the chance to have a solid stone bridge constructed in both of those spots,” Doc mused while they rolled over the wooden one that was currently in place. 
 
      
 
    “I would be happy to help,” Rosa murmured from where she sat across from him. 
 
      
 
    “As would I,” Ambrose smiled. “Wita would likely offer to help, as well.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled, shaking his head. “It was a random thought. I’m not sure I’ll ask Dodd, but if I do, I’ll remember your offers.” 
 
      
 
    “Doc,” Posy asked, “are you going to be okay today?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be doing my best,” Doc answered honestly. “We have no idea how skilled he is. I’ve done all I can to prepare for it. I might lose, but I won’t let myself be in danger of serious injury, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Fiala asked if I wanted to stay with her to hand out gifts. I was hoping to stay with you while you talk to people.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine with that, Posy,” Doc smiled at her. 
 
      
 
    Posy giggled, smoothing down her bright red dress. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “That dress is new, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Fiala had it made just for today.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw a lot of green, red, and white this morning. Those colors are preferred for the solstice?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Sophia said they go back as far as history. White to celebrate winter and the end of the year. Green to show renewal is coming with the spring when winter fades. Red is for the blood we all have, as every race bleeds red.” 
 
      
 
    “If only people remembered that last one as something to unite us,” Doc said solemnly. 
 
      
 
    “Life’s better when people are nice.” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled, hugging her to his side briefly. “You’re absolutely correct, Posy. Today, we’ll see nice people and not nice people. We’ll do our best to keep smiling as much as we can.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” Posy smiled brightly. 
 
      
 
    When the carriage came to a stop, Doc was glad he’d worn his boots. The entire fairgrounds was covered in a couple of inches of snow. Doc knew that, as the day wore on, the snow would be trampled down into mud. After helping Posy and the dryads down, Doc went to help his wives. His staff, who’d come in the wagon driven by Vic, piled out. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t terribly busy yet, but a line was already forming near the food area. Doc led his large group that way, all of them hungry. He glanced back at his staff, then frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Fiala, where are Charles and Olka?” 
 
      
 
    “Cooking,” Fiala smiled. “They’re some of the people making breakfast. We worked with the volunteers to make sure that all three meals had different cooks. That way, everyone will get a chance to enjoy the day.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast will be good,” Doc said. “I’ll be skipping lunch, since the duel is shortly after midday.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad you remember,” Hammerson said from farther back. 
 
      
 
    Doc was going to mention that most boxers would load up on carbs a few hours before a fight, but put it off as they got in line. Besides, I have four times the vitality of a normal person, and double what most dwarves have, Doc thought. I won’t run out of energy, especially if I use healing on myself. I wonder if Strongarm has any tricks of his own? 
 
      
 
    People gave the large group smiles, greeting them warmly. Doc noted that most of the people there were either Hibernian or bestial. Conversations sprung up as they waited with everyone else. Doc declined to go ahead of others when they offered, saying he was just like everyone else waiting to eat. 
 
      
 
    The tables and benches were a little rough, but there were plenty of them. Doc and his wives took up one, but his staff mingled with other people, answering questions about who they worked for. Doc caught snippets, as it was mostly people wondering if they were as nice as they seemed. 
 
      
 
    With breakfast over, his wives dispersed to go to the booths they’d be using to hand out gifts. Doc and Posy wandered through the fairgrounds, chatting as they went. Posy beside him had a few wondering if she was his daughter, making the little girl beam. Doc explained that he was a guardian for her, but not her biological father. 
 
      
 
    Doc went by the grandstands and the ring that’d been set up for later. Two of the posts had white caps on them, while the others cater-corner from each other had green and red respectively. A couple of men were inside the ring, shoveling the snow out of it. Doc was grateful for that, but it also let him see the brown ground cover underneath the snow. 
 
      
 
    “No mud, at least. That’ll be nice. I’d hate to deal with mud while fighting,” Doc murmured. 
 
      
 
    “It would be bad,” Posy nodded. 
 
      
 
    The two wolf bestials paused in their work. “Mr. Holyday,” one of the men grinned, “we’ll be rooting for you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I’ll be doing my best.” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s anything like your best for housing, it’ll be amazing,” he barked in laughter. “I hope you knock that smug bastard on his ass.” 
 
      
 
    “I just hope I don’t get knocked on my ass,” Doc laughed. “Thank you for clearing the ring.” 
 
      
 
    “The referee asked for people to handle it. Since we both want you to win, we volunteered.” 
 
      
 
    Doc dug out a couple dollars, tossing them over the ropes to the men. “My thanks. It’ll make it easier for me to move without the snow or mud.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad to help,” the bestial grinned as he pocketed one of the coins. “Best luck, sir.” 
 
      
 
    As they walked on, Posy squeezed his hand. “See? People are better happy.” 
 
      
 
    “They really are,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    They walked toward some of the pines that dotted the area. Red strings wound over the trees, then tied off to the next closest tree. Hanging from the highest strings were evergreen wreaths, each with a sprig of mistletoe tied to it. 
 
      
 
    “Did Sophia tell you the history behind the string or wreaths?” Doc asked Posy. 
 
      
 
    “The string is Mother’s life,” Posy said. “It connects the trees together, like she does.” 
 
      
 
    “And the wreaths?” 
 
      
 
    “Represent the different races,” Posy said softly. “There used to be different ones. The church decreed the only wreaths should be these ones.” 
 
      
 
    “Representing humanity, no doubt,” Doc sighed. 
 
      
 
    Posy giggled. 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced at her. “You know something?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh,” Posy giggled again. 
 
      
 
    “A secret?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep!” 
 
      
 
    “Then I won’t pry,” Doc chuckled. “Let’s head back toward the busy areas.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” Posy smiled as she walked hand-in-hand with Doc. Part of her worried about later, but right now, she was happy. She hoped more people would call Doc her father— she loved it when they did. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-two 
 
      
 
    A few bigots had to be ejected from the fairgrounds by deputies. Word had gone around that the bestials were not to rise to provocation, and because of that, none of them were removed. 
 
      
 
    The Ironbeard clan was out in force, helping police the event— while they weren’t armored, nearly half had guns on their hips. The elders and Donadin had a tense moment, but Donadin accepted the help, if grudgingly. The extra presence of security made the entire day easier to enjoy. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour before the duel, Doc was escorted to a closed pavilion to change and get his hands wrapped by the referee. It was Doc’s first time meeting Jack Quintas, a friend of Hammerson. The rabbit bestial gave Doc a grin when he saw the surprise on Doc’s face. 
 
      
 
    “They call me Quicksilver,” Jack laughed. “I punch faster than many could hope to match. I’m not a brute like him, but I still win most of my fights.” Jack had hooked a thumb toward Hammerson when talking. 
 
      
 
    “No cauliflower ear for you, either,” Doc said, motioning to Jack’s rabbit ears. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Not like…” Jack started to say, trailing off as he stared at Hammerson’s ears. “What in the…?” 
 
      
 
    “Doc’s a spirit healer,” Hammerson grinned. “Fixed all my problems.” 
 
      
 
    Jack blinked slowly, looking between Doc and Hammerson. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Got a medical problem?” Doc asked, earning a nod from Jack. “Lady Luck, this man has a need for you.” His hands flared with energy when he spoke. “Just touch my hand.” 
 
      
 
    Jack took the unwrapped hand he was supposed to be working on. Warmth began to suffuse him. His mother’s voice singing to him as a child filled his mind. 
 
      
 
    Doc healed the problems Jack had, which weren’t as small as he’d thought. The man had taken enough punches to the head that he was starting to have problems. Add in his bad knees and degenerating carpals, and the rabbit bestial would’ve had a hard life soon. Doc healed all of it before letting the energy fade. “All done.” 
 
      
 
    Jack shook his head, shoving the memories of his mother down. When he did, he could feel the difference— his mind was as sharp as the day before his first fight. His knees and wrists didn’t ache, either. They felt loose and ready to move. “Luck, you said?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. Just say a prayer to her later,” Doc smiled. 
 
      
 
    Jack exhaled, then wrapped Doc’s left hand. “How am I supposed to be impartial now?” 
 
      
 
    “Same as before,” Doc said. “I need you to be impartial. This needs to be a clean fight all the way around.” 
 
      
 
    “I vouched for you, Jack,” Hammerson said. “Just do what you should and let Doc show you a way to fight that you’ll excel at.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Jack asked as he tied off the wrap. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a lot like how you fight already, but smoother.” 
 
      
 
    Jack grabbed the small gloves, getting them onto Doc’s fists. “Strongarm fights like Hammerson. He’s a bruiser who can take the punch and dish them out. I have no idea how well you can take a hit, but be ready for pain.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be ready,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Jack wrapped the gloves in place, then took a bit of glue and stuck the end down. With that done, he smeared the edge of the wrap with soot. “Okay, you have about a half-hour. I’ve got to go prep Strongarm.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be ready,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    When Jack left, Doc began to throw punches, moving side to side as he did. He wanted to be warm and loose when he went to the ring. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll favor you a little, but it’ll be as close to even as he can make it,” Hammerson said. “Jack’s good people.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t expect a rabbit bestial to be a boxer,” Doc said as he kept moving. 
 
      
 
    “A lot of people dismiss him,” Hammerson said. “They quickly find out, sometimes flat on their back, why that was a bad idea. You did a good thing healing him, though. I know he’s been fading over the last few years.” 
 
      
 
    “Fighters always have some brain damage. You can’t take jarring hits to the head and escape that. His was advancing, and his knees and wrists were in bad shape. Next time he fights, it’ll be like he just started again.” 
 
      
 
    “Like me?” Hammerson asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, like you.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell me more about the reasoning behind the snacks you had?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s called carb-loading,” Doc chuckled, then expounded on the idea. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Furden’s Boxing Day,” Dodd said to the crowd from the center of the ring. “We’ve had a large turnout this year; it might be the biggest Boxing Day we’ve ever had. I need to thank the generous people who’ve made this event extra special this year. David Roquefell: whose personal chef will be helping make dinner and funded one of the gifts being handed out. Homer and August Tarbo: the Silver King had his chef make lunch for us. Some of you have already tasted it, and the rest of you should make sure you get some. Ladies, it was Mrs. Tarbo that made sure the gift of makeup was given out. Last, but far from least, Doc Holyday and his whole family. Their personal chef dished up breakfast, and was that ever tasty. Every other gift was funded by them, from the toys for the children on up through the banker’s notes. A truly generous family.” 
 
      
 
    A loud cheer went up when Dodd paused. 
 
      
 
    Dodd gave it a minute, then raised his hand for quiet. When the noise died down, he went on, “I also need to thank the Ironbeard clan for assisting our sheriff with keeping the peace today. We had some malcontents, but their aid helped Sheriff Donadin quickly remove them. Speaking of the sheriff, let us have a round of applause to thank him for his efforts in curtailing the troubles the city has experienced the last few months.” 
 
      
 
    Donadin waved to the crowd before retaking his seat in the front row of the bleachers. 
 
      
 
    “Just a bit of city news before we get onto the reason that we’re all gathered out here: today, the state court handed down the ruling that the city was allowed to take property for the betterment of all. The river project to stop flooding is moving forward, full speed ahead, as of today. There has been one difference from the original plans, and a welcome one: new bridges will be going in over the river to connect this side to the city proper. They’ll be solid stone construction, capable of three wagons abreast, from what I’m told. This means the fairgrounds will likely be even livelier in the future.” 
 
      
 
    A loud cheer went up again, as people would be glad for new bridges. Others in the crowd began talking about property near the fairgrounds as an opportunity for the future. 
 
      
 
    Dodd let the crowd have a moment before he whistled to get them to settle down again. “Now, ladies, gentlemen, and children, we get to the reason we are gathered around this ring. Earlier this year, Michael Strongarm and Doc Holyday came into conflict during a social event. Words were exchanged before Strongarm attacked Holyday with his cane. When the fracas stopped, a duel was called for. They settled on this form of fighting that is being called boxing. Fitting, then, that we have it today of all days.” 
 
      
 
    Laughter filled the air. 
 
      
 
    “The fight will consist of three-minute rounds, with a single minute between them to rest. Each man will have a single person in their corner to give advice and help between rounds. The fight will end when one of them gives up or cannot make it back to his feet after a ten-second count. Our referee for this match is a well-known fighter. Let us cheer for Jack ‘Quicksilver’ Quintas.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered, whistled, and applauded as the rabbit bestial came striding into the ring. He leapt the ropes before moving up beside Dodd. He waved to the crowd with a bright smile that he felt in his bones. 
 
      
 
    “Quicksilver, tell us what the rules will be,” Dodd said, stepping back. 
 
      
 
    Jack was quick to rundown the rules of boxing. When he finished, he spoke on, “I will make sure the fighters do not cheat or break the rules. I will not allow them to grapple too long, either. The art of fighting is moving past the bare-knuckle brawls of the past, and today, we’ll see it held to a high standard.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Let us call forth the fighters!” Dodd stepped in. “Fighting out of the green corner, a man who has never set foot into a ring before the duel was issued, let’s give a welcome to Doc ‘The Voice’ Holyday!” 
 
      
 
    Doc winced when he was called out; Lia had insisted on him being called out that way. He followed Hammerson to the ring, his robe on and wreath around his neck as he dipped and slid side to side. 
 
      
 
    The cheers were loud, but some very loud boos could be heard interspaced in them. When people saw him, some of the cheers died away, shocked to see Doc wearing a wreath— it wasn’t the approved pine and mistletoe. The wreath he wore was made of a dozen different trees bound by red ribbons. A dozen sprigs of mistletoe dotted it like a clock. 
 
      
 
    “Heretic!” someone shouted from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Doc ignored the shout and the boos. The bestials still cheered him on, as did the dwarves and Hibernians. 
 
      
 
    Hammerson lifted the top rope so Doc could slip between the two hemp ropes into the ring. Once he was inside, Hammerson removed the wreath, hanging it on the green post that denoted Doc’s corner. Doc waved to the people cheering, but kept moving as he did, staying loose. 
 
      
 
    That’ll be remembered… Doc thought as he waited for Strongarm. 
 
      
 
    “Fighting out of the red corner, a man who has had fifty duels settled with his fists, let us welcome Michael ‘Steelfist’ Strongarm!” 
 
      
 
    This time, the boos almost drowned out the few scattered cheers. Strongarm sneered at the crowd as he followed a man toward the ring. 
 
      
 
    Doc had seen the man before; Strongarm’s helper was the same man who’d been speaking to Donadin months before. Cutter, Doc thought. That’s what the bartender called him. Strongarm’s right-hand man. 
 
      
 
    Dodd left the ring, going to take the open seat next to Packner in the front row. 
 
      
 
    Jack motioned to Strongarm and Doc. Both men shucked the robes they’d used to stay warm. The crowd got louder, as the difference between the two was stark. They stood about the same height, with Strongarm being an inch taller, but he was also far broader and more heavily muscled than Doc. Doc’s eyebrows went up, as he’d had no idea that Strongarm was so thickly muscled. Most of the times Doc had seen him, the man had been wearing heavy coats. 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen, I want a clean fight!” Jack had to shout to be heard. “When I say break, you step back. Failure to do so will cause you to lose the duel. Seconds, you are to stay out of the ring except between rounds. If you think your fighter is done, you should convince them to forfeit.” 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm doesn’t quit,” Cutter sneered at Doc. “This twig might snap, though.” 
 
      
 
    Hammerson snorted. “We understand, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Strongarm glared at Doc, but also searched his face. Doc didn’t seem intimidated like most of the men who stepped into the ring with him. Besides the raised eyebrows, Doc seemed at ease, which rankled Strongarm. This man had cost him tens, even hundreds of thousands of dollars. He was going to take that cost out of Doc’s hide. He wouldn’t go to finish the fight quickly. No— he would break the man. 
 
      
 
    Doc met Strongarm’s angry, cold eyes. Lady, bless me in this duel, Doc prayed. This man might not be touched by Darkness, but he embodies its ideals. I’ll use the gifts you’ve given me to give those who need the light a moment to see hope. 
 
      
 
    “Touch gloves, then back up,” Jack said. 
 
      
 
    Strongarm and Doc slammed their hands together. It was aggressive, not the light tap that most used. Doc was rocked back slightly from the sheer strength Strongarm put into it. 
 
      
 
    Doc retreated to the green corner as Hammerson ducked out of the ring. He stared at his opponent. A small part of him wondered how it’d come to this moment, but he set the stray thought aside. It was time to shine a light onto Furden, and give hope that a good man could stand up to a bully. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-three 
 
      
 
    When the bell rang, Doc came forward quickly, wanting to make sure he had room to work with. Strongarm walked with steady steps, staying balanced with his hands up to protect his face. 
 
      
 
    Doc set the pace, darting in to throw a crisp jab, then dancing back. There was the slap of glove on glove as Strongarm blocked the first shot. Doc angled and came in with a fast jab, then danced back again. It was the tactic he’d shown for the first two fights, but today, his shots were quicker. 
 
      
 
    Strongarm weathered the jabs as he tried to walk Doc down. He’d angle to reduce the ring, but then Doc would escape and the jabs kept coming. Only a few of the hits landed past Strongarm’s raised hands, and none of them did more than slow the bigger man for a second. The crowd was cheering wildly, loving the fact that Doc looked to be in complete control. 
 
      
 
    Fool. He’ll tire himself out in a few rounds, and then I’ll make him pay for everything, Strongarm thought grimly, continuing to try to cut the ring and stop Doc from getting away. These punches aren’t even worth attention. No one will remember them when I drop him on his ass. 
 
      
 
    Doc wasn’t grinning, nor was he playing. He was making sure that Strongarm was getting used to his rhythm. The call that the round was coming to an end got Doc to shift. He went in with the jab, but didn’t step back— he flurried. Strongarm wasn’t expecting the cautious fighter to step up when he did, so the jabs broke his defense and slapped home, snapping his head back. 
 
      
 
    Arms tucked tighter, Strongarm quickly moved backward, growling to himself the whole time. He’d let Doc lead the entire round, then make a mockery of him right at the end. The bell sounded, and Strongarm dropped his gloves to glare at Doc. 
 
      
 
    Doc was already heading for his corner, though, not even bothering to look at the man. He didn’t take the seat on the stool just outside the ring. He’d talked with Hammerson to leave it out between rounds. Standing tall, arms resting on the top rope, Doc rinsed his mouth, then took a sip of water from Hammerson. 
 
      
 
    “He wants blood now, Doc,” Hammerson said. “He won’t be as calm about trying to corner you.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll bull at least once,” Doc agreed, his words a little off because of the percha sap across his teeth. 
 
      
 
    “We trained for it. Just stick with what we worked on. He might get a shot or two, but break and get back to working the distance with the jab.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded as he looked at the crowd, smiling at them. He was surprised to see a couple of people in attendance. Svetlana Molteneyes was sitting beside an older man, who looked enough like her to be a relative. She dipped her head when their eyes met. On the other side of her was Ernst Bronzehammer, another clan emissary he’d met previously. The thickly-muscled dwarf raised an arm and whistled loudly when he saw Doc look his way. 
 
      
 
    Looking over his shoulder, he saw his wives all beaming at him. Posy had her hands clasped tightly in her lap, but she gave him a smile, too. He gave them a wink before turning back to the front, becoming serious as he waited for the bell to ring again. 
 
      
 
    The second round went the way Doc had thought it would— Strongarm cut the ring, but when he got close enough, he tried to bull into Doc to clinch with him. The first time, Doc slipped it, landing a left cross as he went past the bigger man. The second and third times, Strongarm did manage to bull him into the ropes. 
 
      
 
    Doc covered up as he tried to dip out, all while Strongarm pounded Doc’s torso. Doc learned that Strongarm really did live up to his name; the shots that landed felt like a shovel slamming into his ribs. Doc let a trickle of healing flow after each clinch, making sure he didn’t have bruised ribs, but leaving the skin red. 
 
      
 
    The second round came to an end, and the crowd was more subdued. People began to doubt that Doc could beat the powerfully-built fighter. He went back to his corner, staying standing with his head up as he caught his breath. 
 
      
 
    “He knows he can bully you, or thinks he can,” Hammerson said, giving Doc water to rinse and drink with. “Time to double up. Put those feet to work like you showed me. Make him look slow, clumsy, and unprepared.” 
 
      
 
    Doc grunted as he rolled his neck, staring at Strongarm who looked pleased. Cutter was rubbing Strongarm’s right arm, a nasty smile on his lips when he glanced at Doc. 
 
      
 
    He prefers hooks to the torso, his right over his left. His left doesn’t land quite as hard. Still stings, but it’s weaker. I might be able to break out that way if I let him land one, Doc thought as he waited for the bell. 
 
      
 
    The third round had the crowd go quiet. Doc went right back to the jab, but he didn’t hit and dip. He doubled up, his right jab darting out twice. The first few times, he snapped Strongarm’s head back, as he hadn’t been expecting the double tap. 
 
      
 
    Upset that this man who’d never seriously been in a ring was controlling things, Strongarm once again tried to bull Doc into the ropes. This time, Doc danced to the side, tagging Strongarm with a hard cross as he went past. Strongarm tried to bully Doc twice more only to get hit as he slipped away. 
 
      
 
    Stepping back, Strongarm spat into the dead grass. “Stand still and fight!” 
 
      
 
    Doc just grinned, shaking his head as he bounced on his toes. 
 
      
 
    Strongarm tapped his gloves together and advanced again. He knew he’d outlast Doc— no one was ready for the exhaustion of a long fight if they’d never trained for it. But before that happened, he was being made a fool of in front of the beasts and his few supporters. When Doc’s stamina waned, Strongarm would hold him against the ropes and break his ribs with glee, paying him back for all the troubles that he’d caused. 
 
      
 
    Doc let him advance before he darted right. Strongarm brought his hands up to stop the jab, which let Doc hook into Strongarm’s gut as he went past, bouncing away to not get caught. 
 
      
 
    The call for the last ten seconds came as Strongarm spun to go after him. When Doc was already coming back in, Strongarm let a heavy right swing. Doc ducked under the haymaker, pulling Strongarm off balance, allowing him to flurry a dozen shots into Strongarm’s ribs before the bell rang. 
 
      
 
    Strongarm spun around, his hand up, but pulled it because Jack was suddenly between the two fighters. Spitting at Jack’s feet, Strongarm stomped back to his corner. Doc raised his gloves, waving to the crowd as he went back to his. 
 
      
 
    “He’s pissed,” Hammerson chuckled. “That headhunting shot would’ve laid you out if it landed.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, likely,” Doc agreed as he rinsed his mouth. “Fucker’s solid, too. I don’t think he’s acknowledged anything I’ve hit him with.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve moved his head, but there’s no swelling. Just keep with what you plan. He’s thinking you’ll be tired in the next round or two. You’ve only fought three-round bouts where people can see. He has no idea you can keep going.” 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded as he got ready for the fourth round. The crowd was cheering wildly again, as they’d been reenergized when Doc clearly took the lead in the last round. 
 
      
 
    The fourth and fifth rounds had Doc shifting, ducking shots, and countering when he could. Strongarm failed to corral him for both rounds, taking hits for attempting it. At the end of the fifth round, Strongarm was shocked that Doc didn’t seem to be tiring at all. He was quickly having to change his plans, since he couldn’t rely on Doc tiring out. 
 
      
 
    Doc was worried that he didn’t seem to be doing a lot to Strongarm, either. There was no swelling on the man’s face to show where Doc had tagged him time and again. He was starting to wonder if Strongarm had a trick of his own, as he should be showing some damage. Doc was only keeping small red marks on his skin, while healing anything major, but it showed he was being hit. 
 
      
 
    “This might last hours at this rate,” Hammerson said. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see how he takes a fall,” Doc grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Hammerson frowned. He wondered what Doc meant, not knowing about his gift to knock people down. He gave Doc water, then slipped out of the ring before the bell rang. 
 
      
 
    As the two fighters approached each other, Doc triggered knockdown. He wanted a statement moment, and he figured that now was a good time. Strongarm had stopped trying to bull Doc, instead learning to sidestep to corral him a little better. That was why when Doc went to dip out, Strongarm responded the way Doc knew he would. The quick pop of the jab was like the dozens of others that’d hit Strongarm in the face, but this time, he staggered back, then fell on his ass. 
 
      
 
    Doc backed up, allowing Jack to rush in and start counting. The crowd was going wild to see Strongarm dropped. A fight started in the crowd, and the deputies rushed in to stop it. 
 
      
 
    Strongarm’s face flushed as he got back to his feet. He didn’t know how that simple punch had caused him to stagger and fall, but he was livid. He glared at Jack, who stopped counting at five. 
 
      
 
    “You ready?” Jack asked Strongarm. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    Jack backed away. “Fight!” 
 
      
 
    Strongarm was beyond angry— he was sure Doc had cheated somehow. He had to be cheating, as it was the only way the heretic could still be as fresh for the fight as he was. None of the punches Strongarm had landed had swollen Doc’s face, and he knew they should have. But there was no sign of anything for him to point at as cheating. 
 
      
 
    Doc focused on ducking, dodging, and weaving for most of the round as Strongarm threw wild shots. As the warning of the round coming to an end sounded, Strongarm managed to tag Doc with a glancing hit. He’d been between steps, so the heavy-handed graze was enough to stagger Doc off balance. That let Strongarm pin him into a corner and land crushing body blows before snapping an uppercut into Doc’s chin. 
 
      
 
    The bell sounded, and Doc sagged to one knee as Jack pulled the two men apart. Healing flooded Doc’s brain as he pushed himself upright. Blinking away the spots that’d flashed on the heavy hit, Doc went to his corner slowly. 
 
      
 
    The crowd was quiet, all except for Strongarm’s supporters, who were cheering loudly. Everyone had seen Doc’s stunned expression when he’d pushed himself back to his feet. If the round hadn’t ended, the fight might have soon after that hit. 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” Hammerson asked as he fed Doc some water. 
 
      
 
    Doc spat bloody water into the bucket, having gashed his tongue when the uppercut landed. “I need to end this. He’s not tiring, either.” 
 
      
 
    “How are you going to do that?” Hammerson asked. 
 
      
 
    “Luck,” Doc said simply. He mentally opened up his faith screen to take a gift that would likely only really be useful for this fight. 
 
      
 
    Hammerson shook his head as he gave Doc more water. “Most duels don’t last this long. One or the other falls before the fifth round ends.” 
 
      
 
    Doc just nodded as he accepted the new gift. He’d known Strongarm was a fighter, but he hadn’t expected him to be trained to the degree he was. His opponent clearly kept in top shape all the time, whereas Doc had only had a couple of months to prepare. If not for the gifts from Luck and the trickery with healing, Doc knew he’d have lost the duel long before now. 
 
      
 
    Do I just flatten him or let it build up? Doc wondered. I could use the other knockdowns to make a point that I’m in charge before I lay him out… No. The risk that he tags me is too high. He’ll be ready to capitalize on me. I’ll meet him, get inside, then tap him. 
 
      
 
    Hammerson slapped Doc’s back as he got out of the ring. “Well, good luck.” 
 
      
 
    When the bell for the seventh round rang, Doc advanced slower than before, his hands well up to protect his face. Strongarm saw the weakness and came in for the kill. Doc had counted on it and, just before they got into range to punch each other, Doc ducked low, his right arm cocked back. 
 
      
 
    Strongarm’s punch scraped over Doc’s back, the bigger man not expecting Doc to almost go to his knees. The bigger surprise came when Doc came up like an uncoiling spring. Twisting up and left, Doc brought his right hand up. Knockout had already been ready, so when his gloved fist connected with Strongarm’s chin, the gift triggered. 
 
      
 
    When Doc finished the punch, he staggered off balance, as he’d overcommitted. He was fine, though, as his opponent wasn’t there to capitalize. When Doc’s fist connected, Strongarm’s head snapped back and he toppled bonelessly to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Jack was between them, and Doc moved well back. Jack started to count, but Strongarm didn’t even twitch. The crowd was going wild when Jack waved his arms over the downed man after the ten-second count was over. 
 
      
 
    Even more fights broke out in the crowd, and the deputies and Ironbeard clan dwarves rushed in to quell them. Doc stood in his corner, his hands raised and his head up as Jack came over to congratulate him. 
 
      
 
    Cutter darted into the ring to check on Strongarm. By the time he knelt down, Strongarm’s eyes opened. He blinked slowly for a few seconds, trying to understand what’d happened. He’d felt the impact, but then nothing, and now, he was looking up at the sky and Cutter. Slapping Cutter’s hands away, Strongarm got to his feet. Seeing Doc being celebrated, he spat before storming out of the ring. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s wives flooded to his corner, mobbing him. He accepted their kisses before he scooped up Posy, giving her a hug. He knew he’d have to explain, but that would be later. For now, he silently thanked Luck for giving him the gifts to make this moment possible. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-four 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, Doc had his hands unwrapped and his robe belted around his waist, but was still in the ring. The newspapers had taken pictures of him holding Posy after the fight; Doc wasn’t sure that was a great idea, but he didn’t want to try making a scene out of it, either. 
 
      
 
    His wives had gone back to finish handing out gifts, leaving Doc to answer questions. Only two of the newsmen were in the ring with Doc, James, Hammerson, and Harrid. Doc hoped that Welter and Douglas wouldn’t keep him for long, as he was starting to feel cold. 
 
      
 
    “Holyday, can you tell us your thoughts on the fight?” Welter asked. 
 
      
 
    “Tough fight. He’s a fighter. I’m sure he was surprised by me. I think many would be by my unorthodox style, ability to take hits, and my ability to dish them out.” 
 
      
 
    “You seemed to do very little most of the fight. Strongarm seemed to shake off the jabs, but you barely shifted from that strategy. Why?” Douglas cut in. 
 
      
 
    “I thought he’d wear down,” Doc said. “I’m sure he thought the same of me. Before I came into money, I was a worker, long days and nights. He had no idea, so he didn’t know my stamina might even put some dwarves to shame.” 
 
      
 
    “Might be why he has five wives,” Hammerson chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Both reporters laughed as they made notes. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not get too carried away from the match,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Did you expect the fight would be so close?” Welter asked. “You knocked him down, he returned it, and might’ve gone on to win if not for the bell. Then, you floored him at the start of the seventh. He was out for well over the count. It was almost like you knew he’d give you the opening.” 
 
      
 
    “He was getting upset that I wouldn’t stand toe-to-toe with him. Honestly, only a fool would. My ribs are bruised to hell and back. I’ll be getting them seen to before I get dressed. I had to play to my strengths; moving and tapping in what I could. When he finally gave me a clean shot to his chin, I put everything I had into it. If he’d shrugged that off…” Doc winced. “If he’d shrugged it off, I’d have been wise to throw the towel in.” 
 
      
 
    “‘Throw the towel in’?” Douglas asked. 
 
      
 
    “Quit the match.” 
 
      
 
    “Hammerson, Quintas, what are your thoughts on the fight?” 
 
      
 
    The two fighters gave clinical opinions, talking about the strengths and weaknesses of both men. Both agreed that if they’d use paper scoring, they’d have favored Doc for being the more active fighter. 
 
      
 
    “The little girl you had in your arms when the bout was over,” Douglas pressed on, “your daughter?” 
 
      
 
    “She is, just not mine by birth,” Doc chuckled. “Her mother’s in Deep Gulch. Posy is a ward of mine. She took care of me when I was sick earlier in the year, back before I struck it rich. Ever since then, I’ve been making sure to pay back that kindness.” 
 
      
 
    “What are your plans now that the duel is decided in your favor?” 
 
      
 
    “Wait for Strongarm to do what he should: give a public apology to those he insulted during the concert. I’m sure he’ll manage it, as not doing so would tarnish his name.” 
 
      
 
    “He also lost in court to the city and state,” Welter jumped in. “Those cases were because of his move to evict the bestials, which came about because you started Aurora, giving the less fortunate housing that isn’t just a shack in a gutter. It could be said that he’s lost to you time and again. Will you try to bury the hatchet with him now?” 
 
      
 
    “I never wanted to be against him. His views on bestials and mine are almost completely opposed, though. Even then, if he came to me with an open hand to set aside our differences, I’d be willing to do so. I don’t want to see strife. My whole purpose in life is to raise others up, not tear people down.” 
 
      
 
    Both reporters scribbled furiously to make sure they got the quote right. 
 
      
 
    “I notice the third paper isn’t here,” Hammerson snorted. “Guess it’s true that Strongarm owns it.” 
 
      
 
    “He does,” Welter chuckled. “Anyone with two bits of brain can see it from how the duel was reported on.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought he’d have a bigger base to support him today,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t kept up on the news, have you?” Douglas chuckled. “The last week was all about today. Every paper broke down what each side had done since the duel was issued. Our papers showed the vast disparity. Strongarm’s… not so much.” 
 
      
 
    “The only people cheering were the people who’d rather kick someone they think of as beneath them,” Welter shrugged. “Can you tell us how Aurora is coming along?” 
 
      
 
    “Ginger Lopert could answer that better than me,” Doc said. “She’s the assistant to the manager of the community. I can tell you that the school is almost done being built. It was thought having it go up now would be for the best. This way, those with kids already living there can have their children closer to home. I know a market was done, too. They were already selling produce to the residents.” 
 
      
 
    Both reporters took their notes. 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen, I’m going to go get dressed. It’s a bit chilly out here, and I’ve been rapidly cooling off.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s not like you’d get sick, is it?” Welter asked. “You’re a faith healer, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t, but it doesn’t make this pleasant, either,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Ginger Lopert is the one marrying your bodyguard tomorrow, isn’t she?” Douglas asked. 
 
      
 
    “She is,” Harrid said. “We’d originally planned on a small wedding, but Doc’s wives expanded things and Ginger was quick to side with them. That’s why you know about it, and the fact that it’ll be a big event out at Aurora.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be there,” Welter said. “The free food is a draw for us struggling reporters.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas laughed. “Speaking of, we should go get the lunch offering before it’s all gone.” 
 
      
 
    The two men said goodbye, heading off to the feeding area. Doc let them go before he climbed out of the ring. He’d only gone a couple of feet when Jack fell into step beside him. 
 
      
 
    “Any chance I could get you to give me a week of your time?” Jack asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “In a few days,” Doc said. “I have a wedding to attend tomorrow. After that, I’m going to spend a day with my wives. I’ve missed spending time with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Understandable,” Jack said quickly. “I’m at the Palace Hotel. Just let me know.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do,” Doc said, shaking the bestial’s hand. 
 
      
 
    Harrid and Doc made it to the tent where Doc’s clothes were waiting. It didn’t take him long to change— he was still feeling cold when he’d finished. Harrid put the boxing gear into a bag, leaving it in the tent to take with them later. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think the wedding will be okay tomorrow, Doc?” Harrid asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Doc said. “The clan will be out in force.” 
 
      
 
    “I just worry for Ginger and our child.” 
 
      
 
    “Valid concerns,” Doc said softly. “We’ll be doing everything we can to make sure it’s a wonderful day full of joy.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid exhaled slowly. “I trust in you and Luck, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” a dwarven voice from outside the tent called. “Holyday, can I have a moment?” 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped out behind Harrid to find Molteneyes, her relative, and Ernst Bronzehammer, the one who had called out to him, standing there. “Bronzehammer, Molteneyes, a pleasure to see you both again. I had no idea you were in the city.” 
 
      
 
    “We arrived last night,” Svetlana smiled. “The Ironbeard elders told us of the duel, and we had to come see it.” 
 
      
 
    “Same with me,” Ernst chuckled. “You did well.” 
 
      
 
    “What can I do for your two clans?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “We wish to recognize you as shaman,” the elder Molteneyes said simply. 
 
      
 
    “Same with my clan,” Ernst said. “Dad is ill. I was going to ask you to see him on the way back to the city tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be glad to stop by,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” Ernst smiled. “We were also hoping to ask if you’d be willing to help fund a rail line from our town to Furden.” 
 
      
 
    “Talk to Ayla and Sophia,” Doc told the muscular dwarf. “They handle the business.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well.” He quickly left, eager to get an agreement. 
 
      
 
    “You obviously know me, sir,” Doc said, addressing the elder Molteneyes. “Might I have your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Elder Petrov Molteneyes, cousin to the Tsar and one of the elders for the clan here in the country. My cousin, Svetlana, spoke highly of you. Our letters with the Oresmelter and Ironbeard elders solidified our desire to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” Doc said, leading them into the tent. “Harrid, if you can secure the perimeter?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Harrid said. “I’ll make sure no one comes close.” 
 
      
 
    There was only one seat inside the tent, so Doc motioned Svetlana to it. He leaned against the table in the tent while Petrov stood stoically beside Svetlana. 
 
      
 
    “Did you need me to answer questions for you?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. We are certain that your goddess is the one we should follow,” Petrov said. “Did you have questions for us, Shaman?” 
 
      
 
    “Just one,” Doc smiled, silently thanking Luck for making this easier for him. “Svetlana, would you take up the mantle of cleric to Luck?” 
 
      
 
    Both dwarves froze, barely even blinking as they stared at Doc in shock. 
 
      
 
    “You’d get three gifts from her to prove yourself to your family and country. I would ask you to return to Tsarrus to spread her name to your countrymen. Let them know that Luck is here and doing her best to bring the light back. I hope to avoid an armed conflict, but would welcome their faith in Luck.” 
 
      
 
    “I…! Y-you…? But…!” Svetlana stammered. 
 
      
 
    “If you accept, my dryad will tell Mother. Another dryad will come to you to be collared so you can have more aid in doing Luck’s work. You will treat her as a trusted friend, and together, you will help me.” 
 
      
 
    “I never…” Svetlana slipped from the chair to her knees. “Shaman, I am not worthy.” 
 
      
 
    “You wish to bring the light back and banish the Darkness, don’t you?” Doc asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Svetlana looked up with wide eyes. “More than anything! I came to try marrying your bodyguard to solidify our relationship, yet now, you are offering me this?” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to talk to you when I went west and offer it to you. You’re tied to the head of the clan, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Svetlana said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s why. I need someone who can speak to them and show them the truth,” Doc said. “Am I choosing badly?” 
 
      
 
    Svetlana swallowed, bowing her head. “Yes. I do not deserve it.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I would rise in my clan. I would become an advisor to the Tsar. You offer me power most would kill for.” 
 
      
 
    “With purpose. Do you think Luck would look kindly on you if you twisted her wish?” 
 
      
 
    Svetlana shivered. “No.” 
 
      
 
    “You know who would watch over you. It would be in her name that you spread word. Raise up the weak. Don’t let a bully back you down, but be kind. Can you do as I would if it was me going?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” The word was a whisper. 
 
      
 
    “Then accept Luck’s blessing. In time, I will come to your homeland. I will speak to the Tsar, and I hope to hear of the good you have done in Luck’s name when I do.” Doc triggered his screens, naming her a cleric and giving her gifts. “You can heal, cleanse minor afflictions, and for a few seconds, become immune to harm. You can feel the gifts in your mind.” 
 
      
 
    Svetlana shook, crying softly. Petrov knelt beside her and held her, his eyes saucers of awe. 
 
      
 
    “Prepare for a dryad to come to you. Make sure the paperwork is in order, and find a man or men who can sustain her, men she agrees with. Harming her will anger me, Svetlana, so make sure you two are in agreement.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Shaman. I will do as you say. I will go home at once and spread Luck’s name to Tsarrus. When I go before the Tsar, he will know it was you and Luck that have given us this gift to drive the Darkness back.” 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped forward, touching her head. “Just do as our goddess would have us do. Another has been sent to Qin to do what you are. If they come to speak with you, work with them. We need to be united.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Shaman,” Svetlana sniffled. 
 
      
 
    “Go with Luck,” Doc said as he left the tent. 
 
      
 
    Harrid fell into step with Doc. “She was shaken, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    “To her core. Never did hear if you’re going to be with just Ginger.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Ginger will be my only wife. Fiala asked if she’d like to move into the manor when we leave, so our children can be raised together.” 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled at the thought of his child and Harrid’s growing up together. “That sounds good to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought so, too,” Harrid smiled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-five 
 
      
 
    Doc sat Fiala before taking his own seat. “Good morning to all of you. It’ll be a busy day after breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Very busy,” Sonya smiled brightly. “We’ll be heading over after we eat to get Ginger ready for the wedding. Posy will be here with you until it’s time.” 
 
      
 
    “I get to be the flower girl again!” Posy beamed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you do,” Lia smiled at the happiness in Posy’s voice. “Doc will bring you to the venue.” 
 
      
 
    “The ceremony is at noon, and the reception is after that. The judge agreed to come out and hold the ceremony there for us,” Sophia said. “It’s the same judge who married us; Judge Verum.” 
 
      
 
    “He seemed like a good guy,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “He’s also the one who sided with us against Strongarm,” Ayla added. 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm’s brother-in-law was fired from the county office last week,” Sophia cut in. “He was passing information about the county and our holdings to Strongarm. When he was caught, he was let go with no charges pressed.” 
 
      
 
    “Why let him off?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    “So he wouldn’t fight the dismissal,” Sophia said. “That was Dodd’s offer.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… okay. That’s all background noise today.” 
 
      
 
    “Today’s about Harrid and Ginger,” Fiala agreed. “Doc, you get to make sure Harrid’s presentable and on time.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be there, with Posy,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have Masha with us,” Sonya said. 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced at Posy’s guard, who looked away. “Nothing wrong with wanting to help.” 
 
      
 
    “She wants to see what it might be like if she gets married later,” Posy giggled. 
 
      
 
    “She’d need to find someone who can deal with her sharp tongue,” Melvin muttered, grunting when Masha’s elbow hit him. “And elbows.” 
 
      
 
    “Be nice,” Posy said disapprovingly to Melvin. “Masha will find a nice man, one who knows she’s strong and protects me.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry…” Melvin said, looking away from Posy. “Sorry, sister.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have similar troubles,” Masha said. “We should do what Harrid is doing, looking beyond just dwarves. I’ve decided that I will.” 
 
      
 
    “Ginger helped open my eyes,” Harrid said softly. “You might find someone like I did in time.” 
 
      
 
    “Svetlana would’ve snatched you up otherwise,” Doc chuckled. 
 
      
 
    That got everyone’s attention. Doc frowned, realizing that he’d not told them about why Svetlana had shown up. He’d told them about making her a cleric and sending her off, but not her comment about marrying Harrid. 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, right… missed a bit about that talk,” Doc coughed. 
 
      
 
    The door opened to reveal Charles and Olka. “Breakfast,” the chef announced. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll explain while we eat,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Harrid wanted some time to himself, leaving Doc with a few hours to kill. Since he had time, he studied with Posy, then played games with her. Ambrose and Rosa stayed beside their respective owners, exchanging glances as they watched the two, both smiling the entire time. 
 
      
 
    Bernard came to get Doc when it was time to get ready. “Sir, if you wish to have time to not rush, it would be good to begin preparations now.” 
 
      
 
    Doc had just gotten a checkmate on Posy, so he stood up. “Thank you, Bernard.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not want you to run into trouble with the mistresses, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Much appreciated,” Doc chuckled. “Time to get dressed, Posy.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” Posy grinned as she hurried out of the room, Ambrose right behind her. 
 
      
 
    “She is a very vibrant little girl,” Bernard said, as he had stepped aside for Posy. 
 
      
 
    “That she is,” Doc agreed. “Did you already tell Harrid?” 
 
      
 
    “I have, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I’ll go get the appropriate suit on. Fiala set it out for me earlier.” 
 
      
 
    When Doc made it back downstairs, he found Harrid and Melvin both waiting. Melvin was in his armor, but only had a pistol on his hip, and Harrid had on a brand new, classic black and white suit. It fit him perfectly, as he’d been to the tailors a few times to get it fitted. 
 
      
 
    “Nervous?” Doc asked, watching Harrid smooth out his jacket again. 
 
      
 
    “Incredibly. How did you always seem so calm?” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t, but I hid it well,” Doc grinned, then grew serious. “Harrid, she’s agreed. She only waited this long to make things more impactful. Take a deep breath— everything will work out today.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m trying,” Harrid said before taking a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready!” Posy said, coming into the room. She had on a green dress with lace frills on the edges. Ambrose behind her was wearing a plain green dress in the same shade of green. 
 
      
 
    Doc glanced at Rosa, who was wearing a matching dress to Ambrose. “Since we’re all here, it’s time to go.” Taking Posy’s hand, he led them out of the home to the waiting carriage. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc was glad the weather was behaving, but he was sure Rosa had asked Mother for it to be pleasant. When he stepped out after Melvin, he helped Posy and the dryads down, then stepped aside for Harrid. 
 
      
 
    The grounds were cleared, some tables had been set up, and a dance floor had been laid out. A small stage for the ceremony was set up with ribbons and signs. Doc led Harrid that way while Posy went over to Onyx, who held out a small basket of flower petals to her. Doc waved to the panda bestial, who gave him a bright smile. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll stay with her, Doc,” Onyx said. “She’ll be leading the bride up to the stage.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    Making it to the stage, Doc realized that there were a couple of others waiting nearby. The elders of the Ironbeard clan, along with Elder Brantic Bronzehammer and Elder Petrov Molteneyes turned to them when they approached. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, the groom and best man,” Alaric smiled as he greeted them. “How are the nerves, Harrid?” 
 
      
 
    “Ragged, but holding,” Harrid replied. “I didn’t expect all the elders to be on the stage.” 
 
      
 
    “You might not be part of our clan, but you are vitally important to all of our clans,” Alaric said, “so we wanted to wish you well today.” 
 
      
 
    “We have not talked,” Petrov said, “but knowing that a solid dwarf such as yourself helps guard him makes me breathe easier.” 
 
      
 
    “I was uncertain of being able to attend, but when the shaman healed me last night, I knew I could be here,” Brantic added. “Like my fellow elder, we have not talked, but I also am glad to know the shaman has someone to guard him.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Elders,” Harrid said, respectfully. “I am glad to see you behind my choice to marry.” 
 
      
 
    “Before Holyday, I would not have been,” Itoniv, the oldest of the Ironbeard elders, said, “but I have listened, examined what I have held to, and changed. I would have pushed you toward a woman from our clan, but I heard of your pending wedding and backed away from that, too.” 
 
      
 
    “We did not know if you would follow the shaman in having multiple wives or not,” Alaric said. 
 
      
 
    “No. Ginger will be my only wife. I have no family name to carry on, so I am content to have just her. After today, I will have a family name, as I will be taking hers. I will be Harrid Lopert once we marry.” 
 
      
 
    Doc patted his back. “I approve of this.” 
 
      
 
    The elders looked a bit leery, but didn’t speak up. 
 
      
 
    “It shouldn’t be a bad thing for an orphan to take their spouse’s family name,” Rosa said softly. “It gives them a family, something they all dearly want.” 
 
      
 
    “You are right,” Alaric said. “I support the idea, even. It was just… unexpected. A man taking his wife’s name is something new.” 
 
      
 
    “As are most of the things Holyday has told us of,” Werner, the last of the Ironbeard elders, said. “I find no fault in this. It would be good for our orphans, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard the clan is expecting many children,” Brantic said, changing the subject. “Is there a way that we could have such a blessing?” 
 
      
 
    Doc chuckled. “Yes. Posy, my ward, or even Onyx, the faith healer who lives here, can do what I did for the Ironbeard clan. Posy helped the Oresmelter clan before she came here for the winter.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. This would be of interest to my clan, as well,” Petrov was quick to jump on. 
 
      
 
    “Just have your hopefuls see one of them,” Doc said. “I’d suggest you work on connecting your towns to the railroad. It’ll make travel much easier in the future, and you can ship things easier that way.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be working on it,” Brantic said. “Making it easier for our clans to support each other is a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Petrov nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen, which of you is the groom?” The man was older, dressed in the black robes of a judge. 
 
      
 
    “Judge Verum, the groom is Harrid,” Doc said, greeting him as he patted the dwarf’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Holyday, I remember you,” Verum smiled. “Your wives were the ones to bring this wedding to my attention. I had no idea that the woman I married you to was one of a few wives. You’ve been truly blessed to have many loves in your life.” 
 
      
 
    “I have, sir. What of your wife? I recall you mentioning spending the day with her.” 
 
      
 
    Verum’s smile faded as an old hurt filled his eyes for a moment. “She passed quite some time back. I polish her urn and speak to her when something of note happens. Your wedding was that, as was the case between Strongarm and the city. Today will be another day for me to tell her about. A dwarf and bestial marrying, with such a large event around it…? Maybe love is finally winning against hate.” 
 
      
 
    “I pray it is,” Doc said softly. “I apologize for bringing painful memories up, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Verum waved off the apology. “How would you know? You meant no harm. Might have even hoped to meet her…” He shook his head. “She would have loved what today means. She was special, someone who thought the ideology of some was wrong. I’ll tell her all about it after the reception. I want to see it all today, not just the ceremony as I did with you, Holyday.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome to the feast,” Doc said. “Let me introduce you to the others, Judge…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc and Harrid stood on the stage with Verum. The band was set up and waiting, and the crowd milled while they waited for the bride to arrive. When two carriages came into view, people got in order. 
 
      
 
    Harrid swallowed the worry that rose in his throat. He brushed at his jacket again, his hands damp as a moment he’d long thought he’d never experience was about to begin. Taking a deep breath, he did his best to calm his nerves. 
 
      
 
    The carriages came to a stop before the large gathering. Hundreds of people stood waiting, ready to see the bride. The first person out wasn’t Ginger; it was Lia. Everyone went quiet, as she was back in her normal leathers. Looking over the crowd, she stepped aside and the rest of Doc’s wives— minus Fiala— got out, lining up. The first carriage pulled up so the second could get into place. 
 
      
 
    Fiala stepped out first. She helped Ginger down before taking her hand to escort her. Ginger’s gown was a shade of dull ivory with green trim. It clung to her torso before becoming a flowing gown below her waist. 
 
      
 
    Doc smiled, as the rest of the bridal train was wearing green that matched Posy’s dress. Posy came out of the crowd to stand in front of the procession. When the music began, she started walking slowly, strewing rose petals as she went. 
 
      
 
    The crowd began to murmur, complimenting the dresses and pageantry. Many commented on how adorable Posy was as the flower girl, and a few were wondering if the child might be Ginger’s, since both of them were rabbit bestials. When they reached the stage, only Fiala and Ginger came up onto it with Verum. Fiala handed Ginger over to Harrid before stepping back. 
 
      
 
    Verum looked over the crowd before he spoke up, “Ladies and gentlemen, today, we come together to see a wedding. Before us today are two people who have known hardships. Both have been without parents for years; one an orphan, the other taken in by her uncle during her formative years.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd murmured at the news. 
 
      
 
    “Yet, due to unusual circumstances, they came to meet,” Verum went on. “Interest grew into courting, courting led to romance, and finally, romance to love. Finding someone to love is a blessing. If you’ve found love, you know this. Do either of you wish to speak?” 
 
      
 
    Ginger cleared her throat. Feeling the eyes on her, she pushed on, “Harrid, you have given me happiness, happiness I never thought I’d know. I cannot imagine life as anything other than as your wife. Our child will be loved, cared for, and raised to know your clan. Even when work takes you from our sides, I will make sure they know the love of their father.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid swallowed the lump in his throat. “Ginger Lopert, you are a blessing. I’m an orphan, I have no family name, but you didn’t care. You showed me interest. I just about panicked when I asked you for our first date. I couldn’t imagine a beautiful woman like you would agree to my clumsy attempt. Yet you did, and we spoke long into the night, finding many things we both love as common ground. Even with the hardships of my job, you understood and accepted me. Our times together made me happier than I had ever been. When you agreed to marry me, I knew a joy I’d never thought I’d know. Today, I leave behind the fact that I have no family, as I ask you to share your name with me. Will you allow me to be Harrid Lopert?” 
 
      
 
    Ginger sniffled, tears falling as she nodded. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Verum said, his own eyes wet. “Harrid, do you take Ginger Lopert as your wife?” 
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Ginger Lopert, do you accept Harrid as your husband?” 
 
      
 
    “I do!” 
 
      
 
    “Let us welcome Mr. and Mrs. Lopert into the community,” Verum said. “You may kiss the bride.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid pulled Ginger into his arms, kissing her soundly, dipping her as the kiss went on. The crowd cheered, then laughed as their kiss lingered. Eventually, Harrid stood Ginger back up, both of them flushed as they turned to the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “If you’ll sign the papers, it will be official,” Verum said, offering them a folder and a pen. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-six 
 
      
 
    Everyone went off to the tables for the reception lunch. Charles, Olka, David’s chef, and Tarbo’s chef all combined for the feast to mark the event. The food was simple, but delicious, and there was plenty of it for the hundreds of people who’d come to attend the festivities. 
 
      
 
    Most of the conversations were either about the wedding, the solstice, or the duel on Boxing Day. Doc felt a little bad that he wasn’t sitting with all of his wives— the head table was just Doc, Harrid, Ginger, and Fiala. The rest of his wives were sitting with Posy, Rosa, and Ambrose at the closest table to him. David with his dryad, Tarbo and his wife, Dodd and his secretary-girlfriend, and Onyx with her dryad were at the table closest to Fiala’s side. 
 
      
 
    The meal was winding down and speeches were fast approaching. Doc was looking forward to his chance to speak. He wasn’t going to roast Harrid badly, but he was going to poke at the stoic dwarf a little. 
 
      
 
    Doc leaned over toward Harrid as he finished eating. “You almost ready for the speeches? There’s no father-of-the-bride to speak.” 
 
      
 
    “You, Fiala, me, then Ginger, right?” Harrid asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    “I think I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    Doc patted his back, then looked over the crowd, trying to gauge if they were about done, when a carriage coming toward them got his attention. It had a driver and guard on the front, making Doc curious as to who it could be. 
 
      
 
    The crowd noticed the carriage as it got closer. When it eventually came to a stop, a footman got off the back to open the door. The occupant exited to complete silence; glancing at the crowd with disdain, he walked through the tables to come to the open area before the head table. 
 
      
 
    “Holyday, I need to discharge the duel. Is this public enough for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Strongarm, I’ll accept it,” Doc said levelly. 
 
      
 
    Strongarm looked over the head table. When he saw the two closest to him, his lip pulled up. “Yes. I know why things have gone as they have. My wedding gift to your guard is that I will be leaving Furden. I’m going back east to where civilization is wholesome. But before I go, I had to come for this.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid shifted in his seat, unhappy that this was happening during his wedding, but also glad that Strongarm would be leaving the city. 
 
      
 
    Strongarm turned to the crowd, his back to the head table. “I hereby publicly apologize to Doc Holyday and his many wives, along with Governor Dodd and his lover, Ms. Packner. During a social outing, I spoke words that were offensive to all of them. Those words led to the duel, which I lost yesterday. I should not have spoken as I did— it was unbecoming of a gentleman. I will further apologize for attacking Holyday with my cane when his words in return provoked me to violence.” Turning back to Doc, Strongarm raised his chin slightly. “Fairly acquitted?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll agree,” Doc said, then turned to address his wives. “Ladies?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll accept,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “Governor?” Doc asked. 
 
      
 
    Dodd nodded as he took his lover’s hand. “We accept.” 
 
      
 
    Strongarm dipped his head. “I shall trouble this affair no more.” He stayed where he was, a cold smile crossing his face. “When I get back to civilization, I will be speaking with the church. Enjoy your time here, Holyday.” With that, he turned on his heel, walking back to his carriage through the still silent crowd. 
 
      
 
    As Strongarm left, Doc stood up. The crowd had started to discuss things, but quieted when they saw Doc. “Ladies and gentlemen, in a few minutes, we’ll begin the speeches. We’ll be doing it the way I have with my wives, which means there’ll be some speeches you’re not used to. We’re missing the father-of-the-bride, but will be having the maid of honor and bride both speaking. Please, enjoy the last of lunch.” 
 
      
 
    When Doc sat again, the crowd got loud as everyone began talking. Most of it was focused on Strongarm’s visit, but there were some questioning why the women would speak during the wedding. 
 
      
 
    After another fifteen minutes, Doc stood up again, getting the crowd to quiet down. “I want to thank everyone who’s come out to celebrate this union. Seeing two people in love and getting married warms my heart. Today, though, is extra special for a man I consider part of my family.” Doc turned to look at Harrid. “Harrid, you’re my bodyguard, but you’re also the closest thing to a brother I have. While I won’t try to stop you from doing your duty, I hope you never have to put yourself between me and danger again.” 
 
      
 
    Harrid nodded slowly— he recalled every time he’d been there to help Doc. The most recent one wasn’t that long ago, when he’d taken a shot on his new breastplate. 
 
      
 
    “When you came into my employ, I heard of your upbringing as an orphan.” Doc looked back at the crowd. “I was also raised without a family, but for dwarves, it’s harder. They prize their family names, but for Harrid, he had no family name. That made it hard for him to find a woman who would accept him.” 
 
      
 
    A small murmur rippled through the crowd, most of whom had no idea about dwarven customs. 
 
      
 
    “But Harrid had been with me long enough by the time we’d reached Furden to know that love can be wider than he’d originally thought. Ginger caught his eye, or I should say, he caught hers.” He grinned at Ginger. “A woman who knows what she wants can be a godsend to a man who’s still looking. While the first few attempts to express interest between you two might’ve been awkward, you eventually found your way.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger was blushing, but her hand rested on Harrid’s. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for showing my rockheaded friend what love is,” Doc smiled. “Now, a short story about a man I call a friend. Hmm… maybe I could talk about his panic at the idea of how to even ask a woman on a simple date?” 
 
      
 
    Harrid’s red face was hard to see at a distance, but Doc saw from where he was right next to the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen him in a few shootouts, and he’s as calm as a winter lake. I’ve seen him literally step in front of me, taking a bullet that was intended for me. But the idea of approaching Ginger and asking for a date had him hyperventilating about making a mistake.” Doc chuckled, the crowd laughing along with him. “Ginger, you’ll never have to fear your husband not being firm enough to face any trial that comes. He’s one of the best men I’ve ever known. I apologize in advance for taking him with me when I go. I’ll do my best to make sure he always comes home to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Ginger said softly. 
 
      
 
    Doc picked up his glass, facing the crowd again. “To the newlyweds, may they know the deep love they have for all time.” The crowd drank to the toast, and Doc took his seat. 
 
      
 
    Fiala stood up when Doc sat, waiting for the crowd to quiet. “I was surprised to be picked as Ginger’s maid of honor. I haven’t known her as long as some others, but she said I would best help her in this role, so I accepted the honor.” She turned to look at Ginger. “You found a good man in Harrid, but you know that already. He’s keen of mind, helping Doc time and again see a good path. He’s also outspoken when needed; he’s called my husband to task multiple times for not doing what he should. I could think of no better husband for you.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger smiled happily at Fiala. 
 
      
 
    “Ginger’s a good woman who overcame hardships,” Fiala went on, turning back to the crowd. “Her parents passed when she was young, and her uncle took her in. He sadly also passed just last year, leaving her with no family. But now, she has a family of her own. A husband who will love her deeply, maybe even give her a child soon. More than that, we accept her as family. Marrying Harrid brings you into our family, too. We’ll always be here for you.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger sniffled, reaching out to take Fiala’s hand. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t tell one of the stories I could,” Fiala said, meeting Ginger’s eyes with a mischievous grin. “Instead, I’ll just raise a toast.” She picked up her glass as Ginger went bright red. “To the new family, may your life be as full of love as you could possibly want.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone drank to her toast, and Harrid stood up when Fiala sat. He looked over the crowd as he waited for them to settle down. He spotted a few people he was surprised to see, especially the two men who’d tried to injure him months past. They both ducked their heads when they saw him looking their way. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you all for coming. I was always afraid I would never have a wedding. If I did, I thought it would be just me, the bride, and maybe two people to witness it… but here I am with all of you. I’m honored to see all of you, even those I’ve had trouble with before.” 
 
      
 
    The two bestials shifted uncomfortably, but bowed their heads to him. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t be here at all if not for Doc.” Harrid patted Doc’s shoulder. “When he came to the Oresmelter clan and they accepted him, I was appointed his bodyguard. I was honored to be beside the shaman, but I had no idea how different it would be from what I originally thought. Doc and his wives showed me that love can be vastly different, too. They helped me look beyond just dwarves, and in doing so, I was able to see Ginger for the lovely woman she is.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger took his hand when he turned to her. The pair stared into each other’s eyes for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Ginger, thank you. You reached out to me first. I wouldn’t have had the courage to do that… that gave me the courage to ask you for a date and browbeat Doc into taking a day off so I could court you. We were awkward for our own reasons, but that first date showed both of us how much we have in common. We spoke late into the night about our shared interests, which fanned the flame of my desire to know more about you. We stumbled that first night, but we overcame it with understanding.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger flushed, but giggled. 
 
      
 
    “I remember your anger when you heard about me getting attacked for dating you. I hold the two men no animosity— we cleared that slate— but the passion you had for me was clear in that moment. If anyone ever hurts you or our family, I won’t use just words to show them their errors. You’re too precious for me to let anyone cause you harm.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger kissed his knuckles, smiling brightly at him. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Harrid said softly. “You’ve given me everything I’ve always wanted. A wife who loves me, a family name to be proud of, and a family for me to love with you. I’ll bear the name Lopert proudly all my life.” 
 
      
 
    Ginger sniffled, wiping away a tear that’d escaped. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll always do my best to show you how much your love means to me,” Harrid said. He bent and kissed her softly before he stood back up. Raising his glass, he looked at the crowd. “May those still seeking find a woman like my Ginger to love. For those who already have, may your love flourish the way I hope ours will.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered loudly as they drank. Ginger got to her feet after getting another kiss from Harrid. She clutched her hands in front of her while she waited for the crowd to quiet. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for coming,” Ginger said. “Like Harrid, I never expected a wedding like this. His employer is generous to a fault, as you all know.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered Doc. 
 
      
 
    “Harrid said a lot of what I would. We were awkward and stumbled a few times in our early courting, but we overcame that, and now, I know a depth of love I’d never have thought possible. Today would’ve come months sooner than today, but I was asked to wait until after the solstice. I agreed, because I wanted today to mean more than just my wedding.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd murmured, not understanding. 
 
      
 
    “Today can mark something we should all cherish, a day when we open a new book on what life should be for us. We’re seeing good homes that we’re allowed to buy available to us. Our children can attend a school and learn so they might become more than we are today. We have a healer who’ll help any of us without waiting for days, weeks, or months. The men who oppressed us are leaving the city, or at least the worst of them are.” 
 
      
 
    People cheered at the thought of Strongarm leaving. 
 
      
 
    “So let today mark a new page… no… let it mark a new book. Today’s the start of our chance to grow into better people. Furden can become a bright light to others. Coalrud will show the entire country what equality should be. I’m a very small part of that, as are all of you, but enough pieces make a whole.” 
 
      
 
    A muted ripple went through the crowd at her impassioned speech. 
 
      
 
    “Harrid, thank you for lifting me up. You agreeing to court me gave me hope for a better future. I had no idea how bright it would be, but now, I do. For me, it all started with your shy smile as you handed over your weapons, rending them safe for handling. Today’s a dream come true. I have a husband who loves me as deeply as I love him. We have a warm home that’s safe for our growing family, and we’ll never know hunger again.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking her head, she gave up on words, grabbing Harrid for a kiss. The crowd roared its approval, drinking down their glasses. Laughter started up when their kiss lingered again, whistles and catcalls coming from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-seven 
 
      
 
    Doc watched Sophia finish getting her clothes on as he pulled up his socks. “The dances were so lively last night.” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone had fun,” she smiled. “Ginger’s a lovely woman. Harrid has a wonderful wife.” 
 
      
 
    “She is a good woman,” Doc smiled. “I’m glad Melvin’s going to go with me so Harrid can have the time off.” 
 
      
 
    “We thought it best to give him and Ginger a day or two,” Sophia smiled. “Besides going to see David off, your schedule is wide open again.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Doc said, pulling his shirt on. “I’ll be having Jack Quintas over to show him the boxing style I was using. I need to set that up with him. I’ll stay home outside of that trip into the city. I told Harrid he had the week, and I plan to keep my word. After that, I’ll be seeing about taking all of you on dates again.” 
 
      
 
    “Which we’ll gladly accept,” Sophia smiled. “I’ll see you downstairs.” 
 
      
 
    “Be down shortly,” Doc said as he finished buttoning his shirt. 
 
      
 
    Rosa sat down beside Doc when he grabbed his pants. “Everyone is happy, Doc. With Strongarm leaving, that removes the last major roadblock in the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…” Doc murmured. “The church is behaving itself right now. Strongarm’s warning makes me a bit nervous about staying in Furden long.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been of two minds on when to leave,” Rosa said. “To go soon, or to wait until after Fiala has your child.” 
 
      
 
    Doc buttoned his pants, then started on his belt. “It’s a question I’ve bounced back and forth on. I need to bring it up with them. Part of me wants to go sooner and add more distance before the church sends someone to find me, leading them away from Fiala. The other part of me wants to be here for the birth. She might need me.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe discuss it soon?” 
 
      
 
    “Not today. I have things to keep me here for at least a week. Maybe after that.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa handed him his jacket. “As you wish, Voice. She won’t take it badly either way, especially once you explain your feelings.” 
 
      
 
    Slipping on the jacket, he exhaled slowly. “Thank you, Rosa, for helping me like you do.” 
 
      
 
    She went into his open arms, resting her head against his shoulder. “I want you to have as easy a life as possible, Doc. Everything I do is for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Which just makes me want to thank you more,” Doc murmured, tilting her chin up to gently kiss her. 
 
      
 
    She molded her body against his, reveling in his love for her. 
 
      
 
    “Later, my precious Weed,” Doc said softly. “Breakfast now, then off to see David before he leaves. We’ll swing by the Palace after that to speak with Jack, and then we’ll come home.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Voice,” Rosa murmured. She gazed into his eyes, loving everything he envisioned for her later. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc got out of the carriage, looking over the train station. The building was wider and taller than he expected. Two stories along most of it, with a few places that reached three, the station took up a large chunk of real estate. Trains could be heard on the far side, and parts of the railyards were visible. 
 
      
 
    Never having been to the train station before, Doc just took in the grandeur of the recent construction. He could see signs of where the last section had just recently been finished. Turning, he helped Rosa down before he nodded to Melvin to lead them inside. 
 
      
 
    The interior was well maintained, and the furnishings were solid, though not lavish. A dozen people took up places around the lobby, waiting for a train to come in. Doc saw a man in uniform and went to get directions to the private lounge from him. 
 
      
 
    Melvin led them up to the second floor of the new section, following the instructions he’d been given. A woman sat at a desk just outside the door marking the private lounge. Seeing them coming, she quickly got to her feet, a bright smile on her face as her feline ears twitched. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Holyday. A pleasure, sir. How can I assist you?” 
 
      
 
    Doc gave her a smile. “I’m here to see a friend before he leaves. I was told he’d be in the lounge.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d normally need a ticket to use the lounge,” she said slowly, but then quickly looked around. “I’m sure we can bend the rules just this once. Mr. Roquefell is inside with his dryad, sir. If you have any trouble, just let me know.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, miss. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The private lounge was bedecked in wealth. Crystal chandeliers powered by soulstones hung in the room. Velvet chairs were paired around small tables, and a small bar took up one wall. Windows looked down on the train platform. The only people in the room were the antlered bartender, David, and his dryad, Rema. 
 
      
 
    Doc went to where David sat, shaking hands with his friend before sitting. “How long before your train pulls in?” 
 
      
 
    “An hour, maybe a little longer. I was beginning to worry that something had stopped you from coming.” 
 
      
 
    “No, just breakfast. I shouldn’t have had the little bit of extra I did.” 
 
      
 
    David chuckled. “Well, you aren’t going to fight another duel, so maybe a little indulgence is warranted.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have your work cut out for you if Strongarm ends up where you do.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt he will. He’s going back to where Western Expansion’s offices are. I’ll be dealing with the telephone first, then seeing about cutting into that business.” 
 
      
 
    “Just keep your eyes open. We’re doing what our goddesses would have of us, but most of the world is currently against us.” 
 
      
 
    “Most of the world has no idea, but the church is against us,” David corrected. “With Rema beside me, I feel comfortable about my safety.” He stroked Rema’s red-gold hair. “She does for me as Rosa does for you.” 
 
      
 
    “We both serve our Voices as Mother would have of us,” Rosa murmured, getting a nod from Rema. 
 
      
 
    “Part of which is making sure those around us don’t mean us harm,” David nodded, before looking back at Doc. “Where should I send a letter about how things are going?” 
 
      
 
    “To Fiala is fine. I’ll be in contact with her when I leave.” 
 
      
 
    “When is that going to be?” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure yet. Either in a month, or after she gives birth. I’m still weighing the options on what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “A tough thing to decide,” David said. “Strongarm will do what he said. He’s bitter over losing so much here. He knew he was never going to take governorship from Dodd by the end of things. He might still have the property that he can work with if his social standing wasn’t in the midden. Better for him to take his tattered ego where he has more political capital to work with.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why I might leave sooner than later,” Doc said. “The church might stay to cause a little trouble, but if I’m not here, they’d likely follow.” 
 
      
 
    “Fiala will have Dodd, Tarbo, and others to back her, too. Even if they look her way, they wouldn’t push too hard. Since she is a bestial, they’ll discount her more. She and your child will be as safe as they could be. You being here might make it more dangerous for them.” 
 
      
 
    Doc exhaled as he leaned back in his seat. “Yeah… That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s gaze went to the bartender coming their way with a tray. His eyes told David that someone was coming, so the pair waited. 
 
      
 
    “Sirs, sorry to interrupt, but I wanted to thank you both,” the elk bestial bartender said. “These drinks are on me. My family is slated for a new home in the next month. The tenement you put us up in has been much nicer than our old one, too. It’s only a small token, but it’s what I can do. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Doc and David took the offered glasses. “You’re welcome,” David said. “I’ll be on the Aire train in an hour. Holyday and I will be discussing things quietly until then.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir,” he bowed, then retreated across the room to the bar. 
 
      
 
    “Lifts my soul to see people happy,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Mine, too, Doc. Mine, too,” David said, saluting him with his drink. “To our mission to bring the light back.” 
 
      
 
    “To our goddesses,” Doc replied, lifting his own to sip it. 
 
      
 
    “What are your plans when you leave?” 
 
      
 
    “West for me. Start spreading Luck’s name. I want to get the two big claims in order, and then it’ll depend on what the church is doing. If need be, I’ll go across to Tsarrus and Qin. I already have clerics going that way, but I could get lost for a while. If the church isn’t trying to dig me out too intently, I’ll come back to see Fiala and my child, check on Heartwood’s Tears and Deep Gulch, and see old friends again.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be speaking with my brother,” David said softly. “I’m going to try finding enough faith to name a cleric, too. If I can get a couple of people to help me like you do, it’ll help spread Trade’s name further.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips pursed as he held up a finger. He accessed his gift screen, scrolling to find a gift he’d dismissed before. With a smile, he triggered it. He lost some of his faith, but he grinned at David. “You can now. Just one, but you have the faith for one.” 
 
      
 
    David stared at Doc, then closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he gave Doc a smile. “You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Shared faith is repeatable if I want to do it,” Doc said. “Lets me use my faith to pay for a gift for another Voice. I’ll be holding what I have left because there’s one more gift I want before I leave. I could’ve picked it up, but helping you helps us both.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make the most of it,” David said. “I’ll repay you one day.” 
 
      
 
    “Friends don’t ask for repayment of a gift,” Doc said. “The two of us are more than just friends, as it is. We’re bound by our goddesses. Not brothers, but close.” 
 
      
 
    “I would call you brother,” David said. “You have given me faith. I won’t try to repay you, as I wouldn’t cheapen our bond.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. You have the book with you?” 
 
      
 
    David pulled the small journal from his inner jacket pocket. “I keep it with me all the time. I used one of my gifts on it. It can only be read by the faithful.” 
 
      
 
    “Must be a gift from your goddess. I don’t remember seeing anything similar in my options,” Doc chuckled. “Makes sense for Trade, though. Business secrets could damage you quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The two men talked until David’s train pulled into the yard. When they parted, Doc embraced David, wishing him well on his trip and the future. David returned the brotherly hug, wishing the same for Doc. 
 
      
 
    When they parted in the main lobby, Doc was back to considering when he should leave. He set it aside again when they reached the Palace to speak with Jack, but he knew it was a question he’d have to answer sooner rather than later. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-eight 
 
      
 
    Doc spent a week with Jack Quintas, doing his best to teach him how and why he had fought like he had. Doc felt a bit like a fraud, as he wasn’t a boxer— he’d just done his best to emulate the fighters he used to watch. Jack was a quick study, however, taking what Doc showed him and improving on it. 
 
      
 
    Hammerson had joined them, helping Jack learn by being his sparring partner. When the week was done, the pair thanked Doc for his hospitality. They promised to mention Luck when they fought, but also said they would be careful not to draw too much attention. 
 
      
 
    They left as the new year began. The celebration was lesser than Doc was used to. There was no grand party or similar— it was just a night in with his family. The year was now 1878, the calendar having been started by an adherent of Apoc. 
 
      
 
    With the start of the new year, Doc made sure to take his wives out on another round of dates. Ayla and Sophia got to attend a solstice-themed play that had come into the city. Fiala and Sonya went with him to another two-night concert event that Heather put on, showcasing a few more original songs she’d created. Lia and Rosa went with him back into the woods for a night of camping. It was a cold night, but they stayed warm together. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc sat Sophia at the table before taking his own seat. “I’m going to use what faith I have on a gift that will help move things along here. I can create an elemental.” 
 
      
 
    “The dwarves used them in the past,” Lia said. 
 
      
 
    “They can be used for war, or to help with the element they are tied to,” Rosa said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to make an earth elemental and give it to the Ironbeard clan. I asked Sophia this morning, and she assured me that the laws for them are easy to understand. The clan is responsible for any damages the elemental causes, and that’s it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Sophia said. “Only clans have ever had them. The laws state that the elemental will be clearly marked with the clan it belongs to. If it damages anything or injures anyone, the clan is liable. That’s the whole of the law on them. Most elementals have been destroyed over the years, or the church has taken them when a clan couldn’t control them anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Apoc corrupted them?” Doc asked Rosa. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Elementals are small pieces of Mother given consciousness of their own. It would take a lot of power to corrupt one, but it has been done before. Only my sisters are immune to corruption out of all of Mother’s helpers.” 
 
      
 
    “We can drive the corruption out,” Doc said. “Cleansing can manage it, but it takes a lot to do. Posy and Onyx can both do it, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you leaving soon?” Fiala asked softly. 
 
      
 
    Doc met her eyes, seeing the worry in them. “I can stay and hope the church leaves us alone, or I go in case they come looking for me. We know Strongarm is going to try pointing them at me. I’ve been debating what to do for weeks now.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why you’re talking about this gift…” Ayla nodded in understanding. “You’ll leave an earth elemental to help them make the rail and roads.” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to gift it to them, then have them showcase it making the new bridges for the fairgrounds.” Doc met Fiala’s eyes again. “I’m still trying to decide which is better. Staying for the birth will make it harder for me to go.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala swallowed, as she saw the pain in his eyes. “I understand, Doc. We should ask Luck. She’s always done the best for us.” 
 
      
 
    “A good idea,” Sonya said softly, covering Fiala’s hand. “We’d stay until trouble began in earnest, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    “I knew it would happen when I asked to stay,” Fiala whispered, “but a small part of me kept thinking maybe none of you would have to go, that we could all just stay here. I know that’s wrong, but…” 
 
      
 
    Doc leaned over to hug her. “It’s a wonderful thought, Fiala.” 
 
      
 
    “It really is,” Ayla said. “Doc needs to go see the land to set the mines, if nothing else. We’d still be gone for at least a year just for that.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Fiala sniffled. “I’ve accepted it, but with it all but here now, I don’t want it to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “It was hard to see him go,” Posy said softly, tears in her eyes. “I was so happy to come see you all, even knowing I’d have to go back to Momma after visiting. Maybe him going now is better. He’d come back sooner, and I’ll be here with you for a few more months.” 
 
      
 
    Fiala saw the same hurt and love in Posy that she felt. “I’ll spoil you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best to cheer you up.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you both,” Doc choked back his own emotions. 
 
      
 
    Tears flowed as people got up to hold their loved ones. Their parting would come soon, but it wouldn’t be today. Today, they could make sure the ones they loved knew just how much they loved them. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc got out of the carriage with Rosa beside him. Posy and all of his wives opted to stay behind to spend the day together. He would stay a bit longer to spoil Fiala as much as he could, but he’d leave before the month ended. 
 
      
 
    Harrid jumped down to walk behind Doc— he’d have to go speak with Ginger later. Doc leaving meant he was too, and he knew he’d have a very similar conversation with her as Doc had this morning. A small part of him considered staying behind; he could stay and protect Fiala, Doc would accept that, but he pushed that thought aside, as it would break his vow to protect the shaman. 
 
      
 
    The guards in the clan hall welcomed Doc, but their smiles dimmed when they saw his stony face. Exchanging glances after Doc went by, the guards wondered if they would be called on to fight. 
 
      
 
    The guard outside the elder’s chamber knocked when he saw Doc coming. He opened the door when he got closer, coming to attention when he saw Doc’s face. The guard closed the doors behind the shaman, and he checked over his gear afterward to make sure he was ready if called. 
 
      
 
    “Elders, we need to speak,” Doc announced as the trio of dwarves set aside their paperwork. 
 
      
 
    “Doc? What troubles you?” Alaric asked. 
 
      
 
    Doc paused, taking a deep breath to clear his mind before he spoke again, “Sorry. Nothing to worry you. I’ve just decided I’ll be leaving soon, and it’s an emotional day.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes,” Werner said. “I am sure your expecting wife is unhappy.” 
 
      
 
    “We all are,” Doc said tightly before he shook his head. “Sorry. We’ve always known it was going to happen, but now that the day grows closer, all of us are a bit ragged.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you come to us for, Shaman?” Itoniv asked. “We know you did not come to us because you are leaving.” 
 
      
 
    “In a way, I did. I’m about to implore Luck to give me a gift that will aid your clan.” 
 
      
 
    That got the attention of all the elders. “An apprentice, like the Molteneyes clan?” Werner asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Doc said softly. “You can speak to Onyx about apprenticing someone from the clan to her. She’d be receptive. What I will be doing is creating an elemental— an earth elemental.” 
 
      
 
    Itoniv bolted to his feet. “You would grant us an elemental?! I have not seen one since I was a child, but I remember how much it could do.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips twitched at the excitement from Itoniv. The oldest of the elders had always been the sourest and most stoic of all of them. Seeing the man looking like a child on Christmas made Doc feel good. 
 
      
 
    “Their ability to be created was lost with our shamans,” Werner said softly. “You would only be able to make one?” 
 
      
 
    “One a year, if I can beseech Mother into allowing it. Each elemental comes directly from Mother,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “Yet Luck will grant you this?” Alaric asked. 
 
      
 
    “Mother is the child of all the gods. They made her to care for the world,” Doc said. 
 
      
 
    “We would be honored if you would grant us an elemental,” Itoniv said. “You would want us to have it help with the rail and hot springs?” 
 
      
 
    “And the roads between them, too, but today, we’ll take it to the fairgrounds. With Rosa to help guide it, they’ll raise two stone bridges to span the river.” 
 
      
 
    “They will last for generations,” Werner said slowly. “It will make the church look at us, but with an elemental, we would be able to do so much more.” 
 
      
 
    “We would accept this gift, Shaman,” Alaric said. “We are honored you would do this for us. Why not the Oresmelter clan? They were the first to back you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try to see them in the future,” Doc said, “but for now, you having an elemental will help with the projects you’re already working on for me. The rail, the roads, Heartwood’s Tears, and the river— all of them can be helped with this. If the other clans that name me shaman come to you for aid, I would expect you to assist them.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Alaric said. “Our clan will become highly spoken of because of this. Other clans will come to speak with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell them about me. I hope to see them. If not me, then send them to one of the clerics. They don’t have to accept Posy or Onyx as a shaman, but if they can accept Luck, then I’m sure I can help them as I have helped you.” 
 
      
 
    “We will do so,” Itoniv said. “We will speak of your goodness and mission.” 
 
      
 
    Doc bowed his head, then pulled up his screens and took the create elemental gift. It wiped out his available faith, but as it could be used to create elementals repeatedly, it made sense. Using the new gift, he chose the Ironbeard clan as the guardians of the young elemental. 
 
      
 
    The stone beside Doc shifted, then seemed to melt as it began to bubble up. A ten-foot section of floor was now bare dirt, as the stone had been used to make the elemental. Five-feet-tall, the new elemental had the rough shape of a dwarf. Its face wasn’t as defined, but it had an obvious beard. The oddity was that it seemed to shift and flow like hair, not solid stone. 
 
      
 
    “Elders, this elemental comes to you from Luck. What is his name?” Doc asked seriously. 
 
      
 
    “Stonebeard,” Itoniv said before the other two could. “We welcome you to the Ironbeard clan. As our ancestors used to care for your brethren, we shall care for you.” 
 
      
 
    The elemental turned his head to look toward Itoniv, then bowed slightly. Doc had expected the sound of grating stones, but there was no noise at all. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Elders,” Doc said. “Should we go show the city what can be done with your new clan member?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Alaric said. “We should tell Dodd, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go get him,” Doc said. “I’ll meet you at the river.” 
 
      
 
    “We will be there,” Werner said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-nine 
 
      
 
    Doc spent the week loving Fiala as much as he could. When he wasn’t with her, he was playing games with Posy. Fiala’s dryad arrived that week, a lovely slip of a woman who called herself Petal. Fiala had hugged her tightly, as Petal was tied to the dogwood tree, a tree her mother had loved. They made a brief trip into the city to have her registered with the soulsmith, making the young smith stammer in shock at having yet another dryad tied to Luck’s Holdings show up for registration. 
 
      
 
    After another few days, Doc received a telegram from David. He’d informed Doc that he’d locked up the telephone contracts and would begin implementing the new device in every major city. Doc sent back a reply, wishing him luck with the major business endeavor. 
 
      
 
    Harrid spent the entire week with Ginger since Doc had Melvin fill in for him. Every day was a wonder he’d never thought he’d know, but he felt the inevitability clawing away at the happiness he had. When their last night together came, he held Ginger as his wife cried. He broke when she did, asking if she’d rather he stay, but she told him no, saying that she wouldn’t shame him that way. That night was one of tender love and long goodbyes with tears shared between them. 
 
      
 
    Doc’s last night at home had all of his wives together, doing much the same with Fiala. Tears spilled and long, lingering kisses that felt infinite passed between the family. Fiala only asked them to send word when they could, and when they did, she would send a telegram back. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fiala shuddered as she collapsed on Doc’s chest. Breathing fast, she clutched him to her trembling body. Doc held her back just as firmly, burying his face in the side of her neck and breathing deeply. Both of them knew this was the last time they’d be together for months, at least, but more than likely years. 
 
      
 
    The hard roads have to be walked, Doc thought, his arms tightening around Fiala. I never knew it would hurt this much to go… I’ll be back… I will. Nothing will keep me from coming back. 
 
      
 
    Fiala sniffled as she cried softly, her tears mingling with their sweat. “I can’t hold you here. I want to, Doc… I want to keep you here with me, but you have a mission. Luck would be upset if I didn’t let you go do what she needs. We owe her everything… without her, you would have never found me.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not forever,” Doc said thickly as he inhaled her scent, wanting to remember everything about today. “We’ll come back to you, my dearest wife.” 
 
      
 
    “I know… I don’t doubt you’ll move mountains to do so. Even knowing that, I don’t want to let go.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither do I,” Doc said. He didn’t let go, but he did roll them over so he was the one looking down at her. 
 
      
 
    Fiala gazed up at the man who’d shown her how much more she could be. She loved him with every fiber of her being. This parting felt like she was pulling her own heart from her chest. She could see the same reflected in his eyes, the pain of leaving. She pulled his face down to her, kissing him with passion, wanting to ease his pain. 
 
      
 
    Doc kissed her back with all the love he had for her, wanting to erase her pain the same way she wanted to do for him. Shifting closer caused Fiala to gasp, as Doc was still inside of her. He started to pull back, but her legs wrapped around his waist, stopping him. 
 
      
 
    “Please… just once more?” Fiala whispered. “Just love me one more time.” 
 
      
 
    Doc couldn’t refuse her, so he moved in a way they both enjoyed. Moans of pleasure filled the room as the lovers came together again before it was time to part. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc brought Fiala down to the dining room, but he didn’t seat her, as all the others were waiting for her. Fiala was hugged tightly and kissed passionately by each of their wives, and more tears were spilled before everyone took their seats. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll send you telegrams from every city we stop in,” Ayla said, drying her face. “There might be a gap between them when we’re in places without telegraph services, but we’ll send them.” 
 
      
 
    “We do not need to,” Rosa said. “I can speak to Petal every night through Mother. We can connect you better than the machines can.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Fiala said with a fragile smile. “Petal, you’ll help?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, mistress,” Petal said softly. “I will do anything you need from me. Your happiness is important to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Fiala said, touching Petal’s white hair gently. “I’ll need your help a lot to keep me in contact with my family.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, mistress.” 
 
      
 
    “Ambrose can do that, too?” Posy asked with hopeful eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, dear child,” Rosa smiled. “All dryads can talk to each other through Mother. It is how I asked all of them to come here. We must root our feet to connect firmly, but we can do it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll help,” Sonya said as she took Fiala’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “Would you talk to Ginger for me, too?” Harrid asked Rosa. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, faithful guardian,” Rosa replied. “She’s moving in today, isn’t she?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, this afternoon,” Fiala said. “She’s taking the last guest room.” 
 
      
 
    “She can have my room when I go home,” Posy said. “March first is when I leave.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be up to her,” Fiala smiled at Posy, “but that’s nice of you to think of it.” 
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the door before Charles and Olka came in. “Breakfast,” Charles said, his tone subdued. “I’ve made your favorites today, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Doc’s lips twitched as he tried to smile and failed. “Thank you, Charles. I’ll miss your meals.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll miss all of you enjoying them,” Charles replied as Olka helped serve. “I will make sure the mistress and your guests are fed well.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not doubt that.” 
 
      
 
    Silence fell as the chef and his assistant bowed before leaving. The somber mood and quietness lingered as they ate, all of them thinking of what would happen in just a few hours. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The receptionist for the private lounge at the train station greeted them, opening the doors for them. She didn’t say a thing about the extra people with Doc. The bartender was the same elk bestial as before, and he bustled to make sure all of them were comfortable while they waited for the train. 
 
      
 
    Muted conversations sprang up before dying away, mostly about memories of good times shared between those leaving and those staying behind. Fiala sat beside Doc, holding his hand the entire time. 
 
      
 
    When the train pulled into the station, it was finally time for their last goodbyes. They funneled down to the platform after those arriving had left. Doc noted the porter with his family’s luggage heading for the train. 
 
      
 
    They all exchanged hugs and kisses again, with everyone making sure Posy was given hugs, too. Ginger arrived to hold Harrid one more time, whispering softly to him. Even Clyde was saying goodbye, but his were just words with the Driver brothers, making sure they understood how important their job was. 
 
      
 
    The first warning to board came, and with tear-stained cheeks the family finally separated. They had two travel compartments at the front set aside for them: one for Doc and his wives, and the other for Harrid and Clyde. 
 
      
 
    Doc paused at the door, looking back one more time at Fiala. They both cried quietly as a last silent goodbye was passed along. Looking away with his head bowed, Doc stepped onto the train. He had no idea how long he’d be gone or what might happen in that time period, but he had to trust that Luck would help him and Fiala. 
 
      
 
    He turned around in the open doorway, looking out one last time to see Fiala being held by Ginger and Petal. Both of them cried as Petal held them to her, her eyes on Doc. With a small nod, the dryad bowed her head to him. She would guard her charge with her life, as Rosa did for him. 
 
      
 
    With a heavy heart, Doc headed for the compartment reserved for his family. Lady, please watch over my beautiful wife and our unborn child. I need you to guide and guard them far more than I need you to do the same for me. When I come back, I want to kiss Fiala and pick my child up in my arms to give them the love they’ll miss while I’m gone. Swallowing back his fear, he opened the door to join his wives on their trip west. 
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