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Chapter 1
Rock Creek, Nebraska - February 1861
Alyna sighed impatiently as Ms. Fitzsimmons continued to painstakingly inscribe the weekend assignments on the blackboard. It was a radiant, clear day outside, and Alyna's mind wandered to the myriad of activities awaiting her beyond the confines of the classroom.
Just a few more minutes, she reminded herself, only a few more minutes until class would be over. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed two older boys pointing out the window, their whispers carrying excitement. She didn't need to look to know what, or rather who, had captured their attention. The whole town knew he was there.
“Alyna McAllister!” Ms. Fitzsimmons' sharp tone cut through the room, the yardstick striking the corner of Alyna's desk, narrowly missing her hand.
“Yes, Ma'am,” Alyna replied, slightly startled, meeting the stern gaze of the elderly teacher.
“Pay attention!” Ms. Fitzsimmons admonished before returning to the front of the room to resume writing on the board.
Not wanting to invite further reprimand, Alyna diligently noted down the assignments. The thought of cleaning erasers or worse, facing the paddle in front of the whole class, made her nose crinkle in distaste.
She detested Ms. Fitzsimmons. It was no wonder the woman never married. Suppressing a giggle, Alyna couldn't help but compare her to the old witches in the fairy tales her mother used to tell her back in Ireland. Every day, Ms. Fitzsimmons donned the same plain brown dress, her grey hair pulled tightly back into a severe bun, giving her a witch-like appearance.
“Alyna!” Penelope nudged her friend, excitement dancing in her eyes as she grabbed Alyna's hand. “Come on! He's here!”
“I told you he would be!” Alyna giggled, following Penelope's lead toward the jailhouse.
“How long is he going to be here again?” Penelope's dreamy tone suggested she shared Alyna's captivation.
“My father said just a few months, until Marshal Hunter is better,” Alyna replied, her gaze drifting toward the temporary marshal.
“Mrs. James Butler Hickok,” Penelope giggled, indulging in the fantasy of romance with the temporary lawman.
The two girls were a flurry of giggles and whispered secrets as they strolled past the jailhouse. Alyna's gaze lingering for a moment on the temporary marshal before they disappeared into the welcoming shade of the general store. Inside, the air was cool and scented with the aroma of dried herbs and freshly cut wood. Penelope gravitated toward the window, her eyes fixated on the marshal outside, while Alyna meandered among the small rack of dresses, her fingers lightly tracing the soft fabrics.
Each dress seemed to tell a story, with its unique pattern and delicate stitching. Alyna paused to admire a particularly intricate design, imagining herself twirling in it at the upcoming picnic. The colors were vibrant, reminiscent of the wildflowers that adorned the meadows outside of town. Lost in her daydream, Alyna barely noticed as Mrs. Jameson approached, her presence heralded by the gentle rustle of her skirts.
“Beautiful, aren't they?” Mrs. Jameson remarked, her voice warm and grandmotherly.
Alyna smiled in agreement, her fingers still lingering on the fabric. “Yes, they are. I think I like this one the best.” With a glint of excitement in her eyes, Alyna carefully plucked a dress from the rack, the deep teal fabric rich against her fingertips.
She held it up to her face, the color complementing the warmth of her complexion and her fiery red curls. The fabric was soft against her skin, and the thought of twirling in it at the upcoming picnic filled her with a sense of anticipation.
“It suits you,” Mrs. Jameson remarked, a knowing smile playing on her lips as she observed Alyna's reflection in the mirror.
Alyna blushed, pleased by the compliment. “Thank you, Mrs. Jameson.”
Mrs. Jameson nodded, her eyes twinkling with nostalgia. “Oh, if only I were young again. I would be the belle of the ball.”
“You're not so old, Mrs. Jameson.” Alyna chuckled, charmed by Mrs. Jameson's enthusiasm.
Mrs. Jameson laughed, a melodic sound that echoed through the quiet store. “Oh, you're too kind, my dear. But I think I'll leave twirling on the dance floor to the young ladies like you.”
With a final pat on Alyna's hand, Mrs. Jameson continued her shopping, leaving the two girls to browse at their leisure. Sensing Penelope's distance, Alyna gently replaced the dress where it hung and moved to stand next to her friend. Following Penelope's gaze, she looked out the window at the man, who still stood vigil outside the jailhouse.
“Do you think he'll be at the picnic tomorrow?” Penelope interrupted, her cheeks flushed with a mixture of excitement and embarrassment.
Alyna turned to her friend, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “I suppose so. Why don't you just ask him?”
Penelope's eyes widened in horror. “Noooo!” she protested, her blush deepening as she imagined the prospect.
Alyna chuckled, taking a step toward the door. “I will then,” she teased, teasing her friend with a playful grin.
“Alyna! You wouldn't dare!” Penelope exclaimed, quickly grabbing Alyna's arm and pulling her back.
Alyna relented, trying to catch her breath between fits of laughter as she nearly stumbled backward into Penelope's arms.
Suddenly, a deep voice interjected from behind them, teasingly asking, “Would you like me to ask him for you?”
Alyna and Penelope spun around, their laughter tapering off as they faced the source of the unexpected interruption. Standing before them was Deputy Buck Cross, a playful twinkle in his eyes and a smirk playing on his lips.
Alyna's cheeks flushed slightly at the unexpected attention, but she couldn't help but return the deputy's amused gaze with a smile. Penelope, however, seemed caught off guard, her blush deepening as she struggled to find her voice.
Buck leaned casually against the nearby shelf, his demeanor relaxed as he awaited their response. There was an undeniable charm about him, Alyna couldn't deny the flutter of excitement that stirred within her at his presence.
“I don't recall asking for your assistance,” Penelope retorted haughtily, her cheeks still flushed with embarrassment.
With a swift motion, she grabbed Alyna's hand and hastily pulled her out the door, causing Alyna to stumble on the hem of her skirts.
“Penelope, stop, I'm going to fall!” Alyna laughed, disentangling herself from Penelope's grasp and regaining her balance.
“Stop laughing!” Penelope's voice grew sharper as the anger bubbled beneath her skin.
“I'm sorry, I didn't mean it.” Alyna apologized, her laughter subsiding as she tried to catch her breath.
“How dare he embarrass me like that?” Penelope's voice rose, her indignation evident.
“He was just teasing you,” Alyna offered, attempting to diffuse the tension.
“I don't care if he's a deputy. He's just a dirty half-breed,” Penelope scowled, her words laced with disdain. “He needs to know his place in this town.”
Alyna fell silent, her brow furrowing in concern. She understood Penelope's embarrassment, but she couldn't help feeling uneasy about her friend's harsh words. She didn’t understand why the people of Rock Creek feared and disliked the deputy so much. Marshal Hunter trusted him, and that was good enough for her. She knew the renegade Indians in the area were dangerous, but not him. Not Buck Cross. With a smile, she glanced back at the two men sitting outside the jailhouse.
Chapter 2
Rock Creek, Nebraska - February 1861
“What are you smilin' about, Buck?” Jimmy raised his head as his friend approached, a grin lighting up his features.
“Looks like you got an admirer,” Buck remarked, nodding toward the two girls as they strolled out of town.
“The Mayor's daughter?” Jimmy raised an eyebrow, observing the pretty redhead and her companion leisurely making their way toward the edge of town, their glances occasionally drifting back in his direction, accompanied by giggles.
“Nope,” Buck replied, leaning against the wooden railing with a glint in his eye. “The other one.”
“Neither of you boys should be lookin’ at either of those girls for too long,” Rachel admonished them, her voice carrying a note of authority.
“Rachel, we're just lookin',” Jimmy protested innocently.
“Jimmy, those girls are too young to be gawked at by you,” Rachel scolded, turning her attention to Buck, who couldn't help but chuckle.
“That goes for you too, Buck,” she added firmly.
“Yes, Ma'am,” Buck responded with a mock salute, his smile only partially concealed.
“Sure are pretty, though,” Jimmy whispered conspiratorially once Rachel was out of earshot, a mischievous glint in his eye. “No harm in lookin'.”
“Don't let Rachel hear you.” Buck warned with a grin, sharing in his friend's amusement.
Chapter 3
Rock Creek, Nebraska – March 1861
Alyna flung herself dramatically across the pink coverlet, sighing with impatience. She had been sitting on Penelope’s bed for at least thirty minutes, waiting for her friend to decide which dress to wear.
“Would you hurry up, Penny?” She sighed heavy with impatience.
“Well, I want to catch his attention,” Penelope replied, her voice tinged with determination as she sifted through her wardrobe.
“If you don’t hurry, he’s going to be gone,” Alyna pointed out, her own frustration evident in her tone.
“All right,” Penelope conceded, her brow furrowing in annoyance. “Just because you don’t have anyone to look good for.”
Alyna bit her lip, struggling to contain her retort. She didn't want to engage in this conversation with Penelope, not now, not ever. Despite their friendship, there were moments like this when she questioned their compatibility.
The two girls had been thrown together since the McAllister’s moved to Rock Creek. While Alyna mostly enjoyed Penelope's company, there were undeniable differences between them, and times like these highlighted those disparities. Alyna couldn't help but wonder if they were truly compatible as friends, or if their friendship was merely a result of circumstance.
“Well?” Penelope twirled around, her dress swirling elegantly as she waited for Alyna's verdict. “What do you think?” she demanded eagerly.
“You look wonderful,” she said sincerely, a warm smile lighting up her face.
Penelope beamed at the compliment. The sense of satisfaction evident in her expression. Alyna watched her friend twirl around in her pink taffeta dress, her long blond hair bouncing around her face in an aura of excitement. As Penelope spun in circles, her laughter filled the room, a contagious joy that Alyna couldn't help but share.
She did look wonderful, Alyna thought, though she would have said it even if she didn’t, just to get her out of the house. She listened half-heartedly to what her friend was saying, though her thoughts were elsewhere, drifting to him. She knew he would be there today, and the anticipation made her heart flutter with nervous excitement.
Alyna had taken extra care in pinning her hair that morning, each strand carefully arranged to frame her face. She had gone through several different dresses as well, finally deciding on a pale lavender one with delicate white lace trim. It was simple yet elegant, the perfect choice for the occasion.
As Penelope continued to chatter excitedly, Alyna's mind wandered to the picnic and the possibility of seeing him again. Unbeknownst to her friend, she too had someone she was eager to impress at the picnic. She couldn't shake the nervous butterflies that fluttered in her stomach, but she couldn't deny the thrill of anticipation that filled her as well.
“Alyna? Are you listening to me?”
“Yeah, uh huh.” Alyna turned quickly at Penny’s demanding tone.
“Oh, never mind, there he is. I think I should accidentally bump into him.  What do you think?” Penelope’s eyes grew wide as the man she sought came into her view.
“Penny, I think —”
Before Alyna could offer any advice to her friend, Penelope strolled over to where James Hickok stood. As Alyna watched Penelope navigate the bustling crowd, her heart swelled with a mixture of amusement and admiration. She knew her friend had a penchant for taking risks, but seeing her in action never failed to impress. Despite her own reservations about Penelope's approach, Alyna couldn't deny the courage it took to pursue what she wanted with such boldness.
Lingering near the tables of food, she surveying the scene. The women in their finest dresses, their laughter mingling with the scent of perfume that wafted through the air. The men, too, seemed to be in high spirits, their joviality adding to the lively ambiance of the event.
Alyna's attention was drawn to a heaping bowl of sliced apples, their crisp sweetness calling out to her. Without hesitation, she plucked one from the bowl and savored the burst of flavor as she bit into it. Picking up an empty plate she reached for another slice of apple when a familiar voice interrupted her reverie.
“Let me carry that for you, Alyna.”
“Thank you Gabe.” She smiled and handed him the plate.
“You look mighty pretty today.” He smiled bashfully and continued to hold both their plates out as she served up the food.
Gabriel Fredrickson was a couple of years older than her and several inches taller, his presence commanding attention wherever he went. Handsome in a way that was undeniable, she had thought so ever since she first laid eyes on him.
With his blonde, wavy hair always seeming to be perfectly tousled and his smoky blue eyes that could make most girls weak in the knees, Gabriel possessed a charm that was hard to resist. But for Alyna, his appeal went beyond his physical attributes. They were good friends, and she cherished their bond deeply.
However, ever since he had kissed her outside at the church social, something had shifted in Alyna's perception of their relationship. It was a moment that had left her feeling both flustered and uncertain, but ultimately, it had reaffirmed in her mind that Gabriel was just a friend and always would be.
“Alyna?” He pulled a chair out for her. “Are you alright? You seem preoccupied today.”
“Oh yes, thank you Gabe. I was just thinking.”
“Of me perhaps?”
“Actually yes.” Alyna smiled and looked into his eyes. “I was just thinking how lucky I am to have such a good friend as you. Why you’re the older brother I never had.”
“Oh, I see.”
Alyna couldn't help but notice the look of rejection that briefly flickered across Gabriel's face, and a pang of guilt tugged at her heart. She hated to see him hurt, but she also knew she couldn't lead him on. She had sensed his intentions of courting her, and while she valued their friendship deeply, she wasn't sure if she could reciprocate his romantic feelings.
Gabriel had been transparent about his intentions, even going as far as to speak to her father about his plans. Alyna's heart sank as she remembered her father's pleased expression when he had informed her of Gabriel's intentions. He had eagerly given his blessing for Gabriel to court her after her seventeenth birthday.
As much as Alyna admired Gabriel and cherished their friendship, she couldn't ignore the nagging doubts that lingered in her mind. She couldn't shake the feeling that their relationship was meant to remain platonic, despite Gabriel's hopes for something more.
“Oh Alyna!” Penelope rushed to the chair next to her. “You’ll never believe it!”
“What is that?”
“He actually said hello to me! Can you believe it? He knew my name!”
“Penelope, everyone knows your name. Your father is the richest man in town.”
Penelope shot Gabriel a bothersome look, clearly irritated by his comment, and continued prattling on about James Hickok and his many attributes. Her voice only stilled when Marshal Hunter and Deputy Cross passed by their table, tipping their hats in acknowledgment.
Alyna felt a rush of excitement at the sight of Deputy Cross, her heart skipping a beat as their eyes briefly met. She couldn't help but smile in return, grateful for the unexpected interaction.
“Good day ladies.” Marshal Hunter smiled at the girls the nodded to Gabriel.
“Good day Marshal Hunter, Deputy.” Alyna smiled and quickly looked down at her plate, but not before sparing another quick glance at the tall deputy by his side.
As she watched him go, Alyna couldn't help but steal a few more glances as she tried to hide her emotions. With a sigh, Alyna finally tore her gaze away, her cheeks flushed with a mixture of embarrassment and longing. She knew she had to compose herself.
“I can’t believe he’s here.” Penelope rolled her eyes dramatically.
“He is still our marshal Penny!” Alyna said exasperated. “Mr. Hickok is just filling in until Marshal Hunter's recovered.”
“I was talking about him.” Penelope rolled her eyes and pointed one of her perfectly manicured fingernails at the deputy. “Just makes me ill eating in the same place where he is.”
“Well he does live in this town Penny.” Gabe said diplomatically. “He has just as much right to be here I suppose.”
“You forget he also protects our town on a daily basis,” Alyna reminded her companions, her voice gentle but firm. “He deserves your respect.”
“Respect a savage?” Penny scoffed the dropped her voice to a whisper. “You have lost your mind Alyna. When did you become such a Indian lover anyway?”
“I would hardly call her such a thing Penelopy.” Gabe came to Alyna's defense. “She simply stating that Deputy Cross does serve our town and deserves at least a modicum of respect regardless.”
“He's a dirty savage, and I won't see him as anything more,” Penelope shook her head vehemently. “My father says if he didn't have a badge on, he would probably be sitting in the alleyway drunk and belligerent or off in some war party scalping us. Either way, he's repulsive.”
Penelope's words dripped with disdain, her prejudice against Deputy Cross evident in every syllable. Alyna sighed inwardly, feeling a pang of disappointment at her friend's hatefulness.
As her friends continued to gossip about various people in town, Alyna quietly nibbled and picked at the food on her plate, her attention elsewhere. Unlike Penelope, she felt a sense of excitement at Deputy Cross's presence. She watched him from afar, the breeze catching the ends of his hair and gently tousling them, creating a captivating effect that reminded her of a blackbird's wings in flight.
While her friends chattered on, Alyna made the occasional “mhmm” of acknowledgement, but her mind was far from the conversation. Instead, it was happily diverted.
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Chapter 4
Rock Creek, Nebraska - April 1861
Alyna urged her horse through the small stream, relishing the cool water splashing against her boots. It wasn't often that her father went out of town, so she was determined to make the most of the time she had been given. Garrison McAllister was known for his strict rules, particularly when it came to his daughter's safety. He never allowed Alyna to ride past the town's boundaries, but today she had seized the opportunity as soon as the sun had risen.
As she rode on, Alyna couldn't help but feel a sense of exhilaration coursing through her veins. With each passing moment, she embraced the freedom of the open valley, grateful for the chance to explore and experience the world beyond the confines of town.
She knew the risks and the importance of staying cautious, but the allure of the lush valley and the warmth of the bright sunlight was too enticing to resist. With each stride of her horse, Alyna felt a sense of freedom wash over her, the wind tousling her hair and the rhythm of hooves against the earth
“Come on Destiny.” She patted the horse’s shoulder reassuringly. “Come on girl.”
As she rode through the lush valley, she couldn't help but marvel at the beauty of the first days of spring. The air was filled with the sweet scent of wildflowers, and the warmth of the sun kissed her skin, chasing away the lingering chill of winter. With a contented sigh, she closed her eyes and listened to the symphony of nature surrounding her.
The gentle rustle of leaves, the soft murmur of the stream, and the melodious chirping of birds filled the air, creating a harmonious melody. She felt a sense of peace wash over her, the stresses and worries of daily life fading away in the tranquility of the moment.
As her horse meandered slowly, grazing on the tender grass along the way, Alyna remained still, allowing herself to fully immerse in the warmth of the spring day. She breathed in deeply, letting the fresh scent of blooming flowers and newly awakened earth fill her lungs.
“Are you hungry?” She patted her horse’s mane tenderly. “Me too.”
Alyna slipped off her horse and led her to a grassy patch under the shade of a tree, digging through her pouch for the lunch she had packed. She laughed and rubbed Destiny's nose as the horse impatiently whinnied for the large red apple Alyna had presented.
“I hope you brought enough for us too,” came a raspy voice from behind her.
Alyna's heart skipped a beat as she turned to find two men slowly approaching. From their rugged appearance, she guessed they were either outlaws or mountain men. Either way, she knew she didn't want to be alone with them.
Hastily, she reached for the pouch, her fingers finding the cold steel of the pistol she kept there. With practiced ease, she unsnapped the gun from its holster and pointed it at the two men.
“Well, well, looks like the little lady's got a gun,” chuckled the man on the right, his sneer betraying a hint of amusement as he wiped sweat from his forehead.
“Don't worry, she don't look like a killer to me,” remarked the other man, licking his lips as he continued to advance towards her. “You ain't a killer, are ya, lady?”
“J-just stay back. I'll shoot you.” Alyna's hands trembled slightly as she tried to steady the gun, her voice shaking as she attempted to sound brave.
“Okay, we're staying put,” the other man said with a mocking smile, raising his hands in surrender. He stood still while his friend edged closer to Alyna.
“Stop! I mean it!” Alyna's voice quivered with fear as she held the gun steady, her heart pounding in her chest.
Alyna watched with growing dread as the men crept closer, their filthy appearance and foul odor making her stomach churn. With a shaky hand, she squeezed the trigger, the gunshot echoing through the valley. To her dismay, the bullet missed its mark by at least a foot, but it did cause the men to pause momentarily before continuing their advance.
Heart pounding, Alyna reached out for Destiny, hoping to find solace and protection in her loyal horse, but her hand grasped nothing but empty air. Frantically, she scanned the surroundings, but Destiny was nowhere to be seen. Panic threatened to overwhelm her as she realized she was running out of options and ammunition.
Desperation clawed at her as she fired the gun again, her hands trembling with fear and adrenaline. With only a few bullets left, Alyna knew she had to make each shot count. Summoning every ounce of courage she possessed, she steadied her aim and squeezed off another shot, the recoil jolting through her body as the bullet found its mark, hitting one of the men in the arm.
Alyna's heart raced as she watched the injured man stumble back with a cry of pain, his companion pausing momentarily in surprise. It was a small victory, but it gave Alyna a glimmer of hope.
“Damn, she got me Frank.” The man winced and grabbed his wounded arm as the blood stain spread quickly across his grimy shirt.
“Don’t worry. This little girl can’t do too much harm.” Frank smiled. They’d barely gotten out of Blue Creek alive after the bank robbery went bad, but it seamed now their luck had changed.
As Alyna's mind raced with fear and desperation, she slowly began to back away from the advancing men, inching her way further from them with each step. But her heart sank as she felt something give way under her, causing her to lose her footing for a moment. Panic surged through her veins as she realized her foot was lodged between tree roots, trapped and immovable.
Frantically, Alyna pulled and tugged, trying to free her foot from the tangled branches, but it was no use. She was wedged in firmly, with no escape in sight. With the two men closing in on her, Alyna felt the tendrils of fear creeping up her spine, threatening to overwhelm her.
Tears pricked at her eyes as she struggled to free herself, but her determination to survive spurred her on. With trembling hands, she pointed the gun at the man on the right, her aim was unsteady but her resolve unwavering.
As the men drew closer, Alyna felt a surge of hope that she might have a better chance of hitting one of them now that they were within range. With a shaky breath, Alyna fired the remaining bullets, the sound of gunfire echoing through the valley. She couldn't be sure if she hit her targets, but it seemed to slow them down momentarily.
Alyna screamed in terror, her heart pounding in her chest as she braced herself for the worst. If they intended to harm her, she vowed to fight them with every ounce of strength she possessed, determined to survive against all odds.
Chapter 5
Rock Creek, Nebraska -  May 1861 

It had been a long and uneventful day in town, a fact which Buck was grateful for. It wasn’t too often that a day would go by he didn’t have to break up a fight at the saloon or toss someone in jail for a variety of things. As he made his way home, his horse trotted softly in the new grass.
Yet, despite the currently tranquility, Buck's mind was preoccupied with the news of the war. Rumors had been swirling for months, whispers of conflict brewing on the horizon. But it was the confirmation of the battle in South Carolina that had set tensions even higher.
As the last rays of sunlight painted the horizon in hues of fiery orange and deep purple, Buck urged his horse to a quicker trot. For weeks now, he had been patiently waiting for the perfect opportunity to break in one of the wild mustangs he had roped.
He had been lost in his thoughts when a gun shot snapped his attention, but it was the piercing screams that followed that quickened his pulse. He steered his mount towards the screams and as he approached the valley by his house. In the distance he saw two men move awkwardly towards a woman.
From where he sat Buck couldn’t tell who the woman was, only that she was a terrible shot and the men surounding her didn’t seem deterred. He nudged his horse down the steep hill and rushed towards the men gun in hand. By the time he reached them the two had the poor girl pinned down, her blouse almost torn away and her skirts around her waist.
He raised his gun above his head and with a single shot he commanded the attention of the two men. Buck sat tall in the saddle and aimed the gun at the men.
“Get off her now!” He breathed heavily from his quick ride.
Shocked and startled, the two men stood up slowly, their expressions wary as Buck approached.
With a firm gesture, Buck motioned for them to move away, his eyes scanning their every move for any signs of trouble. Once they had taken a few steps back, he dismounted from his horse and reached into his satchel, pulling out a length of rope with practiced ease.
“Aw Deputy, we was just havin’ a good time.” He gave Buck a toothless grin.
Buck's instincts kicked in as he caught the sudden movement to his left. Without hesitation, he drew his knife with lightning speed, his muscles tensing as he prepared for the imminent threat. Before the man could even reach for his gun, the knife was flying through the air, propelled by the force of Buck’s swift and decisive throw.
With deadly accuracy, the blade found its mark, sinking deep into the man's chest with lethal precision. The man gasped for air, his eyes widening in shock as he stumbled backward, the life draining from him with each ragged breath. With a muffled moan, he collapsed to the ground, his body growing still as silence that descended.
Unfazed, Buck approached the fallen man with measured steps, his expression stoic as he retrieved his knife from the lifeless body. There was no remorse in his actions, only a grim determination to protect himself and those he cared about from any threat.
“I’m not going to have any problem with you now, am I?” Seeing the look of contempt in the eyes of the other man 
Buck wasted no time in securing the living man to a nearby tree, his movements swift and efficient as he tied the rope securely around the man's wrists and ankles. Satisfied that the bindings were secure, he gave the rope a last tug before retrieving his knife from the ground.
Turning his attention to the unconscious woman, he approached her with cautious steps. As he drew closer, Buck got a good look at the dirty, tear-stained face of the Mayor's daughter. The sight stirred something deep within him, a mixture of empathy and determination to ensure her safety.
“You can’t just leave me out here,” the man shouted as he struggled against his restraints.
“If you make one more sound, I’ll make sure it will be your last.” Buck’s eyes flashed with anger as he attempted to pull her skirts down, trying to replace some of her dignity. He carefully cut the roots that had her foot bound.
Buck's eyes flashed with anger as he knelt beside the unconscious girl, his heart heavy with empathy for her plight. With a determined expression, he reached out to gently pull her skirts down, seeking to restore some semblance of dignity to her disheveled appearance.
With the girl's modesty preserved as best as possible under the circumstances, Buck turned his attention to the root that had ensnared her foot. He carefully cut away the tangled roots, each stroke of the blade was precise ensuring that he did not cause her any further harm.
As the last of the roots broke away, Buck breathed a sigh of relief, his muscles relaxing slightly as he saw the girl begin to stir. With gentle hands, he reached out to support her as she started to awaken, his touch tender and reassuring as she slowly blinked her eyes open.
In that moment, Buck saw the terror that had gripped her begin to fade, replaced by a glimmer of relief as she realized she was no longer alone. Her eyes, once wide with fear, now softened with gratitude as they met his.
“Deputy Cross!” Alyna's voice rang out with a mixture of relief and gratitude as she opened her eyes widely, her expression one of overwhelming emotion. Without hesitation, she flung herself into his arms, seeking solace.
Buck caught her with steady arms, his heart swelling with a deep sense of compassion as he held her close. He could feel the wetness of her tears against his chest, the tremble of her body as she clung to him.
“It's alright,” he murmured softly, his voice a soothing whisper as he gently stroked her hair. “You're safe now, I've got you.”
Buck lifted Alyna onto his horse and mounted behind her, feeling her warm body lean into his as she began to cry softly again. By the time they reached his house, darkness had fully descended, and Alyna's sobs had turned into rhythmic breathing, indicating she was close to sleep. Buck guided her off the horse and gently nudged her awake.
“Where are we?” Alyna asked, her voice still heavy with exhaustion.
“I thought you might want to clean up before I take you home,” Buck replied, helping her off his horse and looking into her eyes past her wet lashes.
“Thank you,” Alyna sniffed, following him into his home.
“You can wash up in here, and I'll get you a shirt,” Buck offered, noticing her torn blouse and the small roundness barely covered by it.
Alyna nodded and quickly crossed her arms, feeling suddenly vulnerable. She waited until he left, then poured some water into a bucket and proceeded to rinse off her arms and face. As she washed the dirt off her arms, she noticed a large cut on her forearm and a painful bruise on her shoulder.
“Deputy?” Alyna called out as Buck returned with a shirt in his hand.
“It's Buck,” he corrected gently, frowning as he noticed the blood on her arm. “Let me see your arm.”
“I don't think it's that bad,” Alyna protested.
“Well, I think we can save it,” Buck assured her, a teasing smile graced his lips. “Sit here, I'll wrap it for you.”
“Thank you,” Alyna said softly, watching as Buck wrapped clean white cloth around her arm.
He grabbed both her hands and looked down at her, a protective instinct rising within him. “It's not like as fine you're used to,” he commented as he handed her the shirt.
“Thank you,” Alyna replied gratefully, taking the shirt from him.
“Go ahead and change, I'll ready the horses and take you back to town,” Buck said, offering her some privacy.
Alyna stripped out of her torn and dirty blouse and into the blue shirt Buck had left for her. She buttoned it up quickly, feeling a sense of safety and comfort in the borrowed garment. When she emerged from the house, Buck was sitting patiently on the steps.
“Destiny,” Alyna’s smile lit up her face as she ran to her horse and softly stroked it’s neck, placing a quick kiss on the mare's forehead.
Buck chuckled softly as he gently patted the horses nose. “She just wandered up here, must've followed us. She's a good horse,” he remarked, a fondness evident in his tone.
“I thought she was lost.”
His eyes then shifted back to Alyna, a warm smile playing at his lips. “That shirt fits you real good,” he observed, noting how the cuffs barely covered her fingertips. With a gentle gesture, he reached down and rolled the sleeves up until her entire hand was visible, offering her a more comfortable fit.
“Thanks.” She murmured nervously.
“Better get you home before your father sends out the Army,” Buck joked.
“My father's out of town,” Alyna replied, feeling a pang of guilt.
“So that's why you were so far out of town today,” Buck remarked, raising an eyebrow at her.
Alyna felt like she was being scolded. “Yes, sir.”
“Don't worry, I ain't gonna tell him,” Buck reassured her, tilting her head up and smiling at her. “And it's Buck.”
“You saved my life today, Buck,” Alyna said sincerely.
“What were you doing out there by yourself?” Buck inquired, his tone was gentle yet curious.
“Just riding,” Alyna replied shyly, covering her stomach as it growled.
“Well, since you ain't got anyone at home looking after you, how about some dinner?” Buck offered, shaking his head and opening the door.
He rummaged through his small kitchen and put together a modest meal. As they ate and made small talk, he looked across the table at her in a different light than he had seen her before. In town, she was the Mayor's daughter, well put together, and so sure of herself.
As he watched her, sitting across from him now, she seemed like a child in many ways—delicate and vulnerable. Buck felt a fierce desire to protect her from anything that could harm her, to shelter her from the harsh realities of the world outside.
Chapter 6
Rock Creek, Nebraska - May 1861 

As Alyna yawned and rolled over in her soft, warm bed, the sun's gentle rays filtered through the lace curtains, casting a warm glow on her skin. Stretching languidly, she lazily opened her eyes to find her large orange cat already perched on the bed, emitting a soft mew in greeting.
Despite knowing she should have woken up early and attended church as her father expected, Alyna couldn't resist the temptation to indulge in a little extra sleep after the previous day's events. After all, she reasoned, sleeping in couldn't be such a grievous sin every now and then.
“Good morning George.” She reached down and scratched his soft orange fur, receiving a warm purr in return. She knew church was almost concluded, which meant Penelope would soon be over, and she was not much in the mood for entertaining her friend’s mindless conversation.
Quickly throwing on her robe, Alyna padded down the stairs to the kitchen, her stomach already growling with hunger. Her father often teased her about her appetite, joking that if she kept eating as much as she did, she'd better marry early before she got as round as he was. Downing the last drop of apple juice in the kitchen, she jumped slightly at the sudden rapping on the door.
Frowning, she made her way to the parlor, hoping to dress and leave before Penelope arrived. Unfortunately, she had slept longer than expected. Alyna unlocked the door and swung it open, bracing herself to feign illness or a headache. However, to her surprise, her petite friend wasn't standing on her porch.
“Buck?”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you.” He noticed the state of her undress.
“No, it's alright.” She pulled the robe closed. “I wasn’t expecting you.”
“Well, I, I wanted to make sure you were alright.”
“Thanks to you.” She opened the door a little more. “Do you want to come in? I was just about to make breakfast.”
“Thank you, but I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Oh,” Alyna quickly blushed and looked away, embarrassed by her unintentional lack of propriety.
“It wouldn’t look right, not with you alone.” He said softly.
“Right, well thank you for checking on me.” She nodded and smiled quickly as he turned to leave. “Buck?”
“Yes?” He stopped on the steps and looked up at her.
“I was wondering.” She bit her lower lip softly and took a deep breath. “My father is going to be gone for a few more days, and I really would like to go riding again,”
“Didn’t you learn from yesterday?” Buck frowned.
“Well yes, that's why I was wondering if maybe you, if you weren’t too busy, if you would come riding with me?” She fidgeted with the door knob waiting for his answer.
Buck stood on the steps, his resolve wavering as he gazed up at the young woman. He knew he should say no. He knew it was the right thing to do. But as the word no formed in his mind, it inexplicably transformed into a “yes.” Maybe it was her long auburn hair, cascading in curls down her waist, or perhaps it was her large brown eyes framed by lush lashes that looked straight through him.
Chapter 7

Rock Creek, Nebraska - May 1861 
As Buck leaned against the tree on the edge of town, memories of the past mingled with the present, stirring up doubts and apprehension.
What was he doing? He chastised himself. she was the mayor’s daughter. Though she couldn’t be more than a few years younger than himself, but their lives were starkly different. The trails in his life had aged him far past his mere twenty years.
He couldn't help but wonder what drew him to her, what made him agree to this simple request. Perhaps it was the easiness of her affection, the genuine warmth in her eyes that spoke to something deep within him.
She hadn’t said a word but he saw the look of infatuation in her eyes. He knew better, this was a dangerous game he was playing. Despite his reservations, Buck couldn't deny the flutter of excitement as he saw her approaching.
He had a million reasons not to take her riding, but all his resolve vanished the moment that she rode into view wearing a split skirt and a black hat tipped low in the front. Her infectious laughter and radiant smile instantly washed away all reason.
Chapter 8

Rock Creek, Nebraska - June 1861 

Teaspoon leaned back in his chair, the old wood creaking softly under his weight as he adjusted his hat to shield his eyes from the midday sun streaming through the window.
With practiced ease, Teaspoon tipped his hat up, revealing his weathered face, lined with years of experience and wisdom. He watched Buck closely, noting the subtle tension in his movements, the way his eyes flickered towards the door as if eager to leave.
As Buck reached the doorway, Teaspoon cleared his throat, breaking the silence that hung in the air.
“Headin' out so soon?” he called out, voice gruff but laced with a hint of amusement.
“Well, it’s pretty quiet, and I have some things to do around the house,” Buck replied, trying to remain nonchalant.
“You need some help?” Teaspoon smiled deviously.
“Aw Teaspoon, if Buck don’t wanna talk about his sneakin’ off with McAllister’s daughter—” Jimmy snorted and looked up at Buck’s pale complexion. “What? You think we didn’t know?”
“I thought that, well I didn’t think,” Buck stammered, then quickly added, “Nothin’s going on.”
“Hope you know what you’re doin’ son,” Teaspoon said, his tone serious. “Her father’s an awfully powerful man in this town.”
“I’m just takin’ her riding. That’s all.”
“Ridin’ huh?” Jimmy smiled and nodded, sarcasm dripping from his words.
Buck slammed the door behind him, determined not to let Jimmy's taunts get to him. Alyna’s father had returned to town last month, and since then, Buck had only been riding with her a couple of times. However, he had promised to meet her that afternoon.
Lost in his thoughts, he hadn’t realized how far he had ridden out. As he turned the bend and headed into the valley, he spotted Alyna's long hair fluttering like russet ribbons in the wind. She must have heard his approach; her hand went up immediately in a friendly wave.
“I thought you weren’t coming.” She called out softly when he reined to a stop.
“I promised, didn’t I?” He smiled and remembered his decision. “Alyna, we have to talk.”
“Of course.” She agreed, then as he dismounted then grabbed his arm and pulled him towards the small grove of trees. “Come here, see what I found.”
Buck followed her point towards a large hole in a tree filled with small twigs. As she pulled him closer, he could see the tiniest nest, and three small brown eggs inside.
“Looks like they’ll hatch pretty soon.” Buck whispered. He felt her lithe body pressed against his so she could also see the nest. “Alyna, come with me.” He took her hand and led her away from the tree.
“What’s the matter?” She noted the seriousness in his voice.
“There’s no point in dancing around the issue so,” Buck took a deep breath and tried to sound convincing. “Alyna, I think we should stop spending so much time together it’s not right,”
“You sound like my father.” She frowned.
“You are so young,”
“Not that young.” She tilted her chin in defiance. “I’m almost seventeen.”
“People may get the wrong impression,”
“Like what?” She said quickly, interrupting him.
“Well,” Buck sat down and rubbed his forehead.
Alyna knelt behind him and massaged his temples gently pulling his head down to rest in her lap.
“Alyna, stop, please,” Buck made a halfhearted attempt to wave her hand away.
“Shhh,” Alyna laughed. “You are always so tense.”
Buck closed his eyes and relaxed. Alyna smiled and continued to massage his head gently running her fingers through his hair. By the look on his face, she knew that he was enjoying himself. After a few minutes she got enough courage to slowly move from his head to his neck, then across the muscled span of his shoulders.
“Alyna,” Buck grabbed one of her hands to stop its meandering. “Now listen to me.” He sat upright and turned to face her, still holding her hand.
Although he had every honorable intention, looking at her lush lips his mind started wandering into another direction.
Alyna patiently waited for the inevitable. She knew sneaking off to spend time with the handsome deputy went against all that she was taught. She knew that it was wrong too, but she didn’t care. She licked her suddenly dry lips and quickly brushed his lips with hers.
Alyna's intention had been a soft kiss, but as their lips met, the intensity of their desire took over. Buck pulled her onto his lap, deepening the kiss as his hands found the ribbon holding her hair back. With a fervor born of longing, he untied it, allowing her hair to cascade down her back in soft waves. His hunger drove him to explore her, his tongue probing her parted lips, delving into forbidden territory. Alyna's soft moan spurred him on, his hands wandering her back, drawing her closer.
As Buck's touch ventured to her bodice, unbuttoning the top few buttons to expose her tender skin to the bright sunlight, Alyna gasped with pleasure. His gentle kisses on her creamy flesh elicited another moan from her lips. Lost in their passion, he guided her back onto the grass, his weight pressing against her.
Drawing himself up to his elbow, Buck kissed her gently, but then abruptly pulled away. Alyna frowned, reaching out to him, but he stood firm, moving away to stand by the horses. Confused and impatient, she rose to stand behind him, her fingers trailing down his back and around to his chest as she hugged him tightly.
“I love you Buck.” She whispered softly.
He turned to face her, taken aback by her sudden confession. With a slow, deep breath, he pulled her tightly against him, closing his eyes as if to imprint this moment in his memory. He knew there would be consequences for this, but what wouldn't he do for love? Buck turned to her, his gaze softening as he placed a tender kiss on her warm mouth. His fingers trailed down her cheek, pausing on her full lips, still flushed from their kisses.
“I love you too Alyna.” He kissed her soft lips. “I love you too.”
Chapter 9

Rock Creek, Nebraska - June 1861 
Garrison McAllister stood in the parlor, his patience wearing thin. It had taken him several weeks to uncover where his daughter had been sneaking off to, and now that he knew, he planned to put an end to it this evening.
Since his return from Boston, he had noticed her absence more and more. At first, he suspected she was sneaking off to see Gabriel, which would have been bad enough. But this... this was reprehensible. Sneaking off with that damn half-breed. Garrison watched as his daughter waved to Penny and walked up the porch steps.
“Alyna, get in here this minute.” He opened the door and spoke very slowly and calmly.
“Hello Papa.” She swung her books onto one hip and kissed him on the cheek.
“I don’t approve of your behavior young lady.”
“Papa, Ms. Fitzsimmons is exaggerating, I swear,”
Alyna bit her bottom lip softly. That old hag! She had caught Alyna and Penelope passing notes in class again, and must have told her father. But how could she have beaten her home?
“I’m talking about the deputy!”
Her father’s deep voice broke through her mind’s ramblings. Alyna flinched at the tone in his voice. She never heard her father so angry.
“I don’t,” Lying didn't come easily to her, and she stammered as she struggled to come up with a convincing explanation.
“You cannot sneak around behind my back! Alyna you were raised better than this!”
“Father it’s not what you think.”
“It's precisely what I know! Throwing yourself at that savage like some,” He stumbled over his words. “Some strumpet! As the mayor of this town, such behavior is utterly unacceptable!”
Alyna slumped in the chair. She knew it was no use talking to her father when he was in this state of mind. She stared at the floor boards and tuned out as her father continued his tyrant.
“Are you listening to me young lady?”
“Yes Father.” She lied. She hadn’t heard a word he’d said in the last five minutes. It really didn’t matter because he just kept repeating himself, over and over again.
“You will be on the first train to Boston. You will stay with your Aunt Maggie, while you attend finishing school.”
“What?” Alyna sat wide eyed with her mouth gaping open.
“You heard exactly what I said.” His voice reverberated across the room.
“Father you can’t,”
“Go to bed, you leave tomorrow morning.” He growled and yanked her arm and pushed her towards the stairs.
Chapter 10

Omaha, Nebraska - June 1861 
As the train came to a gradual halt, Garrison McAllister's heart had hardened to his daughter's pleading. He had practically forced her into the coach bound for Omaha, enduring several days of her relentless pleas during the journey. But now, as they arrived, she stood silent, resigned to the decisions he had made for her.
With tear-streaked cheeks, Alyna climbed aboard the train, and Garrison watched as it steamed out of sight, carrying his beloved daughter away. He loved her more than anything else in the world, which was why he sent her away—for her own good. Perhaps with the guidance of a finishing school and a positive role model, Alyna would grow into the young lady he hoped she could be.
He stewed in silent fury during the stagecoach ride back to Rock Creek, the rhythmic clatter of the wheels on the dusty road offering little distraction from his seething anger.
With every passing mile, his rage grew, fueled by the memory of his daughter's defiance and betrayal. He clenched his fists, his jaw tightening with determination as he plotted his revenge against the half-breed who dared to defy him.
He knew he couldn't let this insult go unpunished. The mere thought of that savage laying a hand on his daughter filled him with a visceral disgust. He would make sure that this insolent half-breed paid dearly for his audacity, and he would relish every moment of it.
Chapter 11

Rock Creek, Nebraska - June 1861 
Once at his home with these thoughts, he carefully crafted the embellished tale. The day broke, and with renewed vigor, Garrison made his way to the saloon. Buck Cross was a deputy in this town, the only reason most people tolerated the dirty heathen. After Garrison McAllister was through with him, he’d be hanging from the end of a rope.
“Boy, come here.” He barked at a young boy  as he made his way across the dirt road.
“Yes Mr. Mayor?” The young boy looked up at him.
“You take this to Marshal Hunter you hear?” Garrison took out a few coins from his pocket and handed them to the boy with a note. “These are for you.”
“Yes Sir.” The boys eyes lit up and he ran towards the jailhouse.
Garrison nodded to the barkeeper and glanced across the dimly lit saloon. It wasn’t too often that he visited the saloon, but enough that the barkeeper knew what he drank. Fairly full for this time of day, perfect he thought to himself as he took a long sip of whiskey. He narrowed his eyes as the Marshal strolled in and made his way over to the bar.
Garrison's stern expression caught Teaspoon's attention as he sauntered over to the table and took a seat across from the town's Mayor.
“McAllister,” Teaspoon acknowledged, nodding slightly.
“Can I get you a drink, Marshal?” Garrison offered, a hint of tension in his voice.
“No thank you. It's a mite early to start drinkin', don't you think?” Teaspoon replied, raising an eyebrow.
Garrison sighed heavily before responding.
“I’m sure you are aware I’ve sent my daughter to her aunt’s home.”
Teaspoon regarded Garrison with a mix of curiosity and concern. He had been aware that the mayor and his daughter had taken a stagecoach to Omaha, but he hadn’t realized that she hadn’t returned with him.
“The reason behind it is why I needed to speak with you,” Garrison explained, taking another sip of whiskey.
“Why didn't you come by the jailhouse?” Teaspoon prodded.
“I needed to talk to you alone. It’s a matter of delicacy and it involves,” Garrison hesitated, his voice dropping to a whisper, “Marshal, it involves one of your deputies.”
Teaspoon’s eyes narrowed and he scratched his chin. “Is that so.” It was more of a statement than a question.
“My daughter, was at Widow O’Malley’s, helping her like she always does on Sunday afternoons. When she didn’t come home I became concerned” He wrinkled his face in pain.
“Before I could send a couple of my men to find her, she came home, very late. In a terrible state of distress. She informed me that one of your deputies offered to take her home, but instead he dishonored her.”
“Now Garrison, that’s quite an accusation.” One of Teaspoon’s eyebrows shot up.
“Are you saying my daughter is a liar?” The mayor’s voice rose.
“Calm down.” Teaspoon sighed. “Let’s go somewhere a little more private.”
“I will not calm down, that half breed bastard raped my little girl! She had to leave town, she was so distraught that a filthy savage laid his hands on her!”
Teaspoon now understood the necessity of having the conversation in a public sphere. Garrison McAllister wanted to damn Buck publicly.
Part Two – Promises Lost
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Chapter 12
Omaha, Nebraska - May 1867
Alyna squinted in the harsh sunlight and instantly raised her dainty white gloved hand to shield her eyes from the light. She had been traveling many days in the darkened train from Boston to Omaha and her eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness of the train car. She looked around slowly, noticing the changes since she had last been there. Omaha had grown so much in the last six years.
“Alyna! Over here.” Gabriel Frederickson offered a hand and helped her off the train.
“Gabe.” Alyna smiled cordially and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “You look well.”
“Not as well as you.” He smiled and took her hand as he led her to the carriage. “How long has it been?”
“Too many years.” Alyna allowed him to help her into the carriage. “I was very pleased to hear of your exploits in the war. And that you were safely returned.”
“Your letters were such comfort.” Gabe smiled sincerely. Gabe closed the carriage door and motioned the driver to depart.
“How is my father?” Alyna finally broke the silence as they neared the edge of town.
“He’s doing well. He’s in St. Joe right now. We weren’t expecting you back for another week.”
Gabe stole a brief glance at Alyna in the carriage beside him. It was hard to believe it had been six years since he last saw her. Much had happened in the years she had been in Boston. The war had become inevitable, prompting him to join the Union Army shortly after her departure. He was grateful to have made it through the war relatively unscathed, knowing that not everyone was as fortunate.
He had been back in Rock Creek for almost a year now, and during that time, he had briefly entertained the idea of marriage with a woman he had met. However, he couldn't shake the feeling that his love for Alyna ran deeper than anything he could ever feel for another.
Despite the passage of time, he still clung to the hope of winning her heart. Seeing her again, she seemed even more beautiful than he remembered, but he quickly looked away when he realized she had noticed his gaze.
The journey from Omaha to Rock Creek spanned a couple of days, with a necessary stop in Lincoln for rest and replenishment. Over the six years since they last met, both had changed significantly, but Alyna's transformation struck him the most. She seemed more demure and softer, a departure from the vibrant spirit he remembered. This change tugged at his conscience, leaving him longing to see the spark return to her eyes.
As the carriage approached Rock Creek, Alyna gazed pensively out of the window, taking in the changes since she left. With a sigh, she folded her hands in her lap and continued to stare into the distance, lost in her thoughts.
She sat up straight, as the familiar path towards her father's home, passing by well-known landmarks that brought back a flood of memories.
As they neared the house, she noticed the swing hanging from the large oak tree, a spot where lazy summer afternoons were once spent reading books borrowed from the town library. A pang of nostalgia washed over her as she recalled the laughter and joy that once filled the air.
Finally, the carriage came to a stop in front of the imposing mansion that served as her father's residence. Alyna took a deep breath, steeling herself for her new life. With trembling hands, she reached for the door handle, her heart pounding with apprehension.
“Miss. McAllister?” An elderly woman stepped off the large porch when she saw the carriage nearing the house.
“Ma’am?”
“I’m Nora Hanford. I’m takin’ care of yer father lass.”
“Pleased to meet you Ma’am.” She reached for one of her bags, but Gabe quickly took them from her reach and set them down for the help to get them.
“Sure, if ye be followin' me, Mr. McAllister'll be arrivin' in the next few days. I'll be havin' supper ready in just a while.”
“Yes Ma’am.” Alyna smiled as the older woman’s jovial brogue comforted her ears.
With a grateful smile, Alyna thanked Gabriel for his assistance and extended a warm invitation for him to join her for lunch later in the week, once she had settled in and made herself at home.
Alyna lifted her skirts with practiced grace, mindful of the delicate lace petticoats beneath to ensure they didn't trail in the dirt as she ascended the worn steps leading up to the house.
She moved through the house with a sense of familiarity, noting the subtle changes that time had wrought upon the familiar surroundings. The house felt larger than she remembered, yet somehow cozier, as if it had been waiting patiently for her return.
Alyna smiled as she stepped on the same creaky floorboard by her door, a silent greeting from the past. It was a small comfort, a reminder of the constancy amidst the unavoidable ticking of time. With each unpacked item, she felt herself settling back into the rhythm of home, reclaiming a piece of herself that had been left behind in her absence.
As dusk descended outside, casting long shadows across the grass, Nora's knock at her door broke through the quiet, announcing that supper would soon be served. She glanced around the room, satisfied with her progress. She straightened her skirts and followed the housekeeper downstairs, ready to embrace the warmth and comfort of a homecoming meal.
Chapter 13
Rock Creek, Nebraska - May 1867
Gabriel waited patiently as Alyna prepared herself for the trip to town. Despite being back home for a couple of weeks, she hadn't ventured out of the house yet. He understood her reluctance, considering the circumstances. Alyna was no fool; she knew what awaited her in town. Gabriel sighed, hoping it wouldn't be as harsh as he feared. While Penny had promised to keep the incident discreet, he doubted the townsfolk would be as tactful.
“Good morning Gabe.” Alyna called out from the porch cheerfully.
“Alyna, how are you today?” He said as he helped her up to the carriage.
“Well thank you, it’s good to be home.”
“How’s your father?”
“He’s well. We’ve been catching up since he came home,” Alyna answered, her tone betraying a hint of tension.
Alyna had relished reconnecting with her father and cherishing their time together, but she yearned to break free from the confines of the house. She couldn't help but notice the toll her absence had taken on him.
His once salt-and-pepper hair now gleamed with strands of pure white, and his demeanor seemed more subdued than she remembered. As Gabriel drove, Alyna absentmindedly toyed with the tassel on her clutch, her gaze drifting to the rolling golden hills speckled with trees outside the carriage window.
As Gabriel chattered on about the town's new library, Alyna's thoughts drifted to Buck. Hadn't he heard she was back? Did he even care? Or had he moved on, perhaps even gotten married in her absence?
Despite her efforts, she hadn't received a single response to the letters she'd penned to him. A stray tear trickled down her cheek, leaving a faint trail through her powdered skin. She often pondered what he must have thought of her abrupt departure. Alyna scowled as she recalled that fateful night, when the temptation to run away had briefly seized her, but her practical instincts had ultimately prevailed.
She knew she lacked the skills to survive on her own, especially at almost seventeen. Running to Buck might have seemed like an option, but deep down, she knew it would only bring him trouble. Her father would surely retaliate, and she couldn't bear the thought of endangering him.
Gabriel noticed her sudden change in demeanor and cursed silently to himself. Placing his hand over Alyna's, he resolved to protect her from any further harm. As they approached the edge of town, Penelope came into view, sitting on the porch, as elegant as ever. She greeted them with a polite wave before meeting them at the road.
“Alyna!” The petite blonde rushed over to the carriage and waited for Gabe to help her up. “My heaven’s Boston has been good for you! You look wonderful.” She gushed as she embraced her childhood friend lightly.
“So do you Penny.” Alyna warmly returned her hug.
“You’ll have to tell me all about it. It must have been simply fabulous to get out of this little town and into the city!”
“Stop pestering her Penny.” Gabe raised an eyebrow at her.
“Oh, mind your business! Gabe’s been a real pill since he returned. All he does is complain, complain, complain! It’s just marvelous having you back!” Penelope's mindless banter continued as Alyna smiled to herself, recognizing yet another unchanged aspect of her return.
However, the town itself had transformed. Alyna had once known almost everyone in town, but as she rode through now, she only recognized a few faces. She observed a few ladies pointing in her direction and nodding. Frowning slightly, she looked away, feeling the weight of unfamiliarity settling upon her shoulders.
Chapter 14
Rock Creek, Nebraska - June 1867
The fog hung heavy in the morning air as Alyna saddled Destiny and set off towards the west. Despite the ominous atmosphere, she was undeterred. Determined to uncover the truth that everyone seemed to know but her, she pressed on. Gabe had evaded her inquiries, her father refused to discuss the past, and Nora simply avoided her altogether. Even Penny, her closest friend, had broken down in tears and fled the room when Alyna attempted to broach the subject.
Slowing her pace, Alyna stroked Destiny's mane reassuringly. The morning air was crisp, but she knew she had to leave before anyone else awoke to stop her. As she passed through the valley, memories of the old tree sent shivers down her spine. It seemed Destiny remembered too, quickening her trot as they moved past. Soon, Alyna caught sight of Buck's house, but to her dismay, there was no sign of life. No horses in sight, and the porch covered in leaves and dirt.
Approaching cautiously, Alyna tied Destiny to the post and surveyed the scene. The porch was deserted, the windows grimy with neglect. Alyna wiped off a patch of glass and peered inside, but saw no movement. Suddenly, a sharp neigh broke the silence, causing Alyna to startle. She soothed Destiny's coat, trying to calm her nerves, then scanned her surroundings. Nothing.
“Buck?” she called tentatively. “Hello?” With a shaky breath, Alyna knocked on the door, which swung open slightly.
As Alyna cautiously stepped into the parlor, her eyes struggled to adjust to the dimness. Everything was just as she remembered it, yet the air seemed heavy with neglect. Thick layers of dust coated every surface, as if the room had been untouched for years. It was unnerving to see Buck's home in such a state of disrepair. What could have driven him to abandon it? She couldn't shake the feeling of unease as she made her way through the modest parlor and into the kitchen.
Alyna's heart sank as she surveyed the kitchen, noting the signs of abandonment. It seemed as though Buck had been gone for a considerable amount of time, yet there were faint footprints in the dirt on the floor, suggesting recent activity. A chill ran up her spine at the realization that someone had been here since Buck's departure.
Seeing her letters lying untouched and unopened on the hearth confirmed Alyna's worst fears. Buck hadn't bothered to read a single one of her heartfelt letters. The realization stung like a fresh wound, explaining why she had never received a response despite her efforts to reach out to him.
A lump formed in Alyna's throat as she fought back the tears threatening to spill from her eyes. She refused to let herself be consumed by the pain of rejection, but it was clear now that her feelings for Buck far outweighed his feelings for her. With a heavy heart, she turned away from the abandoned house, mounting Destiny once more as she rode back to town.
She urged her horse forward, feeling the weight of disappointment settle upon her shoulders. As the sun began to rise above the mountains, casting a golden glow over the landscape, Alyna knew she had to return home before Nora noticed her absence. She leaned forward in the saddle and urged her horse to pick up the pace, her thoughts racing as she contemplated the best route back.
After a brief moment of hesitation, Alyna decided to take the shortcut through the valley. She didn't want to risk encountering anyone on the main road and having to explain her early morning ride.
Alyna's heart raced as she neared the clearing, her senses on high alert. The low, haunting howl echoed through the stillness, sending shivers down her spine. Initially mistaking it for an injured animal, she scanned the area and spotted a figure lying face down a few yards away. Instantly, her instincts kicked in, urging her to approach and offer aid. Yet, doubt crept in as she hesitated, wary of potential danger. What if it was a trap?
Despite her apprehension, Alyna couldn't ignore the possibility that the person might be in dire need of help. With a conflicted expression, she urged Destiny forward, her mind racing with uncertainty.
As she drew closer, the extent of the man's injuries became apparent—a large, ominous stain of red marked his leg, and swarms of flies buzzed around the wound. Alyna's stomach churned with unease. What if he was already dead? The thought sent a chill down her spine; she had never encountered a dead body before.
“Mr?”
Alyna's frown deepened as she observed the lack of movement from the figure. Hesitantly she snapped off a twig from a nearby tree and, remaining atop her mount, cautiously prodded the body several times. To her relief, the man emitted a low groan in response. Alyna offered a silent prayer, hoping she was making the right decision. Dismounting from her horse, she approached the injured man, her senses on high alert.
Alyna knelt down and gagged at the stench that came off the man as she rolled him over slowly. She let out a soft gasp as the black overcoat fell back and revealed a buckskin clad Indian.
“Ómakiya yo.” The man groaned and lapsed back into unconsciousness.
With a heavy heart, Alyna assessed the man's condition. Despite his shallow breathing, she recognized signs of life, though faint. An internal struggle ensued as she considered her options. It would have been easy to simply ride away and leave him to his fate, but her conscience wouldn't allow it. She couldn't abandon him to die alone in the wilderness.
Realizing the grim reality that no doctor would come to the aid of a wounded Indian, Alyna knew she had to take matters into her own hands. She couldn't leave him there to be devoured by wild animals. Summoning all her strength, she began the arduous task of dragging the large man towards her horse.
The weight of his body proved to be a formidable challenge, even for Alyna's sturdy frame. Several times she attempted to lift him up on her horse, but each time the man slumped to the dirt. As exhaustion began to set in, she paused to catch her breath, leaning against Destiny's side and allowing a weary sigh to escape her lips.
Alyna's heart skipped a beat as she realized the injured man was now alert and staring at her. Despite her initial shock, she reminded herself that she had already disarmed him and he was in no condition to harm her. Still, the intensity of his gaze unsettled her, and fear gripped her heart.
She approached cautiously, speaking softly to reassure him that she was there to help. In his dazed state, he seemed to understand her words, though his consciousness was fading in and out.
“I can’t lift you alone.” She struggled to bring the man to his feet again. “I need your help.”
As if he understood her plea the man raised his arms over the horse and with her assistance, he managed to sit upright before slipping back into unconsciousness.
As Alyna guided her horse forward, she couldn't shake the feeling of unease. Questions swirled in her mind about who had shot him and where his comrades were. Were they dead? The uncertainty weighed heavily on her as she continued on her journey, her mind racing with thoughts of the injured stranger she was now responsible for.
Chapter 15
Rock Creek, Nebraska - June 1867
As the wounded man regained consciousness, he was immediately greeted by the harsh reality of pain coursing through his body. Attempting to sit up, he found himself too weak, his muscles refusing to obey his commands. Taking in his surroundings, he realized that his clothes had been removed, replaced by white cloth packed tightly and tied securely over his wounds.
The man's worry deepened as he focused on his leg, recognizing the signs that infection was a looming threat. Without proper care and attention, he knew all too well the dire consequences that could follow. He gingerly touched the bandages, feeling the heat of the infection.
“Well good morning.” Alyna shut the barn door behind her and walked over to her patient. “I brought food. Food.” She put her hand to her mouth like she was eating, then showed him the plate. “Food.”
“Philámayaye.” He grunted and took the plate.
“You are doing so much better today.” Alyna smiled with satisfaction. She has taken prodigious care of him the last several days.
“You are certainly hungry. Do you speak English?” She watched as he continued to eat as if she hadn’t said a word.
“Well I don’t know how to heal you. The bleeding has stopped, but that just doesn’t look good.” She pointed to his swollen leg. “I have some medicine, maybe it will help.”
She put the bottles on the ground and went to get some fresh linen.
As the woman placed the bottles beside him and hurried away, he observed her actions with a mix of curiosity and suspicion. It puzzled him that she would extend such kindness to him, a stranger in need. He knew well the ways of white people, their kindness often veiled with ulterior motives. Despite her assistance, he remained wary, sensing that there was more to her actions than simple compassion.
“Here, I brought you some clean bandages.” Alyna knelt beside him and took the empty plate. “Did you like it? The food?”
She sat beside him, her touch gentle as she began to peel off the soiled bandage from his leg. It stuck to the skin, and as she carefully removed it, as he winced in pain, feeling each tug as the cloth clung stubbornly to his wounded flesh.
“I’m sorry, but they need to be changed.”
She noticed the flinch on his stomach muscles as she very carefully pulled the bandage off. She couldn’t help but notice his well muscled body when she changed his bandages. She had seen a few men with their shirts off before, but never a man completely naked. Or as well sculpted. She bent her head down in attempt to hide her flushed face. 
“Now, you’ll have to keep quiet. I’m sorry, this is going to hurt, very badly.”
She frowned, hoping that he wouldn’t make too much noise as she began to tend to his wound. Slowly, she dripped the clear liquid onto his badly swollen leg, her movements deliberate and cautious.
The wound had improved since she last tended to it, but she remained concerned about the possibility of infection. Earlier, she had visited the doctor and fabricated a story about Nora slipping and cutting her foot, expressing her worries about infection. Fortunately, the doctor had believed her without question and provided her with a bottle of liquid, instructing her to pour it directly onto the wound.
She winced in silence as he dug his hands into the blanket, clenching his fists tightly. Running her hand tenderly over the swollen skin near the abrasion, she felt the fevered heat emanating from the wound. Frowning, she stared at the injury, her mind racing as she tried to devise a plan.
The doctor would refused to see him, and her father would be furious if he found out what she had been doing. Gabriel might offer assistance, but what else could he do? He had no knowledge of medicine. With a heavy sigh, she hunched back on her heels, feeling a sense of helplessness wash over her.
“I just don’t know what to do for you. I’m sure that’s infected and Doc Miller won’t come out and look at you.”
He slowly moved his hand over to where she laid the plate of food.
“Are you still hungry?” She reached for the plate. “I’ll get you more.”
Alyna jumped back, her eyes widening in alarm when the large man held up the butter knife, she had given him with his food. She immediately noticed her fear reflected in his eyes and raised her hands defensively, taking a step back.
However, the man quickly extended his hand in a placating gesture, holding the knife out towards her. With a pointed motion, he directed her attention to his bloodied clothes in the corner of the room. Alyna hesitated. Her gaze fixed on him as she tried to comprehend his intentions. Seeing her reluctance, the man motioned again towards the corner, urging her to understand his message.
“You want your knife?” Alyna looked across the room then back at the man.
“Haŋ.” He nodded and thrust the butter knife into her hand.
“No way.” She shook her head adamantly,
“Haŋ.” He reached out and gently took hold of her trembling hand, trying to convey reassurance through his touch. He could feel her unease, her lack of trust evident in her trembling. He knew he had given her no reason to trust him, but he needed that knife.
Undeterred he pointed towards the pile of bloodied clothes in the corner, then directed her gaze to his injured leg. It was a silent plea, a request for the tool he needed to tend to his wound.
“I want to help you, but I’m afraid of you.” Alyna confessed, her voice trembling slightly with fear. She observed as he persisted in pointing to his injured leg, his silent plea for assistance clear.
Reluctantly, she edged across the floor, her heart pounding in her chest, and carefully sifted through his discarded clothes until her fingers closed around the handle of his knife. She held it gingerly, unsure of what to expect next.
She stood for several moments, torn between fear and empathy, before finally handing the knife over to him, hoping against hope that she had made the right choice. Her heart lurched as she watched in horror as he made a slash through the skin just under the wound. The loud cry that pierced the air startled her, and she couldn't tell if it came from her or from him.
In a matter of seconds, Nora's voice echoed from the barn door, asking what the matter was. Alyna's heart raced as she scrambled down the ladder and hurried to meet her at the hay bales, her mind racing.
“Good heavens, child, what are ye doin' in here? Are ye alright?”
“Sorry to have worried you, a spider startled me. Everything is fine.” Alyna was amazed at how quickly the lies flowed from her lips. She had always been so honest. She assured herself that it wasn’t her choice. The man upstairs life depended on her.
“Well what are you doing out here in the barn anyway?” She peered into the empty barn.
“Ah, just writing in my diary.”
“Why don’t ye come in lass, sit by the fire there’s good light in there.”
“I’ll be along later.” Alyna almost shut the barn door in her face.
By the time Alyna crawled back up the ladder, her patient was either unconscious or dead. She rolled her eyes, wondering what he was thinking. She had finally stopped the bleeding, only for the damn fool to cut himself again? She moved slowly towards him, preparing herself for the worst.
She heard him stir and felt his hand around her wrist. Jumping slightly, she was amazed he was still alive. He guided her hand to his leg, which was bleeding liberally. He pushed her hand against the lump, causing him to drift into unconsciousness again, but more importantly, it made a foul-smelling mass ooze from the new wound.
Alyna continued to press softly, drawing more of the substance out of his leg. Now she understood why he cut himself. Convinced she’d gotten all of it, she cleaned the cut and bandaged it tightly. The man was still unconscious, for which she was grateful. She was sure the pain was tremendous. She wiped his brow with her sleeve and propped his head up. If he made it through the night, she was sure he would survive.
Chapter 16
Rock Creek, Nebraska - July 1867
The next few weeks had passed quickly. Alyna piled the plate high with some fresh rolls she had made that morning, along with bacon and eggs. Nora had gone last week to visit her sister, and her father was in town going over some finances with the town banker. She had the house to herself all morning long. She hummed happily to herself as she made her way out to the barn.
“Hey! You be careful will you?” She rushed in as her patient stumbled down the ladder.
He looked up at her, his wild ebony eyes shining in the darkness of the barn.
“I brought you food.” She helped him sit on a bale of hay and handed him the plate.
“Philámayaye.” He handed her one of the rolls and grunted.
“Oh, thank you.” She said, picking a corner from the roll and eating with him.
“I think you are able to take a short walk out if you would like to. It’s beautiful outside today. The grass is so green now, and it smells so sweet.” Alyna suggested, shaking her head at her own dim-wittedness. “You’re very easy to talk to.” She laughed softly at herself.
They sat in silence as he finished the meal she brought to him. She left the plate on the floor and helped him up. He could mostly stand on his own. He just needed her to lean on. He knew he would be able to leave soon, perhaps in a few days, and he could go home.
She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Having him there gave her something to do, a purpose in her dull life. He shifted his weight off his leg and stumbled slightly, pressing against her softly. He leaned closer and breathed in her sweet, warm scent as her hair brushed across his face.
“Are you alright?” Her arms went around his solid core, immediately steadying him. He nodded gruffly, but the look on his face told her that he was in pain and was trying his hardest to hide it from her.
Alyna rolled her eyes at his stubborn pride and led him over to a grassy patch under a large oak tree. “Why didn’t you tell me you were hurting? Sit here,” she commanded him.
“Hiyú wó.” He patted the grass beside him.
He watched as she inched closer and looked at the ground where his hand was. Shaking his head, he grabbed her hand and gently pulled her to sit beside him.
“My name is Alyna.” She settled down and leaned back against the tree. “Ah- lee-nah.” She pointed to herself as she over enunciated her name.
“Wakíŋyaŋ Ská.” He pointed to himself.
“Wa kiah Ska?”
“Wakíŋyaŋ Ská.” He smiled broadly at her efforts to speak his language.  The strength of the white woman’s spirit was unexpected to him. She helped him knowing the consequences of her actions.
“Grass.” Alyna perked up and ran her hand through the long blades of grass.
“Pheží.” Wakíŋyaŋ Ská noticed her sudden delight and decided to play along. He grasped her hand in his.
“Hand.” She nodded.
“Wičhánape.”  He turned her hand over, softly touching the top of her hand. He reached out and grasped her long red hair and let the silky strands slip between his fingers, enjoying the way it felt sliding over his rough hands. “Pȟehíŋ.”
“Hair.” She ran her fingers through his long course locks, mirroring his actions.
He smiled and gently touched her eyelid. “Ištá.” He let his finger trail down her nose. “Pȟasú.” He paused slightly before resting the tip of his finger on her soft full lips. “Ihá.” He leaned forward and breathed in her sent before grazing her lips with his. “Íiputȟaka.”
Alyna sat back and laughed. “I don’t believe I caught all of that.” 
Alyna stole a glance at Wakíŋyaŋ Ská, observing the rugged contours of his face set against the canvas of the evening sky. His features bore the imprint of a life shaped by the elements. She appreciated his plainness, he seemed devoid of any pretense.
Wakíŋyaŋ Ská still holding one of her hands in his, squeezed it gently before turning and looking towards the sunset. His people were just a few days ride over the mountains, and he would return soon.
He felt the woman next to him grip his hand a little tighter, bringing his thoughts back to the present. She was a beautiful woman, probably the most beautiful white woman he’d ever seen. Maybe even as beautiful as Ziηtkála Wašté, the young maiden in his village.
Chapter 17
Rock Creek, Nebraska - July 1867
Alyna rummaged through her closet once more, sensing the urgent need to declutter. Her eyes lingered on several dresses that hadn't seen daylight in years. Failing to find the dress she sought, Alyna ventured into the library and peeked inside.
“Nora? Have you seen my yellow day dress?” she inquired.
“It’s on the line. I’m just on my way to retrieve the wash.” Nora replied, setting down her book and preparing to rise.
“I’ll do it!” Alyna offered, stepping forward to take over the task.
Alyna smiled and grabbed the large basket by the door, happy to take over the task of hanging the clothes. She enjoyed the simple chore, especially on warm sunny days. Humming softly to herself, she carefully removed each garment, ensuring they didn't drag on the ground.
Suddenly, she felt a pair of strong hands around her waist, and she turned around quickly, expecting to see Gabe. To her surprise, it was Wakíŋyaŋ Ská instead. Her eyes widened in shock, and she instinctively tried to pull away, but his grip was firm. Before she could react further, he leaned in and pressed his lips to hers.
At first, she resisted, but as he persisted, she found herself yielding to his advances. Her fingers entwined in his hair as he pulled her closer, and soon she became an active participant in the passionate embrace.
As the heat of the moment faded, Alyna quickly came to her senses. She pulled back from his embrace and urgently tried to guide him back to the barn, reminding him of the danger they faced if her father caught them together.
“You can’t just go running around.” She scolded. “If my father finds out he’ll have my head!”
Despite her warnings, he smiled at her efforts, seemingly amused by her persistence. Finally, he relented and allowed her to lead him back into the safety of the barn.
Alyna sighed and smiled back at him. “I’m glad you are better though.” A sudden flash of sadness swept over her. “I guess you are going to be leaving soon, now that you are well.” She hadn’t realized just how lonely she was going to be without his company. “You’ll need these.” She handed him his knife and gun.
“Ah-lee-nah.” He took the weapons gratefully.
“I’ll miss you.” She sucked in a quick breath.
Wakíŋyaŋ Ská moved towards Alyna with determined strides, his long legs closing the distance between them swiftly. He had never imagined that this woman would find her way into his heart, yet now he knew he would miss her deeply.
Cupping her cheek with his large hand, he gently pulled her face towards his own. Her lips, always soft and warm, met his eagerly, igniting a surge of emotions within him. Closing his eyes, he savored every sensation of the moment—the way her body pressed against his, the taste of her lips, the gentle breeze tousling her hair and tickling his arms.
Alyna wrestled with conflicting emotions as she gazed into Wakíŋyaŋ Ská's intense eyes. She knew she shouldn't allow herself to feel this way about the handsome stranger. After all, he was only there temporarily, destined to move on once he had healed. It was nothing more than a purely physical attraction, she tried to convince herself. But how could she not be drawn to him?
His commanding presence demanded attention, and his eyes, though fierce and piercing, held a softness and passion that stirred something within her. She couldn't resist the urge to run her fingers across his cheeks, gently brushing his hair back. With each passing moment, she reminded herself that once he was gone, life would continue as normal. But for now, she couldn't deny herself the pleasure of his company.
She stood on her toes and wrapped her arms around his neck shamelessly giving in to her desires. She felt his eager tongue slip past her lips and touch her hers lightly.  Her heart raced. It had been many years since she had been kissed with such passion. It awakened something inside her she thought was lost.
Alyna's heart skipped a beat as a sharp, loud cry pierced the air, jolting her away from Wakíŋyaŋ Ská's embrace. Frowning, she strained to identify the source of the cries as they grew louder and more urgent.
Alyna's heart raced as she dashed out of the open barn door, her footsteps echoing in the stillness. As she rounded the corner, her eyes widened in alarm at the sight of Nora slumped against the oak tree.
“Nora?” Alyna's voice trembled with concern as she hurried to the older woman, dropping to her knees beside her.
Alyna's breath caught in her throat as she knelt beside Nora, her eyes wide with shock and disbelief. The sight of seeing the woman covered in blood sent panic in her heart. She reached out tentatively, her hand hovering over Nora's still form, hoping against hope for any sign of life. But as the moments passed in eerie silence, Alyna's worst fears were confirmed. Nora wasn't breathing anymore.
“Nora!” Alyna grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her several times. When the older woman slumped over Alyna saw the arrows sticking out her back, large circles of blood collecting at each base. Alyna quickly turned and ran directly into a rock-hard bronzed chest.
“Wakíŋyaŋ Ská!” She looked up for protection, finding a stranger.
Alyna’s mouth dropped open as she slowly backed away from the fierce looking man. He towered over her.  His black hair was matted and his face was covered in war paint and blood. Blood that Alyna was sure was Nora’s. The tall warrior grabbed Alyna’s arm roughly, holding her almost off his feet as he yelled.
“Haŋ mašké.”
Wakíŋyaŋ Ská stalked up to the man, a fierceness in his eyes matching the other man’s.
Alyna's heart pounded in her chest as chaos erupted around her. She felt as though she were caught in the middle of a storm, the fierce arguments and tense atmosphere sending a chill down her spine. She couldn't make out the words being exchanged between the two men, but their heated tones and harsh gazes struck fear into her heart.
Suddenly, the stranger released his vice like grip on her and turned. She watched as he strode purposefully towards the horse corral, barking orders to the other men. Wakíŋyaŋ Ská’s swift actions snapped Alyna out of her daze as he grabbed her arm and led her towards the corral where the warriors were already claiming their horses.
In the frenzy, Wakíŋyaŋ Ská seized Alyna's palomino, effortlessly hoisting her onto its back before mounting behind her. With a firm grip on the horse’s mane, he steered the horse away from town, their path veering in the opposite direction of Alyna's father's imminent arrival.
As if previously in a daze, suddnely Alyna realized what was happening, she ducked under his arm and jumped off Destiny, wrapping her arms around her head she tried to protect herself from the fall. She knew the ravine was small, there would be no water or very little this time of year.
As she rolled down the hill, she felt her skin being ripped and cut by the bramble bushes. When she finally lay still, she looked up quickly. She could hear shouting, but she couldn’t see anyone. She lay at the bottom of the ravine barely breathing, afraid to be heard. She gathered her skirt and quickly ran back towards her home, to safety.
The ravine cut through her father’s property and down towards town. She ignored the thin berry vines that crossed her pathway, but she couldn’t ignore their razor-sharp thorns. She ran for only a few minutes when she saw the ominous figure blocked her pathway. 
Wakíŋyaŋ Ská
Her heart raced. She turned, no one was behind her, but she knew they soon would be. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a long branch, she could climb out and take the chance. But before she could reach up and crawl out of the ravine she felt hands, strong hands turning her around.
“No!” She screamed with the full force of her lungs.
Alyna's fury ignited as she lashed out, delivering a sharp kick to his shins. Despite the fleeting pang of sympathy she felt at the sight of his discomfort, she was quickly reminded of her resolve as he forcefully settled her back onto her horse. Determined to escape, she attempted to slide down the other side, but before her feet could touch the ground, he seized her, pulling her back against him with a firm grip. With steely determination, he guided the horse out of the ravine, leaving Alyna trapped and powerless in his grasp.
As they rode on for hours, Wakíŋyaŋ Ská could sense that Alyna had ceased her attempts to break free. She lay against him, her body no longer wracked with sobs but still tense with fear and uncertainty. He ran a hand down her arm, hoping to offer some semblance of comfort in their dire situation.
As Alyna flinched away from his touch, Wakíŋyaŋ Ská felt a pang of regret and sorrow. He could sense the bitterness growing in her heart, fueled by what she perceived as betrayal. This wasn't how he had envisioned this happening, and he knew he had to make things right. Alyna had saved his life, and he owed her his gratitude and protection. He silently vowed to explain everything to her when the time was right, but for now, he focused on guiding them to safety, determined to rectify his mistake and earn back her trust.
Chapter 18


Near the Nebraska and Dakota boarder - July 1867
As Alyna glanced over her shoulder, the sinking sun cast long shadows across the landscape. It felt like a never-ending nightmare, one she desperately hoped to wake up from soon. Swatting at yet another mosquito, she cursed under her breath. Her skin was already dotted with a dozen red welts from their relentless bites.
In the distance, the group of men had gathered, their murmured conversation barely audible. Alyna shivered, feeling the chill of the evening creeping into her bones. She watched anxiously as his familiar silhouette approached, her heart racing with a mix of fear and determination.
Running crossed her mind fleetingly, but she knew he would catch her again, and the consequences could be dire. No, she would bide her time, waiting for the perfect moment to make her escape.
“Ah-lee-nah.”
Alyna pursed her lips tightly and turned her back to him, a silent gesture of defiance and resentment.
“Listen now.” He roughly turned her back around facing him.
“You speak English?” Her mouth gaped open.
“Haŋ.” He nodded and kept his voice low, so that the others couldn’t hear them.
“You are a monster! A filthy savage!” Alyna yanked herself out of his grasp, her voice trembling with anger and disgust. The word “savage” left a bitter taste in her mouth, reminding her of the hurtful labels thrown around in town. Despite its accuracy in describing him in that moment, she couldn't help but flinch at the word. “I saved your rotten life, and this is how you repay me? I hate you!”
“There was no choice.” He clamped his large hand over her mouth to keep her quiet. He pointed to the large fierce looking man. “Mató Watakpe would have taken you, as his.”
“And being your prisoner is so much better!” Alyna's fury boiled inside her, causing her to shake as she yelled at him, though her words were muffled by his hand, he understood her anger.
“You do not want to know what it is like to be his prisoner.” Wakíŋyaŋ Ská pulled a fur skin around her shivering frame. “I give you my word, you will not be harmed.”
“What do you plan to do? Tie me out side your tee pee like a dog?” She gritted her teeth as he removed his hand from her mouth.
“Do not be angry.” He scowled. “I do what is best for you.”
“I trusted you, a mistake I will never make again.” Her eyes fired hatred at him. “You could have left me there.”
“I told you—”
“You’re stronger than him, if you really wanted to you could have left me. You could have made him understand.”
He looked across the camp. “I’m not well yet. I could not have challenged him.”
“Let me go now then. I can make it to the nearest town by myself.”
“No.” His voice was firm.
“I hate you!”
“Maybe so.” He laid down beside her. “Go to sleep.”
“This smells bad.” She wrinkled her nose at the blanket.
“Do you want to freeze?”
“I didn’t know that was an option I had!”
“Go to sleep Ah-lee-nah. It will be a difficult day tomorrow. We have much land to cross.”
As her anger subsided, he felt her body gradually relax, surrendering to exhaustion. He sensed her inching closer to him in the night, seeking warmth from his body. Despite his desire to ease her burden, he knew he had to be harsh. It was necessary for her survival. As they lay together in the darkness, he silently vowed to protect her, even if it meant making difficult decisions along the way.
Chapter 19
South Dakota - July 1867
Wakíŋyaŋ Ská wiped the sweat off the back of Alyna’s neck. They had been traveling for several days, and he knew she was sore and exhausted. She had angry red had scratches and bug bites all over her body. Now in the harsh sun her delicate white skin was burning as well.
As they rode through the day, he tried his best to shield the sun as much as possible, but he knew she was in pain. Her neck was red and hot. The sun had already started it’s decent in the sky when they stopped for a respite at the large river he knew as Mnisose, the Missouri River, he knew this land. He was almost home.
Wakíŋyaŋ Ská watched as Alyna practically leaped off the horse and hurried towards the cool, refreshing water. He could see the exhaustion etched into her features. The strain of this journey evident in her every movement.
Giving her a bit of privacy as well as to stretch his legs, he walked closer to his tribesmen. As he joined his companions, he greeted them with a solemn nod. Though he remained stoic on the surface, his mind preoccupied with thoughts of Alyna's well-being.
Alyna watched from where she knelt at the water’s edge as Wakíŋyaŋ Ská dismounted gracefully, mindful of masking his injured leg. As he joined the others, she realized that no one was paying any mind to her. Her heart thudded in her chest as she quickly looked for an escape.
She heard Wakíŋyaŋ Ská cry out to her, but she didn’t care. She was too afraid if he caught her, what he would do to her. That thought only encouraged her to run faster. She glanced behind her. He was gaining speed.
Quickly she waded out into the deepest part of the river in effort to swim to the other side. As Alyna struggled against the river's current, panic surged within her. Her desperate attempts to swim to safety were hindered by the weight of her waterlogged skirts, dragging her down into the depths. Each stroke felt like a battle against unseen forces, her lungs burning with the need for air.
That was the least of her worries though. Something had caught on her skirts slowly dragging her down. She was treading water furiously by the time Wakíŋyaŋ Ská reached her. She felt like an animal in a trap. Either way she lost. She just didn’t know which was worse, drowning or his fury.
He made no sound as he quickly cut her dress off and started dragging her back to the rocky shore in her chemise still struggling against him. Wakíŋyaŋ Ská pushed her head under the water when she struggled to get away again. She came up sputtering and cursing at him, he pushed her under again. He continued this until she was sobbing hysterically.
When she grabbed onto his arm and allowed him to pull her to the edge, he sat her on the rocky bank and let her cling to him as she wept. He felt a twinge of guilt as her warm wet body pressed against his. She was so frightened. She was trembling in his embrace. He held her tightly and stroked her back.
“You should have let me drown.” She mumbled between sobs.
Her voice was so meek and desperate Wakíŋyaŋ Ská felt his jaw clench. “I gave you my word, you will not be harmed.”
“I can’t do this.” Alyna burst into tears again. “Please just leave me to die here.”
“You are stronger than this.” He pulled her to her feet and walked behind her back to the horses. “I have seen your spirit, do not let this break you.”
“Please let me go home.”
“Ah-lee-nah.” He stopped walking and turned her around. “Do not ask me again.”
Alyna stared up at him and nodded. He was so stern she was actually afraid of him.
“Take this.” He pulled the blanket off the horse and handed it too her.
“I’m not cold.” She flinched as he moved towards her.
Wakíŋyaŋ Ská looked at her shivering form. “It’s not for your comfort.”
Her thin cotton chemise did little to conceal the contours of her body as his gaze, filled with lust, traced over her ample curves.
“Savage.” She spat the word and blushed furiously as she took the blanket from him. 
She sat obediently for the remainder of the day, and continued to do so for the following several days as well. On the fourth day, they arrived at dusk at the Lakota village. It was larger than Alyna had imagined, and the sight of so many Indians gathered in one place sent a shiver of fear down her spine. Wakíŋyaŋ Ská felt her trembling as they rode through the gathering crowd, and he knew that her fear was palpable.
The sweet aroma of buffalo meat cooking wafted on the air, and his stomach growled involuntarily. He smiled broadly when his mother and sister emerged from their teepee. Sliding off his horse, he greeted his family warmly. Glancing up at Alyna still seated on the horse, he motioned for her to dismount. A soft chuckle escaped him as she tumbled off and then proceeded stumbled over a rock on the ground. He extended his hand to help her up, but her stubborn pride kept her at a distance, arms crossed over her chest.
Alyna watched as the young woman conversed with Wakíŋyaŋ Ská, occasionally glancing in her direction. Suddenly, she felt a strong yank on her hair. In an instant, Wakíŋyaŋ Ská was at her side, speaking sternly to the woman responsible. His protective hand encircled her waist, guiding her to a large teepee. Standing near the entrance, she observed as he gathered wood and kindling, starting a fire with practiced ease.
“Ah-lee-nah, watch me closely. You'll need to tend to this fire to keep it burning,” Wakíŋyaŋ Ská instructed, noticing the questioning look in her eyes. He knew she possessed a strong will, but she was accustomed to a life of comfort. He harbored doubts about whether she would be able to adapt to his way of life. “It is better to keep the fire than make a new one. Do you understand?”
“Yes.” She choked on her words.
Chapter 20
South Dakota - October 1867
Alyna leaned against a small tree and rubbed her hands, scowling as she felt the calluses that had formed. Her once-beautiful, soft hands were now rough and dry, with impeccably manicured nails reduced to short, ragged nubs. The last two weeks had been relentless; she rose at the crack of dawn and didn’t rest until well after the sun had set.
She had never worked so hard in her life. Her daily chores consisted of cooking all the food, gathering wood and water, and mending. She swore that when she got home, she would take a long, hot bath and never touch a piece of firewood again.
The food she made was barely edible. She wasn’t even sure what it was, but it certainly smelled bad. Although Wakíŋyaŋ Ská didn’t complain, she barely touched it. With a heavy sigh, Alyna trudged back to the village and dumped the small pile of wood next to the door.
“What are you doing?” She looked across the tee pee. Wakíŋyaŋ Ská had been making arrows and getting weapons together the last couple days.
“We need meat before the snow.”
“Will you be long?” Her brow furrowed with concern.
“Ah-lee-nah, we will go far away.” He looked up at her before returning to his task. “It will be many days.”
“You can’t leave me here.” Her voice trembled.
“We need food. You are….” He struggled for the English word. “Tamahéca.”
As he struggled to find the right words, the frustration showed on his face. Gesturing towards her slender frame, he furrowed his brow, indicating his concern. With a hand on his own stomach, he mimicked eating, then pointed at her, repeating the word Tamahéca with urgency.
“I’m too skinny?” She scowled. He couldn’t help notice how thin she had become in the last couple months. As if to emphasize his point, her stomach growled loudly, betraying her hunger.
“We will have fresh meat.” He nodded. “You will be happy.”
“Please don’t leave me here.” She begged.
“Ahwayela Tȟaté she will help you.”
“I don’t need help from your sister.” Alyna scowled at him.
“Do not worry, Mató Watakpe will not be here.” He saw her face soften slightly.
“I don’t care.” She went back to stacking the firewood.
“For your hands.” He handed her a bag of balm for her chapped hands. “It will help.”
“I’ll get your food ready.” She ignored him and put a large pot over the fire.
Despite her anger, he observed her silently, feeling a swell of pride in her progress. He knew it wasn't easy for her, surrounded by a language she couldn't understand and a culture vastly different from her own. He noticed how she barely touched her food, her distaste evident in the way she pushed the morsels around her bowl. He understood her stubbornness, but he also knew that fresh meat would soon be available. If she became hungry enough, he was confident she would eat.
“Ah-lee-nah.” He waited until she looked up at him. “While I am away you will not try and leave.”
“I can’t promise you that.” She said harshly.
“I will ask Suŋgmánitu to stand guard. But, I want to trust you.”
“Fine.”
“Promise me.” He reached over and tilted her head so he could look into her eyes.
“I promise.” She said compliantly before she looked away.
Chapter 21
South Dakota - October 1867
Alyna yawned and stretched, feeling the ache in her bones from sleeping on the hard surface of the fur-lined pallet. The sun peeking through the top flap of the teepee signaled the start of a new day, and Alyna knew there was much work to be done and she had overslept.
As she glanced over at the extinguished coals, she sighed. “I didn't want to eat anyway.” She muttered to herself, her frown deepening. Despite her hunger, she began to dress.
Wakíŋyaŋ Ská had insisted she not wear her torn chemise and pantaloons. Instead, he had given her a buckskin dress, which Alyna assumed belonged to his sister. At first, she had felt uncomfortable in the doe skin garment, but now it felt like second nature. She had grown accustomed to its feel against her skin. However, she did prefer the soft-soled moccasins he had provided. Her feet had never been so comfortable, and she appreciated the freedom of movement they offered compared to her usual shoes.
Alyna took a small basket and followed the pathway leading to the river, which ran just outside the village, next to the canyon wall. A thicket of berries awaited her on the other side of the river, promising a sweet breakfast. As she approached, she saw a few women already there, filling up their water bags, and several children playing in the cool water. Undeterred, Alyna waded into the river and made her way to the berry patch. She sat on the riverbank, enjoying the juicy berries for a while before she began to pick them, filling her basket to the brim. With her task complete, Alyna crossed the river again and headed back to the teepee.
“Ayúštaŋ yo!”
Alyna heard the alert to stop, but recognizing it as lowáŋ Ziηtkála’s voice, she quickened her pace. She didn’t want the other woman to catch up to her, but the weight of the berries slowed her down, and in a few seconds, lowáŋ Ziηtkála stood in her path. Despite being a few inches shorter than Alyna, she was sturdier, and in Alyna’s state of malnutrition, she was much stronger.
Alyna averted her gaze and tried to walk around her, but the woman moved into her path again. lowáŋ Ziηtkála reached out and knocked the basket out of Alyna’s hand and pushed her hard. Alyna wasn’t expecting a physical confrontation, as she stumbled backwards.
“Leave me alone!” Alyna screamed as she stood up and reached for the basket.
Realizing too late that she made the wrong decision, Alyna felt lowáŋ Ziηtkála’s hands pushing her down again. This time, Alyna didn’t have time to catch herself. Her face was the first to hit a sharp rock. She rolled over quickly, putting her hand to her face. Tears mixed with dirt caused the cut to burn, which only made her cry more.
She heard the angry words and curled into a ball, waiting until the other woman left. Gently, Alyna touched the wound, feeling the blood dripping down her nose. Gathering herself, she walked back to the river and rinsed her face. The cut ran from her forehead near her hairline to her eyebrow.
Rushing back to the teepee, she searched through her bag of belongings that she had been allowed to keep. Relieved to find her chemise, she began ripping pieces off, packing them together, and then tying them like a bandage to her head.
As Alyna lay in the middle of the teepee for hours, staring at the ceiling, a sense of desertion washed over her. She felt hungry, tired, and fearful of Lowáŋ Ziηtkála's return. Eventually, her paranoia subsided as sleep overtook her, but even then, she found no rest. Alyna remained in the teepee for several days, venturing out only in the middle of the night to bathe in the river and relieve herself in the woods. Unable to pick berries at night, she subsisted on pemmican and other dried foods.
The passage of time became blurred as days and nights melded together. Loneliness and helplessness set in, and Alyna found solace in memories of happier times. She wondered about her father, Penny, and Gabe, spending many hours imagining their lives and longing for their company.
Buck occupied her thoughts as well, wondering about his fate and envisioning him as a rancher or perhaps a family man with children of his own. Most of the time, boredom overwhelmed her, and she resorted to sleeping away the hours.
The commotion in the village as the men returned from the hunt filled Alyna with a longing to be among people once more. She yearned to run outside and join the festivities, but the warning of Lowáŋ Ziηtkála's presence held her back. However, with Wakíŋyaŋ Ská there, she felt a glimmer of hope that he would protect her as he had promised. Yet, she knew his protection wouldn't last forever, especially considering Ahwayela Tȟaté’s revelation that her brother intended to marry the horrible woman.
Alyna knew she had to convince Wakíŋyaŋ Ská to take her home before that happened. If he refused, she resolved to take the risk and escape on her own.
Chapter 22
South Dakota - October 1867
Lowáŋ Ziηtkála glared at Ahwayela Tȟaté as she watched the younger woman walk towards Wakíŋyaŋ Ská’s tee pee with a bag of food and water.
“My brother left the white woman in my care.” Ahwayela Tȟaté explained.
“You are not her servant. She is lazy. When I marry your brother, she will learn quickly her place here.”
The two women turned at the sudden disturbance. The men were back from the hunt. Ahwayela Tȟaté saw her brother helping drag a very large travois. She left the bowl by the tee pee flap and rushed to join the others in the excitement.
Chapter 23
South Dakota - October 1867
As Wakíŋyaŋ Ská tossed open the flap over the teepee, he noticed Alyna with her back turned towards him. “Ah-lee-nah, I am back, did you not hear?” he called out, his voice carrying a mixture of curiosity and concern.
“I heard.” She moved slowly to the pot of water and poured him some.
“Philámayaye. Come with me.” He grabbed her hand.
“No, please.” She pulled away from him.
“Are you still displeased with me? We have fresh meat now.”
“I don’t feel well.” She turned from him and attended the fire.
“Ah-lee-nah, are you ill?” He turned her towards him and gently touched her bandage. “What happened?” He noticed her significant decrease in weight when he walked in. Her clothes hung on her body even looser than before he left.
“I fell, it’s nothing.”
He didn’t press the matter when Alyna fell silent. Instead, he settled down and moistened a small cloth, then started to clean his body. Sensing his fatigue, Alyna knelt beside him and gently took the cloth from his hand. With delicate strokes, she began the task of removing layers of paint, dirt, and dried blood. As she worked, she couldn’t help but notice the long fresh wound on his chest, settled between the old scars.
“Is this from the hunt?” she asked softly, her fingers tracing over the injured area.
“No.” He clenched his jaw as she carefully washed the area. “Mató Watakpe challenged me.”
“What does that mean?” She looked up at him.
“He wanted you, I refused.”
“You fought with him?” She stopped and rinsed the cloth out in the clear water. Slowly turning it murky.
“Haŋ.” He pulled her face towards his. “I promised you, I will not let anyone harm you.”
“What is this?” She caught a glimpse of silver in his pouch.
“For you.”
“Where did you get this?” Her fingers delicately skimmed the top of the small silver mirror.
“We found an old cabin.”
“Did you kill them?” She gasped. 
“Who?”
“The people in the cabin.”
“No, whoever lived there once had moved on long ago.”
“Oh.”
“Do you like it?” He ran his fingers through her hair and dropped his arms around her.
“Thank you.” She put the mirror down quickly once she caught a glimpse of herself.
Avoiding her reflection, Alyna set the mirror on the fur blanket next to her. She couldn't bear to confront the image it would reveal—her thin, pale figure, eyes rimmed with dark circles, and hair lacking its usual luster. It was a stark reminder of the nightmare she was living.
Wakíŋyaŋ Ská released her when she pulled back and stood up. He heard the hesitation in her voice and saw the apprehension in her eyes. 
“Ah-lee-nah, this is a gift. You owe me nothing.” When he saw her physical relief, she smiled slightly and grasped her hands. “Come with me now.”
Reluctantly, Alyna followed him outside. Already, women were bustling about, preparing food, while the men sat and talked animatedly telling stories of the hunt. She could feel a pair of eyes burning into her back, sending shivers down her spine. Grasping Wakíŋyaŋ Ská’s hand tighter, she walked closer to him, seeking comfort in his presence.
“You have no need to be afraid Ah-lee-nah. No one here will harm you.” He whispered as she collided into his side.
He continued to reassure her that the warriors were sharing stories of the hunt with the children, a tradition that would carry on throughout the night. Offering further words of solace, he assured her that everything would be alright, before departing, leaving her among the other women.
It felt like hours to Alyna as she pounded the meat and assisted with the cooking. She made a conscious effort to avoid getting too close to Lowáŋ Ziηtkála, yet she couldn't shake the feeling of the other woman's presence weighing heavily on her.
Her nerves were on edge, and even the simplest tasks felt cumbersome under the scrutiny of the other woman’s gaze. Despite her efforts, Alyna ended up cutting herself twice and burning her fingertips on the fire. As the sun began its descent, signaling the completion of the feast preparations, Alyna filled a bowl with food and carefully made her way over to where Wakíŋyaŋ Ská sat.
Her heart sank when she saw Lowáŋ Ziηtkála sitting beside him, her scowl cutting through Alyna like a knife. It was customary for her to bring him food, and she knew he expected it. Alyna quickly handed him the bowl and fled as quickly as she could back to the safety of the teepee.
Chapter 24
South Dakota - October 1867
Wakíŋyaŋ Ská felt a mix of confusion and irritation at Alyna's sudden outburst, but as he found her laying face down, sobbing, all the frustration melted into compassion. Silently, he lay down beside her, gently stroking her hair as he waited for her tears to cease. Eventually, he rolled her to face him, noticing her red and swollen eyes even in the dim light of the teepee. Something had changed in her during his absence – her fire was gone, her spirit broken. It pained him deeply to see her this way, a stark contrast to the spirited woman he had come to love.
“Ah-lee-nah, please tell me what has happened.” He whispered softly, the strain evident in his voice.
Tears streamed down Alyna's cheeks as she buried her face in Wakíŋyaŋ Ská's chest, her voice choked with desperation. “I want to go home! Please don't keep me here!” She pleaded, her words muffled against his body.
“It will be better.”
“When? When you take Lowáŋ Ziηtkála as your wife? When I’m your slave? I’ll kill myself first.”
“Ah-lee-nah, don’t say that.”
“I vow to you, I will drown myself in the river before that day comes.”
The desperation was palpable, underscoring the gravity of her words.
“Alyna,” he said gently, pressing a tender kiss to her forehead. “You are not a slave here. I will not let Lowáŋ Ziηtkála harm you. Do not worry about that.”
“I don’t believe you.” She looked up and rubbed her eyes.
He traced her lips with his finger. “Is Lowáŋ Ziηtkála the reason you are troubled?”
Alyna closed her eyes and leaned in closer to his warm body. Feeling his strong arms around her. She knew, at least in this moment, that she was safe.
“Did Lowáŋ Ziηtkála do with this?” His hand fingers gently touched the gash above her eye. He saw the look of fear in her eyes when she jerked back. He kept his hold on her and stroked her back softly. “Ah-lee_nah, you must never lie to me.”
“I’m sorry.” She whimpered. “I was just scared.”
“Of me?” The hurt was evident in his voice. He kissed her forehead, then trailed kisses down her freckled nose. Stopping for a sweet kiss on her full lips, before continuing across her jaw. “You have nothing to fear from me.”
“Why do you torment me?” Alyna turned and rolled away from him. She felt his powerful arm encircle her waist and draw her body closer again. She refused to turn towards him, she kept her back pressed tightly to his chest. “You are never going to take me home are you?”
“Ah-lee-nah,”
“Why do you hate me so much?” She began to cry again.
“Are you that unhappy here?” he asked, his tone tinged with disappointment and a hint of resignation. He had naively hoped that with time, she would come to accept her life with him here.
“Yes.” Was her muffled response.
His heart ached. He had hoped she would in time feel the same for him, as he did for her. “Do you not have any love for me then?”
“No.”
“I do not believe you Ah-lee-nah.” He stroked her back tenderly.
“I hate you.” She frowned and tried to harden her heart to him. While she hated the situation, she found herself in she knew in her heart that he wasn’t solely to blame.
“Thechíhíla,”Wakíŋyaŋ Ská whispered softly as he turned her towards him, his eyes searching hers. “I love you.” He spoke the words again, this time so she understood how much he cared for her.
Wordlessly, Alyna's fingertips traced the scared patterns across his chest, avoiding the fresh laceration with delicate care. His sharp intake of breath spurred her on, her touch igniting a fire within him as his muscles tensed beneath her gentle caress.
With a soft sigh, she let her hands roam lower, exploring the contours of his abdomen, feeling the strength and power that lay beneath his bronzed skin. His response was immediate, a soft groan escaping his lips as he surrendered to the sensations she elicited.
The air between them crackled with anticipation as he slowly untied the back of her garment, his movements filled with tenderness and desire. As he peeled the fabric away, a rush of heat coursed through him, igniting a primal need that only she could satisfy.
In that moment, anger, fear, and loneliness faded into the background, replaced by an overwhelming desire that consumed them both. As he trailed kisses along the curve of her neck and down her chest, her breath hitched in anticipation, her body responding to his touch with a fervor that matched his own.
A gasp escaped Alyna as he reached the dip at the base of her neck, his lips sending shivers throughout her body. Her fingers tangled in his hair, urging him closer.
He paused, his gaze meeting hers. It was a silent question, a plea for a stolen moment of solace amidst the chaos. Alyna understood. With a trembling breath, she cupped his face, her touch feather-light.
He leaned into her touch, his lips brushing softly against hers. It was a kiss filled with urgency and tenderness, a promise whispered against her skin. They moved as one, him lowering her onto the makeshift bed of blankets, his movements careful, reverent.
Moonlight spilled through the hole in the top of the teepee, casting an ethereal glow on their entwined forms. A part of her wanted to hate him. The anger for her abduction, the fear of the unknown, it still simmered beneath the surface. But it was overshadowed by a love that had overpowered them both.
He explored her skin with a reverence, each touch a whispered endearment. Alyna responded in kind, her fingertips tracing the map of scars that etched a story of his battles. In those imperfections, she saw his strength, his resilience, the very qualities that drew her to him in the first place.
They found solace in each other's touch. No matter what the future held, a chilling unknown that loomed large, she knew he would honor his promise of keeping her safe. In the quiet of the night, she found a fragile peace, a flicker of hope that burned brighter than the fear that gnawed at her heart. They clung to each other, a promise whispered between their breaths – to face it all, together.
Chapter 25
Oklahoma, Kiowa Village - October 1867
Buck kissed his wife tenderly as he settled down beside her, their son cooing softly in the pile of furs nearby as he gently stroked the infant's head. With winter approaching, preparations for the village's relocation would soon be underway.
In the tranquility of the night, Buck lay still, his mind drifting back to memories of Rock Creek, the town he had left behind years ago. Though time had passed, the ghosts of his past still haunted him, occasionally creeping into his thoughts during these quiet moments.
As Buck wrestled with his thoughts, his mind wandered back to the days of his youth in Rock Creek. Despite the passing years, memories of Alyna remained etched in his consciousness, a haunting presence that refused to be ignored. Though he was committed to his wife and the life they had built together, the specter of his past still loomed large, casting shadows over his contentment.
His relationship with his wife was one of duty and honor, forged in the aftermath of tragedy. After the untimely death of her husband on a hunting expedition, Buck had stepped in to fulfill his vow to protect her. Now, as they lay together in the quiet of the night, their infant son nestled between them, Buck couldn't shake the nagging doubts that gnawed at his soul.
The memory of that fateful day still sent a chill down Buck's spine, a visceral reaction to the accusations that had shattered his world. It was Teaspoon's grim expression and solemn tone that had first alerted him that something was terribly amiss.
The words that followed pierced through the air like arrows, each syllable carrying the weight of impending doom. McCallister's accusations hung heavy in the air, staining Buck's reputation. The shock and disbelief that flooded Buck's mind were quickly replaced by a rising tide of fear and desperation.
In that moment, as Teaspoon delivered the ultimatum—leave town or face the gallows—Buck felt as though the ground had been ripped out from beneath him. The injustice of it all burned like a brand on his soul, leaving scars that would never fully heal. It was a betrayal of trust, a violation of everything he held dear.
Even now, years later, the memory of that pivotal moment haunted his dreams, a constant reminder of the fragility of innocence and the cruelty of fate. Though he had forged a new life in the wilderness, far from the prying eyes of society, the specter of McCallister's accusations lingered, a dark cloud threatening to overshadow his every joy.
The choice Teaspoon had presented—leave town or face the hangman's noose—had been stark and unforgiving. Yet, as he reflected on the events leading to his exile, questions lingered, tormenting him with their uncertainty.
Had Alyna's father discovered their secret meetings, prompting her to accuse Buck of a crime he hadn't committed? Or had Alyna herself been a victim, coerced into leveling false accusations by her father's prejudice? The truth eluded him, buried beneath layers of deception and betrayal.
As he lay in the darkness, enveloped by the stillness of the night, image Alyna danced in his mind. He allowed himself to indulge in the bittersweet thoughts of their time together—the stolen moments of passion, the whispered promises of forever.
Part Three - Promises Understood
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Chapter 26


South Dakota, Lakota Village - April 1871 


It had been many years since Wakíŋyaŋ Ská first brought Alyna to his home, the tribe was much larger then, but disease and hunger had taken a toll on their numbers. In response, some members of the tribe began splitting into smaller villages to avoid detection by the army and gain greater mobility. This shift in their community dynamics reflected the harsh realities they faced and the need for adaptation to survive in a changing environment.
The village where Alyna now resided was home to just over a hundred people. As she glanced down the small pathway, she spotted Mato Nunpa and Wambli Ska running in her direction, followed closely by their little sister, Kimimela. Their youthful energy and playful antics added a touch of liveliness to the otherwise serene surroundings of the village.
“Wíyaka Lúta!”
Alyna smiled warmly as she heard her name called by the small child, a gentle reminder of the new identity she had been given by Wakíŋyaŋ Ská—the name Red Feather, bestowed upon her after their first winter together.
With patience and tenderness, Alyna waited as the young girl approached, her small hand tightly clutching onto hers. Without hesitation, Alyna lifted the child onto her shoulders, reveling in the innocent joy radiating from her companion.
As they neared the riverbank, Alyna felt a sense of anticipation wash over her—a longing to immerse herself in the refreshing embrace of the water, to let its soothing currents wash away the cares of the world. With a playful grin, she quickened her pace, eager to feel the cool relief that awaited them just beyond the bend.
Lowáŋ Ziηtkála's gaze bore into Alyna, seething with intense hatred. Ever since Wakíŋyaŋ Ská had chosen the white woman as his wife, there was a simmering resentment within her that she could barely contain. Despite her best efforts to mask her feelings, the sight of the outsider being embraced by her people was like a stab in the heart.
From her vantage point across the river, Lowáŋ Ziηtkála watched with clenched fists as she watched Alyna splashing and laughing with the children. No matter how hard she tried to suppress it, the bitterness lingered like a festering wound, fueling her resentment towards the woman who had unwittingly become her rival in Wakíŋyaŋ Ská's affections. The sight of Wakíŋyaŋ Ská wading over to his wife only fueled her anger further. With a huff of frustration, she snatched up her bags of water and stormed off in a cloud of resentment.
Chapter 27


South Dakota, Lakota Village - April 1871 


The spring sun beat down on the rolling hills, painting the sky a vibrant blue. Children's laughter echoed across the meadow, punctuated by joyful shrieks as they splashed in the cool waters of the nearby river. The air vibrated with the melody of birds chirping and the sweet scent of wildflowers in bloom. It was a day of idyllic beauty, a perfect backdrop for a stolen moment of love. Alyna, her long red hair cascading down her back like a waterfall, waded deeper, a playful glint in her dark eyes.
“Swim with me.” She called back to Wakíŋyaŋ Ská, beckoning him further out with a wave. His heart skipped a beat as he watched her. With a grin, he waded in after her, the cool water a refreshing contrast to the heat of the day.
“Where are you going in such a hurry?” Wakíŋyaŋ Ská teased, catching up to her quickly.
Alyna stopped, turning to face him, her smile turning mischievous. “Can't fault me for wanting to spend some time alone with my husband, can you?” Her voice dipped to a husky whisper as she reached out, tracing a finger down his chest.
Wakíŋyaŋ Ská's breath hitched. The playful glint in her eyes, a mirror of his own burgeoning desire, sent a familiar warmth coursing through him. He pulled her close, the press of her body against his igniting a fire within him.
In a secluded alcove, sheltered by the soothing sounds of the river and shielded from curious eyes, their desires flared. The air itself seemed to crackle with unspoken yearning. Sunlight, dappled by the leaves overhead, cast a warm glow on Alyna's skin, highlighting the flush that crept up her neck in response to his ministrations.
Their movements became a slow, sensual dance. He trailed kisses down her neck, each one a whispered promise, a fire igniting in her core that mirrored the warmth of his touch. Alyna responded with a sigh, her fingers digging into the muscles of his back as he pulled her closer, his gaze locking with hers. In that shared look, a lifetime of unspoken words passed between them – a fierce love.
But for now, there was only this. The rhythm of their breaths, the gentle caress of the breeze through the leaves, and the soft lapping of the water surrounding. His body moved in sync with hers, a slow, deliberate exploration that burned brighter with each passing moment. As their passion reached its peak, the world around them faded away. There was only each other, the warmth of their bodies, the frantic rhythm of their hearts.
In the after math of their passion, Alyna lay lazily with her leg sprawled across her husband’s thigh and her head on his chest. The cool water trickled around them as they enjoyed the calm summer day. It wasn’t often they were able to just relax and savor each other’s company, so they took full advantage of the precious moments they were given.
Their tender moment together was cut short though by a sharp piercing scream. At first Wakíŋyaŋ Ská thought it was just one of the children playing, but when it was followed by gunshots. He quickly swam to the other side of the river, pulling Alyna with him.
He swiftly donned his moccasins and buckskins while Alyna hurriedly slipped into her dress, trailing after him as they returned to the village. Standing on the outskirts, Alyna's eyes held a haunted, distant look, as she witnessed the nightmare unfold before her.
The scene was one of devastation: motionless bodies littered the ground, and flames consumed homes with merciless fervor. Despite Wakíŋyaŋ Ská's urgent words, they seemed to echo faintly in Alyna's ears, drowned out by the chaos surrounding her.
He shook her a little harder than he meant to, watching as she snapped out of her trance-like state. Urgently, he instructed her to gather the children and as many women as possible and lead them to the safety of the caves. Alyna's mind raced as she recalled Wakíŋyaŋ Ská showing her the hiding spot the previous summer, preparing her for the possibility of such an emergency.
Navigating through the chaos, Alyna swiftly located Ahwayela Tȟaté. Together, they gathered as many children as they could find, joining forces with other women to guide them towards the caves nestled in the forest. Upon reaching the safety of the caves, Alyna and Ahwayela Tȟaté wasted no time in returning to the village to rescue more children, their determination driving them forward amidst the mayhem.              
When they reached the clearing Alyna saw Wakíŋyaŋ Ská in the midst of village. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the army soldier raise his riffle, but it was too late. Her screams were deafening as she made her way through the frantic mob. She saw Wakíŋyaŋ Ská fall to his knees.
He lay flat in the dirt by the time she made it to his side. Her shaky hands pulled up his tunic and saw the bullet that marred his chest. Gathering all his remaining strength he reached out and touched her cheek.
“Thechíhíla—” he struggled to speak.
“Don’t you leave me!” She pulled him to her and held him tightly as she felt the last breath before he went limp. She cradled his body and wept.
Ahwayela Tȟaté witnessed her brother fall to the ground, with Wíyaka Lúta holding him in her arms. Initially, she had reservations about the white woman when her brother first brought her to their home. However, it wasn’t her place to question his decisions.
Over time, she realized that Wíyaka Lúta was a perfect partner for her brother, and Ahwayela Tȟaté had grown to love her like a sister. From the west she noticed one of the more decorated officers charging towards her brother and Wíyaka Lúta.
Quickly, Ahwayela Tȟaté sprinted across the clearing, her heart pounding in her chest. She knelt beside Wíyaka Lúta, the urgency of the situation clear in her eyes. She gently helped her the sobbing woman to her feet, offering a steadying arm around her for support.
“He is home now, his fight is over.” She pulled Alyna with her.
“Wait.” Alyna dropped to her knees and pulled the necklace from Wakíŋyaŋ Ská’s neck placing it around her neck.
“Come we must go.” Ahwayela Tȟaté pulled Alyna up and ran with her back to the forest. 
 
Chapter 28

South Dakota, Lakota Village - April 1871 


The officer watched as the Indian woman grab the white captive and pull her toward the forest edge. The army had been told there were white captives at this location, and they had been right. He took off after the pair, raising his gun and leveling the sights of his rifle. With precision, he fired, hitting the Indian woman square in the back.
Alyna felt Ahwayela Tȟaté lurch forward and fall to the ground. Horror and shock coursed through her as she witnessed the large hole in Ahwayela Tȟaté's back. She rolled her over, met by the blank stare that told her Ahwayela Tȟaté was now with her brother. It was an image she didn't want to carry with her. The screams were deafening, and it was only moments before Alyna realized it was her screams she was hearing.
Moments later, Alyna felt hands around her waist, hoisting her up onto the back of his horse. She could vaguely hear him reassuring her that everything was alright now, that she was going home. She turned to look back at Ahwayela Tȟaté's vacant gaze, a haunting memory etched into her mind.
Alyna struggled against the man who held her tightly on his horse, her screams echoing futilely in the air. Minutes turned into hours, the passage of time feeling surreal, like a dream she couldn't wake from. As they crossed the plains with the large group of soldiers, Alyna sat motionless on the horse, overwhelmed by fear and uncertainty.
The officer continued to assure her that she was safe, but Alyna couldn't shake the feeling of doubt. It was true, there were several white women at the village, some held against their will. She herself had once been in that position, a lifetime ago, before she married Wakíŋyaŋ Ská.
As they rode across the quiet plains, the only sound being the thundering of the horse's hooves beneath her, Alyna closed her eyes and tried to close herself from what was happening.
Only a few hours ago she was laughing and playing with the children by the river, enjoying the warmth of the sun and being embraced tenderly by her husband. Now, she was being torn away from everything she had grown to love and cherish.


Chapter 29

Fort Laramie, Wyoming - May 1871 


Upon their arrival at Fort Laramie, Alyna was greeted by a surge of exhaustion and dread. The sight of the imposing fort stirred a sense of intimidation within her, and she couldn't help but shudder involuntarily as they entered its confines. Closing her eyes briefly, she attempted to steady her nerves amidst the overwhelming atmosphere.
Inside the fort, Alyna and the other women from the camp were ushered into a small room furnished with several beds. Here, they were instructed to wait until the officer in charge could interview each of them individually. It was a stark reminder of their captivity, confined within the walls of the fort until further notice.
As they settled into the room, Alyna couldn't shake the feeling of unease that lingered in the air. Despite the small gestures of civility, such as providing them with new clothes and food, the tension was palpable. Alyna understood the unspoken challenge presented to them; compliance was necessary for survival, just as it had been years ago in the village.
Regretfully, Alyna removed her bloodstained buckskin garment, folding it carefully as she exchanged it for the simple cotton frock provided to her. She struggled with the thin fabric, the ill-fitting dress straining against her figure. With a sigh, she adjusted the garment, acutely aware of the scrutinizing gazes of the other women around her.
The accusatory glances of the other women reinforced her sense of alienation. Many of them she recognized as captives from the raids of the previous summer, their silent accusations weighing heavily on her. She had a good life with the Lakota, however she was well aware many of the women here did not.
Glancing at her reflection in the mirror, Alyna's eyes lingered on the scar above her eyebrow, a visible reminder of past trials. The reflection staring back at her seemed unfamiliar, older somehow, and she couldn't help but marvel at how much she had changed during her time away.
It was several days before it was Alyna's turn to speak with Lieutenant Jorgensen. Nervously, she took her seat on the softly padded chair, her mind racing as she waited for the inevitable.
After introducing himself, Lieutenant Jorgensen ushered Alyna into his office and gestured for her to take a seat across from his desk.
“If this becomes too difficult just let me know.” The lieutenant said sincerely. “My wife was held captive by a band of Apache many years ago. I’m am sensitive to your situation.”
“Thank you.”
Alyna was surprised at how quickly her manners reverted back to her upbringing. Living with the Lakota her previous delicacies and training as a proper lady meant nothing. They valued honesty; there she spoke freely. But here, a woman said one thing and meant another. There were things kept to one’s self and Alyna was keenly aware of these things.
Despite her reluctance, Alyna understood the necessity of cooperation in her new reality, a reality she had long since resigned herself to. She answered his questions as plainly as she could. As the lieutenant posed his inquiries, Alyna couldn't help but feel a sense of displacement, thrust back into a world she had once longed for but had since outgrown.
“Where is your family from?”
“Boston.” Alyna folded her hands in her lap and took a shaky breath. “However we lived some time in Nebraska, my father and I.”
“How long were you held by the Lakota?”
“I’m not sure, several winters.” She looked at him and took a deep breath. “It’s been four I guess.”
“Did they,” He paused and tried to make his question as delicate as possible. “Hurt you?”
“No, I was treated well.” She answered carefully.
“That’s good to hear.”
“I wasn’t a prisoner there. At first it was hard, learning their way of life. But I was accepted after a while.” Alyna let a few tears slide down her cheek.
“You sound very lucky. Many women in your situation are not treated so well. If you were not a prisoner, why didn’t you leave?” He cleared his throat.
“I wanted to at first, but rationally I wouldn’t have gotten too far without being eaten by a wild animal or even being taken captive by another tribe.”
“Alyna, you don’t have to hide anything. You needed to make choices to survive, no one can understand what you had to do, and no one can judge you on that.” He spoke softly.
He could tell she was being cautious with what she said, choosing her words carefully before she said them.
“I’m not ashamed of my choices.” She said defiantly.
She didn’t want him to misinterpret her hesitation as regret or doubt about her past decisions. Her love for Wakíŋyaŋ Ská was unwavering, and she would never regret the choices she had made. However, discussing the intricacies of her past with a stranger felt too intimate, too raw.
“That necklace, it looks like it belonged to someone with high respect in the tribe.”
“It was my husband’s.” She attempted to discreetly tuck the beaded necklace under her dress, but the tight bodice prevented her from concealing it completely.
“Your husband, was he a chief?”
“I imagine if he hadn’t been killed, he would have been.” She bit her lip hard when she felt her chin quiver.
“I’m very sorry for your loss.” He was sincere in his tone.
“Why couldn’t you leave us in peace?” Alyna buried her face in her hands and allowed the tears to flow unable to hold them back any longer. “No one from the village had bothered any of the towns in recent months. You had no reason to attack us.”
“Like I said before most the tribes don’t treat their captives well.” He removed the handkerchief from his best pocket and handed it to her. “We are just trying to help those that want to go home. It must be strange now after all these years to come back to this way of life.”
“Yes, it is.” Alyna composed herself and took a calming breath to steady her nerves. “Though I find myself fitting in quite well.”
“Alyna I’ll notify your family that you have been recovered. What’s your family name?”
“It’s McAllister. My father is Garrison McAllister, he was mayor of Rock Creek, Nebraska, last I knew.” She swallowed hard.
“Garrison McAllister?” Lieutenant Jorgensen raised an eyebrow.
“Do you know my father?” Alyna saw the recognition in his expression.
“A few years back I was in Sacramento. Your father was campaigning for government office, I don’t recall exactly what.” He hastily jotted a few words on the notebook he held before continuing. “I’ll make sure to send word to him. I’m certain he’ll be happy to know you are recovered.”
“Yes, thank you.” Alyna forced herself to smile.
“I’ll have my wife show you around and get you some more appropriate clothes.”
“Thank you.”
He stood up and walked her to the door and waved to one of the ladies waiting near the courtyard.
“Christine, this is Alyna.”
After exchanging a few polite words, Christine guided Alyna up the stairs to the officer's quarters. As they entered the bedroom, Alyna felt a wave of gratitude wash over her for the kindness being shown to her in this unfamiliar place.
Christine's gentle assistance as she helped Alyna bathe and provided her with one of her own dresses to wear filled Alyna with a sense of warmth and comfort.
“It’s a little big on you.” Christine tied a sash around her waist to help cinch the fabric in.
“It fits much better than the other dress. I was afraid to breathe at all, that it might rip.” Alyna looked out into the courtyard at the commotion below. “What’s going on?”
“Renegade Indians, horse thieves and drunks. The army brings them in and they await trial.” Christine pursed her lips.
“What happens to them?”
“The leaders are usually hung, the others most of the time are let free.”
“What about the children?” Alyna watched as a large group of children made their way into a different building.
“They will be sent to mission schools. Where they can learn to be a productive member of society.”
“Hmmm.” She stood deep in thoughts as the she continued to braid her hair over her shoulder.
“If you want to talk to someone about anything, I’m a good listener.”
Alyna expressed her gratitude as Christine departed, finding solace in the small but comfortable room she had been provided.
Sitting at the desk by the window, she gazed out at the courtyard and the imposing front gate of the fort. She the warriors brought in, their buckskin garments smeared with dirt and blood, the sight brought a flood of memories, and she struggled to push them away. Tears welled in her eyes as the weight of her loss settled upon her.
Clutching the leather beaded necklace around her neck, Alyna mourned silently for her beloved husband and sister, both taken from her on the same fateful day. Their absence left an emptiness in her heart, and she found herself longing for the life she once knew, now forever changed.
Night after night, Alyna cried herself to sleep, the pain of her grief consuming her. She joined the officer's families for meals but spoke little, lost in her own thoughts. Her only respite came during her walks in the grove of walnut trees, where she sought solace in the quiet serenity of nature, attempting to find meaning amidst the chaos of her shattered world.
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A couple weeks after Alyna’s arrived at the fort, Gabe, her father's messenger, finally arrived. He brought news of her father's illness, explaining that he was too unwell to make the journey himself. Alyna listened intently as he relayed the relief her father felt upon learning she was alive and well. The news brought a mix of emotions for Alyna, stirring memories of her life before the Lakota and the family she had left behind
As Gabe inquired about her well-being, his gaze briefly lingered on the scar above her eyebrow. Alyna felt a twinge of discomfort at the reminder of the past, but she chose not to dwell on it. She assured Gabe that she had been treated well during her time at the fort, withholding the details of her life with Wakíŋyaŋ Ská and his family. Gabe, sensing her reluctance to speak further, respected her privacy and did not press for more information.
As Gabe inquired about her well-being, his gaze briefly lingered on the scar above her eyebrow. Alyna felt a twinge of discomfort at the reminder of the past, but she chose not to dwell on it. She assured Gabe that she had been treated well during her time at the fort, withholding the details of her life with Wakíŋyaŋ Ská and his family. Gabe, sensing her reluctance to speak further, respected her privacy and did not press for more information.
Instead, he informed her of the travel arrangements he had made for her to return home the following Monday. Her brows furrowed in thought, home had become a complicated concept for her. Where was home now? She had finally found a home with Wakíŋyaŋ Ská and his family. Now she was to see her father whom she barely knew.
“So what about you, Gabe? Did you end up marrying Penny?” Alyna asked, hoping to change the subject.
“No, Penny is a little too tedious to handle for my taste. I was married to a wonderful lady, but she died in childbirth,” Gabe responded with a heavy sigh.
“I'm very sorry, Gabriel,” Alyna murmured softly, her voice laced with genuine sympathy. She could feel the weight of his grief in the room, a somber reminder of life's uncertainties and the pain it often brought.
“Things happen for a reason. I prayed for your safety and here you are. Like an angel.” Gabe whispered softly.
“You are very kind.” Alyna forced a smile.
“Alyna I never stopped caring for you, and always hoped that one day I would see you again.”
“I must speak plainly, as you are a good man.” She smiled softly and looked at him seriously. “And I don’t want to give you —.”
“I know you’ve never felt more for me than friendship. But good marriages are founded on friendship. Your father would want to know you are taken care of.” Gabe reassured her.
Alyna sighed, non-responsive, and stared across the courtyard. She wasn’t in the mood to discuss her future with him. Instead, her attention was drawn to a small group of warriors being rounded up and forced into the cramped confines of a nearby prison. She couldn't help but wonder about their tribe. They weren’t part of her village, and she didn’t recognize anyone among them.
A few minutes later, one of the warriors was pulled out of the prison room and tied to a post in the middle of the courtyard. Alyna couldn't help but wonder what he had done. He must have been the leader of that group. She fanned herself, feeling sympathy for the man. It was hot in the shade; he was tied in direct sunlight. If the soldiers kept him there for very long, she was going to have a word with Lieutenant Jorgensen.
“Did you hear me Alyna?” Gabe touched her arm softy.
“Sorry yes, I did.” She returned her attention to him and tried to steady herself.
His complete unawareness was astounding to her. She hadn’t seen him in years, her entire life had been uprooted, and yet he sat proposing marriage as if nothing had changed. Alyna felt a surge of frustration and confusion. How could he be so oblivious? She struggled to maintain her composure.
“Well what do you say?”
“Gabe I’m sorry. It’s just not a good time. I just had my friends and family murdered in front of me.”
“Those people weren’t your family, Alyna.” He reminded her.
“Women and children Gabe.” She looked up at him for a sliver of understanding.
“These people you mourn for kidnapped you and kept you a prisoner.” His voice rose with his frustration.
“I can’t expect you to understand.” She shook her head and looked back that the soldiers in the courtyard.
“I want to understand.” He frowned. “I want to help you.”
“I wish the army never found our encampment.”  She felt the tears streaming down her face. It was the first time she vocalized a little of what had happened.
“How can you say that? They stole you from your family.” He shook his head in disbelief.
“Things changed.” She mindlessly watched as one of the soldiers spat at the man tied to the post. “I’ve changed.”
“You’ll come around again, you’ve just been through an ordeal.”
“My husband died in my arms. His sister was murdered right next to me.” She turned and her gaze met his with anger and sadness. “You have no idea what I’ve been through.”
“Husband?” Gabe looked at her horrified as though he hadn’t thought of that as a possibility.
Alyna stood up and as she made her way to her room, she could hear Gabriel calling for her. How could she expect him to understand? To him, she was merely the refined lady her father had meticulously shaped her to be—polite, impeccably groomed, and always maintaining a facade of ladylike grace.
She had tried to conform, once upon a time. After returning from finishing school, Alyna had earnestly attempted to fit into the mold her father had crafted for her. She had prepared herself for the prospect of marrying into wealth, a union that would undoubtedly please her father's ambitions. He often remarked that she possessed her late mother's spirited nature, but Alyna knew deep down that she could never be fully tamed.
Her mother's memory was a shadowy presence in her life, a figure shrouded in the mystery of her untimely demise. Alyna's father rarely spoke of her, but the few details he divulged painted a tragic picture. Her mother had met her end in a dreadful accident, a consequence of her defiant spirit and a spirited mare. Despite her father's warnings, her mother had insisted on riding the unruly horse, only for tragedy to strike when the animal spooked, throwing her to the ground and trampling her to death.
That tragic incident had left an indelible mark on Alyna's upbringing, shaping her father's protectiveness. It was one of the many reasons why Garrison McAllister was so fiercely protective of his only daughter, his efforts driven by a deep-seated fear of losing her as he had lost her mother.
Had Wakíŋyaŋ Ská not taken her that day, Alyna was convinced she would have succumbed to the pressures of her father's expectations and married Gabe. They would have gone through the motions of a conventional life, perhaps raising a family together, yet Alyna knew deep down that she would have been consumed by a profound sense of emptiness.
Despite the gaping void left by the loss of Wakíŋyaŋ Ská, she harbored no regrets about the path she had chosen. The fleeting years she had spent with him had been filled with a love and freedom she had never known before.
Seated at her desk, Alyna gazed pensively out the window, her thoughts drifting to the man still tethered to the post in the courtyard. The sun had begun its descent, casting long shadows across the scene below, and she hoped that the waning light brought some measure of relief to his plight. Opting to dine alone in her room under the pretext of a headache, Alyna found herself with little appetite, her mind preoccupied with the fate of the prisoner outside.
Glancing out the window once more, Alyna noticed the man stirring, his gaze darting about as if seeking an opportunity for escape. For a moment, their eyes met, and she quickly averted her gaze. Who was he, truly? What deeds had led him to be bound in such a manner?
Alyna reflected on her time with the Lakota, recalling what she referred to as her “adjustment period” when she first arrived among them. Initially, she had struggled to adapt to their way of life, but with time, she had experienced nothing but love and acceptance from the tribe. However, she also understood that this idyllic existence had been, in part, a shield crafted by Wakíŋyaŋ Ská to protect her from the harsh realities of the world beyond their village. She was not ignorant of the violence and the brutality that men were capable of.
Alyna's imagination ran wild with possibilities, conjuring tales of villainy and valor alike. Yet, amidst her musings, she couldn't shake the sense of empathy that tugged at her heartstrings. What if this man was a warrior? A moral man, falsely accused.
Dismissing her fanciful speculations, Alyna resolved to offer what little comfort she could to the captive. Gathering the remnants of her meal and a canteen of water, she made her way downstairs, the dim glow of moonlight guiding her steps. With the majority of the fort's inhabitants fast asleep and the guards stationed at the front gate, Alyna slipped unnoticed into the courtyard, her footsteps echoing softly in the stillness of the night.
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Her nerve began to wane as she crept closer to the man. Knowing he was bound tightly allowed her to regain some of her courage. She knelt down next to him and offered him a drink first. She knew in all that heat he must have been thirsty. She could still see the war paint on his face as his long hair parted for him to drink.
“Eat this.” She whispered as she held out bits of food.
It was dark but the full moon offered a dim glow. Enough that she saw his bloodied bare back. She ripped off the sash around her waist and dipped it in the water. After warning him it would hurt a bit she carefully dabbed at the fresh wounds, trying her hardest to be as gentle as possible.
“Did the soldiers do this to you?”
“Yes.” He groaned painfully.
“Are you still hungry?” Alyna was glad he understood her, she hoped he would.
“Thank you.” His voice cracked softly.
As he accepted the food from her hand, a mix of emotions surged within him. At first, skepticism clouded his thoughts. He wouldn’t put it past the soldiers to poison him, yet compared to the brutal treatment he had endured earlier that day, he would welcome a quick death from poison.
But as the clouds parted, allowing the dim light to illuminate the courtyard, he looked up and felt a sharp stab of pain when he recognized the woman helping him.
Memories long buried surged back with startling clarity, flooding his mind as if it were yesterday. Buck found himself choking on the food, the taste suddenly bitter like ash in his mouth. He had pushed those memories away or so he thought, but now they came rushing back with a vengeance.
Buck's mind raced with questions. This was the last place on earth he’d have expected to see Alyna McAllister. He never expected their paths would cross again, and now, confronted with her presence, he struggled to reconcile the past with the present.
She had changed so much since he last saw her. A decade had passed, and she must be around twenty-seven now. Buck observed her closely through the curtain of his long hair, noting her gaunt appearance and the way her dress hung loosely on her frame. Had she married one of the officers at the fort? He glanced at her hands, searching for a wedding ring, but found none.
Perhaps her father had some dealings with the army that brought her here. His gaze lingered on the intricately beaded necklace adorning her neck, a stark contrast against the grim backdrop of the fort. Why would she wear such a piece? Had it been a prize claimed from a fallen warrior?
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Alyna's senses were on high alert as she heard the approach of soldiers nearing the gate. Panic surged through her body, and she frantically scanned her surroundings for a place to hide. Spotting a stack of crates near the wall, she quickly concocted a plan.
Breathlessly she informed the prisoner that she would hide momentarily and return to finish feeding him once the soldiers had passed. Ducking behind the crates, she watched anxiously as the soldiers taunted the man tied to the pole, their cruelty evident in their actions. When one of them struck the prisoner with the butt of his rifle, Alyna's stomach twisted
As the soldiers moved on, Alyna hurried back to the injured man, finding him barely conscious. Tenderly lifting his head, she inspected the wound on his forehead, noting the feverish heat of his skin. Dipping the hem of the dress she wore into the canteen she carried, she gently wiped away the grime and blood.
It was during this tender act of care that the man's eyes fluttered open, locking onto hers with a startling intensity. Alyna's breath caught in her throat as she stared into those familiar brown eyes, her heart pounding in her chest. She was rendered speechless, overcome by a flood of emotions that petrified her.
“Buck?” She barely croaked out a whisper.
He had so many things he wanted to say to her, so many answers he had wanted, but in that instant as he looked up at her his mind was blank.
Alyna tucked his hair behind his ears and cupped his face in both her hands to inspect him more carefully. It was like the years melted away. Time stood still if only for a few moments. Tears sprang quickly to her eyes and ran down her cheeks into the dry dirt beneath her.
“What are you doing here?” She whispered.
“Alyna, I need to know.”
“What?” She reached for the ropes that held him bound and tried loosening them.
“Why did you do it?” He whispered through the biting pain.
“You know my father made me leave for Boston. I had no choice.” She shook her head in annoyance, what an odd thing to ask now.
As Buck winced in pain, his body throbbing with every movement, it was a small fleeting feeling of peace that washed over him as he realized that Alyna had no knowledge of her father's actions. All the years he had spent harboring doubts and suspicions about her were suddenly rendered moot. The weight of his unfounded accusations lifted from his shoulders, replaced by a sense of clarity and understanding.
Despite the pain coursing through him, Buck found a small measure of solace in this revelation. For so long, he had carried the burden of resentment and doubt, believing Alyna to be complicit in her father's schemes. Now, faced with the truth of her innocence, he felt a sense of peace.
“There are more pressing things at the moment than what happened when we were young.” She frowned as the ropes that held him to the post refused to loosen.
Not saying another word, she raced across the courtyard and returned a few minutes later with a small kitchen knife. Despite having just reprimanded him for his timing, Alyna remained undeterred. Her hurt ran deep, stinging from the perceived callousness of his actions. Though she recognized her reaction might be deemed inappropriate and childish, she couldn't shake the pain that gnawed at her heart.
“I wrote to you every week. When I came home and went to your house, I saw all my letters. You didn’t read any of them.” She whispered heatedly as she cut through the ropes at a frenzied pace.
“It was out of my control.” His heart had been angry for years at her, and she was not to blame. There was something satisfying about that knowledge. “You better go before someone sees you.” He grimaced at the pain in his head.
Ignoring his protests, Alyna swiftly cut through the ropes binding him and assisted him to his feet. In her urgency, she hadn't thought much further ahead. He was barely able to stand unassisted, let alone make an escape across the plains.
He instructed her to retrieve one of the Indian horses from the corral. Specifically, he emphasized not to choose one of the army horses due to their distinct hoof prints, which would make tracking them more difficult.
“I need you to promise me something before I go.” He said his voice heavy with pain and fatigue as she helped him mount the horse. “My son was taken. He’s with the other children. Please take him with you.”
“How will I recognize him?”
“He’s four years, and has a small scar on his chin. His name is Doshan. Take this. He’ll recognize this.” He handed her his earring.
“Doshan?”
“Alyna, if something happens to me and I don’t find you promise me you’ll take care of him.”
“I will.” She assured him.
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She watched silently as he led the horse out of the fort and then vanished into the vast expanse of the horizon. With a heavy heart and a sense of both relief and uncertainty, she slipped away from the scene and retreated to the solitude of her room. Closing the heavy door behind her.
“What was that all about?”
Alyna jumped when she heard the low soft voice in the room. She turned around and tried to make out the figure in the darkness.
“Who’s there?”
As the man stepped out of the darkness into the candlelight, Alyna's racing heart slowed, and she took a deep breath to steady herself.
“Gabe you scared the hell out of me. What are you doing in my room?”
“I came to see how you were doing. When you didn’t answer I got worried so I opened the door.” He walked over to the window. “I saw you out there with that Indian.”
“You’re not going to tell anyone are you?” Her eyes grew wide with fear.
“No I’m not going to tell anyone.” He reassured her. “Who was he? Was he part of the tribe you lived with?”
“No, he was an old friend actually. Someone I knew from Rock Creek.” Alyna shook her head and sat on the edge of the bed.
“I don’t know anyone that moved out this way from Rock Creek, but that was years ago I lived there. It’s hard to remember sometimes that far back.”
“That seems like a lifetime ago doesn’t it?”
“You never know what life will bring you. I mean I didn’t expect to lose my wife, I’m sure you didn’t expect to be living out here with savages.” He smiled bitterly.
“They are not all savages Gabriel. We all do what we must to survive. I’m grateful to have been treated as well as I was.”
“I want to ask you something personal, and if you don’t want to answer you don’t have to.”
“Alright.”
“Were you forced to marry that man?”
“I'm afraid to answer that.” She confessed, the words catching in her throat. Each syllable felt like a shard of glass, scraping against the raw wound of grief still clinging to her. Tears, hot and unwelcome, pricked at the corners of her vision.
Wakíŋyaŋ Ská’s absence was a gaping hole in her world, a constant ache that left her breath shallow and her heart a leaden weight in her chest. Talking about him, felt like an act of disloyalty, a transgression against the love they'd shared. She simply wasn't ready, the pain too fresh, too overwhelming to bear.
“What do you mean?”
“If I tell you I was forced, then they are savages and I’m a victim.” Alyna swallowed hard. “If I tell you I married him willingly then I’m a whore.”
“I would never—”
“I know what people say behind my back.”
“That’s not true.”
“It is! None of them have the guts to say it to my face because of my father, but I hear what they say about the other women that were brought here. They call them whores. They say no self-respecting woman would lay with an Indian.”  Alyna bite her lip and let the tears roll down her cheeks. “Some of the soldiers were so vicious a woman hung herself last week.”
“Alyna, I didn’t mean to cause you distress, I was just curious.”
“I hated him at first, when he first brought me to his village. I would plan my escape daily, and beg him to take me home. Hoping that I could wear out his resolve but slowly, I began to respect him, and then to love him. He didn’t force me Gabe.” She starred out the window.
“I’m glad.” He hugged her tightly.
“Are you?” She asked in disbelief.
“Of course I am. If you had to go through that again my heart would break.” He sat next to her on the bed and held her hands in his.
“Go through that again?” Alyna asked, confusion evident in her expression.
“The summer before you left for Boston.” Gabe was surprised at her reaction.
“Oh, my father forcing me to go.” She nodded in remembrance. “I was so angry at him.”
“He forced you to go to save you from the shame you would have faced in town when they found out.”
“Found out what?”
“You and that deputy.” He watched as the blank look on her face became more confused by the minute. “Your father found out what he had done and the marshal ran him out of town before they could hang him.”
“Hang him?!” Alyna was confused.
“Are you being serious? You look like you have no idea what I’m talking about.”
“I haven’t a clue.”
“Your father said that he took liberties with you.” Gabe put it as compassionately as he could.
“Took liberties?” Alyna thought for a moment before the realization hit her of what he meant. No, her father wouldn’t have done that. That would be unthinkable.
“Alyna?”
“Please tell me my father didn’t tell the marshal that Deputy Cross forced himself on me!”
“Your father just wanted the man brought to justice.” Gabe consoled her.
“I never thought my father capable of cruelness and at such a cost.”
“You’re not making sense.”
“Buck Cross never laid a hand on me.” Alyna was fuming. How could her father have ruined an innocent man’s life over his pride?
“Surely you are just confused, you were just a young girl then.”
“I would know if he raped me, Gabriel! He never touched me. My father ruined the life of a good man over his vanity.” Alyna spat at little harsher than she intended.
“Alyna calm down,”
“How can I calm down? If it wasn’t for me, or rather my father, Buck wouldn’t be half dead running for his life across the plains right now.”
“That man?” Gabe looked out the window as if he was expecting to still see the man. “That was him?”
“He asked me why I did it!” She wiped the tears from her eyes. After all she had cried the last few weeks, she was surprised she still had tears left. “I didn’t know what he meant until now. All these years he thought I condemned him. He thought I was responsible for…”
She sobbed so uncontrollably it took Gabe several minutes to calm her down. Finally, she fell into a deep sleep. Exhausted from everything she had been through in the last month and finding out about her father's lies. 
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When Alyna awoke the next morning, she found Fort Laramie in a state of unrest. Overhearing some of the officers talking about a prisoner escaping, she felt a pang of concern. However, her fears about being discovered were alleviated when they assumed he must have had a weapon they missed and cut himself free. Lieutenant Jorgensen assured her that she was safe within the confines of the fort but cautioned her about leaving for her daily rides. He warned her that there may be a few Indians who helped the man escape.
She expressed gratitude for his concern and assured him that she would refrain from riding. With a heavy heart, she acknowledged that she would soon be returning home, or rather to her father’s home, as she no longer felt she had a place to call her own.
Her foremost concern now was finding Buck’s son, and she prayed that the task wouldn’t prove too challenging. Making her way toward the children’s dormitory, she approached the soldiers guarding the building and explained her intention to inquire about any surviving children from her village. Recognizing no harm in her request, the soldiers allowed her entry.
She wandered around the large room that was packed with children. Bedding was placed just inches from each other. She couldn’t even call them cots. They were just padded fabric bundles. The room was dark and was only lit by a couple small windows that were shut. She called out Doshan’s name several times until she finally got a response from a small child that appeared to be the proper age.
Though she lacked fluency in his language, Alyna possessed some knowledge of sign language. With careful gestures, she communicated that she was a friend of his father. Perceiving his confusion, she repeated the signs, and this time he acknowledged her message with a nod. In response, he signed back, inquiring whether his father was deceased.
“No.”
Alyna shook her head, indicating that his father was alive, and handed him the earring as a token of recognition. Then, she signed that she would take him to his father, but emphasized that he must listen to her and follow her instructions. Receiving a small nod of understanding, he took her hand, eager to be reunited with his father.
As they left the room together, he held onto her hand tightly, reassured by the prospect of seeing his father soon. However, his apprehension grew as he heard Alyna's raised voice and witnessed the soldier's animated gestures. He braced himself for the possibility of being torn away from her and returned to the confines of the room.
Doshan observed as the man in charge gestured with his hand, and the other men stepped back. Although he couldn't understand the words exchanged, he sensed that the woman had prevailed, and he wouldn't be returning to the room with the other children. With a quick pace, he followed closely behind the lady, relieved to be by her side.


Chapter 35

Wyoming - July 1871
 
Alyna felt a surge of relief that the young boy accompanying her didn't understand English, sparing him from Gabe's insensitive remarks. Before they departed from the fort that morning, Gabe had persistently urged her to leave the child behind, emphasizing that it would be better for her to move on and leave her past behind.
Despite his repeated attempts to sway her, Alyna remained resolute in her decision. She hadn't disclosed the boy's true identity to Gabe, deeming it none of his business, and suspecting that revealing the truth would only intensify his efforts to convince her to abandon the child.
Despite the crushing weight of grief that threatened to pull her under, Alyna clung fiercely to a sliver of gratitude. The boy, Doshan, a constant presence by her side, was a lifeline in the storm. He gave her a reason to rise each morning, a purpose that chased away the suffocating darkness at the edges of her mind.
Without him, she knew, she would be lost in her sorrow, adrift in a sea of tears. He forced her, gently but persistently, to confront the gaping hole her husband's absence had left, to begin the slow, arduous process of stitching the pieces of her life back together. He was a flicker of hope in the desolate landscape of her grief, a reminder that life, though forever changed, could still hold meaning, could still hold love.
As the journey progressed, the boy leaned against Alyna's side and eventually drifted off to sleep. Alyna tenderly stroked his long black hair, enveloping him in a protective embrace as she, too, succumbed to drowsiness. However, her rest was short-lived as the stage abruptly halted, jolting her awake. Blinking away her drowsiness, she gazed out the window at the unfamiliar cityscape of Omaha. Its presence puzzled her, as it wasn't along the route to Rock Creek. Alyna's curiosity piqued, wondering if Gabe had a specific reason for the unexpected stop.
With Gabe's assistance, Alyna disembarked from the stagecoach and settled into the awaiting carriage, presuming it had been sent by her father to transport them. The carriage ride through the city was brief, eventually coming to a halt at the railway station.
“Why are we taking a train?” She looked around quizzically.
“Forgive me Alyna, I forgot to inform you that your father moved.” Gabe shook his head at his own forgetfulness.
“Moved?” She shook her head in disbelief.
“To Sacramento.”
“California? I can’t go to California!” Alyna’s mouth dropped.
“What do you mean? Of course you can. Your father is waiting for you.”
“That’s just, well it’s so far away.”
“Stop worrying so much Alyna, you are going home now. Everything will be alright.”
Alyna led Doshan up the stairs and onto the expansive train, her own awe mirrored in the boy's expression. The sight of the massive locomotive up close was a spectacle Doshan had never experienced before, having only caught fleeting glimpses of trains across the vast plains.
Taking a moment to marvel at their surroundings, Alyna settled onto one of the plush red seats, bringing Doshan onto her lap. It occurred to her that Gabe had only purchased two tickets, likely not anticipating their unexpected companion. Nevertheless, Alyna didn't mind the added weight of the child on her lap, and he made no objections either.


Chapter 36

Sacramento, California - July 1871 


The eight-day journey aboard the train was a period of reflection and quiet contemplation for Alyna. With limited conversation with Gabe, she found solace in the rhythmic motion of the train and the passing scenery outside the window. As the landscape shifted and changed, so did her thoughts, drifting between memories of her time with Wakíŋyaŋ Ská and apprehension about what awaited her at her father's home.
While Alyna wasn't opposed to engaging in conversation, she found it difficult to connect with Gabe on a deeper level. Instead, she poured her energy into teaching Doshan a few English words, delighting in his progress as he began to piece together simple sentences. Watching the child's eager determination filled Alyna with a sense of purpose and distraction from her own internal struggles.
By the time the train reached Sacramento, Alyna's anticipation to disembark had grown palpable. The constant motion of the train had left her longing for the stability of solid ground and the familiarity of her surroundings. As they stepped off the train and into the bustling city, Alyna couldn't help but feel a mix of excitement and trepidation about what lay ahead.
Gabe hailed a carriage, and as they rode through the streets of Sacramento, Alyna and Doshan marveled at the sights and sounds of the bustling city. For Doshan, who had likely never ventured beyond the confines of his village, the experience was one of wonder and excitement. As for Alyna, it served as a reminder of the life she had left behind—a life that now felt like a distant memory.
Their arrival at her father's grand estate brought a rush of conflicting emotions for Alyna. The imposing facade of the mansion and the silent grounds evoked memories of her childhood, both fond and painful. As they made their way inside, Alyna couldn't shake the feeling of unease that settled over her like a heavy blanket.
Entering the house, Alyna was struck by the eerie stillness that hung in the air, broken only by the faint sound of her footsteps echoing through the hallway. The sight of her father seated by the window, his silhouette outlined against the fading light, sent a pang of emotion through her. Despite her anger and resentment towards him, Alyna couldn't deny the rush of emotions that flooded her at the sight of her father, a man she had both loved and loathed throughout her life.
“I’m so happy to have you home again my darling.” He smiled and then sat back down heavily into the overly soft chair.
Alyna didn’t know what to say. She barely knew the man sitting in front of her. She felt some sort of familial obligations, however she wanted nothing but to leave as quickly as she had come.
“And who is this young man?” He asked pointing to Doshan.
“His name is Doshan.” Alyna protectively put her arm around his shoulder.
“Is he your son?” He asked.
“Would it matter?”
“There’s no need to be defensive child. There were such times that I cared about things like that. But when one grows older, you find there are more important things in life.” He waved his hand.
“He’s not my son.” She confessed.
Alyna was surprised at the change in her father’s behavior. She had expected a completely different man. Especially after learning of his deceit in Rock Creek.
“It is kind of you to take in a child that needs a home. He is welcome here.”
“Thank you, father.” Alyna gave him a quick smile.
“Come here child and let me have a look at you.” He reached out to the young boy.
Alyna observed the interaction between her father and Doshan with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension. As her father lifted the child onto his lap, she couldn't help but wonder what had transpired in the years since she had last seen him. His once stern demeanor seemed softened by age, yet there was a heaviness in his gaze that spoke of untold stories and hidden burdens.
Despite her lingering resentment towards her father, Alyna found herself drawn to the scene before her. Watching him interact with Doshan, she couldn't deny the flicker of warmth that stirred within her, a reminder of the bond they once shared. Yet beneath the surface, there lingered a sense of unease, a nagging suspicion that things were not as they seemed.
“You’ll be a strapping young man won’t you? Gabriel, why don’t you take this young man upstairs, I would like to have some time with my daughter.” Garrison laughed and patted Doshan’s head.
Alyna quickly signed to Doshan that he should go rest and she would be up to see him in a little while. She could see the hesitancy in his eyes, but she reassured him that everything was alright.
“It is so good to see you my child, I thought you were lost forever.”
“What’s happened to you father?”
“What do you mean?”
“You are very different than I remember.” She scrutinized him.
“As you are different as well.”
“Yes, but we both know the reasons I have changed.”
“Gabriel sent a letter telling me you were living with a group of Lakota. He indicated that you had been treated well.”
“Yes.”
“I’m grateful for that. You can’t imagine the horrors I thought you were enduring.” He started to cry.
“They treated me very kindly.” Alyna knelt down by the arm of his chair and touched his shoulder lightly.
“You must be tiered child. Go rest.” Her father waved her away.
Garrison sat alone in his study, a dimly lit room filled with the weight of years gone by. As he gazed out the window, his thoughts drifted to the choices he had made, each one now a haunting specter of regret. He had been consumed by ambition, driven by the relentless pursuit of wealth and status.
Yet, in his single-minded pursuit, he had failed to see the toll it took on those around him, particularly his beloved daughter, Alyna. She had paid the price for his ambitions, forced to bear the burden of his mistakes. Now, as he looked upon her, he saw the scars of his failures etched into her weary countenance, and the weight of his remorse settled heavy upon his shoulders.
Chapter 37

Sacramento, California - July 1871 

The heavy door creaked as Alyna pushed it open, revealing the dimly lit expanse of the library. She stepped tentatively into the room, her eyes scanning the shelves lined with leather-bound volumes, their spines bearing the weight of centuries of knowledge. She felt a sense of nostalgia wash over her as she traced her fingers along the worn bindings, each one a testament to the passage of time.
“Father? You wanted to see me?” Alyna's voice broke the silence of the library, her words echoing softly against the walls.
“Come in my dear.” Garrison cleared his throat loudly.
Alyna approached her father's chair with a mixture of concern and trepidation, her heart heavy with the weight of unspoken words and unresolved emotions. As she drew closer, she couldn't help but notice the frailty of his form. Alyna's gaze softened with sympathy as she regarded her father, his once-vibrant spirit dimmed by the passage of time and the weight of his regrets.
“Sit child, I need to get this off my chest. I should have been a better father. I shouldn’t have done a lot of things I did.” He scowled.
“Father, what’s in the past is the past. You can’t do anything to change it.”
“I’m dying Alyna. I don’t want you to have regrets about your life, like I do mine.” He looked at her seriously.
“I don’t father.” She smiled simply.
“Will you stay here, just be here until I am gone? I know I don’t deserve your love, and you are free to leave, but if you could find it in your heart to stay.” More tears ran down his weathered face.
Alyna nodded, her eyes glistening with unshed tears as she tried to hold back the emotions threatening to overwhelm her. This was not at all how she had envisioned their reunion. With a gentle touch, she leaned over and adjusted the blanket across her father's lap, tucking it in more securely to keep him warm. The simple act of care and tenderness spoke volumes, a silent acknowledgment of their shared history and the love that still lingered beneath the surface despite the years of estrangement.
“I have to confess to you one thing though before you agree to stay. I’ve had to live with this my whole life and it has tormented me for years.”
“What is it father?”
“When I sent you to Boston I was angry with you. I didn’t want to see my daughter turning into a woman, I wasn’t ready.”
“Father don’t.” Alyna didn’t want to hear him say it. She didn’t want to forgive him.
“I did a terrible thing, I ruined a man’s life and I can never repay that.”
“Father I know. I know what you did.” Hot tears ran down her cheeks.
“Oh Alyna, I’m so ashamed. Can you ever forgive me?” He sobbed.
Alyna’s heart clenched at the sight of her father’s tears. She had never seen her father cry. She had never seen him so broken as he was now. She hadn’t wanted to forgive him. She wanted to hate him for what he did. she found herself unable to harbor hatred in the face of such raw emotion. In that moment her heart softened. He was contrite and remorseful. She put her arms around him and stroked his grey hair softly.
“I’m not the one you need to ask forgiveness from.” She whispered. “But I do forgive you father.”
“I was a coward.” Garrison collapsed into the chair.
“You can make more amends than you know father.” She knelt beside him. “Doshan is his son.”
“You said he wasn’t your child.” The old man looked confused.
“He’s not. I didn’t lie, when I told you Buck and I were friends, there was fondness between us and I adored him. He was a gentleman, honorable and kind.”
“I’m sorry I doubted you.” His gaze met hers sincerely. “How did you find the boy?”
“His father went to live with the Kiowa. He moved on with his life, got married and had a son. Doshan told me his mother died some time ago. The last I saw Buck he was at Fort Laramie.”
“Fort Laramie?”
“He left, and I promised to take care of Doshan until he comes to retrieve him. I’ve written a letter to the marshal of Rock Creek, I’m sure Buck will check there first.”
“You are so much like your mother. I see her in your eyes.”
Part Four – Promises Kept 
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Chapter 38


North Bend, Oregon - August 1878 
The sound of Alyna's laughter echoed along the shoreline as she playfully chased after Doshan. With each step, she marveled at how swiftly time had passed, hardly believing that the boy was already nearing twelve years old. Watching him dart and weave along the sandy expanse, she couldn't help but feel a swell of affection for the young boy who had become such an integral part of her life.
“You are very slow today Mama. You’re getting old.” He ran back and tugged on her long braids teasingly.
“I’m letting you win Doshan.” She smiled and put her arm around his shoulders. “I’m going back to the house to check on supper, it should be ready so just a few more minutes alright?”
“Yes ma’am.” He gave her a quick hug and ran into the surf and splashed around.
As she observed Doshan swimming out into the surf and then skillfully riding the tide back to shore, Alyna couldn't help but notice the striking resemblance he bore to his father as he grew older. It stirred a bittersweet longing within her, prompting thoughts of what her life might have been like had she not been sent to Boston.
Alyna contemplated the notion of marriage to Buck, recognizing that it was a path never meant to be. Even if circumstances had allowed for such a union, she acknowledged the sacrifices and compromises it would have demanded—ones she wasn't willing to make. She took solace in the memories she held dear—the cherished moments spent with Wakíŋyaŋ Ská and the Lakota. Those experiences had left an indelible mark on her soul, shaping her in profound ways that she wouldn't trade for anything.
Alyna's heart felt heavy as she gazed across the coastline, reminiscing about the tumultuous events that had unfolded since her arrival in Sacramento. Her father's passing, a mere seven months after she had settled there, had left her with a profound sense of loss. Despite her hopes that Buck would come, there had been no sign of him, leading her to conclude that he likely met his end not long after their encounter at Fort Laramie.
However, life had continued, and Alyna had found solace in building a new home for herself and Doshan. Selling her father's house in Sacramento had provided the means for them to purchase a spacious property on the western coast of Oregon, complete with a large house overlooking the ocean. The inheritance had ensured their comfort, allowing Alyna to focus on Doshan's education, which now rested in her capable hands. While there was no nearby school, Alyna embraced the opportunity to impart her knowledge onto her son, grateful for the education that had shaped her own life.
Her love for horses and exploring had not deteriorated at all since her youth. She and Doshan often took long rides exploring the ever-changing coast. Gabe had encouraged her to investigate breeding some of her stock. The idea had sparked a new hobby for Alyna. She had taken Doshan to Kentucky the year before and purchased a few horses.
They had planned to travel to Texas the week before for a large horse show however, she had caught a cold and Gabe had gone without her and Doshan. He was expected back in a few weeks time, so she was very surprised when she saw his horse tied near the barn. She rushed into the house and found him sitting in the parlor.
“I wasn’t expecting you for several weeks yet is everything alright?” She gave him a quick kiss on his cheek and affectionate hug. “Did you find some good stock there? What have you brought back?”
Gabe laughed and sat back down and watched with amusement as she waited for the answers to her questions. She was still as impatient as ever and he loved her for it. She was very much like a child in that way.
“No, nothing is wrong.” Gabe began.
“Then why have you come back so soon? I dare say though that Miss. Georgia Amblesmith will be very pleased you’ve come home. She has asked about you each week at church. She even came to visit me yesterday to inquire after you. I didn’t see any new horses in the pasture, have you brought anything back with you?”
“Alyna, I don’t think you have taken one breath since you walked in that door.” He laughed and shook his head at her ever cheerful demeanor.
“I’m sorry Gabe, I’m a little high spirited today I suppose. Doshan and I spent almost the entire day running along the sand. I swear that boy will soon be taller than I am. He grows so fast.”
“You’ve raised him well.”
“Thank you. He’s my greatest blessing.”
As if on cue Doshan walked into the parlor and handed Alyna a bouquet of fresh wildflowers.
“Good day Mr. Fredrickson.” Doshan greeted him politely.
“Thank you for the flowers Doshan.” Alyna kissed his cheek. “I’m certain supper is almost ready. Will you please wash up for supper.”
“Yes Ma’am.”
“Gabe, did you see any good stock at the show? Have you brought me back anything?”
Alyna gestured for Gabe to follow her into the kitchen, where the comforting aroma of freshly baked buttermilk biscuits greeted them as they entered. The housekeeper, diligently preparing supper as expected, glanced up with a warm smile as they approached.
“I didn’t have time to inspect the horses as I would have liked to.”
“You didn’t have time?”
“I ran into an old acquaintance.”
“You are not making any sense at all Gabe. You didn’t have time to purchase horses, because you ran into an old friend. Yet you came home early, rather than spending more time with your friend.”
Alyna arranged the wild flowers in a vase and filled it with water.
“Well—”
“I think,” She interrupted him with a knowing smile. “That you may be sweet on Miss Georgia and you wanted to come home because you missed her. Am I right?” 
“No.” Gabe took her hand and led her to the door. “I have a surprise for you.”
“You did get a horse didn’t you!” She squealed with delight.
“I found a horse that might be a good fit.” Gabe announced, a touch of hesitation in his voice. “But the owner and I couldn't quite see eye-to-eye on the price. I didn't want to make any decisions without your approval first.”
Alyna's brow furrowed slightly. “That's a shame. I trust your judgment, Gabe. Surely you wouldn't have come back empty-handed if you thought it, was a good match.”
A flicker of something unreadable crossed Gabe's eyes before he quickly masked it. Intrigued by his hesitation, Alyna leaned in and planted a quick kiss on his cheek.
“What are you up too?” She said, her voice laced with a hint of amusement.
Knowing he was hiding something she was instantly enticed. Her excitement grew as she rushed outside to find the surprise. As she reached the barn door, her steps quickened. Why the secrecy? She'd given Gabe full authority to acquire any animal he deemed worthy. What was he hiding? A knot of unease tightened in her stomach as she pushed open the barn doors, determined to find out.
“Hello?” She peered into the barn.
When her eyes adjusted to the darkness of the barn, Alyna spotted the horse standing near the side door. It was an imposing figure, standing at least eight hands high, if not more. She approached the horse cautiously, allowing it to sniff her hand before moving closer. The horse was a magnificent ebony specimen, with a long, flowing mane and tail.
“Hello?” Alyna called out softly, her voice echoing in the quiet space. She scanned the barn, finding no sign of the owner anywhere. Then, she noticed him standing near the back of the barn. Despite a slight apprehension at being alone with a stranger in the barn, Alyna reassured herself that Gabe must trust this man, or he would have accompanied her.
“He’s a beautiful horse.” She commented.
Alyna fidgeted nervously as she waited for the man to speak, but he remained silent, lurking in the shadows. She reached up and rubbed the horse's nose softly, seeking comfort in the familiar presence of the animal.
“I understand that there was some difficulty with settling on a price.”
“There's no difficulty settling on a price, he's not for sale,” The man replied firmly.
She resumed petting the horse at her side, her movements deliberate and calming. She wasn't sure what game this man was playing, but she wasn't inclined to play along. Running her hand down the horse's withers and across its chest, she couldn't help but acknowledge its undeniable value.
“If you’re not interested in selling him then why come all this way?”
Alyna's heart quickened as the man began to emerge from the shadows, his movements deliberate and unhurried. With each step he took, the distance between them seemed to shrink, and Alyna couldn't shake the sense of unease creeping over her. She took a small step backward, instinctively creating some space between them, her gaze fixed on him with a mixture of caution and curiosity.
“I told you I would find you.” He took off his hat and looked into her eyes. “It just took a lot longer than I thought it would.”
Alyna's disbelief turned to joy as she processed his words.
“I thought you were dead.” She exclaimed, her eyes wide with amazement and relief. “You look much better than when I last saw you.” She remarked, her gaze lingering on him, taking in the sight of him, alive and well. Alyna couldn't help but notice the change in him since their last meeting.
“Being I was one step away from death, I won’t let that go to my head.” He smirked.
Buck's heart swelled with warmth as Alyna stepped towards him, enveloping him in a tight embrace. Surprised by the intensity of her reaction, he returned the hug, holding her close and savoring the moment. With each gentle stroke of her back, he felt a sense of peace wash over him, grateful for this unexpected reunion.
As they made their way to the house, Alyna's excitement bubbled over, her words tumbling out in a rush. Buck couldn't help but smile at her enthusiasm, feeling a sense of joy welling up inside him at the prospect of seeing Doshan again.
Alyna's hand in his felt reassuring, grounding him in the present moment as they approached the house. He followed her eagerly, anticipation building with each step, eager to reunite with the boy he had left behind so many years ago.


Chapter 39

North Bend, Oregon - August 1878 


Alyna guided Buck through the threshold of the main house, her mind and heart both fluttering with a mix of emotions. She called out into the spacious foyer, her voice echoing off the walls, summoning Doshan to join them. 
“Yes mother?”
Alyna wrapped her arm around Doshan's shoulders, guiding him gently towards Buck. As they stood face to face, the weight of years hung heavy in the air, each moment stretching taut with unspoken emotions. Time seemed to stand still as they gazed at each other. Finally, it was Doshan who broke the stillness, his voice tentative yet filled with curiosity.
“Father?” He whispered.
With a small nod of encouragement from Alyna, Buck extended his hand towards his son, a mixture of trepidation and hope flickering in his eyes. As Doshan approached, Buck's heart swelled with emotion, realizing just how much time had passed and how much his son had grown in his absence.
Though Doshan's features were unfamiliar to him, there was a familiarity in his eyes that Buck couldn't deny, a reflection of himself that brought tears to his eyes. As Doshan embraced him, Buck held him tightly, the weight of years of separation melting away in that moment of reunion.
Chapter 40


North Bend, Oregon - August 1878 


As they gathered around the dinner table, the warm glow of candlelight casting flickering shadows across their faces, Gabe recounted the encounter that had brought Buck back into their lives. Alyna listened intently, her gaze fixed on Gabe's earnest expression, as he described the chance meeting at the horse show in Texas.
For Alyna, the revelation stirred a whirlwind of emotions, her heart racing with the sheer improbability of it all. She stole glances at Buck, marveling at the resilience etched into the lines of his weathered face, a silent testament to the trials he had endured.
After a leisurely dinner, filled with hearty conversation, they finished the evening with a steaming cup of coffee and a slice of pie. Doshan found himself struggling to keep his eyes open, despite his reluctance to end the evening. With a tired smile, he bid them farewell and made his way to his room.
Recognizing the need for privacy and understanding the depth of the reunion between Alyna and Buck, Gabe excused himself shortly after. With a knowing smile and a nod of understanding, he bid them farewell, leaving the porch bathed in the soft glow of moonlight.
In the hush of the evening, Alyna and Buck found themselves on the porch swing, side by side, her hand resting in his. Despite the warmth of their reunion, a silence hung between them, each grappling with the weight of unspoken words and the vast expanse of time that had stretched between them.
“I went to Sacramento looking for you.” Buck spoke softly.
“How did you know I was in Sacramento? Did you get the letters I sent to Rock Creek?”
“No, I tracked your father there.”
As Alyna observed the flicker of anger in Buck's eyes at the mention of her father, she couldn't help but empathize with his sentiments. What her father had done was unpardonable, but he was her father and she was not his judge. She had come to terms with his decisions a long time ago.
“I know what happened.” She began, her tone steady and resolute. Alyna's voice was tinged with earnestness as she sought to convey her understanding to Buck. With a gaze filled with sincerity, she met his eyes, hoping to dispel any lingering doubts or misunderstandings between them. “I didn’t before, when I saw you at the fort. I didn’t know what you were talking about.”
“It’s in the past, and you’re not to blame.”
“I’m not making excuses for him, and I’ve hated him myself.” She confessed, her voice tinged with the raw emotions of the past. “You should know that my father wanted to apologize. He was so ashamed.”
“I can’t forgive that man.”
“I know.” She squeezed his hand softly. “But let it soften your heart knowing he was kind to Doshan, doted on him like a grandparent would. He provided the means to where I could raise him in comfort. You can’t erase the past, but it’s made us who we are.”
Alyna's words resonated with a sense of acceptance and resilience, acknowledging the complexities of their shared history while finding solace in the present.
He had spent years dwelling on the missed opportunities and the pain caused by the lies, but Alyna's words sparked a realization. There was another side to the coin, another narrative that unfolded because of the events that transpired. As he listened to Alyna, a sense of gratitude began to stir within him. Despite the hardship, there were unexpected blessings woven into the fabric of their lives.
“I can’t thank you enough for raising Doshan.” He whispered, his gaze full of gratitude.
“Please don’t take him away from me.” Alyna pleaded softly and held back the tears.
“I would never do that.” Buck was taken aback that she would think that was his intention. “You’re the only mother he’s ever known. I’m indebted to you.”
As Buck gazed into Alyna's eyes, he saw a depth of resilience and strength that transcended the image he had held of her in his memories. She had weathered storms, endured hardships, and emerged stronger than ever before. The girl he once knew and loved, had transformed into a woman of remarkable courage and fortitude.
Her journey, from being taken by the Lakota to navigating the complexities of returning to her former life, spoke volumes about her character. She had not only adapted to her circumstances but had thrived in the face of adversity. And in raising Doshan, she had demonstrated a boundless capacity for love and selflessness, embodying the true essence of motherhood.
“What do we do now?” She asked.
“I’m not the same man you remember, and I know you have changed too.” he confessed, emboldened by the glimmer of hope in her eyes. “But I refuse to believe that we have endured the trials we have to be brought back together if we weren’t meant to be together. I’m sorry if that’s out of line.”
His words resonated deeply with her, stirring a mixture of emotions within her heart. She gazed into his eyes, seeing the sincerity and determination reflected in their depths. A flicker of hope danced across her features, mingling with a sense of vulnerability and uncertainty.
As the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky with a canvas of soft pinks and gold, Alyna and Buck sat on the porch swing, their hands clasped together in a silent promise. They watched in comfortable silence, the vast expanse of the ocean mirroring the depth of the emotions swirling within them.
“I want to get to know the woman you have become.” Buck finally said, his voice warm and sincere. He reached out, gently rubbing his thumb across the back of her hand.
Alyna met his gaze, her heart brimming with a mixture of gratitude and apprehension. “I'd like that too,” she replied softly.
In the quiet embrace of the twilight, they found solace in each other's presence. The future stretched before them, an uncharted map waiting to be explored. But together, hand in hand, they were ready to face whatever lay ahead. Their journey, a new chapter in a story already rich with experience, had just begun.
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lowáŋ Ziηtkála – Singing Bird
Mató Watakpe – Chasing Bear
Ahwayela Tȟaté – Gentle Wind Blowing
Suŋgmánitu – Coyote
Wíyaka Lúta – Red Feather
Mato Nunpa – Two Bears
Wambli Ska – White Eagle
Kimimela – Butterfly


Haŋ mašké – Hello friend
Ayúštaŋ yo – Stop
Thechíhíla – I love you
Thaló Wote – To eat meat
More Titles Available
http://ridercomin.weebly.com/




[image: ]
cover.png
The Young Riders Fan Fiction

By H Forbes






OEBPS/image/image-0-1.jpg





OEBPS/image/image-0-3.jpg
&

S

e

Wi,






OEBPS/image/image-0-6.jpg
Kebel  FHewit

The Young Riders Fan Fiction

By H Forbes






OEBPS/image/image-0-0.jpg





OEBPS/image/image-0-2.jpg





OEBPS/image/image-0-4.jpg





OEBPS/image/image-0-5.jpg





OEBPS/font/font-0-0.otf


