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Prologue
San Juan Capistrano, California
February 1867
The golden hills stretched out before them, dotted with gnarled old oak trees and the soft cawing of crows in the distance. Lara stood poised at attention, her silhouette dark against the late afternoon sky, as she took aim at the tin cans lined up along the wooden fence. Each shot echoed through the quiet valley below. With precision she once again emptied the chamber at the targets. Lara took a deep breath, and smiled at the one can remaining on the fence.
Joaquin watched with pride as Lara's steady hand found its mark time and again, her determination reflected in the furrow of her brow. The methodical clanking of the tin cans against the fence echoed in the silence.
"Bueno Lara!" Joaquin's applauded.
"Uno más," she pleaded, a mischievous glint dancing in her eyes, her warm breath visible in the frozen air.
"You are a better shot than Rafael." He said with a soft chuckle, a fondness in his voice as he recalled his brother's prowess.
He observed the array of emotions flickering across Lara’s face at the mention of his brother. Joaquin knew she carried the burden of guilt for the crimes against him and his brother, but he also knew the truth: Lara wasn't to blame.
Joaquin reset the tin cans for the last time, the sound of his footsteps causing a soft crunching sound as he walked across the frozen grass. As Lara took her stance once more, he waited patiently, his dark eyes fixed on her as she took her final shots.
With satisfaction, his weathered hand slapped against his pants, sending a cloud of dust into the air. As the dust settled, Joaquin couldn't help but feel a swell of pride at Lara's progress. Her confidence had grown with each shot, her aim becoming more precise with every round fired.
"Come Lara. Tengo hambre," He turned towards Lara, a smile playing at the corners of his lips.
"Tengo hambre.” Lara mimicked his voice in a teasing manner. “When aren’t you hungry?"
She returned his smile and holstered her colt with a natural ease, her eyes still alight with the thrill of adrenaline. Together, they made their way back to the modest homestead, the sunlight fading quickly.
"No es femenino Lara," Esperanza's voice greeted them from the porch. “Nos hubiera venido bien tu ayuda en la casa, pero estás jugando con armas como uno de los niños.”
Lara smiled sheepishly and hung her gun belt on the hooks near the door. A twinge of guilt pricked her conscious. She had promised to help cook dinner with Maira and instead went shooting with Joaquin.
"Mamá, una dama necesita protegerse," Joaquin interjected, planting a kiss on his mother's cheek.
“Nunca encontrarás un marido así Lara. Disparar un arma, usar pantalones, correr como un forajido.” Esperanza mumbled under her breath and looked at her eldest son sternly.
She knew Lara's behavior was fueled by her son’s encouragement. Esperanza couldn't help but feel a mix of concern and sympathy towards the young woman. After all, she had seen firsthand the pain and trauma Lara had endured at such a tender age. No child should ever have to live through what Lara and her brother did.
In many ways, Lara felt like her own child. Esperanza’s husband, Ernesto, had been the foreman at the Alba family farm for many years, and while she didn't know all the details of the Alba family history, she had met Lara's mother when she herself was just a young woman.
The history of California was deeply intertwined with Spain, Mexico, and Texas all encroaching on the indigenous Acjachemen, leaving an indelible mark on the territory. Esperanza's family were Californios, descendants of Spanish and Mexican settlers but native born to California. Her husband’s great grandparents were Acjachemen and converted to the Faith shortly after the Mission was erected in 1776.
The Alba family had established their empire in the San Juan Capistrano valley long before Lara's birth. Her grandparents had settled there shortly after the Mission being built as well. They were instrumental in laying the foundations for their farming and trading endeavors. Rodrigo Alba forged strong relationships with the Mission as well as the native Acjachemen community, serving as a mediator and easing communication between the two groups.
The community was ablaze when the unexpected marriage of the eldest Alba daughter, Marcela was announced. Lieutenant Lucas Monroe was lacking in connections and social standing, the match flashed speculations within the community. Many had expected that she would marry a Spanish nobleman or, at the very least, one of the wealthier ranchers from the respected area.
This was around the same time Esperanza had wed her dearest Ernesto and she hadn’t given much heed to the gossip and rumors. She was far too busy with her own family on the way. Being several years younger than Marcela Alba, Esperanza only knew her in passing. She was a picture of beauty, a daughter any family would be happy to call theirs. A petite woman with rich brown hair and even darker black eyes. Esperanza knew her to be a kind, soft spoken, gentile type woman. Nothing like her half sister Laralie.
Marcela's mother passed away during childbirth, and her father eventually remarried a widow from Baltimore. Soon after, they welcomed a son and a daughter into the family. Esperanza had been born just a month after their daughter Laralie had been. Almost from birth the two girls were kindred spirits.
It had been around the time of her sister's marriage that Laralie became preoccupied and slightly distant. Esperanza also recently wed, assumed it was just the natural adjustment period. It wasn’t until Laralie confided, that her sister had been experiencing troubles conceiving, putting significant strain on her marriage and the entire household. So when Marcela delivered a healthy baby girl that summer, Esperanza was surprised and happy for the family. Her own daughter being born later that same year.
Esperanza smiled softly to herself as she watched Lara toss a small bundle of flowers to Maria. Most likely as a peace offering for leaving her to make dinner alone. She loved how close they were, like sisters. She could still see them as children running half naked in the creek, trying to chase fish. Those first few years seemed idyllic, but she now understood that they had been shrouded in fear and forced smiles.
At ten years old Lara’s seemingly happy childhood came to an abrupt end when she stumbled upon her mother's lifeless body hanging in the cellar. Unfortunately, this harrowing event marked only the beginning of the trials that would shape Lara's life. A few years after Marcela had ended her life, tragedy continued as Esperanza’s brave husband Ernesto had died after being contracting a fever. She had been thankful he passed before he saw his family torn apart by the evil in their midst.
"Mamá," Joaquin assured his mother. He leaned down, enveloping her in a tender hug, then gently planted a kiss on her forehead. “Está bien.”
Joaquin had a way of diffusing a situation with a simple gesture. Of course, she knew her tender hearted son also had a fiery temper and had earned some of his ire with the law.
She smiled sadly when she looked at her handsome son. His interjection had brought her out of her daydreams of the past and into the reality that was sewn from it. Her dreams for a united and happy family were somehow derailed in the one shot of a gun. Both her sons were wanted for murder. Needing to put his wife and son’s needs above all others, he took them and fled to Mexico, but Joaquin refused to leave his home. He told his mother it was because of herself and Maria, but she knew there was more to it. She saw in the way he looked at Lara. She didn’t know when it happened, sometime in the last few years, but she saw the love building in her son’s heart daily.
She could understand why he loved her. Lara's outward appearance perfectly complemented the kindness and purity of her soul. Her honeyed locks cascaded just past her shoulders, sometimes catching the sun’s rays like a golden halo; her black eyes, darker than any she had ever seen before, typically alight with excitement; and a dusting of freckles adorned her porcelain-like skin.
“Lávate las manos, por favor.” She hurried them in and shut the door tightly.
With a nod of obedience, Lara and Joaquin quickly went to the basin and washed their hands. As they settled around the table for supper, Lara couldn't help but feel a sense of belonging, a reminder that home was not just a place, but the bonds of friendship that held them together.
As the conversation naturally shifted to Maria's impending arrival, Lara couldn't help but feel a pang of longing deep within her heart. The sight of Maria's swollen belly, accompanied by the laughter and anticipation of the entire family, stirred emotions that Lara hadn’t realized were there.
"What was that wink for?" Lara's curiosity piqued, catching the exchange between Joaquin and Maria in Spanish.
“No es nada," Joaquin feigned innocence, though Lara could sense mischief lurking beneath his facade.
"Where is Juan?" Lara inquired, noticing his absence from the table, a departure from his usual presence.
"Since your uncle passed," Maria said, making the sign of the cross over her chest. "He has been spending too time working."
“I’ll talk to him.” Lara assured her.
Following her aunt’s tragic passing, the war broke out and her father was called to duty. In his absence, her uncle Jack had taken on the role of managing the farm. He hired Juaquin and Raphael to work alongside him as foremen.
Now she found herself thrust into managing the farm, however she knew that she lacked the necessary skills to effectively run such an operation. Lara had been raised to be a refined and well-mannered lady, far from the rough and tumble farm life. While she was not averse to hard work, she simply didn't possess the business insight required for the job.
In truth, Lara had hoped that Joaquin and Raphael would step in to help shoulder the responsibility. However, circumstances had conspired against her.
Now, with Raphael in Mexico and Joaquin on the run from the law, Lara relied heavily on Juan, who had assumed many of the former foreman's duties. However, the farm was too large for both of them to manage.
“My cousin will be here tomorrow, I will make sure before to speak with him.”
She had reached out to her father’s brother’s and promised them a share in the estate if they would make the move from Santa Barbara. The farm had been the only thing preventing her from locating her brother. Now that she could leave the farm, and secure Maria’s safety there was nothing keeping her from finding him.
"When will you leave, mija?" Esperanza brought the large pot of soup to the table and sat down, her eyes filled with concern as she looked at Lara.
"Mañana," Lara replied softly, her gaze fixed on the pot of food before her.
Without uttering a word, the subtle clicking of Esperanza’s tongue conveyed a message stronger than any spoken word could. In that brief moment, Lara felt the weight of her unspoken disapproval, a silent reminder of the expectations that surrounded her.
“Mamá,” Joaquin interjected, his tone firm yet gentle.
As Maria swiftly shifted the conversation to the neighbors who had recently abandoned their home and all the rumors as to the reasoning of why. With a final sip of soup, Lara rose from the table, the weight of her thoughts heavy in her mind. Each step felt like a burden as she moved towards the door. Despite the warmth of the hearth and the laughter that still lingered, Lara couldn't shake the feeling of disappointing Esperanza, of falling short of the expectations.
She grabbed her coat and quietly opening the front door she stepped into the cool night air, a sense of loneliness washed over her. Maria moved to follow her, but Joaquin's touch stopped her in her tracks.
"I'll talk to her," he whispered.
With that, Joaquin descended the front stairs, his steps deliberate as he made his way toward the old tree standing watch at the edge of the creek near the house. From a distance, he observed Lara's restless pacing. Respecting her space, he took his time making his way to her.
“I know you’re there.” Lara wiped away the tears on her sleeve, but didn’t turn towards him.
“Everything will be alright.” He stood behind her and rubbed her arms with his hands.
“He sent me that letter over a month ago.” Lara stared out across the lake. “What if I waited too long?"
"You can only do what you can."
"I owe it to him, as well as to both my mother and aunt, to find him.” She sighed and closed her eyes as she leaned against him. “They both paid the ultimate price to keep him safe. I owe them this honor. Right?” She turned and looked up at him questioningly.
“Listen to your heart.” He gently pushed one of her tawny blonde locks from her face.
Going against his better judgement Joaquin closed the distance between them. As he drew Lara closer, he felt the warmth of her body against his, a sensation that sent a wave of desire coursing through him.
Joaquin's lips found hers, a desperate meeting that spoke volumes of unspoken understanding and longing. As their kiss deepened, his fingers traced the contours of her face, lingering in the strands of her hair as he gently pulled it free from its confines. Running his fingers through her hair, he savored the silky texture as it slipped between his fingertips.
“Joaquin,” She pulled back as she came to her senses.
Despite knowing the risks, Joaquin couldn't ignore the longing in his heart, a sentiment that had only grown stronger with time. For years, he had harbored his love for her in the quiet corners of his soul, unable to find the courage to voice his feelings aloud. But as she stood before him, poised to embark on a journey that threatened to tear them apart, he knew that he couldn't remain silent any longer.
“I'm going with you.” His voice was raspy with the weight of unspoken truths and long-held desires
“No. It’s too dangerous. You have an easily recognizable face.” She smiled and ran her fingers across his cheek softly. “I’m leaving in the morning.”
“Lara,”
As Lara retreated from Joaquin's embrace, the weight of unspoken emotions lingered as she made her way back to the sanctuary of the house. With every step, the echo of his feelings reverberated within her, a constant reminder of the delicate balance between friendship and something deeper.
Alone in her room, Lara confronted the truth of her feelings for Joaquin. Despite his unwavering love, she couldn't summon the romantic affection he sought. Despite her deep love for him, she couldn't manufacture the love he deserved. In the quiet of the night, Lara accepted the painful truth: some loves were destined to remain unrequited.
A soft knock at the door drew her attention, and Maria's concerned face peeked through the crack. Her beautiful round face illuminated by the candle light from within the room.
Lara smiled and waved her in to her room. She was dreading this conversation and had been delaying it as long as she could. She shoved the sealed package into Maria’s hands and bit her lower lip neverously.
“Qué es eso?”
"I don’t know if my father is coming back. I want you to have the house, the farm," Lara's voice trailed off, the weight of her words and the realization of her mortality and the gravity of the situation settling over herself.  
"No entiendo," Maria's voice trembled with confusion as she struggled to grasp the situation unfolding before her. Then, realization dawned on her. Her friend, her sister, wasn't planning on returning.
"Lara no," Maria's plea was laced with desperation, the fear of losing the person she held closest to her. Tears welled in Maria's eyes as she reached out to Lara, her hand trembling with the intensity of her emotions. In the silence that followed, she found herself grappling with the stark reality of their impending separation, a truth too painful to comprehend.
“I signed a contract with my cousins for their share of the estate. You and your family will be safe. This is just in case.” Lara’s voice cracked. “Don’t worry, I’ll be home soon.”
"I know you will go even if I beg you to stay, so I won't," Maria's voice wavered, carrying a mixture of resignation and understanding.
“I wish I could stay until the baby is born,” Lara said, her grip on Maria's hand tightening as she offered a sincere smile.
“Then hurry home.” Maria kissed Lara's cheek and quickly exited the room. She knew there was no stopping Lara, not when she had that determined look in her eye.
Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, Lara's heart swelled with memories of the countless nights spent beneath the watchful gaze of the starlit sky. Her aunt had instilled her appreciated stargazing in her niece, and had spent hours teaching Lara the different constellations. The gentle breeze carried with it the scent of jasmine mingled with the salty tang of the ocean air, a comforting reminder of the home she was leaving behind.
With a sense of sadness mingled with eagerness, Lara closed her eyes, surrendering herself to the embrace of the night. In the quiet of the darkness, amidst the soft howl of the wind and the distant murmur of the waves, she found comfort in her dreamless sleep.
Chapter 1
Rock Creek, Nebraska
April 1872
Lara's gaze drifted from Joaquin’s sleeping form to look out the window, where the sun’s rays greeted her skin with a gentle kiss. Despite her initial reservations, and the obvious danger, Joaquin's persuasive argument had won her over. They had taken precautions to conceal his identity, and being far from California, the risk seemed less concerning.
Days melded into nights as they crossed from one destination to the next, chasing rumors and whispers that held the key to her finding her brother. Only a brief respite in Abeline gave relief to the relentless rhythm of their travels.
This nomadic existence had become her reality since leaving California. She carefully ran her fingers over the words written on the yellowed paper. Lara didn’t need to read the letter any longer, its continents had long been committed to memory. It was now just a tangible reminder of the purpose that drove her.
The journey to Nebraska had been arduous, the vast expanse prairie endlessly before them, the monotonous chatter of the child beside her grating on her frayed nerves. With each passing mile, Lara yearned for solid ground beneath her feet, a longing for stability amidst the uncertainty that lay ahead. Despite her weariness, she found solace in Joaquin's presence, grateful for his insistence on joining her.
As the train eased into the Omaha station, Lara felt a surge of vigor run through her. The rhythmic chugging of the locomotive had been hypnotic at times, but now she was roused from her half-slumber by the commotion of passengers shuffling about, gathering their belongings. Rubbing her eyes, she glanced out the window at the bustling platform, where travelers hurriedly disembarked, eager to continue their journeys.
Turning to Joaquin she gently shook his shoulder. Joaquin stirred, his eyes fluttering open as he adjusted to the light streaming through the window. They gathered their satchels and made their way through the narrow corridor.
As they stepped off the train onto the wooden boardwalk, Lara couldn't help but pause for a moment, soaking in the crispness of the air. The scent of fresh earth mingled with the faint aroma of distant wood smoke, evoking a sense of familiarity and anticipation. It was a stark contrast to the confined space of the train, and Lara welcomed it.
It was a two-day ride to Rock Creek. They would spend the night in the local hotel and leave first thing in the morning. Lara counted the decreasing stack of money and shoved the papers into her vest pocket. She noticed the concerned look on Joaquin’s face and sighed.
“What is it?” She glanced up at him and scowled.
“Nos estamos quedando sin dinero.”
“Lo sé.” Lara sighed heavily, feeling the weight of their dwindling funds. Years had passed since they began their pursuit to find her brother, yet there had been no sign of him. The reality of their financial situation gnawed at her, casting a shadow of uncertainty over their journey.
“He’s out here alone.” She tried to remind him the reason they were traipsing all over the country.
"Lara," he spoke with a serious tone. "David is not a boy anymore. He doesn’t need your protection."
“You can go home any time,” she replied, her jaw clenched. “I didn't ask you to come.”
“Lara,” Joquin almost flinched as her words stung his heart.
“Lo siento.” She sighed and kissed his cheek. “I’m just tiered. I didn’t mean that.”
“But how many more years will you spend trying to find a shadow?”
“He’s my only family left,” she quickly wiped away a solitary tear that ran down her cheek. “Well, the only one I care about anyway.”
“Lara.” He scowled genuinely hurt by her thoughtlessness.
“I am sorry.” She nodded understanding that family doesn’t always mean blood.
She followed him quietly as they walked towards a restaurant. They were seated and both made their menu choices, and still he hadn’t looked at her. She knew she had hurt his feelings. The clanging of the cutlery and murmuring of the other diners, the pair were able to have a brief respite to collect their thoughts.  
“Perhaps you are right though,” Pensively Lara broke the silence.
"Oh?" he mumbled between mouthfuls of steak and potatoes, his words slightly muffled by the food.
“If we don’t find him this time,” she conceded. “We should go home. It’s not fair to keep you away from your family any longer.”
"Lara, you know I would follow you into hell and back if you asked," he said earnestly, setting his fork down and gently taking her hand to emphasize the depth of his commitment.
"I know," she replied, smiling as she met his gaze. She didn’t know how she would ever repay him for the sacrifices he had made over the past years to help her.
Chapter 2
Rock Creek, Nebraska
April 1872
As the stagecoach rumbled to a halt in Rock Creek, Lara and Joaquin stepped out onto the dusty road, greeted by the warmth of the midday sun. A cool crisp breeze blew her hat askew and caused her long amber tresses to loosen from the leather tie that had them bound. Shielding her eyes against the brightness, Lara took a moment to let her vision adjust.
Rock Creek appeared far more bustling than she had imagined, its streets alive with the steady hum of the people. The buildings, though modest were well kept. With the keenness of a hawk, her eyes swept across the scene before her, taking in the prominent landmarks and essential establishments, from the sturdy facade of the general store to the quaint charm of the local inn, and of course the jail house which was settled in the center of town.
"Lara," Joaquin called, pulling her towards the hotel. "Quickly, let's get a room and then have dinner."
"Good, I'm famished," Lara replied, following him closely.
"We'd like a room, please," Joaquin said, placing their bags on the front desk.
"No Injuns," a gruff-looking man sneered from behind the counter, his words laced with disgust.
"I'm not an Indian," Joaquin sighed.
"You sure look like one," the middle-aged man peered at him closely.
"Sir, we've been traveling for many days," Lara interrupted the argument, her voice calm yet firm. "We're exhausted," she added, hoping to diffuse the tension and appeal to the man's sense of empathy.
"It's just that we don't allow any," the man started to say.
"He’s my brother. We're both from California," Lara interjected once more, her interruption punctuated by a smile that hinted at mischief, leaning in closer to the desk with a subtle reveal of her cleavage. "He's not an Indian. You have my word."
The man hesitated, visibly flustered by Lara's assertiveness. "Well, I, uh... Sorry, ma'am, for my mistake," he mumbled, his tone contrite as he realized his error.
"Thank you," Lara said with a charming smile, her lashes batting gently as the man handed Joaquin the keys, the tension dissipating with her graciousness.
Suppressing her laughter, Lara trailed behind Joaquin as they ascended the stairs, her fatigue more visible with every step. As soon as he swung open the door, she gratefully collapsed onto the bed, her body craving rest above all else. Joaquin granted her an hour of undisturbed sleep before gently rousing her. He was tempted to let her sleep the remainder of the night but he knew she would be hungry if she didn’t eat dinner.
Their footsteps echoed through the crowded halls of the Rock Creek hotel, the sound of conversation mingling with the clatter of dishes in the restaurant below. Once again, they encountered the familiar reaction to Joaquin's presence, the air thick with judgment and suspicion.
Undeterred, Lara drew upon her charm, her smile disarming as she engaged the man guarding the entrance. With a few carefully chosen words, she worked her magic, persuading him to grant them entry despite the doubts that lingered in his gaze. Almost as if on cue, her stomach growled, adding a touch of humor to the tension that had just dissipated.
“Small towns are a lot more difficult.” Lara sighed as they sat alone at the table in the corner of the room.
"I don't know how you do it," Joaquin shook his head annoyed at the circumstances yet amused by the ease in which Lara was able to so quickly manipulate the situation.
"Because men are so easily persuaded," Lara raised an eyebrow at him and winked.
"You mean stupid," he smirked.
"Sometimes," Lara smiled, her eyes scanning the menu. "I’m glad you woke me for dinner. I'm starving, what will you have?" Lara's voice carried a hint of eagerness as she turned to Joaquin, her stomach's growl increased in volume.
"Lara," Joaquin's tone suddenly changed. His vision was fixed at the entrance.
"What is it?" Lara noticed his shift in demeanor.
"I have to leave now."
"Go," she whispered softly.
"I'll get a message to you," Joaquin said urgently.
She nodded in acknowledgment, her gaze following Joaquin's to the group of men gathered at the doorway, her senses alert and observant.
"Joaquin, hurry," Lara's eyes snapped back to him, and she stood up. "Go now."
Her eyes wide with panic, Lara stood and raced towards the front of the restaurant. As she neared the door, a surge of adrenaline propelled her forward. With a sudden lurch, she clutched at her chest, allowing her body to go limp. With each calculated movement, she prayed she wouldn't collide with anything as she descended to the ground.
Her plan unfolded flawlessly, a rush of relief flooding her senses as a crowd quickly gathered around her, their concerned murmurs drowning out the chaos of the moment. Shielded by the swarm of onlookers, the lawmen's pursuit of Joaquin was momentarily halted, their attention diverted by the spectacle before them.
Lara lay still, her breath shallow as someone fanned her. Slowly, she fluttered her eyes open, the glimmer of consciousness returning as she played her part in the charade, every heartbeat a testament to the lengths she would go.
"Oh, she's regaining consciousness."
"Someone call the doctor," an elderly man's voice rang out, his hands waving frantically in the air as he sought assistance amid the commotion.
"No, thank you, I'll be fine," Lara sighed heavily, glancing at the concerned crowd.
"Are you sure, miss?" the man helped her to a chair.
"Yes, thank you, sir."
"Are you alright, ma'am?" A young man, his shirt adorned with a silver star, stood before her, concern etched across his features as he sought to assess her well-being amidst the chaos.
"Yes, Marshal," Lara stammered. "I must be tired from all the traveling."
"Where's your friend?" the Marshal inquired.
"Friend?" Lara looked up at him, her eyes wide and innocent, as if she had just awoken from a deep slumber, her act woven with cunning precision.
"The man you were having dinner with."
"Well, he's right there," Lara replied, glancing around the restaurant with feigned sincerity. "Well, he was."
"Come with us, Ma’am," the Marshal said, extending his hand to help her to her feet.
"I don’t understand," Lara said, following the two men back to the marshal’s office.
"What brings you to Rock Creek, Ma’am?" the Marshal inquired.
"I was, well, I’m just headin’ east is all. I’m looking for an old friend."
"What’s your name?"
"Lara Alba."
"You ain’t from around here," the young deputy chimed in.
"I’m from California," Lara replied, surveying the small office. "Marshal, I’m feeling a bit faint, if you don’t mind."
"Ma’am, where’s Joaquin Vasquez?" the Marshal continued, shutting the door behind him and pushed a chair in her direction.
"Who?" Lara feigned innocence as she accepted the chair.
"The man you were havin’ dinner with."
"You must be mistaken," Lara shook her head. "He told me his name was Jack, Jack Mitchell."
"You’re sayin’ you don’t know him?" the Marshal locked eyes with her.
"Well, I met him on the train yesterday," she smiled innocently. "We both took the coach from Omaha here."
"You checked into the hotel with him," the deputy interjected.
"Oh, you must be mistaken," Lara felt a sudden panic. How long had they been followed? She was usually much more observant.
"Mr. Billings, the Hotel owner, tells me you both checked in," the Marshal nodded. "He said you claimed he was your brother."
Lara thought quickly, biting her lower lip as she glanced across the street at the hotel.
"Ma’am?" the Marshal pressed. "Mr. Billings was concerned that there was something funny going on and he came to me. Once I saw you and your friend, I knew I had seen him before." He retrieved a wanted poster from his desk drawer. "This is him. Now, either you are helping him of your own free will, or he’s forcing you to."
"I told you, I don’t know anyone named Vasquez," Lara maintained her composure. "That man was escorting me to the hotel. The owner must have thought otherwise. He was simply carrying my bags for me, that’s all."
"He said you were up there for over an hour," the deputy chimed in.
"Have you brought me here to be impertinent?" Lara stood up, raising an eyebrow.
"Just answer the question," the Marshal insisted.
"Either throw me in jail," Lara cut him off, "or I'll be on my way now."
"Thank you, Ma’am, for your time," the Marshal escorted her to the door, watching as she walked across the street, glancing back at them once before continuing toward the hotel.
"Why’d you let her go?" the deputy questioned.
"She ain’t done nothin’, just watch her, Peterson. She knows Vasquez."
"Alright, Marshal," the young deputy nodded.
The presence of a wanted criminal in his town raised serious concerns for Kid, especially considering the potential danger it posed to the safety and security of Rock Creek. The fact that the wanted individual was accompanied by a young woman looking barely a few years over twenty only added further interest.
Chapter 3
Rock Creek, Nebraska
April 1872
Sighing with exasperation, Lara stepped out of the hotel and rolled her eyes in annoyance. For the past two weeks, she had encountered the same sight every morning: Deputy Peterson, sitting across from the hotel, patiently waiting for her. Despite her irritation, she mustered a polite wave and a smile as she walked past the deputy and into the Marshal's office.
As the Marshal greeted her with a gentleness that seemed incongruous with the conversation they had the previous night, Lara's resolve hardened. Despite his unassuming appearance, Lara knew better than to let her guard down. She had learned at that not everyone was as they appeared. Beneath the surface of charm and warmth often lurked lies and deceit
"Miss Alba,"
"Good day, Marshal," Lara replied, extending her hand.
Straight to the point, Lara wasted no time in revealing her intentions. The lawman looked at her curiously, uncertain of what to make of this new arrival in his town.
"How may I assist you, Ma'am?" He furrowed his brow in suspicion.
"Actually, I've come to help you," she announced, her tone betraying a hint of defiance.
“Are you here to tell us where Vasquez is?" He inquired.
With a flick of her wrist, Lara produced a crumpled piece of paper with a list of what looked like chores, extending it toward the Marshal.
"I thought it would be a lot easier for your deputy to follow me if he knew where I was going in advance, unless of course, he'd prefer to escort me."
"I don't know what you're talkin' about," he muttered, his tone strained.
"Of course not," she retorted, her right eyebrow arching defiantly.
Caught in a web of his own making, Kid faltered, his resolve wavering momentarily against the force of Lara's conviction. "If you are afraid of Vasquez, I can protect you,"
"I don’t require protection from," she began, then abruptly stopped mid thought. A moment of silence passed between them, the weight of the unsaid clear hung in the stillness.
"So you do know him," The Marshal smiled, aware that she had inadvertently revealed her hand.
Lara paused, gathering the veneer of the persona she pretended to embody. "I don't need your protection, Marshal," she declared. “And I don’t know where he is. That’s the truth.” With a firm gaze, Lara turned to face the marshal and the man sitting beside him. “Good day, Marshal.”
Her gaze turned to the stranger sitting beside the Marshal. “Sir.” With a final glance, Lara turned on her heel, her footsteps echoing against the wooden floorboards as she made her exit.
"So she's the one?" Buck mused, his gaze lingering on Lara's retreating figure.
Kid nodded, his expression solemn. "Yep, that's her."
"You think she's lyin'?" Buck's eyebrow cocked up with curiosity.
Kid shook his head. "I don't know. But, I don't think we've seen the last of Joaquin Vasquez."
"Well Kid, you got your work cut out for you," Buck remarked with a chuckle.
"That’s for sure. That woman's given poor Peterson the slip four or five times so far," Kid responded, a wry smile playing on his lips.
"A blind man could give Peterson the slip," Buck interjected, his humor infectious as he teased Kid.
"Buck," Kid chided, a hint of exasperation in his voice, though he couldn't help but crack a smile.
"A lame, blind man," Buck added, barely able to contain his laughter as he stretched the joke further.
Shaking his head, Kid couldn't suppress a grin any longer. "I’m heading out to Willow Bluff today. See if Teaspoon’s seen anything," he informed Buck.
"You think he may be headed there?" Buck inquired.
"I overheard Miss. Alba talking to Callie Johnson, asking how far it was to the Bluffs," Kid revealed, a note of significance underlying his words as he shared his observations.
"I’ll keep an eye on Peterson," Buck conceded.
"Well, you could have your old job back," Kid remarked with a friendly slap on Buck's back, acknowledging his friend's commitment to the task at hand.
"No thanks," Buck quipped, his response swift and decisive, indicating his reluctance to return to their former roles.
"That's what I thought," Kid replied with a shake of his head, a smile playing on his lips.
“Ride safe Kid.” Buck waved as Kid mounted and rode off towards Willow Bluff.
Chapter 4
Rock Creek, Nebraska
April 1872
As Lara ascended the stairs of the hotel, the faint echo of her name caught her attention, drawing her back. She pivoted on the steps, to find the hotel clerk hurrying towards her.
“Miss Alba, a young man left this for you.”
“Thank you, Sir,” Lara said she accepted the envelope from the hotel owner and swiftly made her way up to her room.
With a soft click, she locked the door behind her. Carefully, she opened the note, her fingers trembling slightly as she unfolded the paper. The handwriting was scratchy, but she recognized it at once as Joaquin's. Quickly, she grabbed a piece of paper from her satchel and hastily scribbled a note in reply, her thoughts racing as she crafted her response.
Return next week. I’m being followed.
It was too dangerous for her to meet up with him now, with the marshal and deputy watching her every move. She tucked the note in her bag and hung it on the back of the chair. One week, she hoped, would be enough time for the authorities to give up their surveillance.
Lara sighed heavily and flung herself onto the bed, her mind filled with the thoughts of doubt and the constant threat of Juaquin being discovered. Exhausted from the weight of secrets and the burden of constant scrutiny, she succumbed to an empty dreamless sleep.
Chapter 5
Rock Creek, Nebraska
April 1872
As sunlight filtered through the window Lara jolted awake, her heart racing with the realization she had slept most of the morning away. She languidly pulled herself off the lumpy bed and glanced out the window. There he was, just as she expected. Deputy Peterson, in his usual morning perch on the steps of the marshal’s office. His presence served as a constant reminder of the watchful eyes that followed her every move, amplifying the sense of confinement she felt within the small town's borders.
Lara quickly washed up and changed into fresh clothes, shedding the weariness of the morning. Effortlessly, she strapped on her gun belt, the weight of the holster a familiar reassurance against the unknown. She smoothed her leather vest over her crisp white shirt and tan breeches and took one last look in the mirror revealed the reflection of a woman poised and determined, her blonde hair tucked neatly under her hat. She had to get out of the hotel without the deputy following her today, and she hoped her disguise would do the job.
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"Hey Peterson, you still watchin’ that Alba girl?" Buck inquired casually.
His eyes tracked Lara's movements as she emerged from the livery with a large quarter horse in tow. Instantly, he noticed she wasn’t dressed in her usual attire of dresses and curls, but rather in shirt and pants. It wasn’t much of a disguise, he thought to himself, although it might be enough to trick Peterson.
"Yeah, looks like she’s sleepin’ late today," Peterson replied with a yawn, seemingly oblivious to Buck's scrutiny.
"Mhmm," Buck muttered, shaking his head in mild disbelief at the deputy's lack of awareness. "I’ll see you later." With a dismissive wave, he turned and headed off, leaving Peterson to his post.
Buck swiftly mounted his horse and rounded the corner, keeping a safe distance as he followed Lara just out of town. From his vantage point on the high ground about fifty feet away, he watched her cautiously dismount and scan her surroundings. She was guarded, her movements calculated, but she seemed unaware of his presence.
Silently, Buck waited as Lara stealthily climbed an oak tree and tied something to the branches about halfway up. Moments later she retreated back to her horse. Buck debated whether to follow her or wait to see who would pick up the item she had left behind. Seeing her heading back into town, he decided to bide his time and wait for the next move.
After a few minutes, Buck silently made his way down to the tree and retrieved the object in a matter of seconds. With careful precision, he opened and read its contents, then folded it back up and descended the tree. Returning to the high ground, Buck settled in to wait. Several hours passed before Buck spotted the boy who had picked up the note. Taking note of the direction the boy went in, Buck made his way back to town.
Dusk was setting when Buck rode back into town, his thoughts consumed by the mysterious stranger he had been observing. Lara Alba didn’t fit the profile of someone aiding and abetting an outlaw. It left Buck puzzled. One thing was for certain, Lara Alba was not the woman she pretended to be. There was more to her than met the eye, and Buck was determined to uncover the truth.
Chapter 6
Rock Creek, Nebraska
April 1872
Kid’s voice bellowed through the small jailhouse. “That’s it?” Kid slammed his fist on the table, frustration evident in his voice.
“I’m telling you, Kid. Except for the note, she hasn’t done anything unusual,” Buck replied, his tone steady as he recounted his observations.
Kid's frustration boiled over, his temper flaring as he slammed his fist against the table. "Well, who got the note?" he demanded, his voice laced with urgency.
Buck shook his head, his brow furrowed in contemplation. "He was just a boy." He shrugged. “I didn’t recognize him.”
A spark of impatience flickered in Kid's eyes as he pressed for answers. "Well, what did it say?" he prodded, his voice edged with frustration.
"Just said to come back in a week. She doesn’t want to risk him getting caught," Buck revealed.
"Buck," he began, his voice tinged with exasperation as he searched for answers. “Why didn’t you arrest them?”
"Her?" Buck questioned, his brow furrowing in thought. "Or the kid?"
"Take your pick," Kid responded, his frustration palpable as he considered the options.
“I ain't a deputy anymore, Kid,” Buck stated simply.
Kid's frustration threatened to boil over. "Oh, come on, that’s never stopped you from doing what’s right!" he retorted, his voice filled with moral indignation.
Buck offered a silent nod, acknowledging the truth in Kid's words.
"Damn that woman!" Kid's frustration mounted, his thoughts racing as he grappled with his options.
"He was just a boy, probably didn’t even know what he was picking up, or who he was taking it to," his tone softened.
"She knows where he is, I know it!" Kid insisted.
"If she does know, she’s not telling," he reasoned.
"Maybe," he conceded. His mind raced with possibilities.
Buck noticed kid’s mind reeling; he always knew when his friend was reaching his limits. "What are you thinking?"
"I think if Miss Alba had a friend to talk to, she may just talk," Kid suggested.
"How’s Teaspoon and Rachel?" Seeking to shift the conversation, Buck diverted Kid's attention to more mundane matters.
"Oh, he’s as ornery as ever, and driving Rachel nuts.” Kid's expression softened, a smile tugging at the corners of his lips as he reflected on the antics of their dear friends.
"Sounds like Teaspoon," he remarked, his tone thick with fondness.
Kid's expression grew somber as he relayed troubling news from their friend. "He's had his hands full, though. The army has been having some problems with the Indians," he revealed, his voice thick with concern. “Teaspoon said about three weeks ago about fifteen warriors were found, killed near Pine Bluff.”
Buck's brow furrowed, his thoughts drifting to the challenges that lay ahead. "I know," he acknowledged somberly. "White Eagle told me."
Kid's gaze hardened; his resolve unwavering in the face of adversity. "Teaspoon says this army captain is out for blood.”
“Aren’t they all?” Buck almost whispered under his breath.
Chapter 7
Rock Creek, Nebraska
May 1872
With reassuring a smile, Lara held the dress up for her new acquaintance's approval. “I think this would look real fine on you Louise.” 
"You think so?" Lou’s voice was uncertain as her fingers dancing along the delicate folds of the dress.
“I don't think you'll regret it," she reassured, her voice warm with sincerity and her smile widened genuinely.
"You going to the dance tonight?" Lou inquired.
"I guess I have to, don’t I?" Lara chuckled softly, a mischievous glint in her eyes. "If I don’t, your husband will be too busy following me around and won’t be able to see how beautiful you will be in that dress."
Lou looked down at her hands, feeling a pang of guilt as she struggled to find the right words. Her husband had recruited her to help watch the town's newest visitor, but she hadn't expected to genuinely like the woman.
"I know the Marshal thinks I’ll tell you something," Lara said matter of factly.
"Lara," Louise began.
"It's okay, I understand. It’s nice having someone to talk to," Lara interjected hoping to ease the awkwardness.
Louise's eyes softened as she reached out to grasp Lara's hands. "Kid did ask me to talk to you, but I really want to be friends.”
"I would like that as well." she replied.
Just outside the window of the dressmaker’s shop the deputy's presence loomed in the window, his gaze fixed upon Lara with unwavering intensity. Lara's laughter danced through the air, with playful defiance.
"You think maybe he can take the night off?" she teased, her eyes sparkling with mischief.
"I think so," she chuckled. "But I think he's quite taken with you."
"Why would you say that?" Lara batted her eyes coyly at Peterson, her tone brimming with feigned innocence and charm, almost concealing the tension lingering in the air. Lara's eyes twinkled with amusement as she addressed the deputy with effortless grace. "Good day, Deputy.”
John Peterson stumbled over his words, his demeanor betraying his awkwardness in the presence of such captivating company. "Miss Alba," he stammered, his hat tipping clumsily in acknowledgment. “Mrs. McCloud.”
“Now Deputy Peterson, where are your manners?” Lara’s gaze shifted to the man to his side. “I’ve been here almost a month and you still haven’t introduced me to your friend.” Unintentionally dropping all her pretenses, she gazed boldly into the stranger’s eyes.
“Uh, well," John stumbled over his words.
“Buck Cross.” The tall dark haired stranger offered his hand .
“Sorry Lara.” Louise pushed her way between them and gave both John and Buck stern looks. “This is Buck Cross. He’s not working for my husband.”
"Well, Mr. Cross, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. I’m Lara Alba," she greeted, extending her hand in friendship.
"Likewise, Miss Alba," he replied, his voice resonating with genuine warmth.
Buck, ever the embodiment of rugged charm, returned her gesture with a firm handshake, his eyes alight with curiosity.
“Peterson!” Kid stood in disbelief on the boardwalk across the street and watched as his deputy, best friend and wife giggling as they chatted with his adversary.
“Excuse me.” John puffed out his chest and smiled at Lara. “Duty calls.”
As he hurried off, Buck and Louise exchanged knowing glances, their amusement evident in the shared understanding that passed between them.
“Buck you comin’ out for dinner tonight?” Lou tossed the dress in the back of the buckboard.
“You makin’ that roast?” He leaned against the wagon.
“I sure am.”
"I’ll be there," he smiled so broadly his eyes crinkled in the corners.
As they stood only feet apart, Lara seized the opportunity to inspect him. She had noticed him in town before, but there had never been the right moment to introduce herself. Now, with their paths crossing, she could finally take a closer look.
Lara stood at five foot eight, towering over Louise, but in Buck's presence, she felt tiny. His light bronze skin and warm golden brown eyes radiating strength and kindness. However, it was his smile that captured her attention. It possessed a unique charm and authenticity that attracted her attention.  
“Thank you, but I have other plans. I’ll see you at the dance Louise.” Lara replied, politely declining the invitation. She turned to leave, then paused and glanced over her shoulder directly at Buck. “You will save me a dance tonight, won’t you Mr. Cross?”
Caught off guard by her playful charm, Buck's aloofness wavered for a fleeting moment before he regained his composure.
“I, ah,” Buck looked across to Lou, then back over to Lara. “Of course.”
“Bye, Louise.”
“Please call me Lou.” She smiled sweetly.
“It was nice meeting you, Mr. Cross,” Lara said softly, lightly biting her lower lip as she walked back to the hotel, stealing one last glance at Buck before continuing to the hotel.
As she walked away Buck's gaze lingered. Her very existence drew him to her like a moth to the flame, igniting a curiosity and longing that he couldn't easily shake.
"What's got you smiling?" Buck asked, noting the gleam in Lou’s eyes, a sign that she was about to burst with excitement.
"You," Her grin widened, her eyes sparkling with delight.
"What?" He gave her a hand up to the buckboard.
"Buck, you haven’t been to a town dance in over three years." She pursed her lips into a smirk and winked at him. “See you tonight.”
As the anticipation of the evening ahead filled the air, Buck's heart swelled with the promise of Lara's embrace. Yet, the creeping feeling of shame gnawed at him, tearing at the edges of his confidence. He had never been lucky in matters of the heart before. He had built walls around himself, a boarder to protect against the pain of rejection and loss. For years, he had found solace in solitude, content with his own company, yet a part of him still held onto hope.
The prospect of opening his heart again, of risking it all for love, filled him with both excitement and trepidation. He didn't want to lose himself in the depths of affection, to surrender his independence to the whims of emotion. But as the evening approached, he couldn't ignore the longing stirring within him, the desire for connection and companionship that had lain dormant for so long.
Chapter 8
Rock Creek, Nebraska
May 1872
She was still lost in a daydream when she opened the door to her small hotel room. Still thinking about his golden-brown eyes and enigmatic smile. Her hand still tingled from his touch.
As she entered the room, the sight of Joaquin seated in the darkened corner jolted her from her reverie. Her heart raced with a mixture of excitement and uneasiness as the abruptness of his arrival pricked her with concern. With a sense of urgency, she rushed to embrace him.
"Joaquin! What are you doing here? Are you crazy?" She exclaimed, her voice trembling with emotion.
Joaquin's gaze met hers, his expression grave with the weight of the news he bore. "I saw your father just outside Rock Creek a few days ago," he revealed, his tone tinged with apprehension.
“My father?” Her eyes widened with alarm. "Are you sure?"
"He looks older, but it was him," Joaquin confirmed, his voice steady despite the gravity of the situation.
Lara's thoughts raced, her fears colliding with the uncertainty of the unknown. "And my brother?" she inquired; her voice fraught with desperation.
"It doesn’t seem as though he found him." Joaquin replied.
A flicker of hope danced in Lara's eyes as she pressed for answers. "Have you head anything?" she implored, her voice trembling with anticipation.
Joaquin shook his head, his expression solemn. "No," he admitted, his words heavy with regret. "But I met a man who lived with one of the local tribes for a while. He told me he may know your brother."
"What did he say?" she pressed, her voice barely above a whisper.
"He said a few years ago, there was a man from the village. He helped a boy. He said he thinks that boy is your brother. If he is, David is living with a tribe between here and Kansas," Joaquin revealed.
"On a reservation?" she questioned; her brow furrowed with concern.
"I don't believe so." Joaquin shook his head, his expression grave with determination.
"We have to find him before my father does," Lara declared.
"Let's go," Joaquin's gaze met hers, his determination mirroring her own.
"Joaquin, the Marshal is watching every move I make, it's not safe here," Lara hesitated, her gaze flickering to the window where the shadows of shadows that lingered just beyond her sight in the darkness.
"That is why we should go now," Joaquin insisted as he started tossing her clothes in her bag.
"They will follow me.” She promised. Stopping his manic packing as she held his hands still. “I’ll meet you in one week,"
"Be safe," he pledged.
"You too Joaquin,"
"One week," He affirmed, slipping out the window silently.
Alone once more, Lara sank into the chair, her thoughts consumed by the weight of their lives together. For over four years, she had searched for her brother, each lead just brought them to another clue.
Opening the locket around her neck, she traced the contours of the picture within, her fingers lingering over the image of her beloved brother. He was just an infant when the picture had been taken, his youthful innocence captured forever.
As she gazed upon his smiling face, Lara's heart swelled with a mixture of longing and determination. He would be a man now. As she watched the stars begin to appear in the sky, she knew that, no matter the challenges that lay ahead, she would never stop searching for the brother she had lost but never forgotten.
Chapter 9
Rock Creek, Nebraska
May 1872
As the dance floor swirled with laughter and jovial music, Kid's gaze lingered on his wife, her beauty illuminated by the soft glow of candlelight. With a smile, he twirled her around the floor, his heart filled with warmth at the sight of her blushing cheeks.
"Lou, you look so beautiful tonight," Kid remarked, his voice tender with affection as they danced.
Lou's cheeks flushed with color, her eyes sparkling with delight at his compliment. "Well, thank you, Kid," she replied, her voice filled with gratitude. "Lara convinced me to buy this dress."
“Hmmm” He grunted as his eyes darted across the room, his attention drawn to the deputy who seemed entranced by Lara's every word. "He’s supposed to be watching her, not flirtin," he muttered under his breath, a hint of annoyance tinging his voice.
"Take it easy, Kid. He can't help that he's smitten." Lou placed a gentle hand on Kid's arm.
Kid's expression softened, his concern momentarily forgotten as he held his wife closer. "She said anything to you?" he inquired.
"No. She ain’t mentioned him once," she replied.
"Well, McGregor says he saw a man who looked like Vasquez in town today." Kid's thoughts drifted to the rumors swirling through town, his brow furrowing.
Lou's eyes softened with empathy, her fingers gently caressing his cheek. "Kid, you promised me," she reminded him sternly. "You promised, no work tonight."
"Sorry," Kid murmured, his gaze lingering on his wife as he guided her gracefully across the dance floor.
"Now that’s more like it," Lou giggled.
Kid watched as from across the room Buck was seemingly captivated in his conversation with Lara. He shook his head in disbelief as Buck took the woman’s hand and led her to the dance floor.
"Well, what's Buck up to?" Kid scowled, quickly turning Lou around to get a better view.
“I think it’s called dancing, Kid,” Lou replied, suppressing a giggle that threatened to burst from her lips.
“Buck’s got no sense when it comes to women,” Kid remarked, a hint of concern in his voice.
“Why’s that?”
“A girl like that,” Kid explained.
“Like what?” She pressed further.
“She’s trouble, Lou,” Kid replied solemnly, his gaze fixed on Buck and Lara as they danced together. 
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"I didn’t think you were coming tonight.”  Lara remarked, her voice playful as she met Buck's gaze. “Deputy Peterson assured me he’s never seen you at any town dances."
“Is that so?” Buck pulled her closer and twirled her around dramatically.
In that moment, a rush of heat flooded through her as his hand descended to her waist, drawing her nearer to him. She knew, deep down, that the timing wasn't ideal, that there were pressing matters at hand. Yet, being enveloped in his embrace felt undeniably right.
"I'm glad you came tonight." She murmured, exhaling a soft breath to steady her racing heart.
“So am I.” He leaned over and whispered in her ear, his lips just grazing her lobe.
"What is it that you do, Mr. Cross?" She pulled back slightly and collected herself.
"It’s Buck," he corrected her, a smile on his lips.
"Well then, Buck," she said, a playful tone saturating her words. It had been a while since she felt like this—playful, flirty. She was out of practice. "What do you do?"
“I have a small ranch, just outside town,” Buck replied, taking a deep breath. She smelled wonderful—fresh and sweet—but he couldn’t quite place the scent.
“Lou told me you use to be a deputy in town.”
"Mhmm," he mulled over whether to ask her or not. Finally, curiosity got the better of him, and he quietly inquired, "Why are you here?"
"The whole town is here." she replied with a smile, hoping he wouldn't press her further. “It’s a beautiful night don’t you think?”
“I mean in Rock Creek.” Buck persisted.
"I know what you meant," she replied softly.
He watched as her natural cadence was quickly masked by her well-honed facade. He recognized it because he wore a similar mask, one used to conceal, to protect himself. He hated seeing her eyes like this though, hard and piercing. He slowly lead her closer to the corner of the room to afford them more privacy.
She glanced up and held his gaze momentarily. In that moment, she realized the depth of her desire to be truthful with him. The thought of deceiving him, even in the smallest way, pricked her conscience. She took a breath, gathering her courage to be as honest as she could. "I'm looking for a man." she confessed the partial truth.
“Oh,” Buck remarked the look of surprise written clearly in his arched eyebrow. “You’re pretty forward,”
“No,” Lara laughed lightly realizing how that statement sounded. “No, nothing like that. I’m looking for someone I once knew.”
“Someone in town? Maybe I know them.” Buck's expression softened, his embarrassment evident as he looked away.
“No, not in town,” Lara replied quickly, eager to change the subject. “Are you dancing with me to get information for your Marshal friend?”
“No.” Buck shook his head.
“Then why are you?” Lara's suspicions began to rise, along with her voice.
“I wasn’t aware a man needed a reason to dance with a beautiful woman,” Buck replied sincerely.
“Oh.” Lara felt her breath hitch.
“I understand your suspicion,” Buck said gently, tilting her head towards him. “That's not my intention.”
"What is your intention?” Lara raised her eyes to meet his gaze, her smile retaining its flirtatious edge as she awaited his response. “Mr. Cross?”
"Miss Alba, my name is Matthew Densby," he introduced himself, extending his hand as the music slowed into the next song.
“Mr. Densby,” Lara curtsied gracefully, still holding Buck’s hand tightly in hers as she acknowledged the man standing next to her.
“May I trouble you for the next dance?” Matthew's inquiry was polite, his demeanor respectful.
“No trouble at all.” Lara lightly squeezed Buck’s hand before relinquishing it, a silent acknowledgment passing between them despite the interruption.
Though Lara had hoped for another dance with Buck, fate had other plans. After a rather lengthy dance with the talkative Matthew Densby, she excused herself from the crowded dance hall, craving a moment of solitude under the night sky.
“May I walk you back to the hotel?” Buck’s deep voice broke through her reverie.
“Buck!” Lara turned abruptly, surprised by his sudden appearance.
“Sorry.” He extended his arm, a gesture of chivalry.
“You’re lucky I’m not armed.” She smiled and linked her arm through his.
“I’ll have to be more careful in the future.” Buck smiled, his hand resting gently over hers.
“Rock Creek is a lovely town. Have you lived here your whole life?” Lara inquired, engaging him in conversation as they strolled.
“No.” Buck cleared his throat. "I lived here before the war. When I came back, I put down roots."
"You fought in the war?" her eyes opened widely.
She didn’t recall much of the war; being just a child, her memories were fleeting. But the image of her father's departure lingered. The tales she overheard in the hushed whispers of the adults painted a somber picture of the world outside their home.  She knew her father hadn’t left solely for the reason of war; it had coincided with the murder of her aunt. The night they were sworn to secrecy.
"I did some fighting, mostly scouting."
“Deputy Peterson told me you used to ride with the old Pony Express.”
“That was a long time ago.” Buck smiled fondly at the memories.
“Sounds as though you have led a very exciting life.”
“Maybe I’ll tell you about it someday.” Buck paused as they reached the steps to the hotel.
“I’d like that.” Lara turned towards him, her gaze warm with sincerity, and she softly bit her lip as her heart jumped in her chest. “I had a wonderful evening.”
“May I call on you?” Buck's blurted out the question before his nerves got the best of him.
“I look forward to it.”
“Good night, Lara.” Buck grinned eagerly.
“Buck.” She gently pulled him towards her, brushing her lips against his cool cheek. “Good night.”
Her soft, warm lips left a burning sensation on his cheek as Buck felt his heart quicken. Glancing back at her once, he waved before watching her shut the door. Despite his best efforts to resist, thoughts of Lara consumed his mind. She was unlike any other woman he’d ever met, and he couldn't shake the feeling that their encounter was just the beginning.
Chapter 10
Rock Creek, Nebraska
June 1872
Kid observed silently as Buck hitched up the pair of horses outside the jailhouse. He hadn’t asked him, and he didn’t need to. He saw the way Buck looked at Lara at the dance, and every time since then. With the correspondence in his hand from California, Kid struggled with how to tell Buck she was a fraud. He didn’t want to cause his friend that pain, but he needed to know who he was falling in love with.
"Buck! Hold on, Buck!" Kid hurried across the street to where Buck was hitching up the horses.
"Morning, Kid." Buck tossed him a brief grin and went back to his task.
"I need to talk to you about Lara."
"Kid, I know—"
"No, you don't. Listen, I heard back from the Marshal in San Juan Capistrano. Laralie Alba passed away over ten years ago."
"I’m certain he’s mistaken." Buck attempted to ignore the information his friend was sharing with him. He didn’t want to acknowledge it, but now that he had heard it, the fingers of doubt gripped him tightly.
“That’s not all.” Kid's voice was hushed as he pulled Buck into the alleyway between the hotel and the saloon. “She was murdered.”
"Murdered?"
"The Marshal has witnesses claiming Vasquez killed her."
"And Lara?"
"Who knows, but she's not who she claims to be."
"You don’t know that."
"At the very least, she’s protecting a murderer who killed an innocent woman. At worst, she was involved." Kid's voice rose, his accusation hanging heavy in the air.
"No, that's not possible." Buck pushed him back.
"How do you know that?" Kid stopped him from leaving. "You barely know her!"
"She’s not a murderer." Buck pushed him aside and walked back to his horse, where Lara was patiently waiting.
With doubt fresh in his mind, he scrutinized her carefully. As she turned to face him, her expression lit up with a brilliant smile. Even from a distance, he could see her eyes glisten like polished obsidian, sparkling in the morning sunlight. Her soft honey-colored hair cascaded gently around her shoulders. And that scent – it lingered in his thoughts, haunting him in the quiet moments of the night. Despite the uncertainty surrounding her, he couldn't fathom her being involved in something as sinister as murder.
"Buck." Lara walked over to him quickly. “I thought you might have forgotten our plans.”
“Of course not.” He reassured her as he took her hand in his.
"Miss Alba," Kid tipped his hat in acknowledgment.
"Marshal," she replied with a nod.
"Are you coming out to the house tonight?" Kid turned to Buck.
"Not tonight," Buck replied.
"I’ll see you later. Remember what I said." Kid nodded, his expression serious.
"What’s wrong, are you alright?" Lara frowned as she watched the Marshal walk away, sensing the tension of something troubling in the air.
"Everything fine," Buck smiled quickly.
"Well, I have a fine picnic packed, are you ready?" Lara patted the basket in her arms.
Buck took the basket from her and secured it to the back of his saddle. When he turned to offer his assistance with mounting, he found Lara already settled in the saddle. Despite his efforts to push Kid's unsettling words from his mind, they lingered, a persistent nagging at the edges of his thoughts.
As they rode together, he stole glances at her, struck by her loveliness. Her flushed cheeks and windswept hair added to her beauty, making it difficult for Buck to ignore the stirring of his emotions. Gripping the reins tighter, he focused on the lush green valley ahead, trying to drive out all the doubt that had seeded in his mind.
Lara observed Buck as he stopped and tied his horse to a nearby tree, his usually calm demeanor was even more subdued. It had been six days since the dance, and they had spent nearly every day together since then. Lara sighed softly as she dismounted and tied her horse beside Buck's.
"What’s on your mind, Buck?" Lara inquired, her gaze meeting his as she settled onto the blanket, noticing the furrowed brow that had marked his expression since she first saw him.
Buck turned away from her; a troubled expression etched across his features as he handed her the basket. "I'm just thinking," he offered, his voice tinged with uncertainty.
"You don’t need to lie to me." Her gaze bore into him, her eyes probing for the truth. “I can tell something is bothering you.”
"I don't lie," Buck replied, his tone defensive, perhaps too defensive.
Lara's demeanor shifted, her guard rising in response to his abruptness. "Are you accusing me of something?"
"Are you in trouble, Lara? Is that why you're here?" Buck voice questioned her calmly, but his frustration evident in his furrowed brow.
"No, I told you, I'm looking for someone," Lara affirmed, her tone firm but her annoyance in his disbelief was evident.
"You had me convinced," Buck said, as he leaned against the sturdy tree trunk, his gaze piercing and cold.
"Convinced of what?" Lara's voice carried a note of confusion. She sat demurely on the blanket, looking up at him as he stood as far away as he could, leaning against the tree. It seemed as though he were trying to escape her very presence.
"Why bother, Lara? Why pretend with me?" Buck's words were sharp and angry.
"Pretending what?" Lara's voice rose slightly. Anger slowly creeping into her tone. “I don’t understand what you’re asking me.”
"Stop lying!" Buck's voice echoed with desperation.
"I don't know what you're talking about!" Lara insisted, her irritation mounting by the second.
"You told me your name is Lara Alba?" Buck's demand was firm, his eyes searching hers for any sign of deception.
"It is, Laralie Alba,” she replied, shaking her head in confusion, unsure of where this was going.
"What's your full name?" Buck pressed, his tone insistent.
"What's this about, Buck?" Lara's jaw tightened, her eyes narrowing with suspicion. "Is this about Joaquin? You think I'm lying about him? I'm not! I don't know where he is."
"I know," Buck said softer.
"I don’t know where he is. It’s for my protection and his." Lara's voice grew louder, her frustration barely contained.
"I saw you at the tree that day," Buck confessed, his tone softer.
“You followed me?” Her jaw dropped.
“I didn’t intend,” He turned from her accusatory gaze.
"I left him a message," Lara shook her head in disbelief.
"Why? He’s a murderer, a thief," Buck pressed, his voice thick with condemnation.
"Thief, yes," Lara nodded, a somber acknowledgment in her tone. "He steals blood money. Money that men were killed for! You think you know everything, don’t you? Well, you don’t." With a sense of defiance, Lara rose to her feet and furiously made her way to her horse.
"I know he murdered Laralie Alba. Now who are you?!" Buck's voice rose with a mixture of desperation and anger. "Did you help him? Did you watch him kill her or did you help?"
He heard the click before he felt the pistol pressed against his abdomen. Buck's eyes widened as he looked down, seeing the Colt pistol steady in Lara's hand. He had been preoccupied with feelings that his usual cautious self completely missed her cues. Meeting her gaze, he saw the fire of rage burning within her, and for the first time, he wondered if she truly was capable of murder.
“How dare you!” Lara struggled to control her temper, her voice trembling with emotion. “Joaquin didn’t kill her.”
“Lara, I’m not going to hurt you,” Buck backed off slowly, his hands raised in surrender. “I promise, you can put the gun away.”
“Take yours off,” she motioned to the gun at his hip. “And the knife.”
Buck complied, slowly handing her his gun and setting the knife on the ground, his movements deliberate and cautious.
“You think you have it all figured out, don’t you?” Lara's frown deepened, her eyes searching his. “You and your Marshal friend.”
“Lara,” Buck urged, his voice softer now, filled with a desperate need for answers.
“What do you want from me?” Her voice was pleading.
“The truth,” Buck replied simply.
“Would you even believe me?” Lara's voice was soft, and without hesitation, she gently lowered the gun.
With a single nod, Buck silently pledged his allegiance. Lara hesitated, the memories of that tragic day flooding back with painful clarity.
"It was an accident," she began, her voice filled with pain and sadness.
She closed her eyes, recalling that day vividly. She had vowed never to speak of it again, but something in his demeanor told her she could confide in him. As she began to recount the events, her voice hitched slightly, uncertain if she was making the right decision.
"I was five when my brother was born. I remember the screaming that night, and the crying," she recounted, her voice trembling as she was transported back to that night, she coward in her room in fear.
“I could hear my father yelling, my mother crying and begging him to stop.”
Buck pulled her into his arms and stroked her back comfortingly. Her body wracked with sobs as she continued.
"What I hadn't comprehended until years later, that night my mother gave birth to a son that wasn't my father's," Lara confided, her voice quivering as she nestled into Buck's chest, clinging to him tightly. "Rightly so, he was furious, and I assume in his rage, he sacrificed part of his reality. He made a bargain with my mother that she was never to see the man again, and they would never speak of it."
“That must have been hard as a child to understand.”
“Like I said, I didn’t realize at the time what was happening. It was later, when I was older, I would hear the word bastard when referring to my brother. My father had told everyone my mother had been compromised by the other man, that she was forced to have his child.”
“What did your mother do?”
“Nothing,” she sighed. “I think she was afraid of him. She killed herself a few years later. Some say it was because of my brother.”
“Some say?” He questioned the odd inclusion.
“I don’t know, I was too young, but many thought my father killed her.”
“What do you think?”
“I don’t know.” She said honestly. “My father, he’s a cruel man, but he loved my mother. But my aunt she never believed her sister ended her own life. She told me, before my mother died, they took my brother to his father because my mother was afraid my brother was in danger. My aunt kept secret what happened to my brother after my mother’s death. It was a couple years after my father found out of her deceit.”
Buck waited with bated breath, his entire being hanging on her next word. He hadn't anticipated anything like this, and he was utterly dumbfounded by everything she had endured as a child. Now he recognized the pain in her eyes, it mirrored his own.
The memories of that day lingered always in the recesses of her mind, haunting her. As she spoke the words, a heavy sob wracked her body, the pain still raw despite the passage of time. They had all been bound by a solemn vow of secrecy, a pact forged in the aftermath of tragedy to protect themselves from the darkness that threatened to decimate them.
"She was caught in the crossfire," Lara explained, her voice catching with emotion. She gripped the cuff of her blouse, using it to wipe her eyes as tears welled up. "They were arguing, my father and my aunt. He was yelling, demanding to know where my brother was. I recall her screaming back at him, and then they were struggling over the gun. Joaquin and Raphael tried to pull them apart. All I remember is sound of the gun shot."
Buck immersed her tale, his expression softening with empathy as he grasped the brutality of her confession. The revelation that Joaquin stood accused of a crime he did not commit.
"It wasn’t Joaquin or Raphael though, I swear it," she insisted, her voice trembling. "My father is very powerful," she continued, her voice trembling with raw vulnerability.
"But why keep it hidden?" His voice was gentle. "You are a witness to an accident,"
"It's not that simple. My father may have killed my brother’s family in retaliation. It was blamed on squabbling tribes.” Lara shook her head. “Buck, he's powerful, influential. He has eyes and ears everywhere. If we try to expose him, it won't just be Joaquin and Maria in danger—it'll be everyone I care about."
“Did your father threaten you?”
“Not verbally, no.” She shook her head. “It’s hard to explain but, if he murdered my mother, if he killed my brother’s entire family,”
“Shhh.” He held her even tighter, his jaw clenched with determination. “I’ll help you, whatever you ask,”
“I can’t ask that of you.” She shuddered instantly, realizing the depths she had gone to and how this incident had wasted more than years of her life. It had also affected everyone she came into contact with.
“You’re not asking.” He replied, smiling softly as he gently took her hand in his.
"Why?" She searched his eyes, seeking assurance in her decision to trust him.
"You know why," his voice lowered to a whisper.
"Buck?" Her voice quivered, her eyes instantly filling with tears.
“Promise me, right now. Swear to me that you will never lie to me,” Buck implored, his grip firm on her hands as he gazed deeply into her eyes.
“There are things I can’t tell you," Lara hesitated, her voice infused with uncertainty.
"I know, but between us," he said, drawing her face closer to his, feeling her breath on his face. "Just swear that you won't lie to me ever. Promise me that," he insisted.
“I promise,” she whispered softly.
Closing her eyes, she leaned into him, seeking comfort in the warmth and security of his embrace. Nestling her troubled head in the crook of his shoulder and chest, she felt the comforting rhythm of his heartbeat against her temple. As tears flowed from her eyes, she sensed the weight of her past lifting slightly, as if his presence alone could offer some measure of relief from the burdens she carried.
“I will do everything I can to help you,” Buck vowed, drawing her closer to him.
“Do you mean that?” She mumbled softly.
"Within reason," he said firmly, tilting her head up to meet his gaze. He used the caveat for her benefit, knowing full well he would do anything for her.
Lara took a deep breath, her lips trembling slightly as she tasted the salt from her tears.
"Would you keep the Marshal and Deputies busy tomorrow?"
Her voice wavered with the weight of her request, knowing she was asking him to actively betray his friends and also putting him at risk with the law himself.
"Are you meeting Joaquin?"
"Yes," Lara replied softly.
She held her breath, her gaze locked on Buck's, waiting impatiently for his response, knowing that his answer could change everything.
"Will you be coming back?"
She knew she was playing a dangerous game. In that brief pause, her mind raced with conflicting thoughts and emotions. She knew she couldn't afford to lose herself in these emotions, not now. There were too many risks, too many lives hanging in the balance.
Taking a deep breath, Lara steadied herself.
"Would it affect your answer?"
"I will keep them in town," Buck assured, his hand cupping her cheek as he drew her slowly closer to him.
"Thank you,"
"Will you be coming back?" he whispered looking at her seriously.
Lara's gaze softened, her eyes shimmering with unspoken longing as she reached out to touch his cheek. "Yes," she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.
She smiled as she brushed a long strand of his dark hair back, her gaze locking deeply with his soft brown eyes. In that fleeting moment, she refused to dwell on the uncertainties of tomorrow, finding solace that she would brave any trial to return to this man. Buck closed his eyes, drawing a deep breath as their lips met.
His lips traced a path down her jawline, lingering on the delicate skin beneath her ear. His hands, trailed down her back, encircling her waist. Tracing a finger down her lightly freckled nose, he found peace, his touch lingering on her full lips.
“Lara, I don’t want to lose you.” He breathed gently.
“You won’t.” She kissed his finger then gently pulled his face towards her for another heated kiss.
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Buck paced the wooden porch of his house, scanning the horizon for her silhouette. She had taken one of his horses that morning, leaving a note that she would return by nightfall. As the sun sank, washing the sky a hazy shade of pink, Buck's impatience grew unbearable. Unable to wait any longer, he saddled up and rode towards the river.
The air hung heavy in the valley, moisture clinging to Buck as he urged his horse forward. By the time he reached the river, night had fully descended. He searched the muddy bank, but there was no sign of Lara.
"Get off your horse, mister," a deep voice commanded, accompanied by the distinctive sound of a rifle cocking. "Drop the gun."
"I don’t have any money," Buck replied to the voice behind him as he complied by tossing his gun aside.
"I don’t want your money," the man scoffed, stepping out of the shadows.
"I’m not here for you," Buck clarified, recognizing the stranger from the wanted posters in town.
The man's accent was only slightly noticeable, and his voice was quiet as he spoke, "Maybe no."
"I’m looking for Lara." Buck stated, his patience wearing thin. The silence stretched on, and Buck drew his knife, lunging at the man in one fluid motion. He pinned him down, blade at his throat. "Where is she?"
"She didn’t show up," Joaquin grunted angrily.
"What?" Buck's frown deepened, the thought that Lara might be hurt or worse only occurring to him then. Slowly, he released Joaquin and re-sheathed his knife. As he turned to his horse, pain erupted in his side, and he barely dodged the incoming blows. Buck evaded Joaquin's punches until he could tackle him to the ground.
"I told you, I ain’t here for you!" Buck pushed him away. "We both want the same thing."
Joaquin remained silent, winded.
"Now either you help me find her, or get out here," Buck demanded, extending his hand to help Joaquin up. "She hasn’t been here."
"Perhaps," Joaquin replied, his gaze searching the darkness for any sign of Lara.
"Her tracks ain't here," Buck pointed out. "We can backtrack, find her trail."
They rode through the darkness until Buck caught sight of Lara's horse wandering in the tall grass. Urging their horses forward, they made their way towards the limping mare.
"She’s hurt,"
"Hmm," Buck grumbled as he scanned the area.
"Lara’s a good rider," Joaquin reassured himself. she wouldn’t have let her horse go without reason.
The two split up, Joaquin veering towards the forest's edge while Buck rode in the opposite direction, heading back towards town. The storm brewed overhead, its ominous clouds further darkening the already gloomy night. Buck's heart pounded in his chest as he searched frantically for any sign of Lara. The howling wind and driving rain only added to the urgency.
Suddenly, Joaquin's voice pierced the darkness, breaking the eerie silence that surrounded them. Buck's heart lurched as he turned his horse sharply, galloping towards the source of the cry. Dread coiled in his stomach like a tightening knot as he approached the scene.
He dismounted and knelt beside her, his heart sinking at the sight of Lara's limp form. Despite the deafening sounds of the rain and the wind, he could hear her shallow breaths, a slight reassurance. He exchanged a look with Joaquin, the silent communication conveying the realization of their shared concern.
In Joaquin's eyes, Buck glimpsed the depth of anguish and worry echoed in his own heart. Lara had claimed Joaquin was like her brother, but Buck knew better. The unspoken understanding between the two men spoke louder than the thunder crackling above them.
As Buck rode through the storm, each clap of thunder echoed the emotions raging within him. He held Lara close, her form heavy against him, yet he refused to yield to the weight of despair. Her faint stirrings, gave him hope. He urged his horse onward, his heart pounding. With each passing moment, the urgency increased, driving Buck to push his horse to its limits. The usual twenty-minute ride to the doctor's home felt like an eternity.
They finally reached the safety of the doctor's home. As it was late Buck roused the doctor from his sleep with his persistent shouts and banging on the door. He watched anxiously as the doctor tended to Lara. Flashbacks were instant, they hit him so quickly he almost dropped her before he laid her on the bed. It was as if Ike were laying there and he had been transported back to haunt him.
Buck sat in the corner of the room, his heart pounding with every mumble of the doctor. His mind raced with worry as he braced himself for whatever news might come next. He had seen the blood on her dress. It had stained his shirt as they rode. Buck looked up as the doctor tucked the blanket in around her shoulders.
"How is she?" His voice trembled.
"She’ll be alright," the doctor reassured him.
“Thank you.” Buck breathed in deeply.
"She’s a fighter. I’ve given her some laudanum for the pain. She’s got a gash on the back of her head, but I stitched her up. She’ll need rest and care for the next few days. No strain on those stitches."
With a heavy heart, he approached the table where Lara lay, her complexion unnaturally pale against the crimson stains that marred her honey-colored locks, now matted with blood.
“She can sleep here tonight, just be careful riding home tomorrow.” The doctor took a lantern and retreated to his room.
"Buck?" Lara's eyes fluttered weakly.
"Shhh," Buck whispered soothingly, his voice a gentle reassurance as he reached for Lara's hand. "You're gonna to be okay."
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Lara stirred, her dry lips parting as she licked them hesitantly. It felt as though she had been trampled by a herd of cattle. She shifted gingerly, her muscles protesting with every movement. With a sigh, she rolled onto her side, wincing at the pain that shot through her body.
Opening her eyes slowly, she squinted against the light filtering into the room. It wasn’t the hotel room, that much was certain. Instead, she found herself in a quaint, cozy chamber, furnished with a chest of drawers and a small table topped with a wash basin.
Gradually propping herself against the headboard, Lara winced as her pounding headache intensified. The door stood slightly ajar, and faint sounds of movement drifted in, but nobody entered. With a feeble voice, she called out.
“Hello?” Her words barely audible, she tried again, but her throat was parched, rendering her attempts futile. Pushing herself upright, she noticed she was clad only in her chemise.
"Hey, what are you doing out of bed?" Buck’s voice interrupted her disoriented thoughts as he entered, a tray of food in hand.
Lara’s dry lips parted in an attempt to speak, but only a soft croak emerged. Buck quickly set the tray down and helped her back into bed. Handing her a glass of water, he watched the relief in her face wash over her as the liquid moistened her throat.
“What happened?” she managed to ask, her voice raspy.
“Shhh,” Buck hushed her gently. “Let’s get some food in you first.”
“Where am I?”
"I understand it's not the most ideal situation," he began, settling down beside her bed with a bowl full of broth in hand, "You couldn't stay at the doctor's house, and though Lou insisted you stay with her and the Kid for appearances' sake, I didn't think staying at the Marshal's house was the best choice." His smile carried a tender reassurance.
"Is this your home?" she asked weakly, sipping the liquid from the spoon he offered.
“I have plenty of room here, you’ll have your privacy.” He assured her.
“Thank you.” She tried to recount her hazy memories. “The last thing I remember, something spooked the horse. She bolted, and the next thing I knew, I was on the ground.”
“She twisted her leg but thankfully it wasn’t a break. Joaquin and I found you,” Buck explained, his voice soft and reassuring.
“Joaquin?” Lara’s eyes widened with concern, sitting up abruptly before the pain throbbed through her head, causing her to wince in pain.
“He’s okay, Lara,” Buck reassured her, gently easing her back onto the pillows.
“My head is killing me,” she moaned softly, her hands pressed against her throbbing temples.
“I know,” Buck sympathized, his eyes filled with concern. “Let me give you something for the pain.”
As Lara glanced down at her undergarments, a recognition of her state of undress and a sudden rush of modesty flooded her senses. "Buck, where are my clothes?" she inquired as she pulled her blanket up around her chest.
“In the closet,” Buck answered with a smirk, anticipating her concern. “Lou dressed you.”
Lara blushed, her cheeks flushing as she finished the broth Buck had fed her. “Thank you,” she murmured softly.
“Give me your finger,” Buck instructed gently, applying some laudanum to ease her pain. “Take that and get some sleep.”
“Will you stay with me?” Lara’s voice was barely a whisper as she looked up at him, and licked the laudanum from her finger.
“Of course,” Buck reassured her, tucking the blankets snugly around her as he watched over her until she drifted into a peaceful drug induced slumber.
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Joaquin followed Buck up the narrow stairway, his footsteps echoing softly against the wooden steps. “How is she?”
“Much better. She’s been eating solid food for the last few days,” Buck replied.
“Bueno,” Joaquin murmured, peeking into the room where Lara lay.
“Joaquin!” Lara’s face lit up with a smile as she spotted him, her arms opening eagerly for an embrace.
“How are you feeling?” His voice was filled with concern as he returned her hug.
“Much better.” Lara replied with a smile.
“It’s a good thing you have a hard head,” Joaquin teased, a playful twinkle in his eyes as he settled onto the bed beside her.
“Funny,” Lara retorted, shaking her head affectionately. “Did you find him?”
“No. Joaquin explained somberly. “The man I told you about who knew of him was killed,”
“I’ll be better tomorrow. I’ll ride with you,” Lara insisted eagerly.
“No, you need to rest,” Joaquin chuckled, gently admonishing her.
“Joaquin is right, Lara. You can’t even stand for more than a few minutes without getting tired,” Buck chimed in as he entered the room, a plate of food in hand.
“Is that dinner?” Lara’s eyes brightened at the sight of the meal.
“I see your appetite is still good,” Joaquin remarked teasingly. “Lara, you be a good girl. Tengo que irme.”
“Can’t you stay? Just a little longer?” Lara pleaded.
“I put you both in danger being here,” Joaquin reminded her softly, kissing her cheek affectionately. “It’s okay, Lara. I will be fine.”
“Wait,” Lara held onto him a little tighter, her expression pained at the thought of him leaving.
“It’s okay, Lara. I’ll be careful,” Joaquin reassured her, pulling back slightly to meet her gaze. “You know that.”
“Be careful,” Lara whispered, pressing a gentle kiss to his cheek as he prepared to depart.
“I’m going to walk Joaquin out. I’ll be back to check on you,” Buck informed Lara before leading Joaquin downstairs.
"Gracias," Joaquin expressed sincerely to Buck as he stepped out onto the porch. "For taking care of her."
"I'll do anything for her," Buck stated, more to himself than for Joaquin's benefit.
“So will I,” Joaquin responded quietly.
Buck nodded in understanding as Joaquin rode off into the darkness, leaving a lingering sense of uncertainty in the air. Lara was the center of both their worlds, but Buck couldn’t shake the question. Was she in love with Joaquin too? With a furrowed brow, Buck closed the door behind him and ascended the stairs to check on Lara. She held the key to his heart, and only she, could put his worries to rest.
Entering the room, Buck’s gaze softened as he beheld Lara’s sleeping form. She had drifted off before finishing her dinner, the plate balanced precariously on her lap, and her head tilted awkwardly as she slept.
“Buck?” Lara’s eyes fluttered open as he attempted to adjust her position.
“Go to sleep, darlin’.” Buck murmured tenderly, tucking the blankets around her as he watched over her.
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Buck's voice held a mixture of surprise and concern as he observed Lara bustling about the kitchen, her movements filled with a lively energy that belied her recent injury.
“What are you doing?” He asked curiously.
“Makin’ breakfast,” Lara replied with a cheerful grin, her eyes sparkling as she placed a steaming cup of coffee on the table where Buck usually sat. "Here you are."
“You should be in bed,” Buck insisted gently, reaching out to take the plate from her hand, his touch firm yet tender as he gently held her wrist.
He wasn’t entirely certain about the situation, but his familiarity with Lara gave him a sense that there was more to it than met the eye. This was her facade of charm. There had to be a catch lurking, just waiting to trap him.
“I’m fine. Really, besides I’m bored sitting up there,” Lara protested, her determination evident as she wriggled out of his grasp, but her gaze was unwavering.
“Smells good,” Buck relented with a sigh, acknowledging defeat as he surrendered to the enticing aromas wafting from the kitchen.
Despite her stubborn nature, Lara had made significant progress in the week since her fall. As Buck entered the kitchen, the aroma of freshly baked bread filled the air, mingling with the comforting scent of fresh coffee, bacon and eggs. The warmth of the room contrasted with the chill he had felt during his vigil by Lara's bedside.
“Well? What do you think?” Lara's eyes sparkled with anticipation as she awaited Buck's verdict.
“It’s delicious,” Buck admitted with genuine appreciation, savoring each mouthful.
“I’m feeling much better now,” Lara announced with a radiant smile as she settled into the chair next to him.
“That’s good,” Buck replied, a hint of relief evident in his voice as he observed her improved condition.
“So much better, in fact, that I was thinking—” Lara began.
There it was, the trap!
Buck looked at her with a knowing grin, it was exactly as he had anticipated, and he couldn't help but feel a sense of satisfaction at having seen through it.
"What?" She halted mid-sentence, catching sight of his Cheshire cat-like grin.
“No, you aren’t riding out with Joaquin,” Buck stated firmly, his eyebrow raised in admonishment as he met her gaze.
“How did you know?” Lara's lower lip jutted out in a playful pout.
"I see through your games, Lara," he remarked, taking another sip of his coffee.
"But why not?" Realizing he was avoiding her gaze, she made an effort to catch his eye.
“Eat,” Buck insisted, pushing her plate toward her.
“Buck,” Lara protested with playful defiance as she met his gaze head-on.
“You aren’t well enough to go traipsing around all day,” Buck reiterated.
“I’m going to go insane if I don’t get out of this house,” Lara declared dramatically.
“I’ll take you out today.” Buck arched an eyebrow at her as he shot her a playful glance. “As long as you don’t pull a gun on me this time.”
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Kid nonchalantly tossed his hat onto the desk and poured himself a cup of coffee, stealing a glance at his deputy. John sat nearby with his eyes closed, basking in the afternoon sun. Kid sighed, uncertain if John was even awake.
“Any sign of him?” Kid inquired.
“Not yet,” Paterson replied, his eyes slowly opening as he scanned the horizon for any sign of trouble.
“Great,” Kid muttered under his breath.
“Looks like we might have some help,” Paterson remarked, gesturing toward the approaching army contingent with a troubled expression.
“They ain't help, Paterson,” Kid observed grimly, his tone resolute as he anticipated the potential challenges ahead. Teaspoon's warning about the soldiers' departure from Willow Bluff had left him wary of their intentions. “That’s trouble.”
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Lara lay on her back, her gaze fixed on Buck as she reached up to touch the pouch around his neck, curiosity sparking in her eyes. 
“What is this?”
“My medicine pouch,” Buck replied, his tone calm yet guarded as he met her inquisitive stare. He'd had this conversation years ago, in another place, with another woman.
“What’s in it?” Lara persisted, her fingers tracing the contours of the pouch with a gentle touch.
“Things,” Buck answered cryptically, his expression unreadable as he considered her question carefully. “Things that help me, personal things.”
“Well, things like what?” she pressed, her curiosity undiminished.
“Things that a man carries with him, things that are precious and sacred,” Buck explained, his voice tinged with reverence. “Before a boy becomes a man, a warrior, he has to find his medicine. He will go alone for many nights and hopefully have a vision. He is told then what he needs for protection.”
“That’s why you wear it?” Lara asked, her eyes alight with understanding as she connected the dots. “For protection?”
“Yes. Among other reasons,” Buck confirmed, his gaze lingering on her, expecting to see mockery or shame, but instead finding curiosity and trust reflected in her eyes.
“Maybe someday I’ll show you,” Buck offered, a hint of vulnerability underlying his words as he glanced down at the locket around her neck. “What’s in there?”
Lara’s fingers carefully opened the locket, revealing faded images. “This is Joaquin, and his brother Raphael, and Maria. And that is my brother and I. Seems like a lifetime ago,” Lara murmured, her gaze distant as she reflected. “We only had this one picture taken, when he was an infant.”
“I’m sorry,” Buck offered, as he reached out to touch her hand.
“Tell me about your family,” Lara redirected the conversation, her genuine interest shining through.
“I have a brother, a half-brother too. He is a war chief,” Buck began, his voice thick with a hint of melancholy. “I left the village when I was young. My brother didn’t understand at first, and we parted ways. Since then, we have made amends. But this is my home now.”
“And your parents?” Lara inquired softly.
“My mother died, and I never knew my father,” Buck replied, his voice tinged with a trace of longing for the family he had never really known.
“Seems we have a lot in common, you and I,” Lara mused.
“Who would have guessed?” Buck echoed her sentiment, his gaze lingering on her with a mixture of tenderness and longing.
Lara’s breath caught in her chest as Buck leaned closer, the air between them charged with unspoken desire. She closed her eyes, anticipation coursing through her veins as she waited for his lips to meet hers. But as seconds stretched into eternity, Lara’s eyes fluttered open, confusion flickering across her features.
“Are you going to kiss me? Or not?” she asked, her impatience evident as she met his gaze.
Buck’s smile widened at her words, a glint of amusement dancing in his eyes. “Is that what you were waiting for?”
“Oh, forget it,” Lara huffed, pushing him away with mock annoyance.
“Do you always get your way?” Buck teased as he pulled her closer.
“No,” Lara closed her eyes and refused to look at him.
Undeterred, Buck drew her closer, his touch gentle yet possessive as he held her in his arms. He traced the contours of her jawline, guiding her lips to his in a sweet, lingering kiss.
Trying to regain composure, Buck reluctantly pulled away, his breath ragged as he gazed into Lara’s eyes, his heart overflowing. He pulled her into his lap, cradling her against his chest, the rhythm of their hearts beating as one.
Although Lara reveled in the warmth of his embrace, a flicker of uncertainty clouded her thoughts. Why had he pulled away? Did he not feel the same as she did? She frowned slightly, her mind swirling with questions.
“I’ve never seen anything more beautiful,” Buck murmured, breaking the silence after many minutes.
“It is very beautiful,” Lara agreed softly, her fingers tracing patterns on his arm as she savored the feeling of his arms around her. “I used to climb up the cliffs near my home and watch the sun set into the ocean.”
“I was talking about you,” Buck whispered, his breath warm against her skin as he pressed a trail of kisses down her neck, igniting a shiver of pleasure that coursed through her body.
Lara closed her eyes, lost in the sensation of his touch, her senses ablaze with longing and desire. “Hmmm,” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper as she surrendered herself his touch.
“I don’t want this day to end,” Buck confessed, as he held her close.
“I was thinking the same thing,” Lara admitted, her heart racing.
As the sun dipped below the horizon, Buck and Lara rode back to his house in companionable silence, their thoughts a whirlwind of emotions. Upstairs, Lara changed into a one of Buck’s nightshirts, her mind swirling with thoughts of the man who had unexpectedly captured her heart.
From her window, she watched as he tended to the horses, his shape illuminated by the soft glow of lantern light from the barn. A surge of longing washed over her as she yearned for his touch. Lost in her reverie, Lara was startled when Buck appeared at her doorway, his voice breaking through the silence.
“Lara?” he called softly, his gaze warm and tender as he met her eyes.
“Yes?” she replied, her heart racing at the sight of him standing before her.
“I found this on the stairs,” Buck said, holding out the tiny silver locket.
“Thank you,” Lara breathed, her pulse quickening as their hands brushed, a spark igniting between them.
“The clasp is broken. I’m sure the jeweler in town can fix it.”
As Buck turned to leave, Lara’s hand shot out, grasping his arm. She watched as he met her gaze, his eyes reflecting her desire like a mirror.
“Good night,” Buck whispered, as he lingered in the doorway, his gaze locked with hers.
Impulsively Lara stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips softly against the corner of his mouth. In an instant what began as a simple gesture of affection soon ignited something more, a sweet surrender to the passion that burned between them.
Before Buck could protest, Lara found herself swept away by the intoxicating rush of desire, her senses ablaze. As they tumbled onto the bed, their bodies entwined.
Before Buck had time to consider the consequences of their actions, Lara was laying on her back, her nightshirt ridding up her leg and the look of pure desire in her eyes. Buck took a deep breath as he torn himself away from her, being stopped by Lara’s strong grip on his sleeve.
“Lara we can’t,” His voice was barely a whisper.
Lara’s voice, a tender whisper in the stillness of the night. "Why not?" she inquired, her lips brushing against his in a gesture of longing.
"I, it’s just," Buck stammered, his gaze locked with hers, the depth of her dark eyes stirring something profound within him.
“Don’t you love me?”
“You know I do.” Buck confessed. “But it’s not that simple,”
“I love you too.” She bit her lower lip softly, her fingers trembling slightly as she continued to unbutton his shirt.
"Lara," Buck interjected, pulling away for the second time. "What about Joaquin?"
Lara glanced up at him, her eyes full of surprise and confusion. The realization dawned on her that this was the source of his hesitation.
“I see the way he looks at you,” Buck continued. “He’s in love with you.”
“I know,” Lara acknowledged.
“And you?” Buck swallowed hard. “Are you in love with him?”
“I love him,” she said quietly and directly. “But he will always be my brother.” She carefully unbuttoned the rest of the buttons on his shirt then gently pushed him down on the bed “But I am in love with you.”
Buck felt his heart swell with relief as her words washed over him. With a silent nod, Buck surrendered to the tide of emotions that threatened to consume them both.
She stood at the foot of the bed, her movements were slow and deliberate as she unbuttoned her own shirt. He watched in silence as the garment slid down her body and lay in a pool on the floor. The moonlight filtering through the window cast an unearthly glow on her skin, leaving Buck transfixed by her beauty.
As Lara moved closer, her touch, the gentle caress against his skin, Buck felt the weight of the world fall away. Each touch sent shivers down his spine, igniting a primal desire that smoldered within him. With trembling hands, he reached out, drawing her close, their bodies intertwining.
Buck traced the curve of her side with his calloused fingers, marveling at the velvety softness of her skin beneath his touch. The gentle rise and fall of every breath and sigh, the comforting rhythm became more urgent.
With each breath, they forged a physical bond that their souls had already made. As they lost themselves in the depths of each other, they knew that this union transcended mere desire.
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The tension in Rock Creek thickened as Captain Monroe's presence loomed over the town like an ominous cloud. Kid, ever vigilant, greeted the captain with a nod that betrayed none of the unease stirring beneath the surface.
"Captain Monroe," Kid acknowledged.
"Marshal," Monroe replied, his tone heavy with an air of authority that set Kid's teeth on edge.
"What brings you to Rock Creek?" Kid inquired.
"I'm just here to make sure all the Indians get to their respected places,” Monroe explained, his smile devoid of warmth as he surveyed the town with a critical eye. “Peacefully,"
He knew all too well the captain's true intentions, his ruthless methods of dealing with those he deemed unworthy of existence. But Kid held his tongue, his jaw clenched with suppressed anger as he struggled to maintain his composure in the face of Monroe's thinly veiled threats.
"I don't want any trouble here," Kid asserted, his voice a low growl that reverberated with unspoken warning.
"Well, son, as long as you stay out of my way and keep to the town's business, I don't suspect you'll have any," Monroe replied, his tone dripping with condescension.
Kid's jaw tightened as he watched Monroe's retreating figure, his mind racing with thoughts of defiance and resistance. He knew that the captain's presence in Rock Creek spelled trouble. But for now, Kid would bide his time, waiting for the opportune moment to stand up to Monroe. The battle for justice had only just begun, and Kid had no plans on backing down.
Chapter 18
Rock Creek, Nebraska
June 1872
As the first rays of the morning sun gently crept into the room, Lara stirred, feeling the warmth seep into her bones. With a contented sigh, she shifted beneath the covers, hiding from the reality she knew she would have to face, but not in this moment.
A soft yawn escaped her lips as she stretched, the movement deliberate so as not to disturb Buck's sleep. It was still early, the world outside just beginning to wake. Lara glanced over at Buck, his form relaxed and peaceful.
As if sensing her gaze, Buck's arm instinctively tightened around her, pulling her close in a tender embrace. Lara giggled softly and nestled into his side. Though his eyes remained closed, she knew he was awake, the subtle changes in his breathing betraying his feigned slumber. With a mischievousness on her mind, Lara traced her fingers lightly along his sides, the gentle tickle eliciting a soft murmur from Buck's lips. She couldn't help but snicker as she continued her playful assault.
"Hey, I was sleeping," he protested with a mock scowl, his lips curling into a lopsided grin despite his attempt at seriousness.
"Sure you were," she laughed playfully.
In that moment, as they lay intertwined in the quiet serenity of the morning, Buck felt a sense of peace wash over him.
“I’m going to town today,” Lara announced, sitting up and pulling the sheet tightly around her nakedness.
“I love you, Lara,” Buck blurted out soberly as he touched her hand.
“I love you too,” she replied with a smile, kissing him softly. “Now get washed up, I’ll make you breakfast.”
“I ain't hungry,” Buck protested, playfully grabbing the sheet that she had wrapped tightly around herself.
“Buck!” Lara squealed, caught off guard by his antics.
“There’s no need for your modesty now, Lara,” Buck laughed, reaching out for her. “I’ve already seen everything.” With a playful tug, he pulled her back onto the bed and held her tightly.
"That was different," Lara remarked, covering her chest bashfully.
“Why is that?” Buck asked, tilting her head up and kissing her softly.
"It just is," Lara replied, looking up at him bashfully.
“How about if I keep my eyes shut?” Buck suggested, smiling as he closed his eyes.
“Buck?” Lara pressed her cheek against his warm chest, her tone carrying a hint of curiosity.
“Hmm?”
“The marks, on your back?” Lara raised her head and looked into Buck's eyes, sensing his tension beneath her touch.
“It was a long time ago,” Buck replied, his voice carrying the weight of memories he had long kept buried.
“You don't have to tell me,” Lara reassured him, sensing the depth of emotion behind his silence.
Buck breathed slowly, grappling with the memories of wounds that had scarred both his body and his soul. He had known that she would ask, that he would have to tell her, but it didn’t make it any easier. He could still feel the slice of the whip across his back, and taste the blood in his mouth.
“Many years ago, I helped a young man. Some soldiers found us. I diverted them so he could escape. The soldiers whipped me, would have killed me if it weren’t for my brother. He and some warriors were hunting in the area. They found the boy I was helping.”
He took a shallow breath, his gaze never leaving Lara's. The face of the man would forever haunt his memories. Even now, safe and content, he could hear the orders he had given his soldiers. The echoes of that cruel command lingered in the recesses of his mind, a ghostly reminder of the pain and brutality he had endured.
“You're very brave,” Lara said softly.
As they lay there, basking in the warmth of their love, Buck realized that he was no longer alone. With Lara by his side, he had found the courage to confront his past, to face the demons that had haunted him for so long.
"Thank you," Buck murmured, his voice thick with emotion. "For everything."
And as they embraced, he knew that no matter what their future held, they would face it together.
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Lara held up a grey shirt, examining it closely before presenting it to Buck. "What do you think about this one?"
Buck glanced at the shirt and offered a nonchalant response, "It’s nice."
Lara sighed, a hint of frustration in her voice. "You’ve said that about every single one I've shown you."
"Why don’t you pick the one you like?" Buck leaned forward, planting a quick kiss on her cheek. "I’m going to take your locket to the jeweler."
"Alright." Lara squeezed his hand before returning her attention to the task of selecting a new shirt for him. She insisted on finding him a replacement since she had inadvertently ruined one of his shirts the night, she fell off the horse. Despite her efforts to scrub out the blood stains, they stubbornly refused to relent.
After paying for the shirts Lara paused just outside the store when she her reflection in the window. She smoothed her skirt and smiled at her reflection. She saw a woman who had weathered storms and emerged stronger, yet there was a weariness etched on her face.
Feeling a renewed sense of determination, Lara remembered her promise to Joaquin. This was the end. Whether they found David or not, she couldn’t sustain this lifestyle any longer. She longed for stability, for her family, and for Buck. She would be a fool to let herself sabotage her own happiness.
Happiness enveloped her like a comforting blanket, she smiled at her reflection and tucked an errant lock behind her ear. Little did she know that the tranquility she recently found would be replaced by the life she had been accustomed to. Her life long companions, loneliness and fear were only moments away.
"Laralie?"
Quickly, she turned around, endeavoring to compose herself. Her heart raced, confronted with her nightmare in physical form: her father, whom she never thought she would see again. Behind a facade of calmness and love, she attempted to mask her inner fear and hatred, grappling with the anger and questions that burned for more than decade swirling within her.
"Laralie!" Captain Monroe enveloped her in a tight embrace. It had been twelve years since he had laid eyes on his only child. As he held her, he now looked at her in a new light. He had been blinded by rage, never realizing what he had lost by pursuing his crusade of vengeance.
"Daddy?” Lara recoiled internally at his touch. Yet, her long-practiced ability to compartmentalize remained steadfast, her hatred simmering through her veins, the same blood that coursed through his own.
"Let me look at you, girl," he said, stepping back and holding her shoulders as if she were a child.
He examined her from head to toe, struck by how much she resembled her mother. The thought of her ignited a fire of anger within him, but he quickly suppressed it, reminding himself that Laralie was not her mother and she wasn't tainted by that woman's sins.
Lara remained motionless, like an animal ensnared in a hunter’s trap. Uncertainty gripped her as she pondered the unfolding encounter. She studied his face intently, noting the deep lines that marked the passage of time. Despite the years, it was still the same face that had haunted her dreams. Had he murdered her mother? Her aunt’s death was an accident, but what of David’s family. Had he burned their homes out?
"What are you doing here?" His reverie abruptly shattered, and suspicion clouded his gaze. “Surely your Uncle had been taking care of the farm, and you.”
"Uncle Jack passed a few years ago." She paused, gathering her thoughts, as she swallowed hard, hoping to maintain her facade.
She hadn’t any rehearsed lies at her disposal, she hadn’t ever intended on seeing her father again and was not prepared for this confrontation. She prayed silently that her words would ring true, concealing the tangled web of questions churning within her.
Lucas Monroe's curiosity was piqued, a flicker of interest lighting up his eyes, though a shadow of skepticism lingered. He hadn't considered his daughter in many years, and yet here she stood before him, an unexpected presence in his world. In that fleeting moment, a fragment of doubt gnawed at him.
What if Marcela never betrayed him. What if he could have found forgiveness for her? How might their lives have unfolded differently? But as quickly as the thought surfaced, the bitterness returned, flooding his heart with the old wounds of unfaithfulness. Her mother had deceived him, had betrayed them both, and the resentment simmered beneath the surface.
"Father, I was a child then. I know now you were right," Lara continued, her words carefully chosen. She hugged him tightly, hoping to convey sincerity.
"How so?" Captain Monroe's interest was piqued, his curiosity demanding answers.
"About Mother," Lara repeated, her voice steady as she held his gaze. "And him.” She tried to show the distain in her voice when she mentioned her brother. “I was hoping to find you and convince you to come home with me.”
Captain Monroe's expression softened, a hint of pride gleaming in his eyes. "Ah, that’s my girl!" he exclaimed, a glimmer of paternal affection breaking through the facade of his hardened exterior.
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Buck's heart raced as he stood frozen in front of the jeweler's store, his hand instinctively reaching for the handle of his gun. The man he had sworn to kill if he ever saw him again stood before him, dressed in a uniform of authority. A surge of anger coursed through Buck's veins as he watched Lara darting towards the man in blue. It was as if he were witnessing a sinister dance, the Devil himself coaxing an unsuspecting angel into his fold.
Laralie!
The mention of her name on the tongue of this monster ignited a surge of anger and hatred within Buck. He had lost control of it once before, when Ike was killed. He had sought revenge then, but at what cost? Standing on the same street where he had ended Neville’s life, memories flooded back with startling clarity. Teaspoon's words from that day etched in his mind, a haunting reminder of the consequences of his actions.
"Buck, you know what you’ve done,"
Teaspoon said, looking at him with a mixture of disappointment and understanding. He himself had faced similar choices in the past, but he had hoped to steer Buck away from the burden that now weighed heavily upon him.
“Remember what I said about crossing that line?” The older man sighed. “Well that’s what you’ve done. Now you’re gonna have to live with it.”
Buck closed his eyes tightly, hoping to drown out the flood of memories that threatened to overpower him. He had sworn that day to keep his anger in check, and for years he had managed to control it. But now, standing in such closeness with the man who had tried to kill him years ago, all his restraint wavered. The desire to put a bullet in his enemy's heart burned fiercely within him.
He clenched his jaw and with a broken and rageful heart, Buck watched from the shadows as Lara approached the man she called ‘Father’ her words saturated with her sweetness. Every word she uttered twisted the knife deeper into Buck's wounded pride, fueling the flames of his fury.
“I was hoping to find you and convince you to come home with me.”
Her words echoed in Buck's mind like a bitter refrain. He had trusted her, believed in her, and now it seemed that everything between them was a lie. She was the daughter of the very man who had nearly taken his life. Here she was, running towards his enemy, embracing him with the same loving arms that she had wrapped around himself just hours before.
Buck shoved the delicate necklace into his pocket and turned away, his heart heavy. He needed to rein in these rageful feelings before they burned him beyond salvation. Mounting his horse, he rode off into the distance, his mind consumed by thoughts of anger, shame, and regret.
The bitterness churning within him as he pushed his horse faster. He had been a fool to let himself care, to let himself believe that he could find solace in the arms of another. Now, as he rode alone through the wilderness, he vowed to never again let himself be swayed by the false promises of love.
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He hadn’t laid eyes on his daughter in a decade, maybe even longer. Losing count of the passing years, he had instantly recognized her when she appeared before him. It felt like encountering a ghost from his past, seeing her face. Her mother had possessed a captivating beauty that had enchanted him during their youth. Yet, upon closer inspection, he noted reflections of his own features in her.
While Marcela had demureness about her, with her tawny brown locks and delicate features, Lara's countenance was quite the opposite. Her fiery spirit was evident in her every movement, her stubbornness etched into the lines of her determined expression.
"Well, Laralie, you've grown into a beautiful young lady," Lucas remarked.
Lara, however, stood much taller, inheriting her height from him. Her long golden waves were another trait she shared with him. But it was her mother’s piercing black eyes that Lara had inherited, a reminder of the past that haunted him still.
"Thank you." Lara uttered, her voice catching in her throat as the words left her lips.
"Are you here alone? Or is there a son-in-law I have yet to meet?" Lucas inquired, a hint of hope in his voice. A hope of his legacy being carried beyond his years.
"No, no, I'm not married," Lara responded, attempting to deflect the conversation away from the topic off of her.
"Lara, a woman of your age," Lucas began, his tone taking on a more serious note.
Lara's gaze darted across the street, searching for any sign of Buck. She needed to escape the interrogation. She wanted to curl up and hide underneath the boardwalk she stood on.
"I’m sorry, I have to go. I’m terribly late," she hurriedly exclaimed, hoping her lie would suffice to escape his presence.
“Once I can put this to rest, we can be a family again.”
Lara forced a strained smile and managed a nod, desperately hoping he wouldn’t see through her lies. With a quick turn, she hastened across the dirt road toward the jeweler's shop, seeking safety, seeking Buck.
"Dinner," he called out from where he stood as she hurried away, his voice carrying an authoritative tone that demanded obedience. "We will catch up this evening for dinner."
She hurried as fast as she could without raising suspicion. The jeweler glanced up at her in surprise as she burst through the door. Lara quickly scanned the small room, her heart pounding with panic. She had hoped to find solace, perhaps even peace, but Buck was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he went to visit the Marshal. Lara didn’t want to chance seeing her father again so she waited inside until she saw her him leave the town street and disappear into the saloon.
She raced along the boardwalk to where she and Buck had tied their horses. Worry gnawed at her as she noticed the empty space where his horse should have been, fueling her restlessness.
Joaquin's warnings echoed in her mind, a stark reminder of the danger they faced. With each passing moment, the threat loomed larger, and Lara prayed fervently that they could find David before her father did. Urgency drove her as she fled town.
Tossing the reins over the porch railing, not bothering to secure the horse, Lara burst into the house, calling out for Buck. Silence greeted her frantic cries. Undeterred, she dashed through the kitchen, the parlor, and then raced upstairs to the bedrooms.
“Buck?” Lara's voice trembled with urgency as she ran up behind him, wrapping her arms around him tightly. “Didn’t you hear me calling you? What are you doing?” Her heart sank as she noticed him packing up her belongings.
“You are well.” Buck stated flatly.
“I am feeling better,” Lara replied slowly wondering what was happening.
“Good.” He tossed her bag at her and walked out of the room without a second glance.
“Buck?” Lara's voice cracked with confusion and hurt.
“I want you to go, Lara,” Buck's tone was cold, his back turned to her.
“What?” Tears welled up in Lara's eyes. “I don’t understand.”
“Get out of my house,” Buck's words cut through the air.
Had he not been so disturbed at seeing the captain in town, he could have seen through Lara’s deception. He would have seen the fear in her face, the anger in her eyes, but all Buck saw before him was a conniving and deceitful woman. He wanted to shake her, to ask her why the games? Her father was responsible for the scars that marked his back, as well as the internal scars that still bled.
He didn’t seek an explanation. He didn’t want to hear her out. He desired to inflict upon her the pain she caused him. He longed to banish her from his sight and memories.
“I thought, well I,” Lara struggled to find her words amidst the whirlwind of emotions. “I don’t understand. What about last night?”
“Payment for room and board,” Buck's response was curt, devoid of warmth.
“No, no,” Lara's heart felt like it was being torn apart. “You said you loved me.”
“You wouldn’t have given yourself to me otherwise,” Buck's words pierced through Lara like shards of glass splintering through her heart.
“How could you?” In a surge of anguish, Lara slapped him hard across the face.
“Just go,” Buck's voice was firm as he dragged her to the porch and shut the door behind her. “Before we both do things we regret.”
The echoes of her sobs vibrated through the heavy wooden door. Normally, hearing her cry would have torn at his heart but right now he wanted her erased from his life.
Lara pounded at the door until her hands ached, sinking down onto the cold, hard ground as she wept. Eventually, her sobs softened into soft whimpering. Her world had been in disorder since that morning seeing her father, and now it felt as though everything was collapsing around her.
After what felt like an eternity, she gathered herself and rode back to town. Buck had become a painful realization that she couldn't trust her heart, a bitter reminder she wasn’t enough.
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She threw her hastily packed belongings onto the bed of the hotel room and crumbled into a ball next to them. The life she had briefly glimpsed, so perfect and promising, now seemed like a cruel mirage, taunting her just out of her reach.
With a deep breath, she sat up, determination reigniting within her. She couldn't afford to dwell on what could have been. Her focus needed to be on finding her brother, not on the fleeting emotions of love.
As she stared at her reflection in the mirror, a mixture of apprehension and resolve washed over her. The unexpected invitation to dinner with her father presented an opportunity, a potential tool in her quest. Was she ready to face him again, to confront the demons of her past? Could she summon the strength to see this through?
It was a surprise encounter that had caught her off guard, but now she was prepared to seize the moment, to delve deeper into the secrets that had haunted her for so long and get the truth. She continued to get dressed for dinner, bracing herself for the confrontation that lay ahead.
She felt a wave of relief wash over her as she entered the restaurant and saw that it was bustling with patrons. The lively atmosphere provided a shield, muffling any potential confrontation between her and her father. Amidst the chatter and laughter of the crowds, their conversation would be tempered and cordial. She knew that he wouldn't risk causing a scene in front of so many people. She felt relatively safe in this crowded space.
“Laralie I’m so glad you came.” Her father embraced her quickly then pulled out the chair for her to sit.
“Thank you.” She took a deep breath and smiled at him, masking her true emotions.
“Your mother would be proud of you girl.” He smiled. “She would have wanted you to travel, and see the world before you settled down.”
As the pair ordered their food, Lara's father began to regale her with stories of his battles. However, Lara found herself sitting in silence, her thoughts consumed by Buck and his treachery. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't seem to focus on her father's tales.
“You know your mama was a good woman. I know you don’t remember her well. You were just a young girl when she passed.”
"It’s nice to hear you speak so kindly of her," Lara remarked, caught off guard by her father's unexpected sentimentality towards her mother.
“You were too young to remember the happy times.” His face seamed at odds with the happiness that washed over him.
"I was ten, father," she murmured, her words barely audible. "I remember it well."
“Yes, I guess you were older than I remembered. Still, you had much to learn of life and you were very sheltered.”
Lara's heart thudded as her father's words stirred painful memories buried deep within her. She vividly recalled the image of her mother's bruised body, lifeless and suspended from the cellar beams. The vision that haunted her dreams for many years. The anguish of those nights echoed in her mind. She wanted to scream, to unleash the torrent of emotions that simmered beneath her calm visage, to make him understand that she remembered every harrowing detail all too well.
To the law her mother’s death was determined to be at her own hand, but even at her tender age Lara wasn’t sure what to believe. Her aunt believed Lucas killed her sister, she also was the only other person that knew where David was taken. It was what got her killed. Had he murdered her mother and got away with it?
“Now that you are old enough I think you should know the truth.” His voice cracked with emotion. Emotion that Lara had never seen, tenderness mixed with pain and fury.
“Things were said many years ago and there were rumors I’m aware, but your mother was a faithful true wife.” He shook his finger at her resolutely. “That man raped her. Her shame kept her silence. Your mother had such a kind heart she couldn’t turn out the product of that event even though it was the product of a demon.”
Lara's throat tightened as she finished the last bite of her cake, setting the fork down with a heavy heart. Pity washed over her for her father, a man consumed by his own blinding rage, constructing an alternate reality where he played the roles of both victim and hero. Yet, within his delusions, the bitter truth remained: her mother had sought solace and love in another man's arms. And it was the child, born of that love, who bore the weight of his hatred.
“But like you said I am much older and I understand things more clearly than I did then.” She pursed her lips and tried to appear sympathetic.
“I have business that will take me out of town for a couple weeks.” Lucas held out his arm and led her to the hotel. “I hope to see you when I return.”
"Of course, father," she replied with practiced ease, a graceful smile adorning her lips as she planted a kiss on his cheek, bidding him goodnight.
In the depths of her soul, Lara grappled with conflicting emotions toward the man who had shattered her existence — the very monster who was her father. Despite the horror he brought into her life, there lingered a small ember of longing for him. Yet, she understood that these feelings weren't rooted in reality. The father she yearned for, the one she deserved, had never existed.
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With Captain Monroe and his men lurking in the area, Buck knew he had to warn his brother. Hastily mounting his horse, he set off towards the makeshift village. As he rode, memories of his past decisions haunted him. He couldn't shake the guilt that gnawed at him, wondering how his life would be different had he chose to stay with his brother instead.
“My brother,” Red Bear greeted Buck with a tight grip on his arm as he approached.
Buck reciprocated the embrace, feeling a sense of comfort in his brother's presence. It had been too long since they last saw each other. The Kiowa lived a wandering life now, always on the move to avoid the encroaching settlers and soldiers.
“Why have you come?” Red Bear led Buck to the shade of a large tree, a silent invitation to share his purpose.
“The Captain is in Rock Creek,”
“Steel Eyes?” Red Bear's expression darkened with concern.
Buck nodded in confirmation, knowing all too well the reputation that preceded Captain Monroe. His eyes were as cold as steel, reflecting the cruelty of his heart.
Night Wolf sprinted through the rugged terrain, his buckskin covered feet gliding effortlessly over the ground. Approaching the two figures in the distance, his heart quickened with a mix of apprehension and concern. It had been too long since he last saw Running Buck, his trusted companion. Yet, the circumstances of his being here only marked troublesome news.
“Running Buck.” Night Wolf sided up next to him and embraced him.
"It's been too long," Buck returned the young man's embrace, feeling a swell of emotions at the sight of Night Wolf's growth. He couldn't help but notice how much taller and more robust the once frail boy had become. When Buck first found him, Night Wolf was a mere scrap of a thing, barely clinging to life.
As Red Bear announced his departure to ready the warriors, Night Wolf's curiosity was piqued by the somber exchange between Buck and his brother. He sensed the underlying tension.
"Steel Eyes," Buck replied, sensing the unspoken questions lingering in the young man's heart.
Night Wolf's response was swift and resolute. “Then I will kill him,” he declared, puffing out his chest with righteous fury.
However, Buck, aware of the dangers ahead, intervened. “No, you go with my brother,” he commanded, recognizing Night Wolf's value as a warrior and the need to protect him from the imminent threat.
But Night Wolf, emboldened by his strength and status among the Kiowa, refused to yield. “Not this time. I am a warrior now,” he asserted proudly, his determination steadfast.
"They are many, too many. Even for warriors as fine as yourself," Buck's smile softened, marked with sadness as Night Wolf did not understand fully the depths of the situation.
“He will die,” Night Wolf reiterated, his voice heavy with the weight of vengeance.
"No one wants him to die more than I do, Night Wolf," Buck confessed, his anguish reflected in Night Wolf's eyes. Both men bore the scars of that man's hatred and brutality.
"Captain Monroe took everything from me. Because of him.” he confessed, the anguish tangible in his voice. "He killed my family.”
“What of Sweet Rain Woman?” he inquired, recognizing the importance of family ties, even amidst tragedy. “You have a family you need to protect now.”
“She is a good wife,” Night Wolf stated proudly. “She will understand what her husband must do. He will pay for what he has done.”
Buck's mind wandered back to the day he stumbled upon Night Wolf, a mere boy, he guessed under ten years, nearly a man by Kiowa standards, but this was a boy, even though he had Indian blood in his veins he was not raised in that world.
His body bore the marks of brutality, evidence of a violent encounter that left him near death. Buck's heart ached as he recalled the sight of the battered and broken young boy, a half breed like him. Discarded by the world.
Buck had carried the boy’s broken body to his brother's camp, seeking aid and sanctuary for the wounded soul. Little did he know that this encounter would mark the beginning of a fated path and he couldn’t turn back now.
“He will not stop until I am dead.”
Buck had naively assumed that Monroe was merely following orders, tasked with enforcing the government's policies against the Indians. He hadn’t considered there was something else, something unseen driving this man to eliminate everything in his path.
"What are you saying?" Buck's confusion was evident in his expression, his brow furrowed as he sought the truth.
The young man’s gaze drifted across the prairie, his mind retracing the painful memories that lingered and tormented his soul. "My father loved made the mistake of loving that man’s wife, my mother." he began.
Buck understanding dawning as he pieced together the fragments of Night Wolf's story. Then, in a moment of startling revelation, the truth struck him like a bolt of lightning. Lara was his sister.
Buck retrieved the locket from his vest and handed it to Night Wolf, seeking the confirmation he needed. Night Wolf's eyes widened as he beheld the images captured within the cold metal. A physical reminder of everything he lost.
"This is you, is it?"
"Yes," Night Wolf replied, his expression betraying his confusion. "Where did you—"
"She's your sister?" Buck pressed urgently, feeling the weight of the revelation sinking in. He needed to understand the entirety of the situation.
"Lara? You know her? Where is she? Take me to her!" Night Wolf's voice crackled, his eyes ablaze with determination to reunite with his long-lost sister.
Buck's brow furrowed with concern as he met Night Wolf's intense gaze. "No," he replied firmly, his tone tinged with sorrow. "She is not the person you remember."
"Take me to her now!"
"She is here searching for her father," Buck explained, his voice heavy with contempt.
"No," Night Wolf protested, his faith in his sister unshaken despite Buck's words.
He remembered the letter he sent, in his youth hoping to find his dear sister. But what he didn’t realize was her determination matched his own and she had spent those years searching for him.
"Yes, I heard her," Buck ignored his protests. “She said she was here to bring him home with her.”
"I don’t believe you." Night Wolf insisted shaking his head.
"Your half-sister!” Buck countered, his words carrying the weight of bitter reality. “She is whole daughter to Steel Eyes,"
"You are wrong, Running Buck," Night Wolf retorted in defiance.
"I wish I were," Buck confessed, his voice heavy with shame.
How he wished he were wrong about Lara. The thought of her, bound to their father's dark legacy, pained his heart like nothing else. He had been wounded many times in love, but no woman had ever devastated his heart, his soul, as much as she had.
Chapter 24
Rock Creek, Nebraska
June 1872
Lara burst into the small jailhouse with Joaquin's name on her lips. Her urgency was evident as she rushed past Kid's desk toward the cell where Joaquin Vasquez was locked up. She heard the excitement of the town as word reached her that the murderer and fugitive Joaquin Vasquez had been apprehended by their devoted Marshal.
“Well now I guess you two do know each other after all,” Kid remarked, raising an eyebrow as Lara approached.
“Lara,” Joaquin greeted her cautiously, pulling her close with care to avoid the cold metal bars crushing her.
“Marshal,” Lara turned, her eyes brimming with tears. “I know you don’t believe me, but he’s innocent. Please.”
Kid held up the wanted poster, his expression grave. “Says here he murdered Laralie Alba.”
“No, no,” Lara's voice wavered with distress.
“If Laralie Alba is dead, then who are you?” Kid questioned, his tone firm.
“She was my mother’s sister. I’m Laralie Alba Monroe,” she confessed.
“Monroe?” Kid's frown deepened with suspicion.
Lara explained, her breaths coming in rapid succession. "You know why I don’t use my father’s name, but my family's name instead. But I swear to you, Marshal, Joaquin didn’t kill my Aunt. My—"
“Lara!” Joaquin's voice cut through her plea. “Cállate, no puedes decirles.”
“If you two know something, I can help you.” Kid offered, placing a reassuring hand on Lara’s arm, his demeanor shifting to one of concern. “If you trust me.”
Lara's heart pounded in her chest as she stood between Joaquin and the stern gaze of Marshal McCloud. She knew that the truth had to come out, that she couldn't keep hiding behind the lies of the past forever. But the fear of what revealing the truth might bring.
"Please, Marshal," Lara pleaded, her voice trembling with emotion. "Joaquin didn't kill my aunt. He's innocent."
“Laralie, por favor,” Joaquin pleaded. “No le diga.”
“Joaquin, I can’t let you—” Lara began, her voice full of anguish.
“Estoy cansado de correr,” Joaquin confessed, a sad smile crossing his face as he reached out to twirl a stray piece of hair tumbling down her shoulder. “It is for the best.”
“No, I will not let you die for what he did.” Lara’s sobs wracked her body, but his words silenced her tongue.
‘I’m weary of running’
His words pierced her heart. She was tiered also, but it was the soul shattering truth and the sudden understanding that she was indeed, not in control of anything, despite the illusion she had crafted over the years.
The painful truth was that not everyone would survive this. Someone had to pay. For years the threat to wipe out everyone she loved including her own life kept her in line. She bought time with the lies. Lies that allowed her father to murder thousands of innocent people. The silent realization now deafened her.
Chapter 25
Rock Creek, Nebraska
June 1872
Night Wolf waited patiently until Running Buck and some of the Elders retreated into the sweat lodge seeking answers. He knew his friend was mistaken about his sister, and he was determined to find her. Swiftly changing into the white man’s clothes that Running Buck had left beside the lodge, Night Wolf mounted his horse and rode off towards Rock Creek.
Though Night Wolf had ridden past the town before, he knew its location well. Red Bear had cautioned him to steer clear, and he had always heeded the wise man's advice. Despite his longing to visit and see Running Buck, Night Wolf respected the warnings. Now, as he traversed through the town, memories of small town in San Juan Capistrano flooded his mind: the ocean breeze, the hot summer nights. Hitching his horse near the general store, Night Wolf ventured inside cautiously.
“Can I help you, boy?” Thompkins asked gruffly as the strange man entered.
“Sir,” Night Wolf cleared his throat. “I’m looking for Lara Monroe.”
“Sorry, son, there’s no one in town by that name.” Thompkins replied, eyeing the stranger warily.
Thompkins narrowed his eyes at the stranger. He realized he must be asking about Lara Alba. He liked the girl, she had seen through his gruff exterior and stood up to him in a very polite way. He wasn’t going to tell some stranger where she was.
Night Wolf walked slowly through the town, his eyes scanning each window with a mix of curiosity and weariness. He couldn't shake off the uneasy feeling that had settled over him since arriving in Rock Creek, and he wondered how Running Buck managed to call this place home. However, his mood brightened when he caught sight of a familiar sight darting across the street.
Intrigued, he followed her until he discovered her seated on a patch of grass beneath a tree, her head cradled in her hands. Despite the passage of time, her visage remained etched in his memory with vivid clarity. Her face, her eyes, were unmistakable—like gazing into the echoes of his mother's face in his mind.
“Lara?” He approached cautiously.
Lara lifted her head, hastily wiping away her tears as she looked up at the dark stranger walking toward her, her hand brushed the cold steel of the gun in her skirt pocket. She watched the figure draw closer, and at first glance, she thought it was Buck. But as he stepped into the lamplight, she realized it was just someone wearing similar clothes.
“Lara, it’s me,” he declared, pulling off Buck’s hat from his head.
“David?” Lara's eyes widened in recognition.
Overwhelmed by the sudden burst of emotions, she sprang to her feet and rushed into his waiting arms. Tears streamed down her cheeks, as her broken heart somehow felt its warmth once more. The weight of years melted away in that embrace.
“You've grown so much!” She finally broke free and looked up at him.
“You were taller than me,” he laughed and held her once more.
"Quickly, follow me," Lara whispered urgently, her eyes darting around, ever-vigilant to ensure they weren't being watched. The recollection of her father's presence nearby sent a painful shiver down her spine. Even though he told her he was leaving town for a couple weeks she was hesitant to believe him. “My father is here.”
"I saw him," he added, his gaze softening. "From a distance, I watched the soldiers as they rode out of town."
“I’ve missed you so much David.” She tried to hold in the tears as they hurried into the shadows.
“My name is Night Wolf now.” He whispered.
“It suits you,” she smiled, then led him into the stables. “I hoped, to see you again, but I’m not sure I ever really thought I would find you.”
Lara pulled the hat from his head and scrutinized his features. The rugged marks of life had aged him more than his tender years. Though he was five years her junior, Night Wolf bore the weight of years beyond his age. The scar etched across his face added a rugged charm to his otherwise handsome features.
His darkened copper skin, weathered and taut with muscle, spoke of the trials he had endured. His long, inky black hair was tied in a neat braid down his back. At first glance, there was little resemblance between them, yet his eyes, like her own, held the same intensity as their mother's
“Don’t cry, Lara.” David remarked, gently wiping away her tears.
“You're a man now, not my kid brother,” Lara laughed through her tears. “Do you have a wife? Children? I want to know everything.”
“Sweet Rain Woman, my wife. We are expecting our baby in a few months,” he replied, his face beaming with pride.
“I'm so happy for you,” Lara murmured, thinking of the past six years. He had moved on while she was hell-bent on finding him.
“I never forgot you,” David assured her, sensing her thoughts.
"Come with me," she urged, grasping his hand and leading him away. "We can talk in private. I have a room at the hotel. The owner is probably in the saloon at this time of night."
Chapter 26
Kiowa Village, Kansas
June 1872
Red Bear helped Buck to his feet, concern etched in the lines of his weathered face. “What is it, my brother?”
“I had a vision,” Buck panted, his chest heaving with urgency.
“Your woman? With hair like the summer and black eyes?” Red Bear inquired, his voice carrying a note of recognition.
“You have seen her too?” Buck's eyes widened in surprise.
“I too have had a vision,” Red Bear confirmed, his expression grave. He couldn’t tell his dear brother of the fate he saw for himself.
“I must go to her,” Buck declared, determination flashing in his eyes as he mounted his horse.
“Running Buck!” Red Bear called out, his voice echoing across the open plains. “Be careful, my brother. Be careful of Steel Eyes.”
“I will. I pray to the Great Spirit that I make it in time to save her,” Buck vowed, his voice resolute.
“Go with speed,” Red Bear urged, laying his hand on his brother’s leg. Knowing his vision was unalterable and this would be the last time he saw his brother in this life. “I love you, my brother.”
“And I you,” Buck smiled, a mixture of determination and affection in his eyes. Blissfully unaware of the coming events. “I’ll see you in a few days.”
Buck rode with a sense of urgency coursing through his veins, his heart pounding in his chest as he raced toward Rock Creek. The vision he had seen was vivid and terrifying, a forewarning of danger. He couldn't shake the feeling of dread that gripped him, driving him forward with a desperation he had never felt before.
As he rode, the memories of their brief time together flooded his mind, each moment etched into his memory with painful clarity. He remembered the warmth of her smile, the gentleness of her touch, and the fierce love and hope that burned bright within her.
But now, as he rode to her aid, Buck feared for her safety like never before. The threat of Captain Monroe loomed large in his mind, a shadow of darkness that threatened to engulf them all. He knew the depths of the man's cruelty, the coldness of his heart, and the ruthlessness of his actions. And he knew that Lara was in grave danger.
Chapter 27
Kiowa Village, Kansas
June 1872
As they raced toward the Kiowa camp, the air crackled with tension and the promise of death. Captain Monroe's eyes gleamed with a sinister light as he anticipated the devastation to come, and the hope of his vengeance complete.
"Kill 'em," Captain Monroe barked over his shoulder, his voice carrying the cold command of a man driven by dark intentions. His small troop of men surged forward, spurred on by the captain's orders. "Do what you want with the women, but kill the men."
In the distance, the Kiowa warriors valiantly fought to defend their home, their cries mingling with the clash of weapons and the thundering hooves of the approaching cavalry. But against the overwhelming force of Captain Monroe's men, their efforts seemed futile, their bravery overshadowed by the cruelty of their assailants.
Chapter 28
Rock Creek, Nebraska
June 1872
Night Wolf sat cross-legged on the neatly made hotel bed, his gaze fixed intently on Lara. She looked up at him, her eyes filled with a mixture of excitement and affection, her heart overflowing with emotions she couldn't quite put into words. Her little brother had transformed into a strong, confident warrior, a husband, and soon-to-be father. Yet, amidst the changes, she could still discern traces of the boy she had known in his eyes.
“My aunt, our aunt,” She corrected herself and smiled softly. “Laralie told me she and our mother took you to your father’s family.” Lara's smile wavered slightly, and she softly nipped her lower lip as she recounted the events that had unfolded the day, she found their mother dead. She had been young at the time and most of what she knew came after the fact as she had grown up, hearing rumors.
Night Wolf remained stoic as Lara recounted the tragic tale of their mother. He listened in silence as she described the rumors circulating in town, suggesting a squabble between tribes resulted in the fires that ravaged the small Luiseño village. Lara's narrative continued, detailing the fatal confrontation between their aunt and father, which ended in their aunt Laralie’s death.
“Lara, there’s something you should know.”
As the weight of the situation sank in, Night Wolf's demeanor turned solemn. He grasped the extent of the decisions made, recognizing the impossible choices Lara might soon have to confront. Contemplating deeply, he wasn’t sure he should reveal the piece of information he held or if she would be better off knowing or remaining unaware.
“The fires had been burning for hours.” He tried to explain it as true yet kind to her as he could. He wasn’t certain how much of the truth she knew. “I had found a hiding place in the woods near the cove where we use to play in the tides. Laralie found me hiding there.”
“I don’t understand.” Lara’s brows creased with confusion. “Why didn’t she bring you home?”
“Steel Eyes,” he shook his head realizing she wouldn’t recognize that name. “Your father, he was the one that set the fires.”
Lara's gaze fell upon her hands, a heavy sigh escaping her lips. Throughout her upbringing, whispers had circled about her father's suspected involvement in the devastating fires. His animosity towards her brother was no secret; her father made no attempts to hide his hatred.
Unbeknownst to her at the time, her father had orchestrated repeated attempts to erase her brother from existence almost from the moment of his birth. It became clear to her now why her mother had taken David to his father's, keeping it a guarded secret. It wouldn't have been difficult for anyone to figure out, and despite his flaws, her father was not stupid.
“He killed my father, my grandparents, my family.” His voice grew soft and trembled slightly.
He observed the emotions flicker across her face as she absorbed the truth. Night Wolf had provided her with enough information, yet he concealed the darker truths within him, secrets he vowed to carry to his grave. Lara did not need to confront the full extent of her father's atrocities. The horrors that had unfolded before his young eyes when he witnessed his own father's life snuffed out. The raging fires that destroyed the entire village, all to hide the wicked truth. Her father had slaughtered his father and entire family in cold blood.
"What happened after you left?" she asked, her voice soft with anticipation.
“I hid in the loft of the barn for a few days before Laralie took me to the train station at night. She introduced me to a man and promised me he would keep me safe.” Night wolf saw the concern crease her forehead as he continued. “Elias was a kind man, he treated me as a son. We traveled to Colorado, then further east to Kansas. He taught me to read and write. That was when I sent you the letter. I wasn’t aware of how much danger I was putting you in. I am sorry Lara,”
“No,” She grasped his hands tightly. “I thought you had died that day. When I got your letter, I was overjoyed.”
“Perhaps it would have been better —"
"Don’t, please don’t say that.” She chastised him. “I spent the last six years of my life searching for you.” Lara's eyes searched Night Wolf's face, her expression a mix of vulnerability and determination as she confronted him. “I wouldn’t take it back. Not now that I found you.”
Night Wolf's gaze softened when he saw the sobs wrack her body, "I am sorry, Lara." He pulled Lara into a tight embrace, his arms offering solace and strength in equal measure.
“What happened to Elias?” Lara asked hesitantly, afraid of what the answer was.
“He was an old man, it was his time.” He reassured her. “The war had ended, and I knew your father had resumed hunting me when his calvary rode into the town I was living in. I started hoping trains, wherever they were heading. Made it to a town called Sweetwater, in Wyoming." With each word, the weight of his experiences echoed in the quiet of the room. "I met a man there, the brother of a Kiowa war chief. I was tiered, starving and he took pity on me. He was taking me to his brother’s village to heal, and for shelter." Night Wolf continued, the memories vivid in his mind. "We were ambushed by your father and many soldiers."
“No—"
"After Red Bear got his brother away from the soldiers," Night Wolf continued, his voice carrying the echoes of a past fraught with danger, "he took me in to live with his family."
“Buck,” Her voice cracked, a whisper so faint it was barely audible.
“He was the man who helped me.” Night Wolf nodded then rose from the bed. “I must go now. Lara.”
“I wish I had time to explain but its urgent that I leave tomorrow and return home.” She had to ask, though in her heart she already knew the answer. “Please come home with me?”
“This is my home now Lara.”
“I understand.” She felt her chin quiver. “Will I ever see you again?” Tears welled up anew in her eyes. She blinked, trying to stem their flow, yet her efforts only seemed to hasten their descent down her cheeks.
“It isn’t safe for me to be part of your life as long as your father draws breath.” He reminded her soberly.
Lara wanted to dispute his statement, but she knew he was right. He had indeed been more present in her brother’s life than in hers. Ironically her father had been more a specter in her past.
“Perhaps someday we can be a family again.” He offered the glimmer of hope, both understanding the truth they couldn’t change.
“Just in case,” She smiled though the tears continued to fall. “I’ll have tickets for you both.”
“I will meet you tomorrow, before you leave.”
He embraced her tightly, aware that his response wasn't the one she had hoped for. Guilt washed over him as he realized the sacrifices, she had made to bring him home. However, his loyalty lay with his new life, his wife, and their child, and he couldn't ignore those responsibilities.
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Lara sat alone in the dimly lit hotel room. Her mind suddenly still with full understanding, the pieces of the puzzle finally falling into alignment. It wasn't about her; it was about her father. The realization struck her like a bolt of lightning, revealing the tangled web of lies that had ensnared her.
As the truth dawned on her, a wave of conflicting emotions crashed over her. Anger, betrayal, and a profound sense of loss surged within her. She fought desperately to hold back the tears, clenching her fists in a futile attempt to stem the tide of emotion. But despite her efforts, the tears came quickly, flowing down her cheeks.
She would worry herself about that tomorrow, but with Joaquin's life hanging in the balance, there was no room for error. She knew the risks involved, but her loyalty outweighed her fear.
Chapter 29
Rock Creek, Nebraska
June 1872
The scent of death and gunpowder hung heavy in the air as Captain Monroe surveyed the scene before him, his features contorted into a grim mask. The Kiowa village lay in ruins, the charred remnants of lodges and possessions scattered like ashes upon the scorched earth. Bodies lay strewn about, silent witnesses to the brutality of the onslaught.
"He's not here!" Lucas Monroe's voice cut through the eerie stillness, his tone laced with frustration and barely restrained fury. He had come seeking vengeance, driven by a desire to eradicate any trace of the boy, but again he eluded him.
"Captain," one of his men called out, his voice tinged with urgency as he knelt beside a set of tracks leading away from the desolation. "Looks like this was just some of them. A larger party has moved on, looks like they are relocating."
Lucas Monroe's jaw clenched tightly as he processed the information, his mind already racing with plans of pursuit. The boy, ever resourceful, had slipped through his fingers yet again.
“Move on, follow the tracks," Lucas Monroe commanded, his voice heavy with resolve as he spurred his horse into motion, the rhythmic pounding of hooves echoing in the desolation. He knew that time was of the essence, that every moment wasted brought his elusive prey one step closer to freedom.
As his men scrambled to obey his orders, Lucas Monroe's gaze remained fixed upon the distant mountains, a silent testament to the challenges that lay ahead. The Kiowa, driven by a fierce determination to protect their way of life, would not go quietly into the night. They would fight tooth and nail to defend what was theirs, heedless of the consequences.
"Burn the remains," Lucas Monroe called out, his voice cutting through the somber silence like a blade, a grim reminder of the cost of defiance. The smoldering embers of the village would serve as a stark warning to any who dared to oppose him.
Lucas Monroe rode on, his heart consumed in darkness. For in the heart of darkness, amidst the ashes of despair, he knew that only bloodshed could quench the thirst for vengeance that burned within him, driving him ever onward into the abyss.
Chapter 30
Rock Creek, Nebraska
June 1872
Lara's heels tapped lightly against the floor as she sauntered into the faintly lit office, a playful smile dancing on her lips. Deputy John Peterson glanced up from his paperwork, his cheeks flushing crimson at the sight of her.
"Good evening, Deputy," Lara purred, her voice dripping with honeyed charm as she approached his desk. The lamplight cast a soft glow upon her features, enhancing the sparkle in her eyes.
"M-Miss Alba," John stammered, rising to his feet with an awkward attempt at composure.
"You work such late hours," Lara remarked, her fingers skimming tantalizingly down the front of his shirt. She leaned in closer, her breath warm against his cheek. "In fact, I'll bet you aren't afraid of anything."
A nervous smile tugged at John's lips as Lara's flirtatious gestures sent a rush of heat to his cheeks. He fumbled for words, his heart pounding erratically in his chest.
"And you're so strong," Lara continued, her touch lingering as she skillfully unclipped the keys from his belt. "I'm curious... why haven't you called on me at all? My feelings are quite hurt." She backed towards the jail cell the keys behind her back.
“Careful Miss. Alba. Don’t go to close to the cell.” His eyes were wide as she rested her back against the railings.
“Oh, I’m not afraid of him. Not when you’re here to protect me.” She smiled and winked at him as she turned him around driving his attention to only her.
“Buck ain’t here right now.” He looked at her curiously wondering why she was toying with him.
John realized too late what the scheme was, as Joaquin Vasquez materialized from the dimness of the cell, his sudden presence sending a surge of alarm coursing through the solitary lawman.
"Step back, Deputy," Joaquin's voice was firm, commanding, as he brandished John's stolen guns with a sly grin.
“Wha—?” John looked down at his empty holsters. His guns were gone.
"Looking for these?" Joaquin taunted, holding the guns aloft as Lara swiftly tied up the bewildered Deputy. Her hands worked quickly.
John's eyes widened in disbelief as he realized he walked directly into her trap. His weapons were in the hands of a wanted man, a murderer, and Lara stood by his side, a willing accomplice. Kid had been right about her.
"I'm sorry, John," Lara murmured, her voice laced with regret as she secured the knots. She spared him a fleeting glance, her eyes clouded with a sorrow. “I truly am.”
With the deputy restrained, Joaquin and Lara slipped out of the office, their movements swift and focused. They darted through the shadows, concealed from prying eyes, as they plotted his escape.
"I found David." Lara's voice was hushed yet urgent as she spoke to Joaquin. “He is not coming home with us.”
“Lo siento, Lara.” He pushed her head down as someone walked by.
“We have to stay out of sight, we leave tomorrow," Lara whispered, her eyes flicking nervously towards the bustling town beyond their concealment. She watched Buck's figure recede into the distance, a fleeting pang of unease tugging at her heart. "Are you listening?"
Joaquin's gaze, dark and probing, met hers. "What about him?" he questioned, his voice a low murmur that barely pierced the stillness around them.
"He means nothing to me," She spat the words, bitter on her tongue. A tremor of vulnerability betrayed her facade, but she quickly masked it with a defiant tilt of her chin.
“Mentiras.”
“It’s not a lie.” Her scowl deepened, realizing that he could see through her lies as easily as if they were made of glass.
“You are a terrible liar, Lara.” Joaquin's smile held a gentle teasing quality, a fleeting attempt to lighten the heavy air that hung between them. “You always have been.”
"We are leaving tomorrow for Omaha, then taking the train back to California. With or without David, I won’t risk you getting killed," Lara stated flatly.
“Lara, when will you learn?” Joaquin's voice carried a tinge of exasperation but mostly affection, his expression a mixture of affection and frustration as he shook his head in gentle admonishment. “You can’t control everything.”
"Lara?" Buck's voice cut through the air, a jolt of unease seizing both Lara and Joaquin as they both tensed in anticipation of the inevitable confrontation. Instinctively she shoved Joaquin into the cover of the bushes, her heart hammering against her ribs with a mixture of fear and resignation.
"No, you helped me escape. They will hang you for that," Joaquin protested, his voice edged with concern for her safety.
"He’s already seen me, now go," Lara urged, her eyes alight with urgency.
Buck felt a mix of gratitude and confusion as he observed Lara, unharmed and alive. His confidence wavered as he acknowledged the fallibility of his visions. He wasn’t gifted with many visions, but the few he had were always correct. Yet here she stood, unscathed. He glimpsed a hopeful chance to mend their fractured bond, their shattered trust that seemed now an insurmountable chasm between them.
Part of him yearned to rush to her, to envelop her in his arms and confess his mistakes, but the pain etched on her face held him back. He also sensed her anger and she was most likely armed. Her soft kind face was overshadowed by a darkness. This was his fault.
"Lara, I’m sorry," he implored, his voice strained with emotion as he sought redemption in the face of her just anger.
“I have nothing to say to you,” Lara stated firmly.
“Lara, I’m sorry,” Buck pleaded.
“I understand that you used me to shame my father, but to make me believe that you loved me? I can never forgive you for that,” Lara's voice quivered with hurt.
“Lara, please let me explain,” Buck implored, desperation evident in his tone.
Lara's hand, trembling yet resolute, grasped the weight of her gun, its presence a stark reminder of the betrayal she could not forget.
"You don’t need to explain.” she declared, her voice trembling with anger as she brandished her gun, though deep down she knew she could never pull the trigger. Despite his disregard for her, she still harbored love for him. "And I know you wanted to hurt him and you used me to do so, but my father has never cared about me. So it was all in vain.”
"Lara no!" Joaquin’s voice a desperate plea for reason cut through the whispers and the shadows.
“I’m not going to kill him. I just don’t want him following us.” Lara lowered the gun slightly.
“I know you’re not a murderer Joaquin and I’m not going to stop you from leaving.” Buck looked over his shoulder, towards the Marshal’s office when he heard Kid’s voice. “But Lara, I never—”
The trio stood in tense silence, they could hear the urgent commotion emanating from the jailhouse. The impending risk of discovery a very real possibility. Joaquin hurried to Lara's side, gently grasping her trembling hand that held the gun. With a swift motion, he lowered it, relieving her of its weight.
“You have to go. I know the Kid, he’s a good man, he’s only doing what he thinks is right.”
Lara's heart seethed with a desire for vengeance, but it wasn't aimed at Buck. It was a searing rage directed inward, toward her own vulnerability and the trust she had foolishly placed in him. As she stood there, grappling with the bitter taste of deception, a resolve hardened within her.
She swore an oath to herself, in the quiet depths of her soul, that she would never again allow herself to be deceived by the sweet promises of love. It was a solemn vow forged in the fire of betrayal.
Chapter 31
Rock Creek, Nebraska
June 1872
An hour had passed since Buck witnessed Joaquin and Lara vanish into the night, leaving chaos in their wake. Kid and Peterson scoured the area, their efforts fruitless in the face of the darkness. Usually, Buck might have found amusement in Kid's berating of Peterson, but not now, not under these circumstances. He couldn’t find humor knowing what was at steak and that he helped facilitate their escape.
“Running Buck!”
The urgent call of Night Wolf’s voice pierced through the confusion, drawing Buck's attention instantly. He dismounted in one fluid movement; his usually composed demeanor fraught with distress. Beside him stood Sweet Rain Woman, her very presence in town a clear indication of the gravity of the situation.
“What is it? What has happened?” Buck's voice cracked with urgency.
“Steel Eyes burnt the village,” Night Wolf relayed, his words heavy with sorrow.
“My brother?” Buck's heart clenched with fear as he uttered the question he saw in both their fcase the answer. His silent anguish was palpable even in the darkness. Memories flooded his mind, each one a bittersweet reminder of what had been and what was now gone. He instantly remembered the last time they saw one another. His brother had been more tender than he’d ever been, had he seen that too in his vision?
“Red Bear said we were moving, over the mountains. I went with White Eagle and a few others. Red Bear stayed with the rest,” Sweet Rain Woman recounted, her voice barely above a whisper. “Then we heard the soldiers' guns. We did not make it in time.”
“White Eagle and a few warriors stayed. They will give our people a proper burial.” Night Wolf drew her closer, offering what little solace he could muster.
Chapter 32
Omaha, Nebraska
July 1872
Lara paced the train platform, almost wearing a rut in the wooden boards. Though she yearned for him to join her on the return trip, she understood her brother’s duty to his family. Her heart swelled with bittersweet pride at his happiness, yet she was now as alone as she was years before when she began the search for him.
Observing Joaquin already in his seat on the train, Lara was briefly taken aback. His customary long, curly locks had vanished, replaced by a newly shorn appearance. Clad in a suit, and with his freshly shaved face he seemed almost unrecognizable, blending seamlessly among the other passengers. It was a stark departure from the outlaw’s portrait on the wanted papers that hung in the jailhouse.
She looked towards at the conductor as he made the last call for passengers to board. Just one more moment, she silently pleaded. She stayed in the shadows hoping to avoid being noticed. She didn’t want a run in with the Marshal but she so longed for a final embrace with her brother. Scanning the crowd once more, she resignedly began ascending the stairs when a faint call reached her ears.
“Lara!”
“Night Wolf!” With uninhibited joy, she dashed towards him, nearly toppling him as she enveloped him in a fierce hug. “I feared I wouldn't get to bid you farewell properly.”
“No need, we are going with you.” Night Wolf announced, his words tinged with sadness as he introduced his wife, Sweet Rain Woman. Lara embraced her sister-in-law warmly, cherishing the albeit rushed moment.
“Truly!?” She hugged her brother tightly and took the parcel his wife carried. She hadn’t given one thought to why his sudden change of mind but she wasn’t about to question him. “You will love our home. I promise.”
She smiled warmly and reached out to hold the young woman's hand in a gesture of companionship and understanding. In the depths of the woman's eyes, she recognized the unmistakable traces of fear, a sentiment she knew all too well.
“Hold it right there.”
Lara and Night Wolf froze in fear as the familiar voice reached their ears, their hearts sinking in recognition. Lara hurriedly pushed Sweet Rain Woman onto the train, her senses on high alert as she turned to confront her father.
“Laralie, maybe someday I’ll forgive you for this treason,” Monroe seethed.
“Forgive me?” Lara's fists clenched in defiance.
“I shouldn’t waste a bullet on your hide.” His gaze shifted to Night Wolf, his intent clear as he raised his gun.
“Father, no!” Lara rushed forward, grappling for the weapon. “Please!”
Joaquin, who had leapt from his seat on the train, was almost to Lara's side when he heard the single gunshot, the sound shattered loudly through the air. In the stunned silence that followed, he saw the spreading stain of blood on Lara's side, stark against the blue silk of her dress. Before anyone could react, the sound of a blade slicing through the air pierced the silence, accompanied by the sickening sound of it embedding into flesh.
Captain Monroe's collapse revealed the knife sticking dead center of his back. Buck rushed forward, his instincts driving him to Lara's side before the crowd closed in. Without hesitation he lifted Lara into his arms. He couldn't bear to lose her, not like this, not with the bitterness between them unresolved. As he carried her towards the doctor's office, he silently prayed for her safety, willing her to hold on, to fight.
Chapter 33
Omaha, Nebraska
July 1872
Joaquin was the first to his feet as the doctor emerged from the room.
“How is she?” Night Wolf asked, his voice steeped with concern.
“She’s sleeping now, but she’s going to make it,” the doctor assured them.
“Can we see her?” Buck interjected.
"Yes, but try not to wake her. She needs her rest," the doctor cautioned before allowing them entry.
Buck waited patiently, the weight of regret heavy upon him. Night Wolf had only spent a few minutes with her, yet Joaquin had already been inside for twenty and it was slowly killing him not being at her side.
“Tell me,” Night Wolf interrupted the silence. “Why did you change your mind about Lara?”
“I was a fool. I let doubt cloud my heart when I should have believed her.”
“You love her?”
“Yes,” Buck affirmed, rising as Joaquin stepped out.
Slowly opening the door, Buck smiled at the sight of her restored color. Quietly taking the chair beside her bed, he felt its warmth, likely where Joaquin had been seated. Gently, he clasped her hand in his. For several moments, he remained silent, offering silent prayers of gratitude and seeking a second chance with her.
“Lara, I can’t imagine a moment without you. I know I don’t deserve another chance, my love, but I’m begging you to forgive me. I lied about not loving you.” Buck brushed his lips against her warm, soft cheek. He rested his face in her hair, savoring her scent as if committing it to memory. "I will love you for the rest of my days, Lara,” he confessed.
Chapter 34
Omaha, Nebraska
August 1872
Despite the recent surgery to remove the bullet from her side, Lara refused to waste another precious moment of her life. As she contemplated her return to California, her heart swelled with eagerness. She longed for the golden hills dotted with bright orange and blue wildflowers but most of all the ocean. She missed the sound of the waves lulling her to sleep at night, and the way the stars danced off the tide at night. While she had encountered many wonders in her lifetime, nothing compared to the irresistible call of the sea.
“I want to go home!” Lara demanded, her voice shook with frustration.
After the doctor removed the bullet, Lara was welcomed to the home of Louise and Kid McCloud to recuperate. Between Lou and Joaquin's attentive care and the effects of the pain medication, Lara found herself sleeping more than she wished, leaving little time for her thoughts.
“Lara,” Joaquin intervened reassuringly. “It’s over, there is no more danger. "Your brother and I both told the truth about what happened. I'm no longer wanted.”
“I’m so happy.” She could feel the pain medication starting to take effect as she slightly slurred her words.
"Just rest," Louise urged, hoping her words would calm her. However, she noticed the opposite effect as Lara became more animated the moment he spoke.
"I can't stare at these walls one more minute!" With a dramatic gesture, she flopped her arms down to her side, fully aware that she was acting out and being disagreeable.
"When the doctor says you can go, then we go. Until then, you stay here," Joaquin replied firmly, though he couldn't help but conceal a smile at her behavior. She could be quite childlike with her tantrums and dramatics, but he found it endearing most of the time.
“California is a long trip,” the elderly doctor noted as he checked her stitches. “But I see no reason why you can’t go—”
“Thank you, Doctor!” Lara beamed triumphantly. “See, Joaquin?”
“Young lady I wasn’t finished.” The doctor chuckled kindly as he admonished her. "As long as you are very careful, no horseback riding or running. Just focus on resting." the doctor advised, emphasizing the importance of caution.
“Mira Joaquin, te lo dije.” She smirked.
“None of that I told you so.” He looked sternly at her. “Are you practicing your Spanish so you know when Mamá is talking about you?
“Maybe.”
Her genuine joy brought a smile to Joaquin's face, a sight he hadn't seen in years. It warmed his soul to witness her happiness, he hadn’t seen it in many years.
“Lara, Buck is here to see you,” Night Wolf announced, cracking the door open.
"No," Lara replied sternly at first, her tone softening as her words continued. "I don’t want to see him."
"Lara, just hear—”" Night Wolf interjected, attempting to advocate for both his friend. He didn’t know the details of what happened between them, but he knew Buck to be a good, honest man.
"Tell him to go away," she insisted, turning to Joaquin for support.
“I’ll talk to him,” Joaquin nodded, then stepped out into the corridor.
“Thank you.” Lara murmured, the drowsy haze finally starting to draw her closer to sleep.
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“She doesn’t want to see you.”
“Please, I have to talk to her before you go.” He pleaded, desperation etched on every muscle of his face.
“There is nothing left to say,” Joaquin stated firmly.
“I said things that were out of anger, please, I need to talk to her,” Buck begged.
“I will never let you hurt her again,” Joaquin stood steadfast.
“You don’t under—”
“Leave her alone.” Joaquin said harsher than he had meant it.
He observed the depth of the man's affection for Lara, his beloved Lara. There was a sincerity in his actions, a genuine desire to safeguard her happiness above all else. He couldn't help but feel a twinge of satisfaction, however fleeting, as he watched Buck retreat from their lives.
It wasn't out of spite, animosity, or even jealousy, though he couldn't deny feeling jealous — how could he not? The woman he had loved since childhood was in love with another man. In his youth, Joaquin harbored hopes of eventually winning her over, but now he realized she could never love him in the way he had hoped, the way he loved her.
He observed from the window as Night Wolf hastened to meet Buck. While he didn't entirely understand the complexities of their relationship, he recognized their profound bond and loyalty to each other. He wasn’t certain where her brother’s loyalties lay but his allegiance belonged to Lara.
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“Running Buck,” Night Wolf called out as he ran after him. “You saved my life again, and Lara’s. I’m indebted to you.”
“I spoke to White Eagle three nights ago. He said there are not enough warriors now to fight, that they are going to the reservation in Oklahoma,” Buck disclosed blankly.
“I am going back to California.” Night Wolf shared.
“I know. I’m happy for you. I wish you the best, you and Sweet Rain Woman,” Buck replied, he forced a faint smile through his grief.
“You are always welcome at my home,” Night Wolf assured, gripping Buck’s arm.
“Thank you, Night Wolf,” Buck acknowledged sincerely, reciprocating the embrace.
“My brother.” Night Wolf embraced Buck and held him tightly.
Epilogue
San Juan Capistrano, California
June 1873
Lara smiled tenderly as she gently rocked the cradle, the soft hum of a lullaby escaping her lips. She marveled at the overwhelming love she felt for this tiny child, a love she never knew she was capable of experiencing. The flickering candlelight danced across the room, casting a warm glow that enveloped the cozy space.
As she approached her sleeping son, Lara couldn't help but admire the shiny soft black hair that crowned his head. So much like his fathers. A sense of sadness washed over her as she traced her fingertips lightly over his tiny head.
“Lara?” Sweet Rain Woman entered the room with a tray, bearing a cup of hot tea.
“Thank you,” Lara murmured gratefully.
“He has grown so much,” Sweet Rain Woman observed.
“Yes,” Lara chuckled softly, her heart swelling with pride. “He certainly has a big appetite.”
“He is already as big as Little Fawn,” Sweet Rain Woman remarked, reaching over to tenderly tuck in the blanket around her own daughter.
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Buck had be ridding for several hours, the anticipation swirling within him as he approached the main ranch house that Night Wolf had described in his letters. San Juan Capistrano unfolded before him, as beautiful as Lara had described when she had spoken of her home. Shadows danced in the upstairs windows of the house, hinting at the life within.
Regardless of whether Lara wanted him there or not, Buck knew he had every right to see his son, but that didn’t mean he wanted a battle with her. With a gentle kick, he urged his horse forward towards the barn.
“Night Wolf.”
“My brother!”
“It's good to see you,” Buck greeted warmly, embracing Night Wolf briefly.
“I'm sorry I didn’t tell you sooner about your son,” Night Wolf admitted.
“I shouldn’t have waited this long,” Buck acknowledged with a pang of regret.
“Come inside, have a bite to eat.” Night Wolf invited, leading Buck into the warm interior of the house.
“What did Lara say when you told her I was coming?” Buck inquired.
“I didn’t tell her.” The younger man admitted as he led the way up the grand staircase to the second floor. “Your son is a fine boy, strong and healthy. Stay here for a minute.”
Night Wolf peeked into the room and noticed Lara engaged in a quiet conversation with his wife. He felt contentment in seeing the two of them becoming friends.
"It’s late for company.” Lara looked up when she saw the door crack. Her voice was soft as she rocked gently beside her sleeping son “Is everything alright?”
“Everything is fine.” Night Wolf smiled at his sister and took his wife’s hand as he left the room silently.
“Well are you coming in or not?"
She draped the blanket over the chair and rose to her feet. It was unusual to have a visitor so late, and her brother's behavior only added to the oddity of the situation. As she turned around, Lara's heart skipped a beat when she saw Buck standing in the doorway.
“Lara,” Buck's voice caught in his throat, uncertain of her reaction after all this time.
They stood still for some time, the moment feeling suspended, allowing them to quietly scrutinize each other's presence. Their thoughts both shrouded in uncertainty and apprehension. Each had spent countless moments reflecting on their brief time together and the volatile way it ended. It was a silent exchange, filled with unspoken questions and unresolved misunderstandings, yet both saw the glimmer of hope.
“Here,” Lara reached out first. Smiling softly she took his hand and guided him towards the cradle. “Meet your son. James.”
Buck's breath caught in his chest as he reached out to touch one of his son's tiny hands. Tears welled up in his eyes as his son gently grasped one of his fingers. “He’s so perfect.”
“I’ll leave you alone,” Lara whispered and began to turn away.
“No, stay please,” Buck pleaded, reaching out with his free hand. “Can, can I hold him?”
“Of course.”
She gently lifted James from the cradle, careful not to disturb his peaceful slumber, and placed him in his father's waiting arms. Watching them together, Lara felt a wave of warmth and contentment wash over her. She settled into her rocking chair across the room, observing Buck cradle their son, his murmured words of affection barely audible to her ears.
He stared at his child in awe and reverence. His tiny, delicate features, the gentle rise and fall of the infant's chest—it all filled him with a sense of wonder and awe that he had never known before.
Buck tenderly placed his son back in the cradle, his touch lingering for a moment. As he stood there, gazing down at the precious miracle, a wave of emotions washed over him, from profound joy to a slight hint of apprehension at the weight of responsibility that now rested on his shoulders.
With a tender smile and a silent promise to protect and cherish his son, Buck reluctantly tore himself away from the cradle, his heart brimming with devotion.
“Lara?” Buck's voice broke through the quiet as he plucked a white flower from the vase by the window. “What is this?”
“They are wild poppies,” she explained, crossing the room to stand beside him. “They are called Matilija.”
He gingerly returned the large white blossom to the vase, savoring its sweet fragrance that seemed to embody everything he loved about Lara. “Reminds me of you.”
He kept his back to her, unsure if he was ready to face her. A weighty silence enveloped the room the unspoken tension between him and Lara. With a deep breath, he turned to face her, uncertain of what he might find reflected in her eyes.
In that vulnerable moment, Buck grappled with the weight of his transgressions. He had lied, he had hurt her, and worst of all, though her father was a monster, he had ended his life. The thought of meeting her gaze and witnessing her justified anger and resentment sent a shiver down his spine.
Yet, as he lifted his eyes to hers, he found not the flames of hatred he had feared, but something far more complex. There, in the depths of her gaze, he saw traces of pain, yes, but also forgiveness, and an inexplicable flicker of something akin to love.
“Come with me.” Lara chuckled softly, taking his hand in hers she led Buck out of the room. “I don’t want to wake him.”
“Why did you name him James?” Buck inquired as he followed her into a small parlor.
There was a subtle transformation about her. If anything, she seemed even more radiant than he recalled, but it was in her eyes where he detected the difference. Temperance and patience reflected under her darkened lashes.
“Joaquin and my brother both refused to let me name him after either of them. I thought of naming him after you, but I don’t know, I just—”
She walked over to the small chair next to the fireplace and invited him to sit across from her. Buck, however, remained standing across the room. Despite his raw nerves, there was something inviting about her presence that put him slightly more at ease.
“Before you left, I wanted to tell you that, I’m sorry,” Buck interjected, his words heavy with emotion, interrupting her thoughts.
“When I was shot, do you remember what you said to me?” Lara asked, searching his misty brown eyes, the weight of the past hanging between them.
“Yes,” Buck swallowed hard as he waited for her to continue.
“Did you mean it?” She implored.
“You heard me?”
Her lips remained still, but a slight nod of her head revealed her own vulnerability.
“Every word,” Buck’s voice cracked, his sincerity undeniable.
Lara's movements were graceful as she rose from the chair, a sense of determination guiding each step toward Buck. As she closed the distance between them, there was a fleeting moment of hesitation in her movements. But then, with a gentle yet decisive motion, she enveloped Buck in her arms.
In the warm embrace, Buck felt the pain melt away as Lara's body melded against his own. It was a sensation that felt both achingly familiar and undeniably right. His fingers traced the length of her long hair, strands cascading like silk against her back.
He pulled away slightly, his hands tenderly cupping her face. “I don’t understand, if you heard me, then why?” Buck questioned seeking understanding in the depths of her eyes.
“I heard you,” she began softly, her voice a gentle whisper in the quiet room. “But in that moment, I was overwhelmed by pain and anger. I didn’t know how to process everything—the hurt, the betrayal, and the love that still lingered. I hated myself for still loving you.”
“Ah Lara.” Buck breathed heavily.
“I wanted to believe you,” Lara continued, her voice trembling with emotion. “But I was afraid—afraid of being hurt again, afraid of trusting too easily.”
Tears glistened in her eyes, reflecting the flickering firelight that danced across the room. Buck reached up, brushing a stray tear from her cheek with gentle fingertips, his touch tender and reassuring.
“I understand,” he murmured. “I never wanted to hurt you, Lara. My love for you has always been real.”
Lara closed her eyes, relishing the warmth of his touch on her skin.
"Can you forgive me?" His voice was filled with longing
“I already have.” She looked up and smiled softly.
Buck lifted her up, holding her tightly, feeling the familiar contours of her body against his. He had longed for this moment, almost unable to believe that it was real—that she was truly in his arms. As her fingers threaded through his hair and her warm lips pressed against his neck, Buck felt a surge of joy and gratitude flood his soul.
Lara smiled warmly, her fingers intertwining with Buck's, their touch igniting a familiar spark that bridged the distance between them. Together, they walked down the hall, their hearts entwined once more in a bond stronger than ever before.
“You never told me why you named our son James,” Buck whispered, his voice soft and familiar.
Lara turned to face him, her eyes shining with tenderness and love.
“James is named after a good friend of mine,” she explained, a tender smile played across her lips. “He was the marshal in Abilene, Kansas when I met him. He helped Joaquin and I out of a very unusual situation. I’ll tell you about him sometime.”
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