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Part One - Kisses & Starlight

Chapter 1
Butte Meadows, Nebraska - May 1852
Sunlight streamed through the dusty windowpane, catching tiny fragments of dust swirling in its golden beams. Siobhan, perched on the window seat, traced patterns on the fogged glass. Her gaze, however, remained fixed on the long, winding trail that stretched toward the distant horizon. It was there, on that dusty path, that her father's silhouette would soon appear, marking his return from his latest venture.
Six months had passed since Atticus Kelly, Siobhan's father, had uprooted their family from the familiar cobblestone streets of Philadelphia and deposited them on the untamed frontier of Nebraska. Driven by a sense of purpose, he had taken on the role of an Indian agent, a position that promised adventure and, he believed, a chance to build a brighter future.
Eadaoine, Siobhan's mother, however, harbored a deep resentment towards this new life. The rugged beauty of the vast plains held no appeal for her. This was a land devoid of refinement, a wilderness unfit for a lady, let alone the raising of a proper daughter.
Atticus, on the other hand, found solace in the boundless expanse. He breathed in the crisp air with an almost reverent joy, seeing in this untamed landscape a canvas of possibility, a place where their family could forge a new destiny.
Siobhan, caught in the middle of their conflicting views, eagerly awaited her father's return. He always brought with him tales of his encounters with the Indians, stories filled with excitement and a culture vastly different from her own. Despite Eadaoine's protests, Atticus refused to shield his daughter from the realities of their surroundings. He believed in honesty and understanding, and Siobhan thrived on the knowledge he shared.
A speck appeared on the distant horizon, growing larger with each passing moment. A thrill of anticipation shot through Siobhan. “Papa!” she cried, the word tumbling from her lips. She sprang from the window seat and raced out onto the porch, her long red hair streaming behind her.
As the wagon rumbled closer, the tension in the air grew thick. Eadaoine stepped out onto the porch, her stance rigid, her expression a mask of disapproval. “Atticus.” Her voice, laced with icy disdain, cut through the air like a sharpened blade. “Where have you been?”
Atticus, his face weathered by the sun but warmed by a genuine smile, dismounted from the wagon and met his wife's gaze. His embrace, as he pulled Siobhan close, held a silent reassurance. “There was trouble at the fort.” He explained, his voice a soothing balm.
“Trouble?” Eadaoine's voice sharpened. “Why can't the army simply eradicate those savages and be done with it?” The word hung in the air, heavy with prejudice.
“They are not savages, Eadaoine.” Atticus countered, his voice gentle but firm. “They are people, just like us, struggling to survive in a harsh land.”
Siobhan watched the exchange, a familiar ache settling in her chest. The arguments between her parents, once muted whispers behind closed doors, now echoed openly, tearing at the fabric of their fragile peace. A silent witness to the chasm growing between them, she felt a crushing sense of helplessness.
As Atticus tended to the weary horse and Eadaoine retreated into the house, a knot of worry tightened in Siobhan's throat. She set the table for dinner. In the quiet solitude of the approaching evening, she longed for the warmth of a united family, a yearning that seemed to grow stronger with each passing day, a happy memory fading in the face of their present discord.
Chapter 2
Butte Meadows, Nebraska - May 1852
When they first arrived in Nebraska, Siobhan's father had taken them to Ft. Laramie, where she caught a glimpse of a few Indians. Ever since then, she had yearned to see them again. Glancing over her shoulder, Siobhan observed her mother engrossed in her sewing. She had been pleading with her father to take her out to see the Indians for months. Before her father could respond, her mother firmly refused. Undeterred, Siobhan was determined to see them.
Quietly, she lifted the tarp that her father had tied over the back of the wagon, running her hands across the scratchy wool blankets. Squeezing between the wooden frame and the blankets, she pulled the tarp down. Within minutes, she heard her parents conversing, and then her father's footsteps drawing closer to the wagon. Soon, the cart lurched forward, and she nestled against the blankets, drifting off to sleep as the wagon bounced steadily.
“Siobhan!”
The sound of her name jolted her awake. She looked up to see her father peering down at her, his expression one of astonishment.
“What are you doing in there?” He pulled her out of the wagon and set her down beside him.
“I wanted to come with you and see the Indians.” She explained, her eyes scanning the expansive camp with curiosity.
“You know your mother is going to be very upset with you,” he cautioned sternly.
“Your daughter has a curious heart.”
Siobhan looked up at the man speaking. Taller than her father by several inches, he wore a tanned leather shirt adorned with intricate decorations along the neckline. His waist-length hair was tied back with three feathers.
“Charging Horse, this is my daughter, Siobhan,” Atticus announced, his voice filled with pride.
Siobhan, her heart pounding with a mixture of nervousness and excitement, stepped forward. “Nice to meet you, Sir,” she greeted politely, offering a small curtsy, the way her etiquette lessons had instructed.
Charging Horse regarded her with a warm smile, his dark eyes crinkling at the corners. He spoke a few words in Kiowa, then, he gestured toward a group of children playing nearby. Their laughter and excited shouts drifted across the camp, beckoning Siobhan closer.
Atticus chuckled softly. “He invites you to play with them.” He explained. “Go ahead, they want to include you.”
Siobhan hesitated for a moment, unsure. Yet, the curiosity burning brightly within her outweighed her apprehension. With a nod of thanks to her father, she extended a tentative hand towards the nearest child, an older girl with braids adorned with colorful beads. A smile bloomed on her face, instantly welcoming the younger visitor. She spoke a few rapid words in Kiowa, then reached out and clasped Siobhan's hand in a firm grip.
Siobhan, despite the language barrier, understood the gesture. It was an invitation, a warm welcome into their game. Together, they walked hand-in-hand, weaving through the maze of teepees towards the open meadow.
There, under the vast expanse of the blue sky, a group of children were engrossed in a lively game. Siobhan watched, captivated, as two boys took turns throwing long sticks at a series of netted hoops propped upright in the grass. Their throws were accompanied by shouts of encouragement and playful jabs. When one boy finally managed to land his stick through the center of a hoop, a joyous eruption of cheers filled the air.
Siobhan, though unsure of the exact rules, felt the infectious energy of their play. The older girl squeezed her hand, her eyes sparkling with mischief.
“Come play.” She asked, her voice surprisingly clear, though accented.
Siobhan's face lit up with a grin. “How do you play?” She inquired, picking up a discarded stick from the ground.
The girl giggled and patiently demonstrated the game with a series of gestures and a few Kiowa words. Siobhan, eager to participate, followed her instructions with a determined focus. Taking a deep breath, she launched the stick through the air. It sailed through the open space, narrowly missing the center of a hoop.
A collective gasp escaped the group of children, followed by a chorus of excited shouts. Siobhan's cheeks flushed with a mixture of surprise and delight. Despite her lack of skill, her attempt had been met with encouragement, not scorn.
After several more attempts, the older girl reached out and took Siobhan's hand once again. This time, she led her towards a different group of children, gathered in the shade of a large teepee, their fingers busy weaving intricate patterns with colorful beads.
The girl giggled at Siobhan's attempt at her Kiowa name. “Close enough,” she said. “It means Sweetgrass Woman in your words. This is A:cáui Dáu:gya,” she continued, pointing to the other girl beside her. “We call her Song Bird.”
Siobhan's eyes widened in fascination. “Your names are beautiful.” She breathed, feeling a surge of warmth in her chest. “My name is Siobhan.”
Song Bird, tilted her head, her dark eyes curious. “Sha-von?” she repeated, mimicking the sound carefully.
“A:cáui Syânde.” Sweetgrass Woman motioned for the girl to join them. The girl, who seemed around Siobhan’s age, crept closer shyly and sat down beside the visitor. Her jet-black braids were adorned with fewer beads than the others, and her clothes seemed worn, but her eyes shone with a quiet curiosity.
“You live here?” Siobhan asked, surprised to see another white girl among the Kiowa children.
The girl nodded shyly. “My parents died,” she replied in a barely audible voice.
“What was your name before?” she inquired gently.
“Camille.” The girl whispered as she reached out to touch the girl’s bright red hair.
“She is my sister now.” Sweetgrass Woman interjected, her voice filled with a fierce protectiveness. “We found her lost and alone on the plains a few moons ago. Now, she is A:cáui Syânde, Little Bird, one of us.”
Siobhan watched as two young men approached the group, their voices deep and their conversation punctuated by gestures. Sweetgrass Woman engaged them in conversation, her smile fading into a serious expression. The taller of the two men glanced at Siobhan with a piercing gaze, then pointed towards her and spoke something to Sweetgrass Woman.
Suddenly Siobhan found herself the center of attention, a knot of unease forming in her stomach. What were they talking about? Did it have anything to do with her being there?
“Dè hàdêl?” The tall one asked.
Siobhan watched as they spoke quickly in words she didn’t understand. His pointing and loud words made her suddenly uneasy.
“What is he saying?” Siobhan’s whispered voice asked, her eyes flitting between the two young men and Sweetgrass Woman.
The other boy, shorter and with a gentler demeanor, looked at her with curiosity. He spoke a few calming words to the taller one, then turned to Siobhan with a reassuring smile.
“He asks who you are.” He explained in Lakota, then seeing her confusion, switched to accented English. “Don't worry, he just wants to know why you're here with us.”
Siobhan released a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. “Oh,” she murmured.
“I am Aunháde Gúl.” The tall man introduced himself, gesturing to the other boy with him. “T’àu:páu Kopé.”
The older boy whispered something to Sweetgrass Woman resulting in a smile reappearing on her face. She grasped his hand and followed him, leaving the younger boy behind, with Little Bird and Siobhan. 
“What’s your name again?” Siobhan asked as the boy sat down in the grass next to where she and Little Bird sat. 
“T’àu:páu Kopé.”
“T-ah-pa Ko-pay-eye?” Siobhan tried pronouncing his name but her tongue struggled.
“It means Running Buck.” The boy explained.
Throughout the years, the tribe had encountered many white captives, but none with the color of hair she possessed—a hue reminiscent of autumn leaves before the snowfall. 
Chapter 3
Butte Meadows, Nebraska - May 1852
Siobhan huddled in her room, her stomach grumbling in protest, but her appetite overshadowed by the storm brewing downstairs. Listening to the echoes of her parents' argument. She despised these moments of discord, especially when she felt responsible for inciting them.
Returning from the Kiowa village with her father only worsened the situation, finding her mother in a state of hysteria. Sent to her room, she strained to catch the heated exchange from behind her cracked bedroom door.
“If you would only come with me, Eadaoine, you might understand,” Atticus pleaded, weariness etched on his face as he sank into his well-worn chair at the table.
“I understand plenty from those wretched newspapers!” Her mother, Eadaoine, retorted, the sharp clatter of dishes reaching Siobhan's ears. “I certainly don't need any firsthand experience, thank you very much! And I absolutely will not have my daughter—”
“She's nearly eight, Eadaoine. You underestimate her. Siobhan is capable of forming her own opinions.” Atticus interjected, a hint of frustration weaving through his words.
“She is a child!” Eadaoine's voice rose, laced with a tremor of fear. “She should be adorned in lace and taffeta, playing with dolls like other girls her age, not… not cavorting with savages in the dirt!”
Siobhan couldn't hold back any longer. Tears blurring her vision, she pushed open the door, her small voice trembling yet firm.
“Mama,” she stammered, stepping into the room. “There are girls like me there.”
Eadaoine turned, her face a mask of disapproval. “No, Siobhan,” she said, her voice clipped and cold. “They are not like us.”
“There's a white girl named Camille,” Siobhan persisted, her hand reaching out hesitantly towards her mother.
“See, Atticus? You expose her to these barbarians who probably stole that poor child and subjected her to who knows what horrors!” Eadaoine's voice laced with a mixture of fear and outrage.
Siobhan winced. “Her parents died, Mama,” she explained softly, her heart swelling with empathy for Camille. “They took her in.”
“Dead or alive, that child is better off away from them!” Eadaoine countered, her voice laced with a sharp edge.
Siobhan opened her mouth to interject, but before a single word could escape her lips, a fierce grip clamped onto her arm.
“No, I will not hear another word of it!” Eadaoine exclaimed, her voice shaking. Her grip tightened, fear morphing into anger. “You are forbidden from having any contact with them, Siobhan. Do you understand me?”
“But that's not fair!” Siobhan cried out, tears welling up in her eyes. A spark of defiance flickered in her gaze, a tiny ember challenging the raging storm that was her mother's anger.
Atticus, sensing the rising tension, stepped forward and gently pried Eadaoine's hand from their daughter's arm. “That's enough, Eadaoine.” He said firmly, his voice laced with a quiet authority. “Go back to your room, Siobhan.”
Siobhan cast a tearful glance at her father, a silent plea for understanding hanging in the air. With a heavy heart, she turned and retreated to the safety of her room, the weight of her mother's disapproval settling on her heavily.
Chapter 4
Butte Meadows, Nebraska - August 1852
Siobhan bounced beside her father on the wagon bench, a thrill coursing through her veins. After weeks of tense arguments, her father had finally convinced her mother to allow visits to the Kiowa village. The town offered few companions her age. While she had a handful of school friends, her mother had strictly forbidden her from visiting their homes or inviting them over. So, the prospect of spending time with the Kiowa children was like a burst of sunshine through a long, dreary winter.
The distant village came into view, a collection of teepees nestled amongst the rolling plains. Siobhan spotted Little Bird waving enthusiastically from the outskirts. The wagon lurched to a halt, and Siobhan practically leaped off the bench, wasting no time in racing towards her friend.
“Why didn't you come with your father sooner?” Little Bird greeted her with a warm smile, the gap between her front teeth adding to her charm.
Siobhan's smile faltered slightly. “My mother wouldn't let me.” She confessed in a hushed voice.
Little Bird's brow furrowed in confusion. “Now we will be friends.” She declared, grabbing Siobhan's hand and tugging her towards the village.
“How old are you?” Siobhan asked.
“Nine years.”
“I’m almost eight.”
“You are already taller than me!” Little Bird giggled and pulled a piece of dried apple from a pouch hanging at her waist. “Here, you want?”
Siobhan accepted the offering with a grateful smile. “Thank you.” She said, taking a tentative bite.
Little Bird grabbed her hand again, her bright blue eyes sparkling with excitement. “Come with me!” She urged, leading Siobhan through the encampment.
Laughter echoed in the air as they raced through fields of golden grass, finally reaching a cool, inviting creek. Little Bird wasted no time, shedding her buckskin dress and splashing into the shallow water with the other children.
“Come on in!” Little Bird yelled back, beckoning Siobhan closer.
Siobhan approached the water cautiously, the coolness reaching out to her from the bank. Taking a deep breath, she dipped her toes in, surprised by the refreshing sensation. It was much colder than she expected it to be.
“It's freezing!” Siobhan exclaimed with a laugh, pulling back her foot.
“Bay soy aum!” Little Bird teased, splashing water towards Siobhan. “Hurry up!”
The sound of a sharp voice made them both turn. Sweetgrass Woman, a stern expression etched on her face, stood a few paces away.
“A:cáui Syânde!” She called out in Kiowa, her voice laced with disapproval.
Little Bird scowled back at her in defiance, but said nothing. She paddled swiftly across the dammed section of the creek, reaching the larger pool beyond. With a practiced agility, she clambered onto a large rock, puffing out her chest and crossing her arms as she waited for Siobhan to join her.
A smile tugged at Siobhan's lips, but it was fleeting. A knot of worry tightened in her stomach. She longed to join Little Bird but the water’s depth caused her distress. She carefully unbuttoned the worn calico dress and folding it neatly, she placed it on a smooth, sun-warmed rock near the bank.
Suddenly, a new voice shattered her quiet thoughts. Siobhan whirled around, her heart leaping into her throat. It was the lanky boy she met last time she visited. He stood at the water's edge, wading in with surprising ease.
His gaze flicked between Siobhan and Little Bird, whose defiance seemed to falter under his scrutiny.
“You can't swim?” He asked Siobhan, his voice gentle.
Siobhan shook her head nervously, the water suddenly seeming much deeper than before.
“Like this.” He explained, moving his arms slowly through the water.
Hesitantly, Siobhan mimicked his movements, feeling the cool water lap against her arms. Buoyed by encouragement, she began to feel a little more confident.
“Good!” Running Buck exclaimed, his smile widening.
Little Bird, impatient as ever, called out from the other side of the creek to hurry as she was becoming impatient. Running Buck, sensing Siobhan's apprehension, offered a helping hand. “I help you.” He said, extending his arms towards her.
Siobhan stared at him for a moment, her fear battling with the desire to join her friend. Slowly, she reached out and grasped his wrists, the warmth of his skin a stark contrast to the cool water. As began to walk deeper, the water level rising quickly swirled around her chest. Panic began to rise in Siobhan's throat.
“No I can’t!” She blurted out. “I don't want to go all the way across!”
“You will be… Ok.” Running Buck soothed, his voice calm. His brow furrowed as she tried to speak her language. “Kick.”
Siobhan squeezed her eyes shut and followed his instructions. As she kicked, a strange sensation filled her. For a moment, it felt like she was suspended, weightless, cradled by the cool embrace of the water. A giggle escaped her lips as she peeked open one eye.
“Hàu!” Running Buck encouraged her, his smile beaming.
When her feet finally touched the bottom on the other side, a wave of relief washed over her. She let out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding.
“Thank you.” She said breathlessly, her fear replaced by a newfound sense of accomplishment.
Running Buck shrugged, his smile sheepish. “Sorry you were afraid.” He mumbled. “The English is not good like Áuso̱dau Má.”
As Siobhan looked around, she noticed a group of older boys splashing and yelling near the other bank. Their laughter, however, seemed strained, and they kept throwing hostile glances in Running Buck's direction.
Curiosity piqued, she turned back to Running Buck. “Why did they do that?” she whispered, noticing the way his jaw clenched with frustration.
Running Buck hesitated, then shrugged. “We are not friends.” He said simply. 
“Why not?” Siobhan pressed.
Running Buck looked away, a shadow crossing his features. “It is this way.” He muttered dismissively.
“We are friends right?” She slowly moved into the shallower water.
“Hàu.” He smiled and nodded. “We are friends.”
Chapter 5
Butte Meadows, Nebraska - August 1857
Five years. Five summers had stretched out before Siobhan like an endless, dusty plain, mirroring the one that stretched beyond their isolated homestead. Nothing had changed. Her parents remained locked in their silent battle, her father's stubborn refusal to return to the East a constant weight in the air, and her mother's melancholy a suffocating presence that clung to the very walls of the house.
The morning chores were a blur – feeding the chickens, collecting eggs still warm from under their feathery bodies, churning butter until her arms ached. As she scrubbed the wooden table on the back porch, the rising sun beat down relentlessly, turning the sweat on her brow salty. Just as she was about to resign herself to another day of solitude, a shout, carried on the crisp morning air, shattered the monotonous silence.
Siobhan's head snapped up, ears straining to identify the voice. A familiar figure crested the rise in the distance, a flash of color against the muted tones of the landscape. Little Bird, her dark braid swinging wildly, sprinted towards the house, a wide grin plastered on her face. Excitement, tinged with a spark of concern, washed over Siobhan. Maybe today wouldn't be so bad after all.
Then, her gaze fell on the figure trailing behind Little Bird. Running Buck. His usual stoic demeanor was present, but a flicker of something unreadable flickered in his dark eyes as their gazes met briefly across the distance. He moved with a measured pace, a stark contrast to Little Bird's enthusiastic dash. Curiosity piqued, Siobhan put down her rag and hurried to meet them
“Siobhan!”
Scrambling to her feet, Siobhan brushed the clinging dirt from her dress. There, at the edge of the clearing, stood two figures that instantly banished her boredom. It was Little Bird and Running Buck. Even his usual stoic demeanor replaced by expression excitement.
“Little Bird, Running Buck!” Siobhan exclaimed, a mixture of curiosity and surprise coloring her voice. She had never seen any of the Kiowa so far from their camp. “What brings you all the way out here?”
“You didn't join your father last time.” Little Bird exclaimed as she enveloped Siobhan in a hug.
“I was ill.” Siobhan explained.
“You are better now?” Running Buck’s voice was laced with concern.
“Yes.” Siobhan nodded with a smile. “I'm glad to see you both.”
“We've missed you too!” Little Bird smiled and linked her arm with Siobhan’s.
“Come with me,” Siobhan whispered, taking Little Bird's hand instinctively.
Her mother's unpredictable moods made her cautious. It wouldn't do for her to be caught cavorting with her Kiowa friends, especially so far from their usual grounds. With a shared look of understanding, Siobhan led them deeper into the trees, following a barely-there trail that snaked between towering red rock formations.
The air grew cooler there, dappled sunlight filtering through the leaves of a cluster of ancient oak trees. Running Buck, ever nimble, reached a low-hanging branch and hoisted himself onto the sturdy limb with practiced ease. Turning back, he extended a hand to help Siobhan and Little Bird join him.
Nestled comfortably on the sturdy oak branch, Siobhan swung her legs back and forth, the breeze whispering secrets through the leaves. “This is my haven,” she confided, her voice dropping to a hushed tone. “A place to escape... especially when my parents quarrel2 .”
Running Buck's brow furrowed in confusion. “Kwaw-ruhl?” He inquired, the unfamiliar word rolling off his tongue.
Siobhan chuckled ruefully. “It means 'argue'.” she explained. “Seems like that's all Papa and Ma ever do anymore.”
A heavy sigh escaped her lips as she shifted her gaze towards the vast expanse of the canyon. “They just want different things, you see. Papa loves the open plains, the freedom it represents. Ma, well, she dreams of returning to Philadelphia.”
Little Bird, perched beside Siobhan, tilted her head in curiosity. “Where's Philadelphia?” she asked, her eyes wide with wonder.
Siobhan smiled, picturing the bustling streets and towering. “It's a place with a lot of people, and a lot of noise. I barely remember it anymore.”
“My brother visited Fort Laramie.” Running Buck chimed in, his voice regaining its usual confidence. “He said there were many people there.”
Suddenly, Little Bird's eyes sparkled with excitement. “Running Buck is going on his vision this week!” She announced, bouncing slightly on the branch.
“What is that?” Siobhan looked Running Buck curiously.
“I will go far away, four days.” Running Buck gestured towards a nearby ridgeline. “No food and water, seeking guidance from Da'-kiH.” He looked at Little Bird for help.
“The Great Spirit.” Little Bird happily spoke the English word.
“I will have a vision.” Running Buck said proudly. “When I return, I return as a man.”
“You're barely older than I am.” Siobhan chuckled.
Running Buck’s face flushed a deep crimson at Siobhan's amusement. He knew things moved slower in the white folks' world. Fifteen winters might seem young to her, but in his tribe, it marked the passage into manhood.
Chapter 6
Butte Meadows, Nebraska - August 1857
Siobhan barely waited for her father to bring the wagon to a halt before she leaped from the bench. Her anticipation turned to concern when she didn't spot Little Bird, but her spirits lifted when she saw Running Buck strolling towards her, a smile lighting up his face.
“Where is Little Bird?” Siobhan inquired eagerly.
“She's being punished,” Running Buck chuckled softly. “Come, follow me.”
“What did she do?” Siobhan hurried to catch up with Running Buck as they made their way towards the familiar clearing by the creek.
“I'm not sure.” He replied, unlacing his leggings and slipping off his moccasins. “I overheard Áuso̱dau Má and my brother's loud voices last night. She has to scrape hides until they are smooth, she will be busy until night fall.”
Their conversation flowed easily as they reached the water's edge.
“It's still strange that your brother and Áuso̱dau Má are married.” Siobhan remarked, a mischievous note in her voice.
Running Buck chuckled. “What do you mean by strange?”
“Unusual, I guess.” She clarified, stepping out of her dress and placing it on a nearby rock with a pile of discarded clothes.
“Why unusual?” He prodded further, his gaze lingering on her.
Siobhan shrugged, a touch of self-consciousness creeping in. “Because I used to play with her, and I've never had a playmate marry before.”
“She was sixteen.” Running Buck explained, his voice softer than usual. “My brother had waited three years, to take her as his wife.”
A teasing smile returned to Siobhan's face. “I suppose now that you've had your vision and become a man, you'll be getting married soon too.”
“Siobhan—” Buck raised an eyebrow, a playful glint mirroring her own.
“There's that girl who always wears a green belt.” Siobhan giggled as Running Buck began to chase her. “I think she likes you! Or maybe her friend, she's cute too!”
“You'd better run fast!” Running Buck called out, chasing after her with mock ferocity.
“You'll never catch me, T'àu:páu Kopé!” Her laughter echoing through the clearing.
Emboldened by his teasing pursuit, Siobhan reached the rocky outcrop overlooking the deep creek. Memories of others leaping from the ledge danced in her head, a thrill coursing through her. Today felt different. Today, she wouldn't be a scared spectator.
Taking a deep breath, Siobhan stood at the edge of the rock, the wind whipping her hair. Below, the water churned, a mesmerizing swirl of blue and green. Hesitation flickered in her eyes, but a newfound determination pushed it aside. She glanced back at Running Buck, a silent challenge in her gaze.
With a shout, Siobhan launched herself into the air. The wind rushed past her ears as she plummeted towards the water, a mixture of fear and exhilaration coursing through her veins. But then, the water rushed up to meet her, a cold shock that knocked the breath from her lungs.
Panic seized her as she struggled to stay afloat, the playful teasing forgotten. Through the blurry water, she saw Running Buck dive in without hesitation, his powerful strokes propelling him towards her. Relief washed over her as he pulled her close, his strong arms a lifeline in the churning water.
“Siobhan, no!” He sputtered, his voice laced with worry. “I didn't see you come up. I thought...”
Siobhan, coughing and spluttering, managed a weak smile. “I learned to swim, remember?”
They clung to each other for a moment, the adrenaline slowly receding. A comfortable silence settled between them, broken only by the sound of the gurgling water.
“You shouldn't have scared me like that.” Running Buck said finally, his voice stern but his eyes filled with concern.
“I just wanted to prove I could do it.” Siobhan mumbled, her bravado momentarily deflated.
Running Buck pulled back slightly, his gaze searching hers. Over the past year, he'd noticed a shift in their relationship. The playful camaraderie they once shared had been tinged with something more, a flutter in his chest whenever their eyes met, a longing he couldn't quite explain. He'd dismissed it as a natural part of growing up, of witnessing the bonds between men and women in his tribe. But seeing her fear, seeing her vulnerability, a new feeling bloomed in his heart, a protective urge that intertwined with the growing affection.
“And I'm not marrying the girl with the green belt.” Running Buck chuckled as he playfully pushed her head under the water.
Disoriented, she sputtered and surfaced, hair plastered to her face, a mixture of annoyance and amusement sparkling in her eyes. Siobhan coughed and swam towards the edge of the water.
Running Buck's grin faltered for a moment, a warmth that spread from his core to his fingertips. As he reached out to help her from the creek. As their hands met a jolt of electricity shot through him, sending a shiver down his spine. It was a feeling unlike anything he'd ever known, a confusing tangle of protectiveness, a yearning to be closer, and a sweetness that left him breathless.
“Are you alright?” He asked, his voice softer than intended.
Siobhan met his gaze, a question lingering in her own depths. “I'm fine.”
She whispered, the vulnerability in her voice pulling at his heartstrings. But the sudden intensity of his emotions left him flustered. He retreated a step, the playful banter dissolving into a tense silence.
“I wouldn't hurt you, Siobhan.” He blurted out, the words tumbling from his lips before he could stop them.              
Suddenly, compelled by an inexplicable urge, Running Buck leaned forward. The space between them closed in a blink, his breath warm against her lips. Before Siobhan could even register what was happening, his lips met hers in a clumsy, fumbling kiss. It was a fleeting touch, innocent and tender, yet it sent a spark shooting through her, leaving her breathless.
As quickly as it began, the kiss ended, leaving them both flushed and speechless. Running Buck stared at her, his dark eyes wide with confusion, mirroring the questions within Siobhan’s eyes.
Chapter 7
Butte Meadows, Nebraska - October 1857
The muffled sounds of her parents' argument seeped through the pillow, a stark contrast to the joy Siobhan had hoped for on her birthday. Frustration and disappointment settled heavily in her chest. With her father's departure and the slamming of the door behind him, she knew she couldn't bear another moment indoors. It was her thirteenth birthday, a special day that should be filled with laughter and light, not the suffocating weight of her parents' arguing. Determined to find solace in the beauty that always soothed her, Siobhan threw on her warmest coat and snuck out the back door.
Her favorite spot, a small plateau overlooking the vast canyon, beckoned her with the promise of a breathtaking sunset followed by the quiet serenade of the stars. As she sprinted across the meadow, her breath catching in her lungs with exertion, a familiar figure perched on the edge of the plateau caught her eye.
“T'àu:páu Kopé?” She called out
He turned, a warm smile spreading across his face as he rose to meet her. “I hoped you would come.” He greeted, his voice carrying across the distance. “It is your name day.”
Siobhan's smile widened. “You remembered.”
“Of course.” He replied, extending a small, intricately woven bag towards her.
“What's this?” she inquired, her curiosity piqued.
“A gift for you.” He answered simply.
She eagerly unraveled the bag's contents, her fingers tracing the intricate pattern of a circular beaded rosette. The colors – vibrant reds, oranges, and blues - mirrored the hues of the setting sun perfectly.
“It's beautiful.” She breathed, an awed smile gracing her lips as she lifted the rosette to admire it. “I can't wait to wear it.”
He gestured towards her neck. “Let me.”
Siobhan nodded, her cheeks flushing slightly as she held still. His fingers, surprisingly gentle, brushed against her skin as he carefully fastened the rosette around her neck. The warmth of his touch sent a shiver down her spine, a new and unfamiliar sensation.
“I love it.” She whispered, her voice barely above a murmur. “Thank you. I'll cherish it always.”
“You're welcome, Siobhan.” He replied, a soft smile gracing his lips.
They lay down in the grass on their backs, side by side in comfortable silence, the only sounds the gentle rustling of the wind through the tall grass and the distant chirping of crickets. The sky above them transformed into a breathtaking canvas of stars, each twinkle a tiny spark against the endless sky.
Running Buck reached for her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers. His touch felt warm and reassuring, grounding her in the present moment.
“Siobhan—” He began, breaking the silence. His voice was low and serious, a stark contrast to his usual playful demeanor.
Siobhan turned to face him, her full attention captured by the sincerity in his dark eyes. His gaze held a depth she hadn't noticed before, a mixture of nervousness and hope that sent a flutter to her stomach.
“Hmm?” She responded, a question lingering in her voice.
He hesitated for a moment, his brow furrowed as if searching for the right words. “Will you be my wife?” He finally blurted out, the question tumbling from his lips in a rush.
Siobhan couldn't help but burst into laughter at the unexpected proposition. Thirteen was a young age for marriage talks in their tribe, and the seriousness of his voice juxtaposed against their playful banter struck her as humorous.
“T'àu:páu Kopé, I am only thirteen.” She said. “My parents won't let me marry for quite a while.”
“I'll wait.” He rolled onto his side and touched her cheek softly. “Aim own p'ayle doe.”
“What does that mean?”
He touched his chest then touched hers.
“Me too.” She smiled.
“Then you'll be my wife.” Running Buck's declaration wasn't a question.
Siobhan rested her head in the crook of his arm and looked up at him. Her parents would never allow such a union. Yet, a truth bloomed in her heart, as undeniable as the constellations shining above. She wouldn't, couldn't, love another the way she loved him.
Silence descended, heavy with unspoken emotions. Running Buck's gaze held hers, searching for a response, a flicker of hope in his dark eyes. Their usual banter, filled with playful jabs and childhood laughter, seemed a lifetime ago. He leaned closer, the warmth of his breath tickling her cheek. The air crackled with a new kind of awareness, a current that sent shivers dancing down her spine.
Siobhan, her heart pounding a frantic rhythm against her ribs, closed the distance between them. Her kiss was hesitant at first, a mere whisper of lips brushing against his. The innocence of their childhood bond intertwined with the awakening awareness of something deeper, a yearning that resonated within them both.
Chapter 8
Butte Meadows, Nebraska - October 1857
Impatiently, Siobhan watched her father eating breakfast, knowing he was going out to visit the Kiowa, and she wanted to leave before her mother got up. It was always easier to avoid a fight altogether.
Three weeks had passed since her birthday, a seemingly endless stretch of time punctuated only by the memory of Running Buck's tender kiss. She had only been able to visit the Kiowa camp once since then, and on that occasion, Running Buck was away on a hunt with his elder brother, leaving a gnawing emptiness in her chest.
“Siobhan.” Atticus cleared his throat, disrupting her internal monologue. His voice, usually warm and gentle, held a hint of apprehension.
“Yes, Papa?”
He set his mug down, his blue eyes filled with a mixture of concern and a strange indecisiveness. “I've been thinking about things, and I believe that at your age, you should be engaging in activities more typical for girls your age.”
Siobhan's smile faltered. “What do you mean, Papa?” She inquired, a flicker of unease settling in her stomach.
“I mean that I've been taking you along on my ventures, and you haven't had the chance to develop your own interests.” Atticus explained, his voice laced with a note of apology.
Siobhan felt a surge of frustration bubble within her. “Are you referring to visiting the Kiowa?” She asked.
Atticus hesitated before nodding. “Yes, among other things.” He confessed, a frown creasing his brow. “I just think it's time for you to focus on something here, or find a hobby more suited for...”
He trailed off, unable to finish his thought. Siobhan knew exactly what he had been about to say and bristled at the implication. “More suited for who?” She interrupted, her voice rising slightly.
“Siobhan—”
“Papa, what is this about?” She pressed, her gaze fixed on him.
Atticus took a deep breath, his shoulders slumping defeatedly. “You're too old to be going there now.” He mumbled, shaking his head. “It was fine when you were a child, but those boys have grown into young men, and the way they look at you...”
“Papa—” Siobhan began, her voice barely a whisper.
“No, Siobhan, you don't understand these things.” He cut her off, his voice tinged with a hint of desperation. “These people start families young. I don't like the way they look at you. It makes me nervous.”
The door creaked open, and Eadaoine swept into the room, her usually vibrant emerald eyes narrowed into a glare. “Who is looking at my daughter in what way?” She demanded, her voice laced with icy fury. “Your filthy savages?”
Siobhan winced at the venom in her mother's voice. The use of such a derogatory term sent a fresh wave of anger surging through her.
“Mother!” She exclaimed, unable to contain her growing frustration.
“I was just thinking that since Siobhan is coming of age, she should be engaging in more appropriate activities.” Atticus sighed as he finished the last bite of his breakfast.
“Well, I'm glad you've finally come to your senses!” Eadaoine said firmly, her lips twisting into a smug smile.
Atticus looked at his wife and daughter, his heart heavy with the weight of their disagreement. He understood Eadaoine's concerns. Siobhan was on the cusp of womanhood, and the Kiowa traditions of early marriage did little to ease his anxieties. Yet, he also recognized the deep bond Siobhan shared with the tribe, especially with Running Buck and Little Bird. He had witnessed their friendship blossom over the years, and a part of him admired the connection they shared. But he had seen the way the young man had begun to look at his daughter. He knew all too well that look.
“Well I’ll make arrangements with my family.” Eadaoine said firmly. “They will be more than happy to take us in until we find a suitable home in Philadelphia.”
“Mother, no!”
“Mind your manners!” Eadaoine hushed her daughter. “See? Talking back? She's almost as wild as those savages she's been running around with.”
“I don't think moving across the country is the solution.” Atticus interjected.
“Atticus, you are more than welcome to stay here and enjoy your time with your feathered friends if you like. We are going back to Philadelphia.”
Chapter 9
Butte Meadows, Nebraska - November 1857
Atticus disembarked the wagon and sighed as he waved solemnly to Charging Horse. A sigh escaped his lips, heavy with the weight of a battle lost. He had delayed his visit, clinging to a sliver of hope that Eadaoine might relent. He had argued passionately, championed Siobhan's right to choose her path. Yet, Eadaoine, fueled by fear had been immovable. Their journey east severed not just a physical distance, but the fragile threads of their already strained family.
“Your daughter isn’t with you.” Charging Horse waved as his friend pulled the wagon with supplies into the camp.
Atticus bit back the emotions that clearly played across his face. “Her mother took her back east.”
Charging Horse placed a comforting hand on Atticus' shoulder. Years etched on his face spoke of a life seasoned by the harsh realities. “There are things beyond our control, Sáuihé:dàu ‘tah day.”
Atticus nodded, his gaze dropping to his worn boots. “I know.” He rasped, the words catching in his throat. “But it feels like I failed her.”
“You have not failed.” Charging Horse countered firmly. “You instilled in your daughter a strong spirit, a curiosity for the world. These are gifts that will stay with her, no matter where she goes.”
A flicker of hope sparked in Atticus' eyes. He looked up at the chief, his voice tinged with gratitude. “You truly believe that?”
“I do.” Charging Horse affirmed.
The weight of their conversation hung heavy in the air as Little Bird emerged from the teepees, her dark braids bouncing with every step. Her large brown eyes, filled with concern, landed on Atticus.
“Where is Siobhan?” She asked, her voice barely a whisper.
“Her mother took her back to her family in Philadelphia.” He replied somberly, his voice thick with emotion.
The news hit Little Bird like a physical blow. Siobhan was her closest friend, a constant companion in their games and explorations. Tears welled up in her clear blue eyes, threatening to spill over.
Running Buck materialized beside her, his face hardening as he overheard the conversation. The confirmation of his worst fear settled over him like a shroud. “For how long?” he asked, his voice devoid of its usual vibrancy.
“She ain’t coming back son.” Atticus said plainly.
Running Buck clenched his jaw tightly, his face a mask of stoicism. He understood his dear friend Little Bird’s pain, the pain of a severed connection. But to him, the loss felt like a piece of his own soul being ripped away. The memory of Siobhan's kiss, a tender promise etched in the starlight, burned brightly in his mind. What was he to do now?
Part Two – Dust & Moonlight
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Chapter 10
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania - April 1866
The lawyer's visit hung heavy in the air. His words echoed in her ears. Words like estate and inheritance. It felt like a cruel dream after the year of nightmares that had been her reality. Uncle Shamus, the only family she had left, the kind anchor in the storm of her grief, was gone. Now, this letter, his final words, offered a fragile comfort.
Her fingers trembled as she unfolded the worn paper. Uncle Shamus's familiar handwriting filled the page, each word imbued with a warmth that seemed to radiate from the paper itself.
“Siobhan,” it began, “If you are reading this, dear girl, I'm no longer with you, and for that, I am deeply sorry.” Tears welled in her eyes, blurring the ink. “The short time that we have had to get to know each other has truly been the greatest years of my life.”
A bittersweet smile touched Siobhan's lips. Though their time together was short, it had been a refuge after the storm of the war and her mother's passing. The letter continued, “As you know, the war took so much from all of us...”
The mention of the war ripped a fresh wound in Siobhan's heart. The war had woven itself into the very fabric of her life. Back when the conflict began, she'd been far away, a pampered student at the Female Academy in Missouri. Her mother, ever obsessed with social standing, had insisted on Siobhan's education as a means to secure a “suitable” husband.
But the war had a way of shattering societal constructs. When news of the first casualties reached them, Siobhan felt a stirring within her. She craved to help, to do something meaningful.
Ignoring her mother's disapproval, Siobhan packed her bags and returned to Pennsylvania, seeking refuge with Uncle Shamus. There, she found not just a haven, but a purpose. She spent most of her days at the local hospitals, tending to the wounded soldiers who flooded in, their bodies broken, their spirits shattered. When she wasn't at the hospitals, her hands were busy with needle and thread, mending uniforms and creating comfort items for the soldiers at the Christian Collation for Women.
The war had hardened Siobhan's resolve and awakened a deep well of compassion within her. It was a time she wouldn't forget, a time that had shaped who she was.
The letter continued, “...As you know, my own dear wife passed away, and I never had a family of my own. I've thought of you as a daughter these past years we have gotten to spend together...”
The urge for oblivion battled with a flicker of curiosity within Siobhan. Tears streamed down her cheeks, blurring the final lines of her Uncle's letter. Sitting at his desk, the worn leather worn smooth from years of use, her gaze drifted to the decanter beside an inkwell. Bourbon. It wasn't her drink, but a desperate part of her craved its numbing warmth. Unfortunately, the decanter was as empty as the space Uncle Shamus left in her life.
With a sigh she replaced the decanter on its tray. A clatter startled her. A small, ornately carved wooden box, lay toppled on the corner of the desk. Curiosity, flickered to life. She picked it up, noting the faded script on the label: “Atticus Kelly.” Why did her uncle have a box from her father?
Dusting off the years, she carefully opened the box. Inside, nestled amongst aged tissue paper, lay two envelopes. Her heart lurched. With trembling fingers, she unfolded the letter addressed in her father's handwriting.
Chapter 11
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania - April 1866
May 24th, 1865
My Dearest Siobhan,
The news has finally reached these dusty plains, my girl – the war is over, thank the good Lord! Relief washes over me. I pray this letter finds you and your mother well and safe, nestled in the comfort of your Uncle Shamus's home.
My plans, however, have undergone a sudden shift. Just as I was preparing to embark on a northbound train for Pennsylvania to see you and my brother, I received word of a new treaty and promises of land from the government have scattered many of the Lakota from their lands.
Knowing their struggles and the challenges of starting anew on unfamiliar ground, I felt duty-bound to offer my assistance. They may face unscrupulous land grabbers or struggle to adapt to a new situation. My knowledge of their language and customs, meager though it may be, could prove invaluable in these early days.
Therefore, with a heavy heart but a clear conscience, I must redirect my course westward. I will spend some time with the Lakota people, ensuring their well-being and offering whatever guidance I can. Fear not, my darling daughter, my journey to see you, and your beautiful mother is merely postponed, not forgotten. I will write again as soon as I have a clearer picture. Until then, hold onto the joy of peace and the knowledge that I carry you both in my heart.
With all my love,
Your Father
Siobhan shook her head, a fresh wave of grief washing over her. The familiar disappointment in her father's words mirrored the emptiness that had haunted her for years. He spoke of duty and helping others, noble sentiments, yet they rang hollow in the face of his consistent absence.
Her mother's voice, laced with a lifetime of resentment, echoed in her mind, “He's a dreamer, Siobhan, always chasing some cause or another. Never a thought for the wife and child left behind.” A bitter truth Siobhan had come to understand all too well.
Her father's letter, dated just over a year ago, spoke of visiting her after the war's end. A pang of anger shot through her. Where had he been all these years while she toiled at hospitals, her heart heavy with the horrors of war. He hadn't been there when her mother took ill, or when she passed. He hadn’t been there when his own brother took his last breath.
A tear escaped, tracing a warm path down her cheek. She understood his dedication to helping others, a quality she admired. But what about his own flesh and blood? The promise to see her “as soon as I can” felt like a cruel echo of all the unfulfilled promises of the past. Siobhan carefully folded the letter, tucking it away with a heavy heart.
Her father, it seemed, was a man defined by good intentions and a trail of broken promises. She would have to find a way to move forward, to build a future for herself in this world alone.
Chapter 12
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania - April 1866
Siobhan carefully tucked her father's letter back into the box. She briefly wondered why her uncle would have hidden this from her. Mostly likely to spare her the further disappointment in her father. The second letter, nestled beside the first in the worn box, seemed to beckon her. With a shaky breath, she grasped the second letter and scrutinized the writing. The elegant script, unfamiliar yet oddly comforting, was a stark contrast to her father's more rugged hand.
Her bones ached as she pushed herself to her feet, the worn wooden floorboards creaking beneath her worn slippers. She crossed the room, and nestled beside the warm fireplace, Siobhan sank down, the plush cushions offering a welcome comfort. The dying embers in the grate cast dancing shadows across the room. Unfolding the letter gently, Siobhan's breath caught in her throat. When she saw Little Bird’s given name at the bottom.
January 25, 1862
Mr. Kelly       
I hope this letter finds you well. My name is Camille, and I had the pleasure of playing with your daughter Siobhan at the Kiowa village when we were children. I was known as Little Bird, the white girl with long black hair and blue eyes. I write to you in the hopes that you might help me reconnect with your daughter. We shared a special friendship, and I would be grateful for the opportunity to know her again.
Life has taken me on quite a journey since my days with the Kiowa. I'm now settled in St. Joseph, Missouri, with a wonderful husband by my side. It's brought back so many memories, and Siobhan often comes to mind. I can only imagine how much life has changed for her as well. If it wouldn't be too much trouble, dear Mrs. Kelly, could you please pass this letter on to her? I would cherish the chance to reconnect after all this time.
Thank you for your kindness and assistance.
Sincerely,
Camille Barlow
Siobhan laid the letter down on the arm of the chair and with her eyes closed she struggled to remember the smile on his face, the warmth in his eyes. With the passage of time her memories of her father had faded along with most of her memories of the Kiowa village.
She had only heard from her father once before. She remembered the day it arrived, the year she and her mother had moved from Nebraska to Pennsylvania. Back then, a naive fourteen-year-old, she'd devoured the letter, each word etching itself onto her memory with the sharp pain of a branding iron.
Her father wrote of Red Bear and Sweetgrass Woman expecting their first child, a joyous occasion overshadowed by the next sentence. T'àu:páu Kopé, her childhood love, was to be betrothed to Little Bird. The news had shattered her young heart.
Siobhan had clung to the whispered promises they'd shared beneath the vast Nebraska sky, promises that now felt like childish dreams. For months, she'd been inconsolable, a torrent of grief .
At thirteen, she may have understood intellectually that it was the way of his people, but the knowledge did little to soothe the ache in her heart. Now, at twenty-two, a seasoned perspective had replaced her childhood naivety. She recognized he was a man with desires and responsibilities, not just a playmate who promised to wait forever. They were children then, and life, it seemed, had a cruel way of taking unexpected turns.
Taking a deep breath, Siobhan shook her head, a silent admonishment for the flicker of jealousy that still pricked at her. She truly wished them happiness, both Running Buck and Little Bird. Excitedly, Siobhan rushed back to the desk, her steps light on the creaking floorboards.
She pulled a sheet of paper from the desk drawer, the crispness a stark contrast to the aged letters in the writing box. Dipping the pen in the inkwell, a smile played on her lips. Barlow? It was a curious name, a stark contrast to the Kiowa names she held dear in her heart.
She wondered about the life Running Buck and Camille had built for themselves. She indicated they were living in Missouri, did they have children? Siobhan readily put pen to paper, eager to reconnect with a piece of her past.
Chapter 13
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania - April 1866
Dear Camille,
How my heart soared when I received your letter! Not only to learn that you are safe and sound, but also to hear of your happiness in marriage. There is no one I would wish greater joy for than you, my dearest friend.
My path leads me south in the coming weeks. I shall be volunteering at hospitals in southern Pennsylvania, tending to the wounded left by the war that has ravaged our nation. Perhaps, by some stroke of fortune, our paths could once again converge?
Please write to me at this address. It is my most sincere hope to see you again! Give Running Buck (I'll have to use his English name as I do not know how to write his Kiowa name) a warm embrace from me. May your life together be overflowing with love and laughter.
Your truest friend,
Siobhan
Chapter 14
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania - May 1866
Dear Siobhan,
Your letter brought such joy, for I hate to say it, I resigned myself I would never hear from you again. By the time this reaches you, I imagine you're well-rested after your hospital duties. The war may be over, but the wounds it left behind, no doubt, remain. Tending to those who fought for our nation must have been a harrowing experience.
Your bravery, ever-present since childhood, surely served you well. Perhaps, over steaming cups of tea, you can regale me with tales of these heroes (both the soldiers you cared for and yourself).
There is however, a tiny wrinkle that needs ironing out, my dear friend. The man who holds my heart, is my husband William Barlow. We crossed paths at Fort Laramie, and his kindness and love continue to be the sunshine in my life. I never dreamed of finding a man like him and look forward to building our family together.
A flicker of delight danced in my chest when your letter mentioned Running Buck. As fate would have it, our paths crossed several years ago while I was traveling to St. Joseph with William. He was working for the Pony Express, that was before the war of course. I have kept in touch with him, though not as well as I should. 
But enough about me! Your letter has reignited a spark from our childhood, and frankly, Siobhan, I can't wait to catch up properly. Upon receiving this letter, I implore you to consider booking a ticket westward. Imagine it – a grand reunion in St. Joseph! William and I would be overjoyed to host you. We have a spare room, and there's always enough laughter and conversation to fill the house to bursting.
Think on it, my dearest friend. A visit from you would be the brightest spot in our year.
With enduring affection,
Your Faithful Friend,
Camille
Siobhan furrowed her brow, perplexed by the revelations unfolded. Why hadn’t Camille and Running Buck married? Had life simply taken them down different paths, or was there something more? Had the war taken him from her? Who was this man, William Barlow? Questions swirled in her mind like a mental carousel of confusion.
Part Three - Celestial Alignment
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Chapter 15
St. Joseph, Missouri - June 1866
The rhythmic clickety-clack of the approaching train was a welcome divergence to the nervous energy thrumming through Camille. William chuckled, watching her pace the platform with the impatience of a child waiting for Christmas morning.
“Honey,” he drawled, his voice warm and teasing. “Pacing ain't gonna make that train arrive any quicker.”
Camille whirled around, a playful glint in her brown eyes. “Ha! Here it comes!” She exclaimed, pointing excitedly down the tracks.
A plume of white smoke billowed into the clear sky, announcing the arrival of their long-awaited guest. William straightened his tie and brushed a speck of lint from his jacket, a touch of anticipation replacing his amusement.
“So, what does your friend look like?” He asked.
“Goodness, William!” Camille chided, her voice laced with mock offense. “Haven't you been listening to a word I’ve said? I haven't seen Siobhan since we were mere children, twelve or thirteen at most.”
William playfully raised his hands in surrender.
“She was quite pretty,” Camille reminisced, her gaze drifting to the approaching train. “She has curly red hair and brown eyes.”
“Sounds unfortunate.” William teased, unable to resist a playful jab.
Camille swatted his arm playfully but couldn't hold back a smile. “Billy!” She scolded. “Honestly, you're impossible sometimes.”
“Maybe we should just hold up a sign with her name on it.” He suggested, feigning seriousness. “Red hair, brown eyes, troublemaking cohort.”
Camille's playful frown deepened, but before she could retort, a wave of excitement surged through her. “There she is!” She exclaimed, pointing towards the disembarking passengers.
William turned, his breath catching slightly in his throat. A tall, slender woman, with long auburn hair cascading down her back in loose curls, emerged from the bustling crowd. Her wide-set brown eyes, framed by lashes that seemed impossibly long, scanned the platform with a mix of apprehension and anticipation.
“Terribly unfortunate, isn't she?” Camille said, a smug smile playing on her lips.
William sputtered, struggling to find his voice. “She's… well, she's…”
Camille's smugness only increased. “Siobhan!” She called out, waving enthusiastically.
The woman's head snapped towards the sound of her name, and a flicker of recognition sparked in her eyes. A wide smile broke across her face, and with a joyous cry, she rushed towards Camille.
Their reunion was a whirlwind of hugs, laughter, and excited chatter. Years may have passed, but the bond forged in their childhood remained strong.
“I barely recognized you!” Siobhan exclaimed, pulling back from the hug, her eyes sparkling with affection. “You look so different!”
“I have to say, I wouldn't have recognized you either, but your hair gave you away.” Camille replied with a playful smile.
“You must be William.” Siobahn turned to the man at Camille’s side.
“Billy, please.” He corrected with a smile, extending his hand for a shake. “It's a pleasure to finally meet you, Siobhan.”
Siobhan grasped his hand firmly, her smile warm and genuine. “Nice to meet you, Billy.” She replied.
“I've heard a lot about your adventures with my wife.”
“Oh, I bet you have!” Siobahn chuckled, amusement dancing in her eyes.
As Siobhan reached for her trunk, William stepped forward. “Let me take that bag for you.” He offered.
“Thank you.” Siobhan smiled and linked her arm with Camille’s. “Did Camille tell you the time she got poison oak all over her bottom and had to—”
“No, I don't think we need to tell that story.” Camille interrupted quickly, her cheeks flushing a rosy pink.
“I haven't heard that one!” Billy laughed.
Siobhan burst into laughter. “I can't believe you didn't tell him that one Camille! I guess I'll just have to leave some stories a mystery.”
Camille rolled her eyes playfully, but there was a hint of relief in her expression. The ice had been broken, the awkwardness of introductions melted away by a shared laugh. As they walked towards the waiting wagon, Siobhan’s eyes scanned the bustling station, taking in the sights and sounds that were vastly different from the quiet streets of Philadelphia.
“So, tell me everything, Siobhan!” Camille prompted, her voice filled with curiosity. “What’s life been like in the big city?”
Siobhan sighed, a flicker of weariness crossing her face. “It’s been… different.” she admitted. “There’s opportunity, that’s for sure, but it’s a far cry from the freedom of the open prairie.”
“I can imagine.” William nodded as he helped Camille and Siobhan settle onto the wagon’s bench. “St. Joseph isn’t the prairie but sometimes it seams suffocatingly small.”
“But trust me, it has its charm.” Camille chimed in.
The carriage rumbled to life, the rhythmic clatter of the horses’ hooves a comforting sound as the city’s noises fading into the background. As they journeyed towards Camille and William’s home, Siobhan regaled them with tales of her life in Philadelphia. The bustling streets, the constant stream of people from all walks of life, the challenges and rewards of her work during the war – it all painted a vivid picture, both exciting and overwhelming.
In turn, Camille and William shared stories of their life in St. Joseph. William, a successful merchant with a passion for antiquities, spoke of the joy of unearthing hidden treasures. Camille, ever the free spirit, recounted tales of exploring the nearby countryside, discovering hidden waterfalls and breathtaking vistas.
The conversation flowed easily, punctuated by bursts of laughter and reminiscing about their childhood adventures. They recalled sun-drenched days spent exploring the vast Nebraska plains, the thrill of horse races over rolling hills, and the comfort of sharing secrets beneath a star-studded sky.
As dusk settled, casting long shadows across the landscape, the wagon pulled into a quiet residential street. A charming two-story house with a porch swing and a vibrant flower garden greeted them. The sight brought a smile to Siobhan’s face, a stark contrast to the towering brick buildings that lined the streets of Philadelphia.
As she climbed down from the wagon, Siobhan took a deep breath of fresh air, the scent of honeysuckle and freshly cut grass filling her senses. It was a far cry from the polluted air of the city, and it felt invigorating.
“We’re so glad you’re finally here.” Camille said, wrapping her arm around her friend’s shoulder.
“Thank you.” Siobhan replied, squeezing Camille’s arm. “I’m so glad to see you again.”
Inside the house, a warm and inviting atmosphere welcomed them. The delicious aroma of freshly baked bread filled the air, emanating from a cozy kitchen. A cheerful woman with kind eyes and a welcoming smile greeted them.
Chapter 16
St. Joseph, Missouri - June 1866
The next few days were filled with exploration. Camille and William showed Siobhan around St. Joseph, its bustling markets, charming shops, and hidden gems. They ventured out into the surrounding countryside, where Siobhan rediscovered the beauty and freedom she craved. They picnicked by a cascading waterfall, the sound of rushing water washing away the city's anxieties. They rode horseback across rolling hills, the wind whipping through their hair, a familiar thrill that rekindled memories of childhood races.
One afternoon, Camille led Siobhan to a hidden meadow bursting with wildflowers. Siobhan knelt down, running her fingers through the soft petals, the vibrant colors a stark contrast to the muted palette of Philadelphia. A sense of peace washed over her, as though a piece of her heart had finally returned home.
“Can I ask you something a bit personal?”
“You are my oldest friend, of course you can.”
“I was surprised you and Billy haven't had any children yet.”
“We had two, but—”Camille sighed. “But they didn't live longer than a couple of days.”
“Oh, Camille, I'm so sorry.”
“We aren't giving up.” Camille smiled.
“You'll be a great mother.” Siobhan hugged her and sat down in the lush grass.
“Thanks.”
The sky above them was a canvas of blue, punctuated by fluffy white clouds that drifted aimlessly overhead. Camille and Siobhan lay sprawled on the soft grass, their laughter echoing across the vast meadow. They were once again children, free from the burdens of responsibility and the weight of the past.
“There, a bear!” Camille exclaimed, pointing a playful finger at a particularly shapeless cloud.
Siobhan, squinted upwards. “A bear?” She chuckled, her voice tinged with amusement. “Looks more like a racoon.”
Camille dissolved into laughter. “Oh, Siobhan!” She laughed, clutching her stomach.
A wave of nostalgia washed over Siobhan. This simple act – lying beneath a boundless sky, weaving stories from wisps of cloud – it was pure childhood, a stark contrast to the horrors she'd witnessed during the war. Here, with Camille, she could shed the weight of the world and reconnect with a part of herself she'd thought lost forever.
They continued their game, identifying mythical creatures and fantastical scenes in the ever-changing shapes of the clouds. A mischievous grin tugged at the corners of her lips.
“There!” She announced, pointing towards a wispy cloud formation. “A buffalo herd, stampeding across the prairie!”
Camille’s smile wavered for a fleeting moment. The word “buffalo” hung heavy in the air, a silent reminder of the past she desperately tried to forget. Fragments of memories flickered – the warmth of the Kiowa tribe's embrace, the chilling terror of approaching hunters… then, a gaping chasm of forgotten events surrounding Rock Creek.
It was a blank space in her mind, a missing piece of the puzzle. She remembered stopping in Rock Creek, but what transpired there remained shrouded in a thick fog. Back then, illness was cited as the reason for the memory lapse. But even when pressed, Buck had remained tight-lipped about their time together. His silence only fueled the simmering mystery within her.
Siobhan, sensing Camille’s unease, reached out and squeezed her hand gently. “Hey,” she murmured, her voice soft with concern. “Are you alright?”
Camille blinked rapidly, forcing a smile. “Just... lost in the clouds for a moment.”
“Clouds or memories?” Siobhan smiled knowingly.
“Look! A soaring eagle!” Camille quickly pointed at the bird in flight.
The eagle, a symbol of strength and resilience, was a welcome distraction for them both. Together, they watched the eagle soar through the vast expanse of sky, its wings catching the sunlight.
“Why didn’t you look for T’àu:páu Kopé when you were taken to Fort Laramie?” Siobhan asked tenetivly.
The mention of Running Buck's Kiowa name hung heavy in the air, a jolt to the comfortable rhythm of their conversation.
“After you left, and after the buffalo hunters…” she trailed off, her cheeks flushing a faint pink. “Well, when Billy came into my life I just knew he was the one.”
Siobhan raised a questioning eyebrow. “I'm not judging, Camille. It's just... unexpected.”
“There was never any love between Buck and me.” Camille clarified, her voice firm. “We had a deep respect for each other, but…” She sat up, meeting Siobhan's gaze.
“My father told me you were to marry.” Siobhan sat up and looked at Camille with a confused expression on her face.
“We were.” Camille conceded, squeezing Siobhan's hand gently. “And I'll always cherish the memories we shared. But Buck was… haunted. He wasn’t the same after you left.”
Siobhan's brow furrowed as Camille's words echoed in her mind. A weight settled on her chest, a familiar ache for a past she cherished. Though years had passed, Running Buck wasn't, easily forgotten. She'd often thought of him, picturing him grown, maybe even happy with a life of his own.
Siobhan's brow furrowed as Camille's words hung in the air. A disquiet she couldn't ignore stirred within her. Had the warmth they shared as children been deeper, more significant than she'd allowed herself to believe? To her, it had certainly been profound. The memory of that heartbreak, sharp even after all these years, was a testament to that.
Over the years, Siobhan had built a shield around her heart, a defense mechanism against the persistent ache of loss. She'd convinced herself that the love she had for T’àu:páu Kopé was nothing more than childhood fondness, a way to keep her grief at bay. But Camille's words, like a battering ram against the carefully built wall, unearthed a torrent of memories, stronger and more vivid than ever. The bitterness and resentment, long buried but never truly extinguished, began to rise.
“Even years later, when we crossed paths, I saw it in his eyes.” Camille continued, a hint of sadness in her voice. “Not love, but a well of sorrow and unspoken regret.”
“Regret?” Siobhan echoed, a crease appearing on her forehead.
“For things that were beyond his control.” Camille sighed. “After you left, the village was attacked by buffalo hunters.”
Siobhan reached for Camille's hands, her own trembling slightly. The warmth of their touch offered a flicker of solace amidst the storm of emotions swirling within them. Camille's eyes welled up, tears threatening to spill over. Though years had passed, and she had long convinced herself she'd come to terms with the events that followed their separation – the agonizing months until she was taken to the fort – the memory still held the power to wound.
“I’m so sorry.”
“It’s how I met Billy.” Camille wiped away her tears and smiled. “I wouldn’t take that back for anything.”
Siobhan squeezed Camille in a tight hug. “You two are the most perfect couple. The envy of the town, I'm sure.”
“Thank you.” Camille beamed, a hint of self-consciousness creeping into her smile. “Why haven’t you married yet? Or is there a beau at home waiting?”
“No, not all.” She laughed realizing that Camille sounded a lot like her mother did. “I guess time got away from me with the war.”
“You never know, perhaps you’ll find a young man out here in St. Joe.” Camille teased.
As Siobhan recounted her adventures at the academy in Missouri, Camille found her attention drifting. A small white lie sat heavy on her conscience – the claim of having no contact with Buck. The truth was, he was closer than Siobhan realized, just a couple of days' ride away. In fact, Camille and Billy had already hatched a secret plan. They'd surprise Siobhan with a visit to Buck's place, a reunion for the three of them after a decade.
The prospect of seeing Siobhan's face light up with joy was a thrill in itself, but Camille couldn't deny a flicker of excitement for Buck's reaction as well. The years had passed, and she held onto the innocent affections of their childhood, hoping this surprise would possibly rekindle a spark.
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“She's a wild thing, isn't she?” Billy exclaimed with a chuckle, his eyes gleaming with amusement as Siobhan sped past their wagon on horseback. Her laughter, carried on the wind, echoed across the valley.
Camille smiled wistfully. “She always has been.” A shadow of sadness flickered across her face for a fleeting moment, a memory of the tearful goodbye etched in her mind. “It’s why her father sent her away.”
Billy placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, his gaze softening. “I’m sure he wanted what was best for his daughter.”
“I guess so.” Camille nodded, the harsh truth of his words settling in her chest.
Siobhan urged her horse faster along the dusty trail. The wind whipped through her auburn braids, carrying the scent of sagebrush and wildflowers. The sun beat down on her back, but Siobhan barely registered the heat. It was a welcome contrast to the damp, coal-choked air of Philadelphia, where she spent most of her days. Here, in the vast expanse of land, she felt a sense of exhilaration she hadn't experienced in years.
As they rounded a bend in the trail, she spotted a weathered wooden sign proclaiming “Eagle Canyon – 2 Miles.” A smile bloomed on her face. Eagle Canyon held a special place in their childhood memories. It was a hidden oasis, a place where they’d spent countless hours exploring hidden caves and chasing elusive butterflies.
Siobhan slowed her horse to a trot as they entered the small town of Eagle Canyon. Everything here seemed to move at a slower pace, a welcome change from the frenetic energy of the city. Unlike the towering brick buildings and cobbled streets, she was accustomed to, Eagle Canyon boasted simple wooden structures with porches overflowing with colorful flower boxes. People strolled by, their faces etched with the lines of hard work and weathered by the sun. They made eye contact with her, offering friendly nods and smiles – a stark contrast to the hurried anonymity of city life.
“How do you like it?” Camille asked, pulling the wagon alongside Siobhan. Dust motes danced in the sunlight filtering through the canvas top.
Siobhan took a deep breath, savoring the scent of fresh bread and wood smoke that hung in the air. “It's lovely,” she said, her voice filled with genuine warmth. “It has such a peaceful feel to it. I can definitely see why you wanted to come here.”
“I knew you'd love it!” Camille beamed. “Billy and I are going to head into the general store and stock up on some supplies. Would you mind staying with the wagon and the horses for a bit?”
“Not at all.” Siobhan replied, dismounting and tying the reins to a hitching post. As Camille and William jumped down from the wagon, she couldn't help but notice a conspiratorial glint in Camille's eyes.
Billy raised a questioning eyebrow at his wife. “So what's your plan?”
Camille's smile widened. “I don't know yet!” She teased, pushing him playfully towards the store. “Would you just get in there and give me a couple of minutes?”
Siobhan watched them go, a mixture of amusement and curiosity swirling within her. Something was definitely brewing, and she couldn't wait to find out what it was. Leaning against the side of the wagon, she glanced around the bustling town square. Children chased each other with squeals of delight, a blacksmith hammered away at a piece of red-hot metal, and a group of cowboys lounged on a nearby bench, swapping stories. It was a scene straight out of a dime novel, yet undeniably real.
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Buck squinted through the grime-coated window of his office, the afternoon sun turning the dusty street outside into a shimmering mirage. Movement in the distance pricked his attention. A covered wagon, pulled by a pair of sturdy bays, rumbled into town. A knot of anticipation tightened in his gut. Camille, his closest friend, never just passed through Eagle Canyon without a stop. They’d built a tradition of gossip-filled afternoons fueled by lukewarm coffee, a welcome respite from the monotony of frontier life.
Yet, a disquieting silence hung in the air. No familiar wave from Camille, no booming greeting from William. They steered the wagon straight for the general store, leaving Buck feeling like a forgotten character in a forgotten play. Unease gnawed at him. Had he done something to offend them? The silence pressed in, suffocating.
He snatched his hat, the worn leather a shield against the sudden rise of emotions. Stepping out into the afternoon heat, the creak of the swinging door echoed behind him like a mournful sigh. His boots kicked up puffs of dust as he crossed the street, each step fueled by a growing sense of urgency.
As he neared the boardwalk, a glint of red sliced through the hazy afternoon light. Red. His breath caught in his throat, a cold dread settling in his stomach. Memories, long buried beneath layers of responsibility and the harsh realities of life, clawed their way to the surface. Images of a skinny girl with fiery hair and laughter that could rival a summer storm, a girl named Siobhan, flooded his mind.
Buck remained rooted to the spot, a war raging within him. The woman, her back offering a tantalizing glimpse of a past he'd carefully compartmentalized, paced a restless path on the weathered boardwalk. Her hand, hesitant at first, then with a confidence born of familiarity, reached out to stroke the nose of a chestnut mare. He watched, transfixed, as the animal nuzzled into her touch, a silent communion that spoke of a deep bond.
Buck's breath hitched. The resemblance was uncanny. The fiery mane of red hair cascaded down her back in soft waves. His gaze traced the elegant line of her neck, the familiar dimples that used to drive him half-mad with a mix of longing and teenage awkwardness.
As if sensing his scrutiny, the woman turned. Time seemed to warp and bend around him, the dusty bustle of the town fading into a muffled hum. Their eyes met, and he felt his heart race. Her smile. He would never forget that smile. The same smile that used to light up his world with a brilliance. It was a smile he'd spent years trying to forget, a smile he hadn't dared to believe he'd ever see again.
He hadn't realized he was staring at her until her eyes made contact with his and she smiled at him. He missed her smile. Not wasting a moment, he quickly walked towards her and took his hat off.
“Good day, Marshal.” Siobhan mumbled, her cheeks flushing under the man's intense gaze. Self-consciousness prickled at her skin, a sensation amplified by the unfamiliar weight of his eyes on her. She stole a glance at the badge pinned to his worn leather vest – a silver star gleaming against the fabric.
A prickle of recognition crawled up her spine, a feeling both unsettling and strangely comforting. It was in the way he held himself, a quiet strength radiating from his broad frame. The years had etched lines on his face, lines that spoke of hardship and responsibility, but something deeper remained. She studied him intently, searching for a flicker of recognition in his brown eyes, a spark that mirrored the boy she remembered.
Did those crinkles at the corners, barely visible now, deepen into the same mischievous smile that used to steal her breath? The high cheekbones, the curve of his lips – these too echoed a face etched in her memory. Surely, it couldn't be him. Time and distance had a way of warping memories, twisting them into phantoms of the past.
“Siobhan?” The man's voice, a low rumble that sent a tremor through her, jolted her from her scrutiny. He took a hesitant step closer.
Siobhan's breath hitched. Denial rose in her throat, a desperate attempt to push away the impossible. “No,” she whispered, shaking her head as if to clear it. Her hand flew to her mouth, stifling a gasp. “T'àu:páu Kopé?”
A slow grin spread across the Marshal's face, crinkling the corners of his eyes in a way that banished all doubt. “No one has called me that in many years.” The voice, deeper now but still holding a familiar warmth, confirmed what her heart already knew.
“Surprise!” Camille squealed with a mischievous glint in her eyes as she emerged from the general store with William by her side.
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Disbelief hung heavy in the air, a thick fog Siobhan couldn't seem to clear from her mind. Her gaze darted between the Marshal and Camille, her face alight with a mischievous glint. “You?” Siobhan's voice cracked, a single word that encompassed the whirlwind of emotions churning within her. “You planned this?”
Camille's smile widened, a knowing glint in her hazel eyes. “Are you surprised?” She teased, her voice barely a whisper.
Surprised? That was a woefully inadequate word. Siobhan felt like she'd been swept off her feet by a tornado, deposited in a reality both familiar and utterly foreign. This man, his brown eyes holding a depth that spoke of years spent under the unforgiving sun, couldn't possibly be the same mischievous boy that had taught her to swim. Yet, with each stolen glance, a flicker of recognition ignited within her – the crinkling at the corners of his eyes when he smiled, the way his gaze lingered a moment too long on her face.
“Yes,” Siobhan finally breathed, the word ragged with the weight of disbelief.
Buck seemed equally stunned. His initial surprise had morphed into a cautious curiosity as he met Siobhan's gaze. A flicker of something, perhaps a question, flitted across his features before he turned to Camille. “You definitely surprised me.” He admitted, his voice a low rumble that sent a shiver down Siobhan's spine.
“Can you take time off for supper, Buck?” Billy's booming voice cut through the charged silence. He clapped Buck on the back with a familiarity.
Buck cleared his throat, the movement momentarily breaking the unspoken connection between him and Siobhan. “Of course, let me tell my deputy.” Relief flickered across his features, a brief respite from the overwhelming emotions swirling around them.
Siobhan watched as he strode across the dusty street, his tall frame commanding attention even from a distance. The minutes ticked by with agonizing slowness. Her every instinct screamed at her to follow him, to steal a few precious moments of solitude, but propriety, a concept drilled into her, held her back.
It felt like an eternity to Siobhan, but moments later Buck returned. As their eyes met again, a smile playing on his lips, the air crackled with unspoken tension. Siobhan released the breath she hadn't realized she was holding. The heat rising to her cheeks intensified, a blush blooming under the watchful gaze of Camille and William.
Buck's smile widened, a knowing glint in his brown eyes. It was the same glint that used to send butterflies fluttering in her stomach when they were children. Now, it sent a tremor through her, a spark igniting a fire she hadn't realized had been smoldering beneath the surface for all these years.
Billy, oblivious to the undercurrent of emotions, took charge. “Where do you recommend, Buck?” He asked, his voice laced with a hint of playful curiosity.
Buck chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound that sent another jolt through Siobhan. “Well, there aren't too many places here. This ain’t St. Joe.” He admitted. “You have three choices. The hotel has a restaurant that serves the basics, though I do recommend the steak. Then there's a new place down the street – French food, I think, but I don't know much about it. And there's always the Saloon.”
“Hotel it is then.” William declared with a laugh.
Camille and Siobhan quickly voiced their agreement, the decision a welcome distraction from the churning turmoil within.
As they walked towards the hotel, Buck fell into step beside Siobhan, offering her his arm. Siobhan hesitated for a moment, before slipping her arm through his. The touch sent a jolt of electricity tingling up her arm, a stark reminder of the connection that still remained.
The hotel restaurant was bustling with activity, a mix of weary travelers and boisterous cowboys. Despite the crowd, they were quickly seated, Siobhan suspecting it had something to do with Buck's badge glinting on his chest.
Once settled, conversation flowed easily, fueled by shared memories and a thirst to catch up on lost years. Yet, amidst the laughter and reminiscing, Siobhan couldn't shake the feeling that there were deeper conversations waiting to be had. Conversations that couldn't happen with the watchful eyes of their friends upon them.
When William excused himself to tend to the horses, a heavy silence descended upon the table. Siobhan stole a glance at Buck, catching him staring intently at her. A blush crept up her neck as she quickly averted her gaze. The air between them vibrated with unspoken questions and a yearning for a deeper connection.
“So you go by Buck now?” Siobhan finally asked, her voice barely above a whisper, a desperate attempt to break silence.
“It's a lot easier for folks around here to pronounce.” He chuckled, a glint of amusement dancing in his eyes.
“I suppose so.” Siobhan offered back, a weak smile playing on her lips. The simple act of conversing felt monumental, each word carefully chosen, each breath held with anticipation.
“So Camille.” Buck asked, his gaze lingering on Siobhan a beat too long before flickering to Camille. “Last we spoke you didn’t mention Siobhan, when did this all happen?”
“Just a few days ago.” Camille replied as she grinned widely.
“I wrote to your father about a year after we…” Buck trailed off, a shadow crossing his features as he looked at Siobhan in earnest. “But I never got a response.”
“I haven’t seen my father since I left Nebraska.”
“I’m sorry.” Buck empathized. “You seamed close.”
“I thought we were.” She smiled though the pain still ached in her heart. “He sent a few letters through the years, but it’s been several since I’ve heard from him. Camille tells me you use to ride for the Pony Express.” She quickly changed the topic.
“Seams like a lifetime ago.” He smiled and took a bite of potato.
“What did you do after?” Siobhan asked.
“Well,” He sighed and rested his hands on the table. “I scouted for a while for the army. After the war I settled here.”
Camille, ever the perceptive one, took a sip of water, her gaze flitting between them. “Siobhan volunteered at the hospitals during the war.”
A flicker of admiration crossed Buck's features. “That's very… selfless of you.” He said, his voice filled with a quiet respect. The compliment sent a warmth blooming in her chest.
Billy rejoined the table and the conversation continued, a delicate dance of reminiscing and tentative exploration. Mostly Camille bringing up stories of the past while Buck and Siobhan stole glances silently as they ate. Beneath the surface, a deeper current flowed. Unspoken words hung heavy in the air, questions about the years spent apart, about the feelings that still lingered beneath the surface.
As the meal progressed, stolen glances became more frequent, each one a silent plea for a chance to talk, to truly reconnect, away from the watchful eyes and polite conversation of their companions. The desire to escape the crowded restaurant, to find a place of solitude where they could explore the uncharted territory of their rekindled connection, grew stronger with each passing moment.
“Are you leaving town so soon?” Buck's voice was surprisingly quiet, almost hesitant. A furrow appeared between his eyebrows, a mirroring of the sudden worry that had gripped Siobhan.
Billy shrugged. “Got to get back to the store. Can't have it running itself, you know.”
A playful glint entered Camille's eyes. “Actually,” She interjected, a mischievous smile teasing at the corners of her lips, “Your train doesn't leave for Philadelphia for another week, and being so close to Omaha…” She trailed off, letting her gaze flicker between Buck and Siobhan. “Why, Buck, you could just escort her there, couldn't you?”
Siobhan's jaw nearly hit the tabletop. All this time, Camille had been orchestrating this entire reunion? The revelation, though shocking, brought a warm flush to her cheeks. She stole a glance at Buck, catching a flicker of surprise in his eyes that quickly morphed into something more – a hint of a challenge, perhaps, or even a flicker of hope.
Camille, ever the master manipulator, pressed on. “It's just that way she could spend a few days here.” She continued, squeezing Billy's hand with a satisfied smile. “Get a feel for the frontier life before heading back to the stuffy city.”
Buck leaned closer to Siobhan, his voice barely a husky whisper above the clatter of the restaurant. “If it's alright with you.” He murmured, “I can make arrangements for you to stay in one of the rooms here at the hotel.”
Siobhan found her voice lost somewhere between shock and a burgeoning sense of excitement. Unable to form a coherent sentence, Siobhan simply nodded, her cheeks burning with a mixture of nerves and something akin to delight. This trip, planned as a nostalgic visit with an old friend, had taken a most unexpected turn. It was a turn that, despite the doubts swirling within her, sent a thrill of anticipation coursing through her veins.
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The rooster's crow pierced the fragile peace Siobhan had finally managed to find. Bidding farewell to Camille and Billy felt bittersweet. As they rode out of town, a knot of apprehension tightened in Siobhan's stomach.
“Camille,” Siobhan started, her voice dropping to a low murmur. “I don't know about this. I came here to visit you, and now you're leaving. It just doesn't feel right.”
Camille's brow furrowed. “Siobhan, stop it right now!” She said firmly. “For once, think about yourself and what you want. Don't you see?” Her gaze darted towards a familiar silhouette approaching them on the dusty road. It was Buck.
With a swift movement, Camille grabbed Siobhan's arm and pulled her closer to the wagon for a moment of privacy. “This,” she whispered, gesturing towards Buck. “Might be your second chance. Can't you see that?”
A flicker of understanding dawned on Siobhan's face. She squeezed Camille tightly in a wordless hug before turning to join Buck on the dusty boardwalk. With a final wave goodbye, she watched as Camille and Billy rode out of town.
For a moment, a thick silence hung between them, a silence filled with unspoken questions and a yearning for a connection that transcended years of separation. Siobhan, ever the pragmatist, cleared her throat, but Buck simply smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners in a way that sent a forgotten flutter to her heart.
“Well, morning, Siobhan.” He finally said, his voice a low rumble that sent shivers down her spine.
“Good morning, Buck.” She replied, a playful smile tugging at the corners of her lips.
The silence threatened to return, but Buck cleared his throat. “Regrettably, duty calls.” He admitted, a hint of disappointment flickering in his eyes. “There's a bit of trouble brewing over at the saloon I need to address before things get out of hand.”
“I understand.” She nodded.
“Perhaps this evening we could have dinner?” He leaned a bit closer. A slow grin spread across Buck's face, crinkling the corners of his eyes in a way that mirrored the mischief she remembered from their childhood days.
“I'd like that very much.” She replied and returned his smile.
The rest of the day stretched before her. With a newfound sense of purpose, she decided to explore the town. The small shops lining the dusty streets held a charm all their own. She perused what she assumed was last year’s fashions at the clothier, smiling at herself realizing how long it took things to spread from the city. In the general store, she was captivated by the simple tools and household items, each one a testament to the self-sufficient life of the frontier.
Finally, seeking refuge from the afternoon sun, Siobhan stepped into the cool, quiet embrace of the town's small library. The scent of old paper and leather filled her senses as she browsed the meager selection of books. Settling on a worn copy of Jane Eyre, she spent the next few hours lost in the fictional world, the characters and their struggles a welcome distraction from the whirlwind of emotions swirling within her.
By the time the sun began its descent, casting long shadows across the dusty street, Siobhan felt a nervous flutter in her stomach. Dinner with Buck, a seemingly simple proposition, had taken on a monumental significance. This wasn't just a meal. It was a chance to delve deeper, to explore the chasm of years that lay between them.
As she approached the small French restaurant, its windows glowing with a warm, inviting light, Siobhan took a deep breath. Inside, the atmosphere was intimate, the murmur of conversation and clinking of silverware creating a low hum. A single wild rose sat on the table reserved for her, a small gesture that sent a jolt through her.
Buck was already there, standing beside the table, a handsome stranger cloaked in the familiarity of their shared past. He looked up as she entered, a smile lighting up his face that chased away the remnants of her nervousness.
“Siobhan, you look…” he began, his voice trailing off as he took in the sight of her. Her simple traveling dress, accented by a turquoise ribbon at her waist, hugged her curves in a way that made his breath catch in his throat.
Siobhan flushed, self-conscious under his scrutiny. “Thank you.” She murmured, her voice barely a whisper. Taking a deep breath, she forced a smile. “This place is… unexpected.”
Buck chuckled, a deep, rich sound that sent shivers down her spine. “The owner's wife used to be a cook in New Orleans before coming out here. It's a welcome change from the usual fare.”
As they settled into their seats, conversation flowed easily, punctuated by comfortable silences that held a deeper meaning. Their voices filled with laughter Buck recounted tales of his time with the Pony Express and mischievous pranks. He told her about Louise, the fiery young woman who had tricked them all into believing she was a man, even though it was only a short time.
Buck chuckled, a deep rumble that resonated in his chest. “We were just kids. Teaspoon never even suspected a thing.”
A shadow flickered across Siobhan's face for a fleeting moment. “Do you keep in contact with any of them?” She asked.
Buck's smile softened. “Kid and Lou, they live a few hours from here Teaspoon isn’t with us any longer.”
“I’m sorry.” She whispered.
As the courses arrived, a delectable array of French cuisine unlike anything Siobhan had ever tasted, the conversation continued to flow effortlessly, filled with playful banter and shared memories. She spoke about her life in Philadelphia after her mother’s passing and taking care of her uncle.
The food was a revelation, each bite an explosion of flavor that tantalized her taste buds. Buck, ever the gentleman, insisted on trying a bite of her escargot, his surprise quickly turning into amusement at her playful disgust.
As the meal drew to a close, a comfortable silence settled between them. Buck leaned back in his chair, a satisfied smile playing on his lips.
“How did you choose the name Cross?” She asked curiously.
“It's actually from the mission school.” He admitted sheepishly. “When I first got there, I didn't know how to write. One of the nuns asked me to write my name, so I just made an X. So that became my last name. When I left, I figured it was as good a name as any other.”
Siobhan laughed a touch too loudly, shattering the hushed intimacy of the restaurant. A blush crept up her neck as she cast a self-conscious glance around, but the other patrons seemed oblivious, engrossed in their own conversations.
Buck chuckled, the sound warm and rich, and squeezed her hand gently. “Let’s get out of here.”
He signaled for the bill, his movements practiced and efficient. As they waited for the check, Siobhan couldn't help but steal glances at him. The way the candlelight cast a warm glow on his face, highlighting the laugh lines etched around his eyes, sent a tremor through her.
When the bill arrived, Buck settled it and graciously thanked the owner, tucking the receipt into his pocket. He then offered her his hand, a silent invitation she readily accepted.
Stepping out onto the dusty street, the cool night air washed over them, carrying the sweet scent of wildflowers. The moon hung low in the inky black sky, casting an cool glow over the town.
“Join me for a short walk?” Buck asked.
“Absolutely,” Siobhan nodded quickly.
They strolled down the deserted street, a comfortable silence settling between them. The only sounds were the crunch of their boots on the dusty ground and the occasional chirp of a cricket. As they reached the outskirts of town, Buck led her off the main road and onto a winding path that meandered through a small park.
Hidden amidst the gnarled oak trees and blooming wildflowers, a small, rustic bench beckoned. Buck gestured towards it with a smile.
They settled onto the bench, the worn wood surprisingly comfortable beneath them. The lamplight from the nearby street cast a soft, glow upon their faces. The silence returned, but this time it was filled with a comfortable warmth, a sense of unspoken connection sparking between them.
“Tell me about the mission school.” She prompted, genuinely curious about the path Buck's life had taken.
His expression turned serious. “It wasn't easy.” He admitted, his gaze drifting to a distant point in the room. “The village had been raided by buffalo hunters. Lost a lot of good people that day, most the women were killed or taken, like Camille was.”
Siobhan's heart ached for him. The stoic facade he presented couldn't completely mask the pain that lingered in his eyes.
“Your brother?” She drew a quick breath. “Sweetgrass woman?”
Buck's jaw clenched for a moment, a flicker of something dark and painful crossing his features. “We were both on the hunt that day,” he finally muttered, his voice tight. “Sweetgrass woman… she—”
Siobhan's heart ached for him. The stoic facade he presented couldn't completely mask the pain that lingered in his eyes. It was a raw vulnerability, a glimpse into a past he rarely shared. Before he could get lost in the depths of those memories, Siobhan reached out, her hand gently resting on his. It was a silent gesture of empathy, a small offering of comfort.
“The nuns took me in.” He continued. “I knew English fairly well by that time, but they taught me to read and write. Gave me a place to belong. That's where I met Ike.”
“Ike?” She smiled involuntarily as she noticed his face light up with warmth.
“He was my best friend. We were inseparable. We both dreamed of leaving the mission someday. He joined the Pony Express with me.”
Siobhan leaned forward, captivated by his story. “What happened?”
“He got shot.” Buck's smile turned wistful. “Protecting the woman he loved.”
His voice hitched slightly, a raw vulnerability momentarily breaking through his carefully constructed exterior. Siobhan squeezed his hand tightly.
“Alright, enough about me.” He declared, effectively changing the subject. “Tell me about going to that fancy academy of yours.”
Siobhan couldn't help but let out a playful scoff. “Honestly, Buck, it wasn't that interesting.” She demurred. “I wanted freedom and my mother wanted me to go to school to meet a husband.”
Buck's eyebrow shot up in amusement. “Did you?” he teased, a hint of his old playful nature returning.
“What?” She laughed her cheeks flushed instantly. “Meet a husband?”
“Well.” Buck drawled with a playful smirk on his lips. “You must have had your pick of the gentlemen.”
Siobhan countered his teasing with a playful grin of her own. “Perhaps,” she admitted coyly, “Had a husband waiting at home, I wouldn't be here now, would I?”
Her words hung in the air for a moment, a playful challenge laced with a hint of something deeper. Buck chuckled, the sound warm and genuine. “Noted.” He conceded, nodding his head in mock defeat.
She stifled a yawn, suddenly aware of the late hour. “I'm sorry, excuse me.”
Buck chuckled. “It's getting late.” He agreed, standing up and offering her his hand. “I have an early day tomorrow.”
Siobhan took his hand, the warmth of his calloused fingers sending a pleasant ripple of warmth through her body.
“Well—” Siobhan began, her voice barely a whisper, feeling a pang of disappointment that the evening was ending.
“I want to take you somewhere tomorrow.” Buck interrupted, his voice surprisingly husky. “After I get off work.”
Siobhan's heart skipped a beat. “Where?” she asked, a flicker of curiosity dancing in her eyes.
Buck's lips curled into a secretive smile. “It's a surprise.” He said, his voice filled with a playful charm that sent a familiar flutter to her stomach.
“You haven’t had enough surprises lately?” Siobhan teased, a playful smile gracing her lips.
“Don't worry.” Buck chuckled, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “I promise it will be worth it.”
They stood there for a moment longer, a comfortable silence settling between them, thick with unspoken emotions. The air crackled with a tension that was both exhilarating and frightening. Siobhan felt a tug-of-war within her, a battle between propriety and a yearning for something more.
Finally, Buck cleared his throat, breaking the spell. “I should walk you back to the hotel.”
Siobhan nodded, her cheeks burning under his intense gaze. The walk back was filled with a comfortable silence, punctuated only by the occasional chirp of a cricket or the distant howl of a coyote. As they reached the hotel, Buck stopped in front of the porch, the moonlight illuminating the strong planes of his face.
“Thank you for dinner, Buck.” Siobhan said, her voice barely a whisper.
“It was my pleasure.” He replied, his gaze lingering on her lips for a beat too long.
The air was thick with unspoken desires, a silent question hanging between them. Buck leaned in slightly, his breath warm against her cheek. Siobhan's heart hammered in her chest, her breath catching in her throat.
Suddenly, Buck pulled back, a flicker of regret crossing his features. “Good night, Siobhan,” he murmured, his voice gruff.
Siobhan, her lips tingling with the anticipation of a kiss that never came, simply nodded. “Good night, Buck.”
As she turned to enter the hotel, a pang of disappointment washed over her. Yet, a spark of hope remained, ignited by the unspoken yearning in his eyes. With a final glance back at his retreating figure, Siobhan disappeared into the cool darkness of the hotel lobby, the echo of his footsteps fading into the night.
The night stretched before her, filled with the sweet ache of longing and the exhilarating uncertainty of what tomorrow might bring. As she lay tucked in the starched sheets of her hotel bed, the memory of Buck's touch lingered on her skin, a delicious reminder of the unexpected connection that had bloomed between them. Sleep, when it finally came, was filled with dreams of dusty plains, stolen kisses, and the promise of a future yet unwritten.
Chapter 21
Eagle Canyon, Nebraska - June 1866
Buck looked up when he saw a shadow cross the doorway. Siobhan stood against the doorsill with her hands clasped together. Her long red hair, usually a cascade of fiery curls, was pulled back in a singular braid that hung down her back, the restraint only amplifying the elegance of her posture. Her dress, the most perfect shade of lavender. Buck had never truly appreciated that color until he saw the way it picked up the pink in her lips, and the pale tone of her skin that seemed to glow from within.
“Am I too early?” She asked, her voice laced with a nervousness.
“No.” He smiled, a slow, genuine smile. “Siobhan, this is Tom Jessup, one of my deputies. This is Siobhan Kelly.”
“Nice to meet you, Ma'am.” Tom greeted her, his voice warm and respectful. Siobhan offered him a shy smile and shook his hand.
“Jason should be in later tonight.” Buck continued, taking his hat from the rack by the door. “I'll be out at my place.”
“Yes, sir.” Tom nodded, his gaze flickering between Buck and Siobhan with a hint of curiosity.
“Nice to meet you.” Siobhan managed, her voice barely above a murmur.
As they stepped out onto the dusty boardwalk, Buck couldn't help but steal another glance at her.
“You look beautiful.” He blurted out, surprised by the sudden vulnerability in his own voice.
Siobhan blushed furiously, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “Thank you.” She murmured, shyly tilting her head away from him. “Where are we going?”
Buck winked. “You’ll see.” He declared, a mischievous glint in his eyes. He then extended his hand towards a sleek, black mare saddled up beside his own weathered chestnut stallion. “Are you okay to ride in that dress?”
Siobhan, ever the pragmatist, assessed the situation with a raised eyebrow. Pulling up her skirt slightly, revealing a pair of sturdy riding boots beneath, she slid her foot into the stirrup. With practiced ease, she pulled herself onto the horse, the soft lavender fabric brushing against its dark coat. Adjusting her dress for comfort, she looked at him with a playful glint in her own eyes.
“Can you keep up?” She smirked, a challenge laced with amusement as she nudged the horse into a quick gallop.
Buck's jaw dropped slightly, surprised by her audacity. He hadn't expected her, a city girl raised on cobblestones and soirees, to be such a skilled rider. But then again, there were so many things he didn't know about Siobhan, things he was eager to discover.
With a playful shout, Buck slapped his horse on the rump, the stallion responding with a powerful surge forward. Taking a running jump onto his mount, he raced after Siobhan, a whoop of laughter escaping his lips. They tore through the outskirts of the town, the rhythmic pounding of hooves causing a trail of dust in their wake.
Despite the years that had passed, Siobhan's skill in the saddle remained unmatched. She navigated the uneven terrain with a confidence that belied her time away from the open plains. As they raced each other, a thrill shot through Buck, a potent mix of nostalgia and a spark of something new, something exhilarating.
They raced until his small cabin, nestled at the foothills of a majestic canyon, came into view. Siobhan, breathless but exhilarated, slowed down to a trot, her laughter subsiding into a contented smile.
“I didn't know you could ride like that.” Buck shouted over the fading rhythm of their horses' hooves.
“We use to ride, when we were kids.” She reminded him.
“Yes, but you didn’t ride like that!” He laughed remembering how many times she had fallen off the back of the horse as it stood still.
“I took lessons in Pennsylvania.” She replied, pulling her horse alongside his. “Mother didn't like it so much, but my uncle knew it was something I wanted so he made sure I was allowed to do it.”
They reached the clearing in front of his cabin, a modest but well-maintained structure built from weathered wood. Buck dismounted first, offering his hand to help Siobhan down. As he grasped her hand, a jolt of electricity shot through him, a sensation he hadn't felt in a long time.
“This is it right up here.” Buck announced, gesturing towards the cabin.
Siobhan took a moment to take in the sight. Surrounded by rolling hills and dotted with wildflowers, the cabin exuded a sense of peace and tranquility. “This is pretty land here.” She remarked, catching her breath and looking out over the vast expanse that stretched before them.
“Just wait.” Buck replied, a hint of pride in his voice. He disappeared into the cabin for a few minutes, returning with a worn leather bag that he slung over his shoulder.
“Follow me.” He beckoned, leading the way towards a barely visible path that snaked upwards through the foothills.
The path wound its way through a tapestry of wildflowers and tall grasses, the midday sun dappling the ground through the leaves of towering oak trees. After a short trek, they emerged at the canyon's edge. The sheer scale of the natural wonder took Siobhan's breath away.
Layers of sharp rocks, carved by millennia of wind and water, stretched out as far as the eye could see. Wildflowers and prairie grass, painting the horizon with a breathtaking display of colors. A sense of awe settled over her, the vastness of the canyon was humbling.
“It's so gorgeous out here.” Siobhan breathed, taking a deep breath of the crisp air that carried the faint scent of pine and wild sage.
“I bought this land a few months ago.” Buck confessed. He spread out a large blanket he had retrieved from his bag onto the soft grass, creating a cozy haven overlooking the breathtaking vista.
Siobhan sat down on the blanket, a sense of serenity washing over her. Buck followed suit, unpacking a canvas bag that revealed two hearty sandwiches wrapped in brown paper. He handed one to her, a ghost of a smile playing on his lips.
“This is your land?” She asked, taking a bite of the sandwich.
“I'm hoping to one day build a ranch out here.” He revealed, his gaze fixed on the endless horizon. “On this butte. A place of my own, where I can put down roots.”
They ate in comfortable silence, the only sounds the gentle chirping of birds and the distant murmur of the wind whispering through the canyon below. Buck, emboldened by the peaceful setting and Siobhan's presence, began to share stories from his past.
He spoke of a time when he, alongside his best friend Ike, had stumbled upon a stagecoach robbery. Ike, a man with an unwavering sense of justice, had become a key witness, putting him in the crosshairs of a ruthless outlaw named Nickerson.
The story unfolded captivated Siobhan. She learned of the fear, the adrenaline-pumping chase, and the unwavering loyalty that had bound Buck and Ike together. As he recounted the harrowing escape, arranged by a sharp-shooting gunslinger named Cody, his eyes shone with a mix of gratitude and sadness.
Siobhan reached out and wiped a smudge of mustard off his bottom lip with her thumb. The simple gesture hung heavy in the air, a silent connection sparking between them. Before she could move away, Buck, his breath catching in his throat, captured her thumb in his hand and gently sucked the mustard clean.
“We're missing the sun setting.” Siobhan stammered, a blush creeping up her cheeks. She pulled her hand back, her heart pounding in her chest.
Buck, his gaze intense, reached into his pocket and pulled out two pieces of wrapped candy. “Here.” He said, offering one to her.
“Pepermints!” She smiled taking the candy and unwrapping it. “My favorite.”
“You’re father use to bring these to us when he visited.”
“I remember.” She nodded. “I also remember that one little boy, I don’t recall his name now, but he ate so many he was sick.”
“I’d forgotten that.” He chuckled.
As the sun began its descent, painting the sky in fiery hues of orange and pink, they sat in silence, the vastness of the canyon mirroring the emotions blooming in their hearts. The world seemed to shrink to just the two of them, nestled on that hillside, bathed in the golden light of the setting sun.
When the last sliver of sun dipped below the horizon, a blanket of stars emerged, twinkling like scattered diamonds. Siobhan, laid back on the blanket, gazing up at the endless tapestry of stars.
“You know what this reminds me of?” Buck asked, his voice soft as he lay down beside her, his head propped up on his hand.
Siobhan, her gaze still fixed on the stars, turned to him with a questioning look.
“Your birthday,” he said, a nostalgic smile playing on his lips. He reached out, a single finger gently tracing her cheek. He lay down next to her, propping his head up on his hand.
“I remember.” She said softly, her voice barely a whisper. Her fingers instinctively reached for necklace she wore under her dress.
“I can't believe you kept this.” Buck continued, his voice filled with a mixture of surprise and tenderness. He gently touched the beaded rosette he had made for her.
A wave of memories washed over her. Splashing in the creek, the stolen kisses under the shade of a willow tree, the childish promises of forever whispered. It felt like a lifetime ago, yet the emotions, the innocent joy and budding affection, still resonated within her.
“I always wear it.” She confessed, her voice thick with emotion. “Reminds me of my childhood.” Her gaze flitted back to Buck. “Reminds me of you.”
His thumb gently brushed against her cheek, wiping away a stray tear that escaped her eye. “You were the first girl I ever kissed.” He said, his voice husky.
Siobhan couldn't help but smile, a bittersweet ache settling in her chest. “Remember we were going to marry each other?” She chuckled, the memory bringing forth a wave of nostalgia. “I was just thirteen, and you were what?”
“Fifteen.” Buck laughed, the sound warm and genuine. “I remember. I had just come back from receiving my vision.
Buck leaned in slowly, his eyes searching hers. Siobhan's heart hammered in her chest, a frantic drumbeat against her ribs. Every fiber of her being wanted to lean into his touch, to recapture the innocent spark of their youth.
“Buck,” she began hesitantly, breaking the spell that had momentarily bound them.
A shadow of understanding crossed Buck's face. He wasn't oblivious to the years that had separated them, the lives they'd built in different corners of the world. The cool breeze picked up pieces of hair that had become loose from her braid and blew curls across her face. Tenderly, he brushed the errant curls aside with a calloused thumb, the touch sending a jolt through Siobhan.
As he leaned in closer, Siobhan could feel the heat radiating from his body, a stark contrast to the cool night air. Her breath hitched in her throat, a mixture of nervousness and anticipation bubbling within her. His lips hovered just above hers. Her heart raced, it felt like an eternity before his lips brushed her gently.
She responded instinctively, her lips parting slightly as a soft sigh escaped her. Needing no further invitation, Buck deepened the kiss. He felt her arms wrap around his neck, pulling him closer, the years melting away as if they were nothing but a dream.
They clung to each other, lost in the world they were creating, a world where only they existed. The vastness of the canyon seemed to shrink around them, the only sound the frantic rhythm of their hearts echoing in the stillness of the night. Finally, Buck pulled away, his breath ragged, his eyes filled with desire.
Siobhan's forehead rested against his chest, her own breathing quick and uneven. The world had tilted on its axis, the constellations above a blur. He wrapped his arms around her to ground himself.
“Siobhan,” He murmured, his voice a low rumble against her ear.
Buck closed the distance between them once more. This time, the kiss was different. It was slow, a slow burn that ignited a fire within them both. Siobhan responded in kind, her own trepidation melting away with each passing moment. Her fingers dug into the worn leather of his vest, anchoring herself to him, to this feeling of coming home. The taste of him, a mix of woodsmoke and something uniquely Buck, sent a jolt through her.
The kiss lingered until the stars seemed to blur, a dizzying dance of emotions swirling around them. Finally, Buck pulled away, his breath ragged, his forehead resting against hers. Buck wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head, the gesture intimate and full of unspoken tenderness. The world around them might be vast and uncertain, but in that moment, held close in his embrace, Siobhan felt a sense of belonging she hadn't known she craved.
“I can't lose you again.” His voice was laced with a vulnerability he rarely displayed.
Siobhan closed her eyes, a wave of memories washing over her. The creek bank, the stolen kisses, the whispered promises etched in the innocence of youth. A single tear escaped, tracing a warm path down her cheek.
“You won't,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “Not this time, T’àu:páu Kopé. Not ever again.”
He squeezed her hand tightly, the simple gesture conveying a lifetime of unspoken longing. Beneath the watchful gaze of the endless night sky, they sealed their newfound promise with another kiss. This time, it was a promise not just of love, but of a future built together, a future where their childhood dreams intertwined with the unwavering strength of a love rekindled.
Kiowa Names & Words
Áuso̱dau Má - Sweetgrass Woman
A:cáui Dáu:gya - Song Bird
A:cáui Syânde - Little Bird
sáuihé:dàu ‘tah day - Blue Eyes
Aunháde Gúl - Red Bear
T’àu:páu Kopé - Running Buck
Bay soy aum – Hurry up
dè hàdêl  - who is this?
Hàu – Yes
Da'-kiH – Great Spirit
Khote t’day aim doe - I love you
(literal translation is with all my heart I hold you)
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Synopsis
Before Buck was promised to Camille, he gave his young heart to another.
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