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 Day 107
(continued)

Wild Dove roars in on flying hooves, calling
to her brother.

Everyone in Camp turns as Swift River moves
to help untie the barely recognizable form from behind his sister,
then take hold of the feet to help carry same in and onto the pile
of hides inside her quarters.

Knowing an explanation is owed. “I shadowed
them to face the man who hurt Raven. There was much trouble. He is
dead, but shot her first,” briefly glancing down. Knowing she must
say this also, “Willow was hurt, but will be alright.”

First studying her eyes, finally nods, “when
will he be back?”

“There was a mess to clean up, but they will
be anxious to get here.” Stopping to take a breath. “He will need a
salve for burns.”

No parent wants to hear of a child being
hurt, no matter how strong or grown up. “You are sure it is not
serious?”

“There was no time to inspect closely,”
sitting, tiredness beginning to replace the adrenaline of the day.
“But I am sure, or would not be here without him.” Her brother
blinks, nods.

With a sigh, Wild Dove stands back up,
summons more bodies, recites a series of instructions, including
ride to help Gabriel, then go with him to the Estate. “Bring Sylvia
here.” Pointing a finger, “do not mistake this part, tell him the
hurt Raven must not travel, whatever it takes,” blinking at the
half scarlet heap in the middle of her space, “or there will be
double the blood.”

Eyes resting on the grey face, matted deep
gold hair, she slowly bends down to touch the cool, red-stained
neck.

Brother and sister kneel by the fallen one.
Assessing the slack features, bloodied body, Swift River
uncharacteristically mutters, “this is bad.”






A few hours later, darkness falls over a
crying, recently arrived Sylvia, as Seth moves slowly over to Wild
Dove watching nearby. “You are sure we got the right man, for all
this trouble?”

“Yes,” she nods, “there is no question.”

“Well that’s something at least,” gruff nod.
Even as he has never been sure what to think of the mysterious
messages and advice of Rolling Thunder and his people, he chooses
to believe in it today. The idea that all the blood and sacrifice
were not in vain, bringing a tiny bit of comfort. Touching his
daughter’s shoulder, quietly moves away from the scene.

The one who answered his question follows.
“What happened in that house?”

Seth’s eyes get cloudy. “The rest of us were
dealing with the maniac and his explosives right up until two
minutes before you appeared. Things had just let up enough for us
to look around.” Shakes his head, runs through the end of things.
“He must have gotten bits of dynamite rigged to go off on their
own. The blows came from all sides. We had no idea they were both
in the house.”

The tired one studies him. Seth was not one
to tell tales, or stray from what he believed to be the absolute
truth. “Her gun was on the floor beside her. But she didn’t get
shot right there.”

Head back and forth, mustache ends floating.
“We found a spot clear back by the sofa, and this in the wall.”
Fishes a stubbed bullet out his pocket.

Taking it between her fingers, holding it up.
“From the strange little gun?”

“Yes,” he nods. “She would have known the
bastard lost his side arm when she shot off his finger. He probably
had the other gun in his boot.” Feeling terrible. “One of us should
have stayed with her.”

“No,” immediate, firm. “The strategy was not
wrong. This was bad luck,” brief pause, “mixed with temper.”

Seth lifts his chin, knows if the fight had
been about anyone but the Comtesse maybe Renna would still be
upright. “Nothing to do about it now.”

Wild Dove puts a hand on his shoulder. “Thank
you for all you did. And for Willow, too.”

Straightening his back, “he’s a good boy.
Stands steady in a fight. Happy to ride with him anytime.” About
the highest compliment Seth ever gives.

His companion smiles, “no small thing from
you.”

Eyes dropping to the floor. “I think I’ll
head to the Estate, relieve Gabriel.” Glancing toward the pile of
bloody clothes still heaped on the floor, “nothing much I can do
here.”

Voice low, “please be sure Raven does not
ride. Even if she manages the trip, is not well enough for
this.”

Seth’s mouth opens, closes. “I’ll find a
way.” Nosing toward his daughter, “keep an eye on her for me.”

“I will,” nod.

“Alright then. I expect he’ll be here in no
time, anxious to see things for himself, including Willow.”

“Yes,” looking only more tired at the
thought. “This night won’t be an easy one.”

Swift River steps over when the other goes.
“You need rest sister. Go to my space. I will stand watch
here.”

Aware there will be no sleep, or anything
like it, stays put. “Maybe tomorrow.” Pats his arm, goes back to
sit beside the lump under the blankets, hangs her head.
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Wild Dove snoozes by the fire. Those
travelling past try to peek inside her lodgings. Swift River sits
nearby contemplating the trouble, thinking over how best to handle
things, including his injured son.

Things in Camp are cautious, downbeat, but
moving as necessary.






Meanwhile Seth is at the Estate in the barn,
keeping an eye on every method his opponent could use to escape.
They have been sparring for nearly 48 hours, the Comtesse trying
every move she can think of to go and find out what is
happening.

While perched in a chair near the stalls so
that even if he dozes off nothing could happen without him waking,
he sees something move past the barn. Watching a moment, recognizes
the irregular gate.

Stepping through the paddock is able to
intercept her at the end of the first fence. “Do you think you can
walk the whole way there?” truly surprised.

“If I must!”

Seth sighs. “Comtesse, please. I have been
tasked by the only other woman I am more afraid of than you, to
keep you safe, here.” Quite a lot for Seth to admit.

“I don’t understand why no one will tell me
what’s happening!”

Hand over heart, “I honestly don’t know. You
see me here just like you.”

“But why is no one brining word, updates?
Where the hell is Gabriel at least!” In her excitement becomes a
bit winded, bows a bit to catch breath..

The perfect gentleman takes her elbow, them
into the barn, sits her on a stool. “I am sure we’ll hear when
there is something to say.”

“Is she alive Seth?” looking almost
desperate. “Can you tell me that much?”

Shuffling his feet. “She was pretty bad,
mostly from losing blood.” Voice dropping to a hush, “I wouldn’t
want to wager on either side, honestly.”

Jumping to foot, ready to run off again. “I
will walk even if it takes me a whole day in my state.”

Stepping in front of her, hands cautiously
up. “I think if no one has ridden in to tell us anything, we could
count that to the good, in that no one has brought the worst
news.”

“Unless they are reluctant to deliver it,
prefer to put off a terrible thing! Perhaps Gabriel cannot even
function if the worst happened! Maybe if I don’t go to find news,”
thumping her sternum, “we will only sit here like pigeons, waiting,
waiting, waiting.”

Entirely aware it could be the case, tries
another tack. “Respectfully – you going out there and getting hurt
won’t help anything.”

Frustrated by the correctness of his logic,
“it would help me stop feeling so helpless and idiotic!”

“Well how about this?” thinking he is making
headway. “What if Renna returns and you are very hurt, or worse?”
Hoping for sentimentality, “have you no mercy on an old man’s
soul?”

“Are you arguing Romeo and Juliette to me?
What if she lives and I am the equivalent of having drunk
poison?”

“If it will stop you from trying to leave, I
might say nearly anything.”

Crossing her arms, “fine. I will give it one
more day.” Softening, “in honor of your gruff but kind soul.”

“If we go too long like this, I will take my
old bones out and find answers, if you promise to wait here for
them.” Wink.
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By the time I open my eyes, groggy, sore,
Sylvia is kneeling beside me, crying. “How could you not even tell
me where you were going?”

Mind fuzzy, unsure of the reference, mumble a
safe, “I didn’t want to worry you.”

Wild Dove puts a hand on heaving shoulder
“they could not wait for talk.”

Calming, the weeper sits back a little, takes
my hand. “I am so relieved you are alright!”

I don’t feel alright, roll heavy eyes toward
Wild Dove, who nods, taps the center of her shoulder. “Missed all
the good stuff, went right through. You’ll be sore a good while.
Lost a lot of blood. Have to watch for infection, but should heal
up.”

Things begin to float back. Loud noises,
smoke, brown teeth, the flash of a blade. I check my left pocket,
am relieved to feel the outline of my knife there. Recall a bit
more, the sharp crack of a gun, slice of hot pain as I dove to the
floor. Then I remember who I was with, but my friend’s eyes are not
sad, the others must be ok? Even so, croak out, “the rest are
whole?”

“Yes,” Gabriel answers, grinning in from the
entrance. “You are a sight for sore eyes.”

“Same,” I groan.

“You should have seen her!” he starts in, but
halts when Wild Dove shakes her head once. “Right.” Leaning down to
put my trusty colt into its holster resting nearby. “One finger
remover, back where it belongs.” I smile up, not sure what he
means, but pleased at the sight of my gun. As much as horses, you
get used to them, how they work, their quirks, it is never good to
lose one you have worked with. “Not that you need it,” he adds,
thinking of the gape-necked mess he and Seth had to clean up.

As Sylvia gets up to talk with Gabriel,
others mill about, Wild Dove kneels close. “Feeling better?”

“In which way?” Hoping to learn more.

“Everyone is safe. You finally woke up. The
shoulder could have been worse, though you must be in pain.”

This causes more of the story to wander
through my aching head. We went to confront the man who was
menacing the Comtesse - Seth, Gabriel, Willow, and I. He was a
rough one, had explosives. And I - beginning to feel less well with
every memory, look into steady brown eyes that do not lie, “is it
confirmed, everyone will be safe?” meaning the bastard was the
one.

“Seth found many things that seem to.” Then
with a wink, “and yes, I can confirm our people are safe, at least
from that crazy one.”

I let out a bit of air, which hurts. But what
a relief! Recalling the stripe of anger, slash of blade before my
own loss of blood crumpled me. At least I dispatched a wretched
menace, and the right one! “Thank you,” lids heavy.

“Rest.” As I begin to drift, feel the squeeze
of warm fingers, hear in a near whisper, “oh, the other desperately
wanted to be here, but it is too early for her to ride. Gabriel
nearly had to bar her door to prevent it. Who knows what Seth is
going through.”

Oh, right. More thoughts swirl as I fade,
‘what will it mean if the threat is gone?’ At the same time, catch
sight of Sylvia who smiles sweetly, eyes still worried. How am I
always in some kind of fix? Remember about Bella with a thud, then
wonder if she would care I am lucky to be alive.






I rouse later to Swift River, his smile.
“Hello.”

Having overheard of burns while I drifted in
and out of sleep, “I am sorry about your son.” Heart felt.

Nod, “I am sorry about your shoulder, but
glad you are awake.”

“He is well? Not too damaged?”

“A bit of burn on his back, one wrist. I am
not worried.”

“Who knew the bastard had dynamite!”
remembering the shock of the explosions.

Nodding, “unexpected.”

“So,” curious, “people keep saying the same
thing, was it not likely I was going to wake?”

“There are moments when it is up to the soul,
whether it wants to leave the shadows.”

Beginning to understand I am on the mend from
a close call. “I am grateful for the help, as always - ” am about
to say more when he raises a hand.

“We are all family,” drawing a circle with
his finger.

“Oh!” I sputter in shock, as Willow
approaches with very short hair.

Running a hand over what used to be shoulder
length shiny black silk, much like his father, aunt, now reduced to
short spikes, “it is hair, it will grow.”

“But it was so beautiful! I feel
terrible!”

“It would all be the same if it happened the
other way,” kind smile.

Yes, it would. We all ride for each other,
any time. “Always.”






Following another short nap, Wild Dove
arrives with food. Despite the cause of it throbbing in my
shoulder, it is never unpleasant having time with her.

Taking another look at the wound, “this one
was closer than I like.” Giving me a near glare, “you were
reckless.”

“About that, have you heard enough to maybe
remind? Things are a little fuzzy past getting there, the
explosions, a bullet in my shoulder from that foul breathed
bastard!”

Eyebrows up, “you don’t remember how you got
here?”

Searching, no, I do not. “I would guess the
boys hauled me back?”

First a smirk, then the story. “I was
trailing all of you. Arrived in the house to find you on the floor
from your wound. The boys stayed to clean up while I rode you to
Camp.”

Oh. Right. Disgust billows inside as I recall
the taunt in his eyes, then my involuntary move when he insulted
the Comtesse, crimson dots emerging from the slice across grimy
neck before I realized what I had done. “Not my best moment,”
looking away.

Sitting beside, putting a hand on my arm, “it
is unwise to speak or do ill to someone with a village like
ours.”

Very true. That man would not have left that
place one way or another, given his continued threat. Still, I did
not conduct myself in a level-headed way. Reaching my good hand to
the strong tan cheek, “thank you. For this. For being out
there.”

“It is mine to watch over you.”

Releasing a long breath, an old thought
surfaces. “For all that rely on me, I rely on you.”

“You are getting better at it,” wink.
Spotting the exhaustion behind my eyes, gets settled against the
hides, pulls me back.

Resting on her in the middle of her space,
“your man truly does not mind,” moving my good
hand in an arc, “all this?”

She laughs. “I have told you, we do not have
jealousy. He knows there is an order to things, the importance of
my work.”

“Right,” remembering, “I am work.”

“As much as our people are connected, you
know we have our own bond,” breath warming my ear.

“Hm.”

“You do not think so?”

Settling back, “of course I do. You have been
my constant.”

“We have talked about how life is choices,”
moving her hands, “big ones, little ones.” Snuggling closer, says
into my hair, “I think the thing for you is to be less tight. I
will always be your constant. You do not give this up by also
choosing other things.”

The curious state of my life slowly seeping
into mind. “A thing not as true for others.”

“If you step carefully, there are fewer
limits.” Kissing my forehead. “You do not always step this
way.”

“Must you bring my temper into this now? Can
I not just enjoy this after my scrape with death, be close to
you?”

“But you lived, and your life is waiting,”
chuckling in my ear.

“You are a terrible consoler!”

Tightening her arms slowly. “On this you do
not speak the truth.” After a moment, “but I must. I am very happy
you are here, but the day will come when it is safe for you to
return home.”

“Yes, of course. Need you prepare me for what
I already know?”

“Your close call has upset us all. There will
be heightened emotions. It has taken much effort to keep Raven from
hurting herself to come here.”

Refocusing, think over the unusual situation
of Sylvia living in my house with me, while the Comtesse
convalesces in same. “Can I not just hide for a day or two, recover
in peace?”

“Of course you must rest, heal, but this
event will push everyone to their feelings.” After a beat, “choices
are not as difficult as you make them. Look inside, listen, take a
step where that leads.”

“As always, you make it sound so easy!”

“Because it is!” another chuckle, “for most
people.” Giving me only a moment. “What are you going to do with
all of them?”

“Since you will not stop asking, I suppose I
must think on it.” Resettling. “I feel you have tried to teach me
to look at the polar ends. Bella does this too. What are the
absolutes, then work back from there.”

“She sounds interesting.”

They have been in each other’s orbit for
years, crossed paths here and there, but not extensively. My doing,
I suppose. “I thought you don’t get jealous?”

“Some things are easier to share than
others,” feel her wink. “But yes, determine the extremes, what you
can live with, what you can’t, or don’t want to. Make a choice in
between, then manage by it.”

“Again,” extra tired, “you make it sound so
easy.”
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I am finally home after a close watch for
infection, nearly round-the-clock salves, treatment.

My library feels good, and the chair. The
ride was painful, but it is comforting to be here.

The Comtesse sweeps in, looks me over.
Immediately moves to my arm, adjusts as necessary to peek under the
wrappings. “You are sure you are well?”

Still catching up with myself, fuzzy on the
last little while, “yes. You? I missed a couple days.”

“Closer to a week.” Clearly counting.
Shifting slightly, “before something else happens, know that I
forgive you for replacing me.”

“What?” How this woman loves to launch
strange things out of the blue.

“I said – ”

“No,” still processing, “I heard the words, I
do not understand you saying them.”

“We left things on a questionable note. Then
your wound. Crisis often brings perspective. I do not want you to
suffer, the two of you, so I said it.”

“Comtesse,” I rarely call her Elania now that
she has recovered somewhat. “There is no need to say such a
thing.”

Pursing lips, "I see how she looks at you.
What there is no need for, is a long drawn out situation. Why not
just be honest about it all?”

Of course I prefer not to speak so directly.
“I am maybe too tired to fight.”

“Good,” smile. “Now you are the one who has
to listen to me, and rest.”

She is beautiful standing there. Different,
slightly, a healing scar or two, a bit slower on her feet just yet.
Is still careful with her air, must watch her food, keep energy up,
but much of the internal light is back. And the animal behind her
eyes, laughing at me right now.

I close my lids, allowed to rest, dodge
reality a bit longer.
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Enjoying my leisure, am in my room resting,
reading, when the Comtesse appears. “How do you feel?”

“Quiet alright.” The painful excuse to hide
in here has its upside.

Having brought coffee, parks herself. “As we
both need time to get fully healthy, I think you should tell me of
it.”

How is it I know what she means? “I thought
we agreed, no need for long, drawn out things?”

“You need to mend properly. I still tire
easily. We have all discussed it and I am staying for the
foreseeable future. Thus you and I will benefit from clearing the
air.”

I am still on “we have all discussed it?”

Nod. “I couldn’t decide such a thing on my
own. Everyone is so deeply intertwined here. The agreement had to
be total or it would be quite uncomfortable.”

Feeling my temper stir. “I certainly did not
agree.”

“Seth was a bit reluctant as well, but his
daughter convinced him.” Pausing. “Now that I have seen even more
of her, she is very attractive, smart, steady, mild, but not
entirely demure – I can understand the allure.”

With any luck I am asleep and this is not
real! Do they all feel they can make choices about my life, without
my input? “Just because you lot think you have decided something,
it has no bearing on me.”

She laughs brightly. “Doesn’t it?” Slow sip
of coffee. “If we are all, everyone, talking, agreeing, you think
you can ignore this?” Hm. “Even the child got a vote.” Watching me
struggle, all amusement. “Once Sylvia had a talk with Seth, it was
unanimous, by the way.” I sit myself up. “Swift River laughed and
said, ‘the logs are rolling.’ Does that mean something to you?”

“Swift River? You brought them into it!” Ears
feeling warm.

“Did I not say ‘we all’ discussed it?” accent
getting thicker.

I am honored, chagrinned, in awe, bordering
on angry, all at once. Her confidence has fully returned, even if
her feet are a pace slower. Automatically taking a calming breath,
work to revisit the things I have learned these last years. Close
my eyes a moment. “Fine.” Am greeted with that sparkling,
captivating smile, fully back in order, so much so that I have to
look away. “What is it you want to do?”

“Tell me about Sylvia.” My head snaps around,
but she only raises her eyebrows.

Despite another breath. “This is ridiculous.
Fine if you are staying, but further discussion is not needed.”

Back straight. “The fact that it makes you so
uncomfortable is precisely why it is.”

If it were easier and less painful I would
take my leave.

Checking her eyes, find them full of the old
implacability. As I am somewhat trapped, decide not to fight.
“Fine.” Taking in a long drink of what she brought, settle myself.
“Unaware there might be other circumstances, when you did not
return for so long – ” I pause, not wanting to do this. Then have
visions of my night consisting of one after another of them
trooping in to tell me the same thing they think I should do, save
myself the trouble. Examining the fingernails on my good hand, “I
was quite lost.” Swallowing. “And not at all interested in
double-crossing humans, which to me just then, all were.”

She nods, lips turned down. “I can see
it.”

“Sylvia was there. In ways I did not even
notice at first.” Thinking to spare some detail, “and then in more
obvious ones.” Feeling warm, squirmy, “she apparently built up
feelings, and I began to see her differently.”

Another nod, then a puzzled look. “And the
child?”

“Oh,” breath. Staring at the coffee, “can I
at least get a proper drink?” Of course she knows where I keep it
all, brings us each a glass of scotch. “The trouble,” I continue,
“aside from the work situation, age, both things I thought
protected me, was Seth.” Adjusting, “oh and Gabriel, and the rest,
warning I might ruin someone not at all in my ‘pond’.”

The eyebrows, “pond?”

“At the same level in a way. In this case
someone more innocent and maybe not built for my approach to
life.”

“Ah,” nod. No disagreement.

Push myself to continue. “Despite some
experiences together, I could not escape my guilt, shared with her
why it had to stop.” I so hate this part of the story. But given
that the listener settles back, stares into her drink, I am
certainly not off the hook. “Of course she was also concerned about
Seth. From it all she devised to marry a worker from the Tavern,
who worked in the stables, thinking that would ease my mind, or if
nothing else, start a life for herself.”

Glass stalled midair, “and you didn’t stop
her?”

“Short of aggressive intervention, which I
did consider, she was determined about it.” Shutting out the
terrible times I try not to think on. “In the end I hoped the two
of them might back into something good, she would get the life her
father always wanted, even if in a roundabout way.”

“Hm,” eyebrow twitching.

Pour scotch down my gullet, wishing I hadn’t
gotten myself into that impossible twist. “They were married. Soon
she was with child. That changed everything. Seth had a
grandchild.” Remember the shared joy over the news. Then recall the
rest. Head down, listen to make sure no one approaches, “but not
long after I started to see marks.”

The Comtesse is intrigued, “I hear he swung
from the oak in the paddock. Something about enemies from his
past.”

With only a brief nod. “Mm. Not very long
after Sylvia came into the kitchen with a black eye, bruised belly,
as it happens.” Long swallow. “Luckily the baby was not hurt, but
did arrive early.”

Stock still for a moment, then in a low
voice, “so you killed for her too.”

Still disturbed by the events, certainly not
ready to process this new angle of things, declare, “she only
married him because of me!” Work to calm myself, though not upset
he got his just desserts. “It is unlikely he would be in good
health in any case. If Seth had found him first, the idiot would
have suffered more in the end.” Taking a breath. “But he is
technically still a convict, such a thing can never be traced to
him, and the connection is so close.”

Sorting in her mind, puts up a finger, turns
slim wrist. “So both out of vengeance, and to protect Seth from
himself.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” look away. “The
man left a previous town owing money. These things often do catch
up.”

“Brave of an outsider to string someone up on
your property,” mild challenge in her tone.

“Well, yes. But being from several towns out
they might not know, and it was the middle of the night when they
encountered him nearby, as he and Sylvia had stayed after it got
late. He was prowling the grounds instead of in where it might have
been safer.”

“Of course,” slight bow. Then studying me.
“How bad was it?”

Blinking at the unhappy memories, “I noticed
the first bruise just before she was pregnant. But she explained it
away, and I was not eager to prod into their personal goings
on.”

Eyebrows up, “this happened the entire time
she was with child?”

“There were several curiosities that she
always pushed off. Looking back, Sylvia stayed away, started to
work more hours I was not at the Tavern. Hid things well.” Shifting
myself with a bit of pain, which I deserve. “She only went to the
tribe that day out of fear for her child after the last, worst
beating. Wanted them not to tell us. Swift River brought her here
himself.”

“And threw the rope over the branch, no
doubt,” tilting lovely head.

“No. Their remedy is to strip a man naked,
tie him to a wild horse in a rocky field. Let the remainder, if
there is any, bleach in the sun, feed the animals.”

“Somewhat poetic,” clearly approving.

“But again, despite our deep friendship, the
possible ramifications of the tribe sending a white man to his
death, even if it was deserved – I couldn’t have that either.”

Reflecting, “so it is his enemies caught up
with him,” slightly arched brow.

With a swallow, “that is the entire story.”
Taking in and releasing a breath, add one last detail given who I
sit with. “Oh, and, they did not know how to tie very well. I think
it may have stretched over more than a few minutes for things to
take their course.” Sliding my eyes away. “Not that we will ever
know, as Gabriel only found him there the next morning,
swinging.”

“Innocent, charming, erudite Gabriel – surely
incapable of participating in such a thing.”

“The entire town had suspicions, until each
heard who found him. Then it was ‘oh poor soul, guess his bad luck
caught up with him’.”

A smile, “he is something.” Pretty purple
brown eyes up, “as are you.”

“I have made a lot of mistakes, which leads
to being better at cleaning up after them,” hand flat on chest,
slight bow.

“Hardly,” serious. “It is much more than
that. You feel such a deep sense of loyalty to those you are close
to.”

Wondering whether she counts herself in that
collection? “We are talking about Seth’s grandchild,” shudder at
the thought of other possible outcomes, “there was no
question.”

Lips pursed again, “you do not have to
pretend around me, I have said this.”

“I do not pretend,” feeling challenged. “But
it is also easy enough to be decent.”

“I prefer naked honesty,” trademark eyebrow
on high.

Shifting, “that is not something I am well
versed in. Please don’t think this is anything too special.”

Taking account of me, “I suppose you are
right.” Refreshing our drinks. “So, let’s see, Sylvia is very
pregnant,” accent rounding out the word. “And now alone, moves in
here.” I nod. “Logical,” she allows. “And so she is here in need of
protection, aide,” making an elegant arc in the air with one hand,
“and also at the Tavern where you depend on her greatly. I have
abandoned you, or so you think, which you are surely not pleased
about. And your Bella travels for her career.” Siting back, “I see
it.”

“I’m not sure what to say to that.”

“There is nothing. This is what happened,”
quick shrug. Reflecting, deciding she understands the first topic
well enough. “Also answers the Bella question.”

Stricken. “What?”

Matter of fact. “Of course she would not be
at ease where you moved another woman in to live with you.”

I stare, I know I do. Has she known about
Bella all along? “What?” I repeat like an idiot.

“Oh Renna,” tilt of head, “did you think you
were more clever than that?”

But this is too much. I ask nothing, do not
fight, say only, “yes, that answers the Bella question.”

A very long look, “that must be difficult for
you.”

Wondering if it could be genuine sympathy,
“it is as it is.”

The dark eyes with their edge regained, watch
me. “So cavalier?”

Single shake of head, “resigned.” Then decide
to add, “and working to be appreciative of all I have in
balance.”

I cannot read her expression as she says,
“brava.” A real compliment? Disapproving jibe? Complaint?

I do not have energy to decide, ask, care -
close my eyes instead, the perk of being injured. “I am quite
tired.”

“Well thank you at least for being honest,”
getting to her feet. “You have told it much the same as she did.”
Adding, “of course, you know different details on some points.”

Instantly awake, good hand flying, “what? You
made me tell you all these things when you already knew?”

“I had an account from a woman who may or may
not choose to tell me the truth. It’s not unreasonable to collect
more.”

Frustrated, “you know Sylvia. She does not
lie!”

Calmly points out, “and yet I would not have
named her on a list of who might manage to bring you to heel. How
do I know what other surprises she might be hiding?”

Of course I am offended, but choose not to
engage. “Either way, you have the story. Are we done?”

“Hardly,” she smiles, but gets up with a
wink, strides out.

I am going to guess she means torturing me,
rather than anything more.

Sinking into my pillow, close my eyes. Soon
am recalling how things turned their last corner with Sylvia, some
of the details it did not seem necessary to share.

Little by little she was there through my
worst days after the Comtesse, everywhere. At the Tavern. Here for
cooking lessons. We had a dalliance or two, then I got hold of
myself. But still, I suppose I came to rely on her more and
more.

After Dillon, quite pregnant, alone, also
that she is Seth’s daughter, of course we moved her in.

Even then things were still quite in order,
above board.

Afterward she was around the house more with
the baby. At meals. Stopping by to bring me a taste of what she and
Cook had made. Or a drink. Stopping to chat when she had time.

One night, very late, me not entirely sober,
she stopped by my office. We talked of the day. She rested on my
desk facing me, while I tilted back in my chair, feet up. After a
bit of chatter, “I don’t know if I ever thanked you.”

“I can’t imagine what for?” to make
conversation.

“For what you did. Seth swears it wasn’t him,
I think he’d tell me, or at least hint.” Focused those light,
bright blue eyes on me.

Looking away, “his debt caught up with him.
Though I wish it had been elsewhere,” honest. “Less reminders for
you.”

One of those moments when quiet Sylvia
switches into someone far from docile. “I don’t mind, to me it’s a
solid reminder that there are good, strong people here who will do
things, difficult things, to protect others.”

Though slightly charmed, let slip my
lingering dissatisfaction with their union. “I would have preferred
it wasn’t necessary to begin with.”

A bit surprised, possibly hurt. “It made
sense at the time.”

Shifting feet to the floor, “I think I could
have talked it over more with you once I knew your thoughts. I
should have guessed what might happen.”

“That quiet Dillon would turn out to be a
bastard of a husband?”

“Of course not!” Thinking, mind a bit swirly.
“More so, I honestly didn’t see it coming, you deciding to marry
like that to begin with.”

Arms out, “I needed movement, of any kind,
mooning over you day and night while you barely blinked! Either you
were to feel more comfortable, or I would start a new life, or
both.” Pondering. “I suppose it is my own fault in a way. He knew I
didn’t love him. Turns out men’s egos are too fragile for
that.”

A familiar stripe of anger rises behind my
ears, “that does not give him, or anyone, the right to lay hands on
a woman like that. Pregnant no less!”

Blushing. “He did not know who it was I loved
instead of him, only that I did. His upsets often started with him
accusing me of carrying someone else’s child.”

“What!” Sitting up. “Sylvia! Why did you
never say anything?”

“I thought I had made my bed. You had already
told me it was ridiculous, to then go and complain to you?” shakes
her head.

“We would have helped you sooner, prevented
some of what you went through had we known how bad it was!”

“I didn’t want your attentions out of pity.
Or for you to ever think that was my plan.”

I did not think it, would not, do not mark
her as that kind of woman. “Well I am sorry, for all of it. Any
part I played.”

Eyes soft, “truly all of it?” Lashes
fluttering. “I do not regret our parts, please don’t think so.”
Shapely leg only inches from my knee, “I would go right back there
if you only said it.”

“Sylvia.”

Hands folded in front, almost as though to
keep them from roaming. “I am here now, all the time. It could be
very convenient.”

Not the most terrible thought, only, “and yet
you still have the same father.”

“I think he could get used it, if he sees me
happy – that’s all he wants.”

For two seconds, tried to imagine it, ended
up more envisioning a bullet between my eyes. “I can’t believe
it.”

Expression brightening, “are you saying if he
were to approve, or at least not throttle you, there is a
possibility you would revisit our prohibition?”

In my state I am not sure I understand. “Are
you saying if I were to give it a nod, you would want to pick
things up?”

Fully standing up, trailing a finger down my
lower leg. “I am saying the kiss in the wagon, and all that
followed are still the most amazing things I have experienced,”
flushing a bit.

Well now, there’s something I haven’t heard
lately. Quite flattering. Thinking it impossible anyway, flippantly
tease, “you get Seth’s approval, we might talk.”

“But wait,” waving a finger, “do I have your
word, if he most wants me happy? I would not suffer bringing it up
without that.”

“Betwixt and between,” I joked, getting to my
feet. Being late, I moved for the door, and we left it there as I
crawled off to bed on my own.






Only a few days later, Sylvia came to my
room. Moved to the small desk where I was writing, put her hand out
to bid me stand. Not understanding, I complied. Pressing herself
full in, she kissed me. “I have kept my end of the bargain, now
will you?”

I didn’t remember the conversation, at least
not right away. “I’m sorry,” stepping away, “what was that?”

She reminded of the discussion, and further
that Seth came around to say she deserved happiness, given all.
Unsure of longer thoughts, he decided that as all good people were
involved, what could be said against it? Then cautioned her about
my nature. With a warm smile, reached out for my collar, “there are
no bullets with your name on them – now what will you do?”






I did manage to resist for a bit. Everything
was so intertwined I worried how things would go when the two of us
soured, what on earth we would do.

She revisited things here and there,
sometimes caressing, a few more kisses. By my side most of the time
as it was - the notion of someone steady, reliable, yet bright and
fun, eager to put down roots, unlikely to leave, began to feel like
a fresh chance. Why was I holding back?

And so it was like that, barriers lowered, it
became a kind of slide down a slippery slope into her arms. It
didn’t feel like a choice as much as water on a rock, smoothing the
surface, creating a channel. Eventually it felt like not fighting
was a brilliant new way to be in the world.

I did not address Seth directly on the
matter, but could tell from his twitching mustache that she had,
indeed, made good on her side of things.

Over time we settled in. And Maria become the
center of our group’s universe, a kind of commonality that helped
us all forge our way.







 Day
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I wake up with a start, registering what the
Comtesse said during our talk. She is staying for the foreseeable
future? And they all had some kind of discussion?

As much I want to ride, am still quite sore,
and it would be risky with only one arm of good use.

Instead I bide my time until Gabriel stops
by. “What is this ridiculousness about all of you talking behind my
back?”

Smiling, “to be fair you were not entirely
conscious a good deal of the time.” When I try to glare he squares
up. “Renna. The woman does not want to leave, or even think of it,
while you are hurt.”

“What business is it of hers?”

Sitting down, he takes a breath. “Because I
also love you, I am going to say this. You two clearly still love
one another, you are wasting your time to pretend otherwise.”

“It is possible that familiarity, the ties of
past events, there is a bond in that. But I wouldn’t call it –
”

Waving a hand, “I was there Renna, I saw it.
When that scoundrel insulted her, your half collapsed self, stood
straight up. When he insulted her again – you slit his throat. Just
like the other one before! Worse, actually, since we would have
liked to ask many more questions of him.”

Catching sight of movement, it is the
Comtesse who moves through the doorway. It is difficult to know
what she heard. “You are awake.” To Gabriel, kissing his cheek,
“hello darling.” I blink. What is this? What happened when I was at
the Camp for only a few days? Looking me over, proceeds to check
the wound, move my arm around. “Hm.”

“What does that mean?” I ask.

“You need to move it more, it feels
stiff.”

“I know perfectly well how to deal with a
bullet wound!”

Comtesse looks at our mutual friend the way
she used to, “Gabriel, why is she always so difficult?”

“She’s been through a lot lately,” most
likely joking about all the changes here, as much as my arm.

“Ah,” smiling.

The door opens again and Sylvia steps in,
fumbles, “oh, my, excuse me.”

“No, no, no,” the Comtesse, moving quickly
for her still recovering self, seizes the new arrival’s elbow.
“Please come in.”

Looking at Gabriel, the newly arrived takes a
hesitant step. “I can come back later.”

Well, this is interesting.

The Comtesse, seeing my expression laughs,
“Renna, do relax. I have already spoken to the girl. We are quite
in agreement.” Sylvia looks nervous, Gabriel smirks, I am confused.
“We are all adults, we can manage,” smiling.

Having no idea what that might mean, I sit
back, feeling sleepy.

Gabriel fills the awkward space, “we are an
odd little family – but family none-the-less!”






I wake up in my bed feeling trapped. Move my
arm to a bolt of pain, remember the situation. I would give
anything to ride right now, but it is still unwise. Wild Dove would
be an excellent tonic for my restless soul.

Recollection of the visit earlier slowly
floats back. Is all of this really possible? To have them all here
this way? Can we all co-exist calmly? Then the next logical
thought, is the Comtesse so moved on from how we once were as to
live here like this? And if that is what I say I want, why does it
sit so heavy.

Deciding I have been down long enough, get
up, get myself roughly dressed with one arm. Move carefully out
into the hall, dark house.

Hearing loud goings on, follow the sound to
the kitchen. Standing a little before, off to the side, listen in.
They are all there – Cook, Seth, Maria, Gabriel, Sylvia, and yes,
the Comtesse – and quite festive. Talking, laughing, probably
drinking. Good lord, what is happening under my roof?


 Day
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I struggle through a bit more time, then head
for the barn on a warm sunny morning.

Seth eyes me, “seems a little early yet? Or
are you just here to see Bourbon?”

Noticing Obsidian is not in his stall. “I did
think to ride.”

My manager shakes his head. “Not wise just
yet. If you fall on that arm - ”

Of course I know it. Even if I manage to
handle myself, something unexpected can always happen. “Are they
out?” nosing toward the empty stall.

“First time,” he nods. Seeing my concerned
face, “she looks good, definitely still sore and all that. But sat
the saddle pretty well. And they will go slow.”

“Quite impressive.”

“It is.” After a moment, takes a few steps my
way. “Not entirely my place, but can I ask what the long term plans
are?”

“Well,” bemused, “I don’t seem to be making
them. You might ask Sylvia, she is probably more aware than I
am.”

“Her and not the other one?” then looks
embarrassed for having said it.

Letting out a breath. “Seth. I know the
situation has become complicated. But I assure you, Sylvia’s place
here, and my gratitude for all she does, has done, have not
changed.”

He nods. “It must be difficult though,
everyone here.”

Shrug, “I seem to be the only one troubled
about it, honestly. The rest seem to have formed, or re-formed some
kind of alliance.”

Reflecting. “Well they were quite thick while
you were away that time.” Meaning when I disappeared into the
woods.

“Whatever it is, let’s just hope it holds
until it is time for her to go.”

Eyes up, “you think she will leave?”

“Well I would imagine, at some point? If she
can resume her, er, travels, especially. While certainly still
healing, is gaining strength. I would think she’d want to be on the
move well before the snow flies.”

“That’s not all that long now,” oiling a
bridle as we talk.

“No not entirely.” Feel a bit of a thunk
inside. While I have made myself clear on the Sylvia issue, maybe I
have also gotten used to the other being here - running into her
now and again? Even as I think this, she and her gallant steed move
into view beyond the paddock. Of course she wears the flowing white
blouse that I remember too well, and always causes my breath to
catch - even to now. They may move more slowly than days past, when
she would lay low, flying with handsome Obsidian - but they surely
still cut a fine silhouette. All of which does nothing for my
restlessness, and I certainly do not want to be here when they
arrive, if I have any hope of getting adjusted. Turning, say my
goodbyes. “Thank you for the chat, and good advice. But I will have
to ride soon.”
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