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Part One - Broken Wings
Chapter 1
Crossroads mission school, Oklahoma
September 1856
Sister Agnes gently pushed open the heavy wooden door and peeked inside at the young girl sitting at the table. A warm smile touched her lips as she watched the young girl gobble down the stew she had been given.
“The poor thing.” she mumbled to herself, shaking her head slightly. Earlier that morning, while she was out getting supplies in town, Sister Agnes had noticed the dirty little girl. She couldn't have been more than thirteen or fourteen years old.
Her first encounter with the young girl occurred outside the general store. Peering through the glass, the girl's large brown eyes fixated longingly on the freshly baked pies displayed in the window. However, her brief moment of yearning was met with the store owner's unsympathetic dismissal, as he swiftly shooed her away.
The owner explained to Sister Agnes that the girl had been lingering around the store recently, a unwelcomed presence. Sister Agnes thanked him kindly and patiently waited has he loaded the supplies into the wagon.
Driven by compassion and duty, Sister Agnes embarked on her search for the young girl. It didn't take long for her to locate her, nestled in an alleyway. The girl sat huddled, her knees drawn up to her chest, and her arms tightly wrapped around her legs. As Sister Agnes approached, she could hear the girl weeping softly.
It hadn’t taken much to convince the girl to come with her. Hungry and desperate for a shred of safety, the young girl readily accepted Sister Agnes's offer. As the wagon tumbled along the desolate road the older woman tried her best to reassure the child, she was safe.
She couldn't shake the feeling that there were deeper layers to the girl's story. Though her clothes were filthy, too small and almost rags, she took notice of the once fine fabric and the tattered remains of lace. She managed to learn the girl's name and the heartbreaking fact that both her parents had passed away. Yet, it was evident that the girl wasn't revealing the whole truth. Despite her curiosity, Sister Agnes knew it wasn't the time to pry.
“Kaylie?”
“Yes Ma’am." Her luminous brown eyes looked up from her empty soup bowl.
“You can call me Sister Agnes, dear.” she said, then motioned the petite girl in the doorway to come in. “Nicole, this is Kaylie. Will you show her around? Just make sure you two are back for supper.”
Nicole nodded grabbed one of the small apples from the counter and took a bite before the older woman could object. She smiled sheepishly and grabbed the new girl by the hand and led her into a large courtyard in the middle of the mission school.
“Where are you from? Did you live in town?” Nicole's bright blue eyes lit up.
“No, I’m from Georgia.” Kaylie replied softly as she saw a group of children walk down the hallway and run into the field behind the mission. "Have you been here long?”
“Seven years.” Nicole answered.
Kaylie’s eyes opened wide in surprise. "How old are you?” She asked attentively.
“Fourteen.”
“So am I.” Kaylie smiled softly. Suddenly a blonde boy about half their age stuck out his tongue and ran off.
“That’s Tommy.” Nicole said, rolling her eyes. "Just ignore him."
Nicole went on, explaining the daily routine. Waking up at six, making their beds, then it was chores, and school. “That’s the boys' dormitory there, we ain’t allowed there. You’ll get in lots of trouble if you go there.” She warned, pulling Kaylie towards the other end of the hallway. “This is our room. You can sleep next to me.” she added, patting the bed beside her own.
Kaylie looked around the room. It was a slightly larger than her bedroom in Geogia, with two rows of five beds. She walked down the center aisle, which was only a few inches wider than her small frame. The room smelled old but looked clean. Kaylie smoothed out the blanket and sat on the edge of the bed.
“How long have you been on your own?” Nicole asked.
“A few months.” Kaylie replied, frowning as she touched the delicate lace trim at the bottom of her dress.
"Did they die?” Nicole inquired, referring to Kaylie's parents.
“Who?” Kaylie asked back.
“Your parents?”
“They died when I was younger." Kaylie replied.
It wasn't entirely untrue, yet Kaylie had grown accustomed to bending the truth. The words flowed effortlessly from her lips, a skill honed from necessity. Her father's passing when she was six, followed by her mother's confinement to an asylum a few months later, had shaped her understanding of secrecy. Her grandmother had instilled in her the importance of keeping family matters hidden, warning her never to divulge their secrets.
Kaylie shuddered. Secrets weren’t meant to be told. She headed the warning for years. Her uncle Conner said it was a secret. Their secret. Her grandmother died because Kaylie told the secret. Taking a deep breath, she pushed the thoughts out of her head when she heard Nicole’s voice calling her name.
“You can have one of my dresses, it’s not as pretty as that one, but it’s clean. I’ll help you.” Nicole said eagerly, starting to unbutton the back of Kaylie’s dress. “This dress is so pretty.”
“It’s ruined now.” Kaylie said, staring at the wall blankly as the girl helped her out of her dress.
She had loved that dress. She saw it in the window at the dressmaker's shop and she pleaded with her grandmother to get it for her. Though it didn’t take too much pleading, Kaylie had always had an overabundance of toys, clothes, anything she asked for.
“Can I tried it on?” Nicole asked timidly.
As Kaylie stepped out of the blue fabric, the taffeta made a soft rustling noise. She closed her eyes and smiled slightly as she remembered the first time she put it on. She had loved the swishing sound it made when she turned around, or when the wind blew. Those days were over. Now the dress was just a tangible reminder of her past. Kaylie looked up at Nicole, her new friend and smiled.
“You can have it, Nicole.”
“Really?”
Kaylie nodded and smiled.
“Are you sure?” Nicole’s eyes were wide in disbelief.
“It will look beautiful on you.” Kaylie smiled and hugged the girl softly as a loud clanging noise rang through the corridor.
“Thank you! Come on!” Nicole folded the dress and hid it under her pillow. "I’ll show you the chapel, then it’s supper time. I know you ate when you got here, but I’m hungry.” Nicole said, pulling her off the bed, none too gently.
Kaylie took note and tried to remember the layout of the mission as Nicole rattled on endlessly as they made their way to the chapel, then the school rooms.
“This is the dining room. After grace we can talk, but keep your voice down. Sister Agnes is nice, but Sister Mary a mean old hag.” she added, pointing to the stern-looking sister in the back of the room.
They approached the larger room, just off the kitchen where Kaylie had eaten earlier. Quickly children filtered in and sat at the long tables. The two girls sat down and waited for the food to be blessed. Kaylie squirmed slightly when she realized that there were dozens of eyes staring at her. The uncomfortable silence was short-lived, as soon as the food was blessed, everyone began eating, paying no attention to her.
Even though she had eaten a couple hours prior, Kaylie was still hungry. It had been four days since her last meal, and the overcooked carrots and potatoes tasted wonderful to her. After dinner, the children were each given a couple slices of apple and dismissed to go to bed.
Nicole ran off ahead while Kaylie walked slowly down the long corridor to the dormitory. She stopped in the courtyard, at a large rose bush and touched the petals softly. The other children passed her; a few said hello, but most of them just walked by, paying no attention to her.
Several minutes later she felt a light tapping on her shoulder. Thinking it was probably one of the sisters, she turned around slowly, expecting to be scolded. To her surprise, a boy about her age and a few inches taller than her stood beside her, holding out his hand and smiling at her.
“Hi, I’m Kaylie.” When she held out her hand to shake his, the boy dropped his apple slice in her hand and smiled. "For me?” She watched the boy nod. "Thank you. What’s your name?”
The boy quickly raised his hand and made some gestures she didn’t understand. She watched as he repeated himself but she shook her head sadly. "Can’t you speak?" She asked softly, her voice full of concern.
“Eeew!” Nicole pushed the boy away from her new friend. "Don’t touch him! All your hair will fall out and you’ll be stupid like him!”
Ike stood up and brushed off his pants, feeling a twinge of disappointment. He had noticed the new girl as soon as she arrived and had hoped to befriend her, but Nicole had beaten him to it. His head hung as he watched the new girl follow Nicole toward the girls' dormitory.
Chapter 2
Crossroads mission school, Oklahoma
December 1858
The next three months went by quickly for Kaylie. The schoolwork was easy for her, as she had excellent tutors before she left Georgia. However, the chores were an entirely different story. Kaylie had never done chores before. Her family had slaves and servants who took care of everything. By the end of each day, Kaylie was physically exhausted. She had never worked so hard in her life. Sister Agnes assigned her the chore of cleaning the kitchen with a few other girls after breakfast each morning.
Each night, Kaylie made it a point to finish her supper quickly so she could spend some time in the courtyard before bedtime. No one went to the courtyard after dark, but Kaylie loved it—the way the moonlight cast a cool glow on the cobblestones. The stars always seemed brighter, and the night darker since she left Georgia, but she missed the sweet-smelling magnolias.
She waited until she saw the boy named Ike walk through the corridor. She had wanted to talk to him but hadn’t found a moment when Nicole wasn’t at her heels. When he came within her reach, she grabbed his arm and pulled him over to the bench. Kaylie took his hand and placed her slice of orange on his palm. Ike smiled and broke it in half, handing her one of the halves.
“I’m sorry about Nicole.” she said sincerely.
Ike shrugged.
“And I don’t think you’re stupid. I thought that story you wrote for class was very nice.”
Ike began moving his hands around, then repeating his movements but slower the second time. Kaylie frowned and shook her head as she apologized. Ike motioned for her to stay, and he ran into the boy’s dormitory, dragging one of the older boys out behind him.
Kaylie stiffened slightly. She had heard the girls talk about the Indian boy. They said he was a half-breed who didn’t speak English, and some of the girls said that he even scalped a father at the mission a few years before. Ike pushed the other boy closer, and reluctantly, the older boy held out his hand.
“I’m Buck,” he muttered.
After a brisk handshake she mumbled her name softly then swiftly withdrew her hand, tucking it back into her lap. Contrary to Nicole's assumptions, he clearly spoke English. This revelation sparked a cascade of thoughts in Kaylie's mind, wondering what other misconceptions had 
“Ike wants to know where you are from,” Buck said.
“Georgia,” Kaylie replied, looking up at the young man. He was almost scowling at her. "You can understand him? Why can’t he talk? What happened to his hair?” Her questions shot off faster than Buck could even answer.
“I'm ain't a doctor,” Buck grumbled, his annoyance palpable.
“Where are you from?" she turned and asked Buck.
Kaylie observed as Ike gestured animatedly, and she noticed Buck mirroring his gestures in response.
“Are you talking with your hands?” Kaylie inquired.
“It’s Indian sign.” Buck commented as he continued to sign to Ike.
Stop being so mean to her. Ike signed.
“What’s he saying?”
“Nothing.” Buck said sternly, but his frown faded slightly.
“Can you teach me how to talk like that?” Kaylie asked.
Suddenly, a shrill shriek pierced the air, echoing off the walls of the small courtyard. Within seconds, Nicole forcefully inserted herself between the two boys, seizing Kaylie's hand in a tight grip.
“Leave her alone! Are you alright, Kaylie? Let’s go, it’s bedtime. He’s the one I warned you about, he’ll scalp you while you sleep!” Nicole hissed under her breath.
Kaylie made a small, apologetic shrug towards both boys, silently acknowledging the interruption as she allowed Nicole to lead her towards the girl's dormitory. With each step, Nicole's scolding grew louder, chastising Kaylie for giving any attention to either of the boys. 
Chapter 3
Crossroads mission school, Oklahoma
April 1859
Kaylie had finished dusting the pews and stacked the hymnals neatly at the back of the chapel. She had rushed her chores so she could go run outside while it was still sunny. The winter was over, and the sun felt so good as it warmed her skin. She was happy to take a break from kitchen chores, even if it was just temporary to help in the chapel. The work was more tiring but she got to work with Ike, so it made the day more enjoyable.
Kaylie didn’t have any siblings, but if she had, she would have wanted a brother exactly like Ike. Though he couldn’t speak, he would write letters on her palm as well as teaching her how to sign so they could communicate. As she walked out of the chapel, she noticed Buck scrubbing the entryway.
She scowled in determined to be nice, if just for Ike. It had been over a month since she first met him, and he wasn’t any friendlier than when they first met. She grabbed a dry rag and dipped it into the bucket. Her nose involuntarily scrunched up as she dumped the smelly rag onto the floor and started to scrub alongside Buck.
“I don’t need your help,” he growled.
“I know you don't.” she said with a smile, glancing over at him. “But the sun won't be out for much longer. If you want to enjoy some time outside, I'm happy to help.”
She resumed scrubbing the floor, the sting in her hands intensifying with each movement. Glancing at Buck's hands, she noticed they, too, bore the redness and rawness that came from working with the harsh soda and water used to clean the floor. Without hesitation Kaylie grabbed him by the sleeve and pulled him upright, urging him to his feet as she inspected his hands more closely. 
“What are you doing?” Buck's voice was thick with annoyance.
“Come with me.” Kaylie took his hands in hers and demanded that he follow her out to the small creek that ran just beyond the chapel.
“Kaylie, stop, it’s fine,” Buck protested to some extent, but he was so taken with her concern he didn’t have the heart to brush her off like he usually did.
“You’re bleeding.” Kaylie gently immersed his hands into the still water that pooled near the edge of the creek. “Keep your hands under the water, I’ll be right back.”
Buck watched as Kaylie quickly ran back towards the chapel. She was crazy, he thought to himself. Why was she being so nice? No one in this place liked him much, except Ike. But like himself, Ike was an outcast, and Kaylie certainly wasn’t.
He’d heard the boys talk about her at night. Over half of them had made it well known what they thought of her. A few minutes later, he saw her walking quickly back over to him. She knelt softly beside him and gently wrapped his hands in the soft fabric.
“Why are you doing this?” Buck looked down at her as she carefully tied the ends together.
“Because your hands are bleeding,” she answered plainly. “This will help them heal.”
“That’s not what I mean.” Buck sat back on his haunches.
She was undeniably the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. Her skin was a delicate ivory, with the lightest sprinkle of freckles across the bridge of her nose and on her cheeks. As she sat intently bandaging his hands, the wind picked up the tips of her long auburn hair, causing the tips to look like they were catching fire from the sun.
Her soft hair cascaded across her neck. Those large brown eyes framed in long black eyelashes were fixated on him. But it was her lush rose-hued lips that had him captivated. What was she doing spending time with him? He frowned and wondered why she was there.
“Why do you do that?” she inquired.
“Do what?”
“Scowl all the time.”
“I do not.” He raised one of his ebony eyebrows at her in defiance.
“Yes, you do,” she laughed. “Just like you’re doing right now.” She leaned over and pushed his furrowed brows into their natural state.
“Do you ever mind your own business?”
“How did you and Ike meet?” She ignored him completely and threaded her fingers through the grass she had knelt on. “Did you meet each other here?”
“Yeah,” Buck nodded.
“How long did it take him to learn to sign?”
“You always ask this many questions?”
“Sorry,” Kaylie huffed, tired of attempting to befriend him. It seemed clear to her that he wasn't interested in talking, so she began to rise to her feet. However, she felt Buck's hand gently grip her arm, halting her movement.
“No I’m sorry. I’m just tiered.” Buck said in an apologetic voice, as he gently pulled her back down to sit beside him. “I left the Kiowa, about three, no maybe four years ago now. Wound up here.”
“Kiowa? That’s what tribe your from?”
“My mother was Kiowa.” His jaw clenched.
“Oh.” Her eyes were wide and full of curiosity. “Why did you leave home?”
“I didn’t belong there.” His familiar scowl etched his forehead. “I wanted to learn to read, to fit in with the white world.”
“What’s the matter?” she asked sincerely.
“I don’t think I’ll ever belong here either.”
“Well, Kaylie smiled. “I’m glad you’re here, and I’m sure that Ike is too.”
“Thanks,” Buck said thoughtfully. Ike was right, she was kind, and it was nice to have someone else to talk to. “I remember the day Ike showed up, it was right after I got here. You know, I didn’t even speak to him the first year?”
“Really?”
“I was in town a while back things got rough, and I got in a fight. Ike stepped in.”
“I can’t picture it.” She laughed lightly with him.
“We’ve been friends ever since.” Buck nodded and smiled.
“Buck! You’re chores are not finished young man,” Sister Agnes called from the chapel door.
“Thank you for your help,” he mumbled and stood up.
“Buck?” Kaylie walked back to the chapel with him. “We’re friends, right?” She looked up at him questioningly.
Buck stopped and turned around, but his defenses went down as soon as he looked into her innocent eyes. He was accustomed to seeing fear or loathing in the eyes of others but as he gazed into hers, he found only kindness. He liked the way she looked at him.
“Yeah, we’re friends, Kaylie,” he gave her a lopsided grin.
“You should smile more often.” Kaylie called out as he walked away.
“Why is that?” he tilted his head towards her and squinted against the sun.
“You look nice when you smile,” she said simply, a smile gracing her lips. She turned and waved as she shouted from across the meadow. 
Buck shook his head as he watched her join the other girls in skipping rope. He felt his heart skip a beat and he instantly took a calming breath. Just a friend he chided himself, don’t get your hopes up. He slapped his thigh to get the dust off his pants as he walked back to the chapel.
What happened to your hands? Ike signed to Buck.
Buck tried to ignore the oncoming gestures from his friend, hoping Ike would let it be.
“Kaylie wrapped my hands for me.” Buck finally explained.
You and Kaylie are friends now?
“I guess so,” Buck smiled.
Be careful, you know Peter likes her too. Ike grinned as he teased his friend.
“Ike, I didn’t say I liked her,” Buck blushed slightly.
You do.
“Maybe a little.” Buck smiled and returned to scrubbing the floor. He knew the bandages didn’t help with the pain in his hands but they certainly helped soothe the pain inside him.
Chapter 4
Crossroads mission school, Oklahoma
May 1859
Nicole scrubbed furiously at the dishes, her annoyance bubbling to the surface. With huff she nearly dropped a bowl and turned to Kaylie, hands on her hips.
“Kaylie, I just don’t know what’s wrong with you,” She sighed dramatically.
“What do you mean?” Kaylie turned and looked up from where she was drying and stacking dishes.
“You spend all your free time with that dummy and his half-breed friend.”
“Nicole, that’s unkind. He’s not a dummy. Ike is a very nice person, and you are welcome to come with me.”
“No way!” Nicole shook her head adamantly. “What do you do with them anyway?” Nicole tried to sound as uninterested as possible.
“Buck’s been telling me about his family, and Ike’s.” Kaylie raised an eyebrow. “Did you know that the Kiowa—”
“Kaylie, I don’t want to know anything about those filthy savages. You shouldn’t want too either.” Nicole flashed a worried look her way. “You know, if you are friends with them, no one is going to want to be your friend, including me.”
“Well, if that’s how you feel, I don’t want to be your friend either!” Kaylie snapped back.
“Fine!” Nicole turned and huffed off.
Kaylie rolled her eyes and continued drying the dishes. She certainly didn’t want to alienate herself, but Buck and Ike had become really good friends. She felt a twinge of guilt though. Nicole had, after all, befriended her from the first day she arrived.
She was just being a good friend, right? She just didn’t know Buck or Ike. Kaylie decided she would apologize to Nicole later. As she stacked the pile of clean dishes on the counter, she smiled and waved as Buck walked by the window carrying buckets of water to the garden.
Chapter 5
Crossroads mission school, Oklahoma
August 1859
Kaylie held her hand up to shield her eyes from the hot summer sun. It was Sunday, her favorite day. It was the only day they didn’t have chores, or school. Mass was at nine, then she had to study scriptures, but the rest of the day was hers.
She stretched out on the blanket and watched a few of the younger girls picking wildflowers in the field near the gates of courtyard. Lazily she tossed a pebble into the stream and played with a blade of grass as she waited impatiently for Buck and Ike to show up.
No one ever bothered them all the way out by the creek, and Kaylie loved being out away from the school. The feeling of freedom, even if it was just for a few hours. Feeling a tickle on her foot, she quickly twitched her leg, a few seconds later, the tickle again.
“Buck!” She laughed when she turned to swat at a fly or other pest and found Buck tickling her foot with a leaf. “What took you so long?”
“Sister Mary,” Buck raised his eyebrow at her.
“Oh.” Kaylie smiled. Sister Mary didn’t like Buck. Actually, she didn’t like most of children at the mission. Unbeknownst to Kaylie she had managed to get on her good side. “Where’s Ike?”
“He’s helping fix the gate,” Buck sat cross-legged on the blanket.
“That’s not fair he had to help when Tommy doesn’t,” Kaylie frowned. 
The tension had been brewing between Tommy and Ike for days, reaching its boiling point the week before. It was Tommy who had provoked the fight, and in the ensuing scuffle, it was Ike who stumbled backward, crashing through the fence and breaking it.
“Kaylie, life isn’t always fair.”
“I know.”
She watched closely as a sullen look crossed Buck’s expression, a hint of something deeper lingering beneath the surface. She had it decent enough at the mission, she knew all too well that Buck and Ike's experiences were vastly different.
“Do you ever regret coming here?” She looked over at him questioningly.
“I guess not.” He thought carefully at her question. “Not too many options, for someone like me. Right?”
“Do you think about going back home?”
“Sometimes,” Buck thought for a moment. “But I didn’t feel like I belonged there anymore than here.”
“Oh,”
“Well,” Buck smiled at her and winked. “There are some things that I like better here.”
“Have you ever been in love Buck?” She offered him a coy smile, her eyes briefly meeting his before darting away just as swiftly.
“There was a girl I was supposed to marry,” Buck swallowed hard. “I guess I loved her, but that was many years ago.”
“Marry?” She laughed loudly. “So young?”
“No, no we wouldn’t have married then.” He laughed wholeheartedly realizing how she understood his statement. “The Elders would arrange marriages, for when we were older.”
“Oh, I understand.” She laughed at her mistake. She returned his gaze and took a deep breath. “Do you think about her?”
“Sometimes,” Buck smiled when he noticed the flicker of disappointment in her eyes.
“Oh.”
“But I think about you all the time.”
“You do?” Kaylie smiled but didn’t look away from his as she usually did.
“What about you? Do you have any family?” 
“No, not anymore.” Kaylie shivered at the mention of her family.
Buck noticed the sudden change in her mood and backed off. “Kaylie, you don’t have to talk about it.”
Buck had bravely opened up about his past, revealing layers of trauma and vulnerability, but Kaylie wasn't prepared to reciprocate. The secret she harbored within her was heavy with its own dangers, and she couldn't bring herself to expose him to the potential risks. Despite grappling with guilt for withholding, particularly after Buck had trusted her with his own pain, she remained guarded, unsure whether she could trust him with the weight of her own secrets.
“Hey, it’s okay,” Buck reached out and rested his hand on her arm.
“I do want to tell you, it’s just,” Kaylie stopped and looked at him. “I’m afraid.”
“It’s alright,” Buck grasped her hands in his. “I’ll never let anyone hurt you.”
“My father died when I was young. I can hardly remember him now. My mother, she had troubles in her mind, or at least that’s what my grandmother says.”
“You don’t believe her?”
“I don’t know, maybe,” Kaylie shrugged. “Sometimes I think my grandmother sent her away because she never liked her. My father’s family had a lot of money. My mother was poor and had no family.” Kaylie smiled as she went on. “I remember her telling me about my father; she loved him so much. He was just away a lot. My Grandmother raised me.” She fidgeted with her plain grey skirt. 
“Sounds like a good life. Why did you leave?”
“My father’s brother.” Kaylie sighed softly knowing she was safe now. There was no way her uncle would be able to find her here. “When I was born, he was away from the family, in university. But when my father died, he returned.”
“Did he hurt you Kaylie?” Buck tenderly held her hands in his.
“He always was touching me,” Kaylie’s voice became very soft, and Buck had to strain to hear her. “I told my grandmother, but she didn’t believe me.” Kaylie’s chin began to quiver. “He told me it was a secret, and that he loved me.” Kaylie clenched her jaw. “I was so stupid, I believed him for years. I didn’t like it, but I didn’t know what else to do.”
“It’s not your fault, you were so young,” Buck put his arm around her and felt her body lean into his.
“Once he tried, he,” There was a long silence before she cleared her throat and continued. “He tried to,” Kaylie looked up hoping that Buck would understand.
Buck's jaw clenched as he grasped the unspoken words she struggled to convey. In the depths of his gaze, Kaylie detected a glimmer of understating, a silent acknowledgment.
“It was after my grandmother she caught him things got really bad. I remember them screaming, yelling. He told her there wasn’t anything could about it, he said he would kill her if she did anything to stop him.” Kaylie’s eyes were wide then she broke into heavy sobs and threw her arms around Buck.
“You are safe here. Nothing can happen to you now,” Buck held her tightly, softly stroking her back.
“You can’t tell anyone Buck. Promise me.” she whispered between sobs.
“I promise,” Buck’s heart broke for the pain that she had suffered.
Chapter 6
Crossroads mission school, Oklahoma
May 1859
As the day's heat began to wane and the sun descended along its daily path in the sky Kaylie twirled gracefully, her work worn dress swirling around her. With a playful smile, she executed a brief curtsy then, extending her hand toward Ike, she invited him to join her.
“No Ike, not like that,” Kaylie laughed. “Right then left, that’s right.”
Ike turned her around slowly and counted the steps again. Kaylie insisted that every young man should know how to dance and had taken it upon herself to teach both Ike and Buck.
“You’re doing well Ike,” Kaylie assured him.
“Like a one-legged chicken,” Buck strolled up to his friends.
“Oh, you’re one to talk,” Kaylie rolled her eyes. “It’s not easy to dance on this unleveled river bank.”
“You seem to be having no trouble at all,” Buck teased his friend further. “Take notes Ike, this is how it’s done,”
He knew he was just as awkward as Ike, but he couldn’t let an opportunity to tease his friend go by. Buck pulled Kaylie closer and twirled her around slowly.
“Kaylie, I need to talk to you, it’s important,” he raised his eyebrows knowingly at Ike. Taking the hint, Ike quickly left the two alone.
“Do you want your birthday present?” Kaylie reached into her pocket, withdrew a small box, and handed it to him.
“You got me somethin’?” He smiled and kissed her cheek.
Buck swiftly removed the plain brown paper and eagerly opened the small box. Inside lay a piece of vertebrate. The memory flooded back vividly. 
The snake had lurked near the woodpile, poised to strike Kaylie. In that crucial moment, Buck's swift reflexes had saved her from harm. As he gazed at the bones nestled within the box, he couldn't help but reflect on the pivotal role he had played that day, grateful for the chance it had given him to protect Kaylie, who now stood before him, smiling warmly.
“Sorry it’s not a real present.”
“It’s a great present. Good medicine, thank you.”
He closed the box and slipped it into his pocket. He had taken great care in preparing the skull for her; it was her medicine. He knew it was his beliefs, but Kaylie had worn it around her neck every day.
“I just thought,” her eyes suddenly filled with tears. “That wherever you go, you’ll remember me.”
“Oh, Kaylie don’t cry.” Buck pulled her close and rested his chin on her head.
“I’m sorry, I can’t help it.” her tears flowed more quickly as she clung to Buck.
“You know I have to leave.”
“I know,” Kaylie looked up at him. “But I’ve been thinking. I could go with you.”
“No Kaylie, we’ve already been through this.” Buck shook his head. “You are too young. Now I promised you that in a couple of years—”
“Why can’t I go with you now?”
“You are only sixteen.”
“Practically a woman!” she protested. Seeing his determination, she changed her approach. “You’re taking Ike, and he’s not that much older than I am.”
“It’s different.”
“Why?” She scowled. “Because he’s a man? It’s not fair!”
“Kaylie, I promise you. I will come back in a couple of years.”  He leaned closer and gave her a quick soft kiss before continuing. “I’m going to get a job, and a house, we can buy little land, and we’ll get married. I promise,” 
“You want to marry me?” Her anger softened as her eyebrows shot up in surprise.
“Of course I do,” Buck smiled and wiped her tears gently. “What do you say?”
Kaylie turned away and stared out at the valley below. She knew he had to leave. Most everyone left before they turned eighteen, and Buck had stayed as long as he could, he was nineteen now. It didn’t make it any easier for her. She knew she was being childish but she didn’t see why he couldn’t take her with him.
“Kaylie, don’t be like this,” Buck put his arms around her and nuzzled her neck from behind.
“I’m sorry,” she put on her bravest face and turned to him. “Promise you’ll write me? Once in a while?”
“I promise.” he stroked her cheek and wiped her tears away again.
“You better think of a last name too,” she laughed as more tears ran down her face. “I can’t marry you if you don’t have a last name.”
“I’ll work on that,” he smiled and hugged her tightly. “Does that mean you’ll marry me?”
“I’ll tell you in a few years,” she smiled and kissed his cheek. “When you come back for me, and ask me properly.”
Buck seized the moment, his heart pounding with anticipation, and tenderly pressed his lips against hers, catching her by surprise. In an instant, her arms instinctively wrapped around his neck, drawing him closer as they both surrendered to the kiss. Though tinged with a hint of sadness, their embrace was saturated with an overwhelming sense of love and belonging, binding them together.
Chapter 7
Crossroads mission school, Oklahoma
August 1859
Three months had passed since Buck and Ike departed from the mission school. True to his promise, Buck diligently penned several letters to Kaylie, and in return, she faithfully responded. Kaylie eagerly awaited each letter, having already devoured the contents of Buck's latest letter multiple times. Tucking it safely into her pocket, she hastened to complete her chores, her thoughts consumed by the words exchanged between them.
Kaylie's heart thudded in her chest as she heard a familiar voice echo through the empty hallway. Her pulse quickened when he overheard Sister Agnes mentione she was in the kitchen finishing up her chores. No, it couldn’t be him. Her ears must have been playing tricks on her. She listened intently at the doorway.
Conner Winters, her uncle.
Kaylie stood at the end of the hallway, watching as shadows danced and shifted with the fading light. Sensing her chance, she darted out into the courtyard, the cool evening air brushing against her skin. With hurried steps, she made her way to the girls' dormitory.
“Kaylie, what’s the matter?” Nicole glanced up from her studies as she watched her friend rummaging through her little box of belongings with a frantic speed.
Kaylie's mind seized with fear, rendering her speechless. Without a moment's hesitation, she snatched the blanket from her bed and hastily stuffed all her letters into a small satchel. Peeking cautiously out of her room, she spotted the ominous silhouettes slowly making their way down the corridor.
With her heart pounding in her chest, she dashed into the courtyard, seeking refuge behind a sprawling rose bush. From her concealed vantage point, she observed as the sister departed, leaving behind the ominous figure in the courtyard while continuing toward the girls' dormitory.
Clutching her satchel tightly and draping the thin blanket around her shoulders, Kaylie hurried back into the kitchen. With swift movements, she filled the small bag with fruit and rolls, her mind racing with urgency. She understood that once Sister Agnes spoke to Nicole, they would undoubtedly come searching for her. The thought of him being so close sent shiver down her spine. With determination fueling her steps, Kaylie dashed past the chapel and across the narrow dirt road that separated the school from the looming forest ahead.
Kaylie’s heart raced faster as she quickly looked around the trees. For a split second, she thought about turning around and just hiding in the mission. Surely one of the fathers or sisters would protect her, right? No, she shook her head and rubbed her arms. She was glad she thought of bringing a blanket with her.
The forest was dark, but she had been this far out many times when she was gathering firewood. She had that advantage at least. She stopped again and looked back towards the mission. She didn’t see him following her, nothing but blackness.
“Calm down, Kaylie,” she whispered to herself.
Three years had passed since Kaylie first set foot in the mission school, and in that time, she had dared to believe she was safe, that the shadows of her past would never haunt her again. Yet, it was a deceptive sense of security, one she now recognized as a costly mistake. As she fled into the wilderness, determined to escape once and for all, Kaylie vowed never to underestimate the reach of her uncle again.
The night air was cold, but nothing like the bite of fear that kept her running in the darkness. She remembered that Buck had told her once if she was lost to look up. He showed her how the stars would guide her. Through her tears and the dense leaves, she had a difficult time finding the star. She could hear her own breath and the howl of an animal somewhere in the distance. A shudder ran through her as the thought of being eaten by an animal raced through her mind.
Determination fueled Kaylie's every step as she pressed on through the night. Time seemed to stretch endlessly as she walked, her resolve the only thing keeping her going. As the first light of dawn filtered through the trees, Kaylie felt as though she had been walking for days without rest. Exhaustion threatened to overcome her, but she pushed herself to continue. The only thing that kept her going was adrenaline and fear. She had to make it to Kansas; Buck was in Kansas. He would protect her.
Part Two - Flight of the Phoenix
Chapter 8
Cimarron, Kansas
February 1866
When Kaylie left the Crossroads almost six years ago, she headed towards Kansas, hoping to reunite with Buck and Ike. Along the way, she took various jobs. Though she had a basic education she found it impossible to find work other than cleaning and during the war that had been even more challenging.
However, fate intervened during a heated argument with a shopkeeper in town. She found herself exasperated at the owner of the shop while trying to explain her capability to stock shelves and maintain the shop's tidiness. It was then, that the madam of the town’s brothel overheard her. This chance encounter altered her course, leading her to employment at the Satin slipper.
Calliope had shown Kaylie a special kindness and respect that was rare in the older woman’s demeanor. When she first laid eyes on the girl, Kaylie was just child, blossoming into womanhood. Dirty and starving she took the girl under her wing. She had been true to her word when she promised the young girl that as long as she kept the laundry done and rooms clean, she would always have a security at the brothel.
Even amidst the turmoil of war, when times grew increasingly difficult for everyone, Calliope remained a steadfast shield for Kaylie. She seemed to regard the younger woman as a reflection of her own former self, as if safeguarding the innocence that still resided within her.
The echoes of war had faded almost nine months ago, but the country still lay in shambles, grappling with the daunting task of rebuilding. Despite the passage of time, the scars of conflict lingered, serving as a stark reminder of the long and difficult road ahead.
Her thoughts often drifted to the uncertainty surrounding Buck and Ike's involvement in the war. Had they fought, and if so, which side had they chosen? Despite her numerous letters to Buck, the absence of replies gnawed at her, fueling fears of abandonment or worse, the possibility of his demise in the chaos of battle. Yet, amidst the uncertainty and the fading hope of reunion, she clung desperately to the belief that someday, somehow, they would be reunited. Though the dream seemed to slip further away with each passing day, it remained a flicker of warmth in the depths of her memories.
Kaylie adjusted her corset and smoothed down her bustle, getting ready for another evening of work at the bar. With purposeful strides, she descended the creaking wooden staircase to the bustling saloon below. While she wasn't among the ladies working in the brothel upstairs, she took pride in her role serving clients downstairs, knowing it meant the chance to earn extra money.
“You look awful purty tonight Kaylie.”
Kaylie swiftly swatted the older man's hand away from her arm, her expression shifting to one of stern admonishment as she silently warned him against any further familiarity. “I ain’t one of the girls Russ, and you know it.” She smiled through gritted teeth.
“Oh Sweetheart, I’m just hoping’ someday you’ll change yer mind. It sure is a shame.”
Kaylie was acutely aware of his wandering gaze, tracking the path of his eyes as they roamed her body. She didn't object to his visual explorations, so long as they remained confined to mere observation. Among the patrons, Russ and a few others were familiar faces, their occasional outbursts manageable.
She busied herself cleaning the tables and restocking the glasses to the bar. She liked working, it kept her mind from wandering too much. It wasn’t until another touch on her arm brought her out of her reverie.
For years, Kaylie hadn't spared much thought for her uncle. She had briefly pondered his fate during the war, assuming he'd likely managed to steer clear of direct combat. Yet, despite her fleeting wishes for his demise, the mere thought still hardened her heart. Now, as he stood beside her, his touch sending a shiver down her spine, the same fear she had experienced as a child engulfed her once more, paralyzing her with his grip.
Chapter 9
Cimarron, Kansas
February 1866
Calliope noticed almost the moment the young woman had been cornered by the stranger. All the locals knew better than to mess with the girl however, the  brothel's madam remained particularly vigilant whenever the stagecoach brought transient individuals passing through town, always ready to intervene at the first sign of trouble.
At first sight, Calliope wouldn't have suspected this stranger to pose any trouble. He possessed a striking handsomeness, almost beyond what seemed fair for one man to possess. His hair, was a rich shade of almost black, with subtle undertones of warming brown. His eyes, a mesmerizing blend of blue and grey, seemed to beckon one to embark on an imaginary voyage around the world within their depths. She estimated his age to be around thirty-five, aligning with her own. Several of the girls gravitated to him, drawn by the allure of his apparent wealth he exuded. He wasn’t the first man to seek Kaylie out in this den of depravity.
“Darlin’,” Calliope rested her lace gloved hand on the man’s shoulder and gently removed his hand from the girl's arm. “This one ain’t on the menu.”
Kaylie took the brief moment and sprinted up the staircase, her heart beating hard in her chest she quickly locked the door behind her. She didn’t have that many belongings but she tossed everything she owned into a bag and threw her coat on over her dress. She jumped when she heard the knock at the door and she sat completely silent and waited. She could almost hear her heart beating.
Another loud knock on the door.
“Kaylie are you alright honey?”
Kaylie exhaled a sigh of relief as she recognized the comforting southern drawl in Calliope's voice. Swiftly, she unlocked the door and ushered her friend inside, ensuring its security by promptly locking it behind her.
“What is going on darling?” She noticed the jacket around Kaylie and bag in her hands. “He’s just a wandering passin’ through town.”
“No, no,” Kaylie grabbed her letters and shoved them in her pocket. “You don’t understand.”
“Do you know this man?”
“You wouldn’t understand.” 
She looked out the window at her options of escape. When she first found work at the saloon, she practiced near every night getting down off the building from the second floor, but it had been almost a year since she tried. Her hands were shaking with the realization she was going to need to traverse the balcony.
“Kaylie, tell me what’s wrong honey.” Calliope sat on the edge of the bed trying to comfort her.
“He’s my uncle,” Kaylie looked at her with a pained expression on her face. “I have to leave.”
Calliope reached into her pocket and pulled out a handful of cash. “You take this.”
“Cal, I can’t accept this.” She shook her head. “I can’t repay you.”
“Sweet girl you just take that money and you find that man you talk about all the time. Make a good life for yourself.”
“Why?” She looked at her curiously.
“Because I DO understand.” Calliope shoved the bills into the bodice of Kaylie’s corset.
“Thank you! So much!” Kaylie hugged her.
“Get on out of here.” Calliope quickly wiped a tear away. “I’ll try my best to keep him preoccupied.”
Kaylie pressed a kiss to her friend's cheek before clutching her bag tightly and slipping out through the window onto the balcony. In the six years she had known the woman, she had never seen her cry, even last summer when she had been shot in the shoulder.
Carefully Kaylie held fast to the railing and slid down the roof to the first floor. Taking refuge in the alley and staying in the shadows she quickly made her way towards the stage coach. Before she could decide whether to board the stagecoach or await another means of leaving town, Kaylie suddenly felt her body being pinned to the wall. She looked up and saw her uncle staring down at her.
“Took me a while to find you sweetheart.” He  and kissed her cheek and drew in a long breath, taking in her scent. “You have been a very busy girl.”
“Conner you’re hurting me.” She struggled against his grip.
“Stop resisting.” He held her tightly with one hand and ran his other hand down her side. “Take my hand.”
Kaylie took his hand reluctantly and walked towards the hotel with him. She noticed a couple bottles sitting on a barrel along the boardwalk. As they walked by them, her free hand darted out and grabbed one of the bottles. Before he realized what was happening, she hit him as hard as she could over the head.
She watched him stagger backward, clutching his face as blood streamed from his temple. Without hesitation, she turned and sprinted down the street, veering into the wooded area at the town's edge.
Concealing herself among the leaves, in the hallow on the towns edge Kaylie waited until dawn before cautiously making her way to the blacksmith’s. Realizing that walking to the next town was impractical given the distance, Kaylie contemplated an alternative. Recalling the kindness of the blacksmith, she pondered whether he might be willing to lend her his buckboard, especially if she offered compensation.
Chapter 10
Just west of Topeka, Kansas
February 1866
Kaylie yawned wearily, shifting uncomfortably in her cramped seat. Hours had passed since the coach departed, each minute feeling like an eternity in the confined space. Among her fellow travelers were four men, two women, a young child of about five years old, and herself. Despite the discomfort, Kaylie found solace by the window, relishing the view it provided and the opportunity to be alone with her thoughts.
Seven years had elapsed since she last laid eyes on him, and five since the arrival of any correspondence. Similarly, it had been just as long since she heard from Ike. Kaylie harbored a glimmer of hope that the absence of letters stemmed from her relocation and the tumultuous circumstances in his life, rather than his forgetfulness, or worse, his demise. Regardless, she knew that soon she would have her answer.
A loud, piercing shot shattered the stillness, snapping Kaylie out of her daydreams and thrusting her into the harsh grip of reality. Her gaze snapped to the scene unfolding outside the coach window: a group of four, perhaps five, men were attempting to halt the coach's progress. The driver's shouts mingled with the panicked whinnies of the horses as they surged forward, the coach swerving sharply in response to the threat.
Kaylie's knuckles whitened as she clenched the seat with one hand and gripped the window's edge with the other, her heart pounding. Peering out tentatively, she ducked swiftly as a bullet whizzed past, striking the coach's roof. The screams of her fellow passengers reverberated in her ears, drowning out all other sound. Amidst the chaos, a man's voice pierced through, ordering her to get down on the floor. Before she could react, strong hands seized her roughly, yanking her down into the cramped confines of the coach.
In the whirlwind of chaos, time seemed to warp, each event unfolding with a sense of slow motion. Lying on the floor of the coach, Kaylie felt a strange sensation of weightlessness, as if she were suspended in mid-air. Yet, a sudden jolt of awareness shattered the illusion: the stagecoach had overturned, and she was not floating but had been flung from its confines altogether.
Lying in the ravine several yards behind and below where the coach had overturned, Kaylie's consciousness ebbed and flowed, caught between fleeting moments of clarity and enveloping darkness. Amidst the distant echoes of screams and gunfire, she felt disconnected, as if it were just a bad dream that she would eventually wake from. Gradually, the daylight faded, yielding to the encroaching embrace of darkness.
Chapter 11
 Just west of Topeka, Kansas
February 1866
With shallow breaths, Kaylie's eyelids fluttered open, revealing the stark brilliance of the night sky above her. Wincing in pain as she attempted to sit up, questions flooded her mind. Where was she? Why was she alone in the night? Frowning, she strained to recall the events that led her to this solitary moment under the vast expanse of stars.
Her thoughts were abruptly halted by the murmur of voices nearby. Summoning every ounce of strength, she pushed through the pain, first forcing her strained muscles to sit up, then to crawl, and finally to stand. With unsteady steps, she staggered towards the flickering glow of a campfire ahead. The tantalizing aroma of food wafted towards her, causing her stomach to growl involuntarily.
Weak and battered, Kaylie prayed silently that these men would be kind and offer her help. Normally  she would have been too distrustful of strangers, however, in her current state, devoid of food and rest, she wasn't sure if she would survive the night without assistance.
The deafening silence shattered as Kaylie's foot inadvertently snapped a tree branch near the camp. Instantly, five pairs of eyes locked onto her, each figure brandishing a drawn gun. Frozen in place, Kaylie stood perfectly still, as if hoping her immobility would render her invisible. In truth, she was simply unable to move, paralyzed by the weight of the moment.
“Ma’am.” A man brandishing a large silver star on his shirt took her by the hand and led her to the camp fire and sat her down. “Ma’am are you alright?”
Kaylie's gaze shifted blankly towards the man addressing her before returning to the flickering flames of the fire, her expression unreadable.
“Boys, get her some food.” the man instructed.
Kaylie sat in silence, devouring the food placed before her with haste. She scarcely registered what she was eating, nor could she discern its taste she ate so quickly.
“You’re a hungry little thing aren’t ya?” The Marshall smiled and handed her another bowl of beans.
“Sorry, I guess I was.” She blushed.
“I’m Marshall Tucker.” He introduced himself. “What’s your name?”
“I—” She frowned and thought for a moment then thought harder. “I, I’m not sure.”
“Not sure?”
“I don't remember,” she replied quietly between bites of stew as she contimplated what her name was.
“What's that you got there?”the Marshal pointed to her side satchel.
Kaylie reached beneath her corset, unfastening the small bag from the chain, and handed it over to the Marshal, her attention still fixed on the warm meal sitting before her. Her mind felt like a muddled expanse, thoughts swirling and colliding in a chaotic jumble.
“Well, these letters here say you are Kaylie Winters.” the Marshal remarked, studying the contents of the satchel.
“Kaylie—” she repeated her name slowly, letting it sink in.
“Maam, do you remember being on that stagecoach?" the Marshal inquired.
“No," she replied simply.
“What do you remember?”
“Waking up over there.” she gestured. “I was hungry and cold. I heard voices over here so I followed them.”
Part three - Wings of Salvation
Chapter 12
Abilene, Kansas
April 1866
Kaylie's stay in Salina, Kansas stretched over two months, during which she found refuge with Marshal Tucker and his family, dedicating herself to her recovery. Despite their hospitality, the local doctor's prognosis offered little reassurance. He solemnly explained that she had suffered some form of damage, the full extent of which remained uncertain. It could lead to either temporary or permanent memory loss, with only time holding the key to whether she would reclaim her lost memories.
Despite the kindness of the townsfolk and the warm hospitality of the Tuckers, Kaylie felt an urgent need to uncover the truth about her past and her identity. With only one lead to follow—the sender of the letters she carried—she resolved to embark on a journey to Abilene, Kansas, in search of a man named Buck Cross. The words penned in his letters had stirred something within her, a connection that hinted at deep affection between them.
Standing at the edge of the ranch where he had worked, her hands trembled with anticipation. She couldn't ignore the passage of time since those letters were written; many years had slipped away.
Questions flooded her mind. Had they argued? Had they grown apart? Had he perished in the war? Perhaps she had lost some of the letters, but whatever the reason, she hoped this man could shed light on the missing years. Did she have any family? What had her life been like before? These questions weighed heavily on her as she prepared to confront the unknown.
“Miss? Can I help you?” A tall stranger called out when he saw the young woman walking towards the house.
“Hello.” Kaylie greeted the man warmly. “I'm looking for Buck Cross.”
“I haven't heard that name in a few years now.” The man replied with a fond smile, tipping his hat and riding his horse closer to her. “Buck ain’t worked here for years.”
“He doesn't?” Kaylie's heart sank at the news.
“No, ma'am. Him and that quiet fella, they went to work for the Pony Express, I believe.”
“The Pony Express?” Kaylie repeated, trying to process the information.
Kaylie excused herself and retraced her steps down the pathway to where she had tethered her horse. The news from the man left her feeling more defeated than ever. Despite her best efforts to remain hopeful, the uncertainty and unknown weighed heavily in her heart. 
Chapter 13
Rock Creek, Nebraska
July 1866
Having meticulously tracked Buck down to a small town in Nebraska called Rock Creek, Kaylie found herself facing yet another uncertainty. She hadn't located Buck himself, but rather a friend of his. With her funds dwindling from Kaylie felt the pressure mounting. She couldn't afford to continue her quest indefinitely. The looming necessity of finding employment added urgency to her search. She prayed fervently that this lead wouldn't turn out to be another dead end.
She had written the Mayor of St. Joseph, Missouri in hopes to retain information about the former Pony Express. Upon receiving correspondence back from Mr. Penick, though not very informative he was able to pointed her in the direction of Rock Creek, Nebraska. 
Images of a grand estate flooded Kaylie's mind, memories of frolicking in expansive gardens and horseback riding across vast fields. She could almost feel the gentle breeze against her skin. Vivid recollections of wearing beautiful dresses and indulging in afternoon teas danced before her eyes, each memory accompanied by the warm smile of an old woman, a figure from her past that held a special place in her heart.
Putting on the nicest dress she owned, Kaylie frowned at her reflection in the mirror. Her long auburn curls cascaded around her shoulders. Doubts crept in as she pondered whether she would ever live up to the expectations set by these elusive dreams, questioning their authenticity and grappling with the uncertainty of their origins.
She took a deep breath, reminding herself of how far she had come. She needed to uncover the truth about her past. Besides, the man who had written those heartfelt letters wouldn't care if she was a little older, a little rough around the edges. She squared her shoulders, determined to face whatever lay ahead with courage.
She walked through the small town towards the sheriff’s station. Her heart beating faster with every step. Having met Buck's friend, Mr. Hickok, the day before, she trusted that he would relay her message to his friend. The mere thought that he might be here, in this very town, filled her with a sense of overwhelming excitement. This was no longer just a possibility or a wild hope—it was a tangible reality. Finally, after so much uncertainty and searching, she was on the brink of getting the answers she had been yearning for.
“Good morning Mr. Hickok.” Kaylie smiled nervously.
“He’s not here yet.” Jimmy glanced up at her.
“How are you today?” She ignored his sour demeanor.
“Busy.”
“Apparently.” She smirked looking around the empty jail cells. “How long have you and Buck been friends?”
“A while.”
Jimmy raised an eyebrow at Kaylie as he leaned casually against the desk. His suspicions had been piqued when she first arrived in town the day before, inquiring about Buck. Mentioning her name to his friend, Buck seemed to recognize her, yet he remained tight-lipped about their connection.
Hickok sighed deeply, his brow furrowing in concern. It wasn't uncommon for Buck to be secretive, particularly when it came to matters involving women. However, he couldn't shake the nagging worry that Kaylie might be another one of the soul-draining types that Buck seemed to attract all too often.
“How do you know Buck?” Jimmy inquired, his tone probing.
“We're old friends.” Kaylie replied nonchalantly.
“Kaylie!” Buck's voice cut through the tension as he rushed into the room, sweeping her up in a tight hug and twirling her around several times before setting her down.
“Hi.” Kaylie said, taking a step back and offering a nervous smile. “Buck—”
“Sorry,” Buck interjected, swallowing hard and clenching his jaw as his defenses immediately flew up. “I know it's been years. I shouldn't have... I'm sorry.”
A mix of emotions churned within him as he berated himself for not recognizing Kaylie as the woman she had become, rather than the young girl he once knew and loved. What had her life been like during their time apart? How could he have been so impetuous in his actions? These questions weighed heavily on his mind as they stepped outside.
As Buck contemplated heading to the restaurant in town, he reconsidered, opting instead for the extra travel to his home. It offered more privacy, away from prying eyes and ears. Glancing over his shoulder at Jimmy, whose eyes hadn't left his back since they walked out of the jailhouse, Buck reaffirmed his decision.
“Is something wrong?” She looked up at him with a hurt confused look in her eyes.
“No, I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable in there.”
“You surprised me.” She reached out, gently touching his arm to pause him mid-sentence. Her gaze searched his face intently, hoping to find some flicker of recognition in his eyes. Despite her earlier musings about what he might look like, the man standing before her now was not what she had envisioned. “That's all.”
“Can you ride?” Buck glanced over to where he had tethered a pair of horses.
Nodding in affirmation, Kaylie accepted his assistance onto the horse. With a swift motion, Buck mounted the other horse and led them out of town. As they rode, Kaylie stole glimpses of him, trying to etch his image into her memory. Though she longed for a sense of recognition that eluded her, there was a strange familiarity to his features. It was as if, for the first time in a long while, she could exhale fully.
“Go on in and make yourself at home.” Buck motioned to the house. “I’m just going to take the horses into the stable.”
Kaylie walked along the porch, inhaling the sweet fragrance of the blooming roses. The scent stirred a sense of familiarity within her, almost as if she could place it. She plucked one of the flowers and held it delicately in her hand, tracing the soft petals with her fingertips in an effort to jog her memory. However, despite her best efforts, the elusive memory remained just out of reach.
“Kaylie?”
“These roses.” She whispered and looked up at him with a smile on her lips.
“I planted them for you.” He said huskily. “When I went back to the Crossroads for you. I took some of the rose seeds from the bushes you loved.”
“You came back for me?” She looked up at him questioningly.
“You weren’t there.” His tone was flat and hard to read.
“Buck,” Kaylie snapped out of her trance-like recollection, her tone serious. “I had an accident a while ago. I don't remember much before then.”
“I don't understand.” Buck replied, his brow furrowing in concern.
“The doctor wasn't sure if it's temporary or permanent," Kaylie continued, her voice tinged with frustration. "I wouldn't even know my name if it weren't for the letters I had in my bag.” She handed him the well-worn letters she carried with her.
“You don't remember me?” Buck asked softly.
“No,” Kaylie replied, her voice barely above a whisper as she bit her lip softly. “I want to. I read these letters, and I feel like I know you through them, but I don't even know who I am.”
“That's why you looked at me like I was a stranger in town.” Buck realized, his expression softening.
Chapter 14
Rock Creek, Nebraska
July 1866
“So what exactly is going on with you two?” Hickok asked suspiciously as Buck leaned against the doorway.
“I told you, she’s an old friend and we are just spending time together.”
“You haven’t seen the sun set in two weeks without that woman.” Jimmy looked at him seriously. “I just want to make sure you know what you are doing.”
“I’m a big boy.”
“Uh huh.”
“Morning Deputy.” Kaylie smiled at Hickok as she took Buck’s hand in hers before standing on her toes giving him a chaste kiss on the cheek.
Buck lifted Kaylie onto a horse and handed her the reins, then mounted his own steed as he led her out of town. He knew his friend’s heart was in the right place. They had spent almost every moment together, talking about their shared past, their memories of growing up at the mission.
While Buck shared vivid details of his childhood, Kaylie's recollections were scant, and what she did remember often troubled her deeply. Together, they agreed that if she couldn't recall certain aspects of her past, it was perhaps better to leave them buried. With each passing day, their bond grew stronger.
In the week prior, Buck had shared the news of Ike's passing. Throughout their conversations since, he had recounted fond memories from their time at the mission school, hoping to stir Kaylie's dormant memories. He understood the special bond she shared with Ike, and confiding in her about his loss provided a small measure of solace amidst his grief. 
Buck tied the horses near the stream and laid a blanket under a sprawling tree, motioning for Kaylie to sit. As she unpacked the basket, he tended to the horses with practiced care, then paused to pluck a few wildflowers from the nearby meadow. Making his way back to where he found her, he approached quietly, handing her the delicate blooms before sitting down across from her.
“Thank you.” She grasped them and smelled their sweet scent.
Buck reclined on his side, propped up by one arm, as he watched Kaylie with a soft smile playing on his lips. Her laughter filled the air as she popped a fresh strawberry into her mouth, her warm brown eyes twinkling with joy. As they ate, he told her about his experiences after the war and his eventual settlement in Rock Creek.
Buck recounted tales of his time scouting for the army, vividly describing the rugged landscapes and daring adventures he had experienced. With each word, he hoped to offer Kaylie a glimpse into the life he had lived, sharing the excitement and challenges he had faced along the way.
“Buck?” Kaylie ran her fingers through his long hair as he rested his head on her legs as he lay on his back relaxing.
“Mhmm.”
“What’s this?” She touched his earring delicately.
“It’s just an earring.” Buck tested her.
“No, no this is familiar.” She scrunched her eyebrows up and tried to picture it in her mind.
“Is it?” Buck asked.
“It looks like bones of an animal.”
Buck's fingers gently twirled a strand of Kaylie's hair as she probed gently.
“You're not telling me?” she asked, sensing his reluctance.
“You'll remember in time.” Buck replied softly, evading her question with a faint smile.
“Buck how am I suppose to remember if you don’t help me.”
“You’ll remember.” He said confidently. “If I just tell you, it’s my memory not yours.”
Buck felt a surge of desire wash over him. He longed to take her into his arms and lose himself in the sweetness of her lips, but he hesitated. Despite the undeniable connection between them, he couldn't shake the fear of misinterpreting her signals. He wanted to be certain that her memories were her own, her feelings were current and born from her own desires. Not simply a reflection of his own longing. Resolved to tread carefully, he restrained his impulses.
“Why did you never marry?”
Buck chuckled softly at Kaylie's innocent yet probing question, recognizing the familiar curiosity in her eyes. Despite her memory loss, she still possessed the same inquisitive spirit he had always admired.
“I just never found the right woman.” He explained simply.
“Where there many?” Kaylie’s eyes searched his. “Other women?”
“Hardly.” He couldn’t help but laugh at her wide-eyed innocence. 
“I'm sorry." She laughed nervously. “I didn't mean to be so direct.”
Kaylie's apology was met with a gentle smile from Buck, who reached out to gently brush a strand of hair from her face.As Kaylie's lips parted slightly and she leaned forward, Buck felt his heart race with anticipation. With a tender touch, he tangled his fingers in her long curls, cradling her neck gently and pulling her closer to him. Closing the distance between them, their breath mingled as just out of reach he paused and took a steady breath.
“Kaylie, I don’t want to rush—”




Before he could finish his thoughts, Kaylie moved forward with such suddenness that it nearly took his breath away. Her lips pressed against his, he felt her warm breath against his skin, igniting a fire within him. 
Chapter 15
Rock Creek, Nebraska 
September 1866
“So tonight’s the night huh?” Hickok glanced at the ring that Buck proudly shined for what seemed like the hundredth time before carefully tucking it back into its velvet pouch.
“Sure is.”
“It’s only been a couple months.” He reminded his friend.
“I’ve known her for most of my life.” Buck smiled. “We’ve just been apart for a while.”
“But her brain is all scrambled.”
“Hickok.” Buck warned.
“Sorry.” Hickok said sincerely. “I really hope she’s the one for you. You know that.”
“She is.” He smiled widely.
“Speak of the—” Hickok cleared his throat then smiled. “Angel.”
“Well Mr. Hickok, it’s lovely to see you this evening.”
“Miss. Winters.” He tipped his hat with respect.
“You look beautiful.” Buck smiled broadly. 
“Thank you.”
Buck extended his arm, and Kaylie wrapped hers around his tightly, looking up at him with adoration shining in her eyes. Even the ever-skeptical James Hickok couldn't deny the love radiating from her face.
The moment Kaylie stepped into the elegant restaurant, a wave of unease washed over her. She had been experiencing strange dreams more frequently lately, and as she walked into the warmly decorated dining room, a sudden flash of memory pierced through her mind.
“How was your dinner?” Buck inquired, noticing Kaylie's somber and quiet demeanor throughout the meal. 
“It was wonderful.” Kaylie replied with a forced smile. 
“Are you alright?” Concern flickered in Buck's eyes as he reached for her hand. 
Buck expressed his gratitude to the restaurant owner and took care of the bill. As they walked hand in hand along the boardwalk, he paused for a moment, stopping under a lamppost to gaze at her. The soft glow of the light illuminated her features, casting a gentle radiance that made her even more captivating in his eyes.
“Are you going to tell me what was bothering you in there?”
“I'm sorry I was so distracted.” Kaylie began. “I think I'm remembering things but it's just tiny glimpses.”
“That's great news!" He squeezed her hand.
“I don't think they are good memories,” Kaylie confessed, shaking her head. “I keep having these dreams of a large house, an older lady. I think she's my grandmother, and I just don't feel right. Something just doesn't feel right.”
“Want to take a ride?” Buck asked gently, pulling her close. 
Silently Kaylie replied with a nod and a soft smile. Buck lifted her onto his horse with practiced ease before mounting behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist protectively. Though he didn't have a specific destination in mind, he trusted that something would come to him. As they rode, memories pricked his mind, and he recalled a perfect hill overlooking a valley where they could watch the sunset. With a burst of determination, he urged the horse forward, hoping they would make it in time.
The hill was as picturesque as he remembered.With minutes to spare, Buck spread a blanket on the ground, as they settled together they arrived just as the sun began its descent.  As the sky painted itself in vibrant shades of orange and pink, Buck felt a surge of courage welling up inside him. This moment, bathed in the warmth of the fading light, felt like the perfect opportunity.
“Kaylie, there's something we never got around to talking about when we were younger.” Buck began, his voice gentle as he wrapped an arm around her.
“Hmmm?” Kaylie nestled into his side.
“Before I left Crossroads, I promised you something.” Buck continued, his gaze softening as he recalled their past. “I told you I would come back for you, and we would get a house, a ranch, and get married.”
“Mhmm,”
“And do you remember what you said to me?” Buck asked, his eyes searching hers.
“No." Kaylie admitted, shaking her head slightly and looked up to meet his gaze.
“You told me I needed to think of a last name because I needed a last name to marry you.” Buck revealed, a fond smile playing on his lips. “And I chose Cross because it was where we met.”
Kaylie's eyes widened with realization as a smile spread across her face. “Yes, it was.” she agreed with a whisper, her heart fluttering with warmth.
“Now, I have the house, the ranch, and the last name.” Buck declared, his voice filled with sincerity as he reached into his pocket and produced a ring. With a determined look, he lowered himself onto one knee. “Will you give me your answer?” He asked.
As Buck knelt before her, holding out the ring, Kaylie's heart raced with a whirlwind of emotions. She blinked several times, unable to believe her eyes. Her hands trembled as she covered her face with her palms, overcome with a flood of tears that filled her eyes. 
As Kaylie flung her arms around him, knocking him over with the force of her embrace, any of Buck's uncertainty melted away, replaced by a surge of happiness He held her tightly, feeling her warmth and hearing her muffled sobs of joy against his chest.
“Does this mean yes?” Buck asked between her fevered kisses.
“Yes!” She jumped as lightening flashed across the sky. “Of course yes!”
As the rain began to pour down on them, Buck swiftly pulled Kaylie to her feet, concern etched on his face as he glanced over the valley at the ominous clouds looming above. He knew they might soon be caught in a torrential downpour, and he wasn't willing to take any chances with Kaylie's safety. She wasn't an experienced rider, and her attire was ill-suited for the worsening weather.
Wrapping his coat tightly around her shivering frame, before setting her on the horse. He made a quick decision and mounted behind her nudging the horse forward. He led Kaylie towards an abandoned cabin a few miles north, determined to find shelter before the storm grew fiercer. With each step, he shielded her from the rain, his protective instincts kicking into high gear as he focused on getting them to safety.
As they sought refuge in the cabin, Buck couldn't help but chastise himself for not noticing the weather moving in sooner. He had been so lost in his own thoughts, oblivious to the impending storm. Now, both he and Kaylie were stranded, at risk of falling ill from the harsh conditions. However, he felt a glimmer of relief when they found firewood left behind by the cabin's previous occupant.
Buck wasted no time in tending to the fire, skillfully coaxing it into a roaring blaze that filled the cabin with warmth. Within an hour, the once chilly interior had transformed into a cozy retreat from the storm raging outside.
For the next few hours Buck entertained Kaylie with stories of his adventures with Ike during their time with the Pony Express. He spoke animatedly, recounting tales of daring rides and narrow escapes, doing his best to keep his mind off the fact that Kaylie sat mere inches away from him, clad in a thin chemise that seemed almost too small for her shapely frame.
“I remember sharing fruit with him.” Kaylie said, her eyes widening as a memory surfaced.
Buck smiled and nodded. “Yeah, I think that's how the two of you became friends. I'm not really certain.”
“So Ike and I were friends first?” Kaylie asked, seeking clarification.
“Yeah.” Buck admitted, a hint of embarrassment crossing his features. “I wasn't very nice at first.”
“Surely you tease!” Kaylie's mouth dropped open in disbelief.
“I was a very defensive young man, and you were—” Buck paused in correction, tracing his fingertip down the side of Kaylie's face. “Are, very beautiful.”
“So how did we become friends?” Kaylie smiled up at him.
"You were persistent.” Buck replied with a fond smile.
“Me? That's hard to imagine.” Kaylie laughed teasingly.
“Persistent to the point of being obnoxious," Buck chuckled.
“Oh really?” Kaylie's eyes sparkled mischievously as she crept closer, planting kisses along his neck and up to his earlobes.
“Kaylie, what are you doing?” Buck groaned, caught off guard by her sudden affectionate gestures.
Kaylie's playful tone sent shivers down Buck's spine as she whispered, “Being obnoxious” into his ear.
With a playful grin, she pushed him down until he was lying on his back. Buck's breath caught in his throat as she continued to shower him with kisses. Each soft touch of her finger tips sent waves of pleasure coursing through him, igniting a fire of desire that burned hotter with every passing moment.
When she heard the soft moan escape his lips a jolt of electricity ran through her body when his hands ran up her legs and circled her waist. Buck grabbed her and flipped her on her back and knelt between her legs as she looked up at him, longingly.
Despite the overwhelming desire coursing through him, Buck exercised every ounce of restraint he possessed, resisting the urge to surrender to the moment and take Kaylie right then and there. Though he had not bedded many women, he possessed more experience than he assumed she had, and he felt a sobering protectiveness towards her.
“You don’t know what you are doing.” Buck whispered pulling back slightly giving them both time to reconsider their actions.
“I know exactly what I’m doing.” Kaylie shocked herself at her own brazenness. Though she didn’t remember much of her life, she was pretty sure this wasn’t something she was practiced in.
“Kaylie,”
She looked up at him and bit her lower lip as she trailed her fingertips down his abdomen and lingered at the top of his breeches. 
“This is a line, once you cross—” he stopped her meandering hands.
“We’re to be married.” She reminded him.
With Kaylie's playful giggle echoing in the air, Buck needed no further encouragement. He eagerly seized the hem of her chemise and pulled it over her head in one swift motion, his desire burning fiercely as they lay bare before each other in the warm glow of the firelight. In the intimate embrace of the night, they explored each other's bodies with tenderness.
As they surrendered to the undeniable pull between them, their love ignited like wildfire, consuming them. They made love well into the night, their fervent whispers and tender caresses echoing in the stillness. And as the flames of desire finally began to ebb, they lay entwined in each other's arms, their hearts beating as one, content in the knowledge that they had found each other.
Chapter 16
Rock Creek, Nebraska 
December 1866
As Conner watched Kaylie stroll down the street, unaware of his presence, a sinister grin spread across his face. It had taken him considerable effort to track her down, but now that he had found her, his meticulous planning was about to pay off. This time, bringing her home would be effortless.
He knew that Kaylie had no memories of her past, a fact that worked in his favor. She wouldn't recognize him, allowing him to manipulate her into believing whatever version of events he concocted. It was the perfect opportunity to create a new life, one that would ensure his control over her.
However, time was of the essence. Rumors had reached him that Kaylie was engaged to a local rancher, and he couldn't afford to let his window of opportunity slip away. If he wanted to execute his plan successfully, he needed to act swiftly, before Kaylie tied the knot with her unsuspecting fiancé.
Conner drained the last of his whisky, relishing the taste of anticipation on his tongue. The stage was set, and he was ready to play his part in shaping Kaylie's destiny to his liking.
Chapter 17
Rock Creek, Nebraska 
December 1866
As Jimmy studied the missing person report and the accompanying documents brought by Parker Johnston, a sense of unease settled over him. Despite the seemingly legitimate paperwork, something about the situation didn't sit right with him.
“What did you say your name was again?” Jimmy's tone was cautious, his eyes narrowing as he scrutinized the steely blue eyes of the stranger.
“Parker Johnston.” came the prompt reply, accompanied by a smile that seemed a touch too eager.
Jimmy's frown deepened. “Mr. Johnston, I have seen your wife. I'll bring her to town tonight.”
The genuine happiness that spread across Parker's face at Jimmy's words sent a chill down his spine. There was something off about the man's reaction, something that set off alarm bells in Jimmy's mind. It wasn’t just the fact he was going to break the heart of his good friend, but there was something truly unnerving about this man.
“Yeah, give me a couple hours.” Jimmy added, his mind racing as he contemplated his next move.
Kaylie had been staying at the hotel in town, but Hickok didn't bother to check there, knowing that most days she spent at Buck's ranch. As he rode out of town, a heavy weight settled in his chest. He couldn't shake the feeling of unease that gnawed at him. The truth had to be told, regardless of the pain it would inevitably bring. Kaylie deserved to know the reality of her situation, and Buck deserved to hear it from someone he trusted. 
With a heavy heart, Jimmy dismounted his horse and made his way towards the ranch house. He steeled himself for the difficult task ahead.
“Afternoon Jimmy.” Buck waved to him from the corral. “What brings you out here?”
“New stallion?” Jimmy returned Buck's wave with a forced smile, his mind preoccupied with the weight of the news he bore.
“Isn’t he magnificent?” Kaylie smiled and watched the wild horse run around the coral. “His name is Nodin. It means Wind.”
As he watched Kaylie admire the magnificent stallion, a pang of sadness gripped his heart. How could he disrupt their happiness with the truth he carried?
“Have you ridden him yet?” Hickok looked over at Buck.”
“Not yet.” He smiled. “I can mount him, but it all goes to hell after that.”  Buck joked then turned seriously to his friend. “This a social call? Hope I’m not in trouble with the law?”
“Wish it was that easy.” Jimmy responded, his tone grave as he glanced between Kaylie and Buck. "Does the name Parker Johnston sound familiar to you at all?" 
Kaylie furrowed her brow, trying to recall any connection to the name. “No—”
“He's claiming you're his wife, Kaylie. And he's got paperwork to back it up."
Kaylie's eyes widened in shock, her hand instinctively reaching for Buck's arm for support. 
Chapter 18
Rock Creek, Nebraska 
January 1867
Kaylie stood frozen as Jimmy, Buck and the stranger named Parker discussed her. Their words seamed underwater as she tried to focus on what was being said.
“I'm sorry it took me so long to find you, darling.” Conner said, his arm encircling Kaylie's shoulders. "Once we get home, you'll feel better though. I'm sure everything will come back to you.”
“No, I don’t.” Her eyes darted from him to Buck, then to Jimmy. “No, this isn’t right.”
“Once we get home.” He encircled her waist and pulled her towards the door.
As Kaylie was led down the boardwalk, her eyes flew to Buck instantly. Meeting her gaze, Buck quickly signed to her. He hadn’t thought of it, but somehow it came naturally. He didn’t realize until he saw the recognition in her eyes. She remembered.
Buck sighed heavily and motioned to Hickok. He didn’t know what this Parker guy was up to, but it was definitely no good, that was for sure.
“I’m sorry Buck. I truly am.”
“That’s not her husband.” Buck stated.
“Buck, I checked all the papers, they are all official.”
“When were they married?”
“Three years ago.”
“He’s a liar.”
“Buck, don’t do this to yourself.”
“You can’t let him leave with her! I’m telling you that man is not married to her.”
“You need to give me proof that he’s not her husband not just your say so because you are in love with her.” Jimmy sighed.
“She was untouched.” Buck said quietly. “He can’t be her husband of three years.”
Jimmy shook his head. He knew that was a very personal omission for Buck to give up and he wouldn’t have done so lightly. He thought on it for a moment.
“Kaylie told me in confidence when we were kids that her uncle had done thigns to her. She was just a child then. That was why she ran away, it’s how she ended up at the mission school. I don't know how much of it is true or how much is childhood fear, but with that history, you cannot let that man leave with her. I won't let him!” Buck's voice rose with urgency as he spoke.
“I hope I don’t regret this.” Jimmy exhaled loudly and raced out to catch the pair walking towards the hotel. “Mr. Johnston! Sorry I forgot to mention. I can’t let you take her out of town limits.”
“I've shown you all the necessary paperwork, more than necessary." he insisted defensively holding Kaylie tightly to his side. “She's my wife.”
“Well, you see, because she ain't playin' with a full deck.” Hickok began, his voice steady but firm. “We need to conduct further investigatory work to ensure her safety and well-being. Given the circumstances, it's crucial that we proceed with caution.” He glanced at Kaylie, his expression softening with concern. “We're here to protect her interests, Mr. Johnston, just as we would for anyone in her situation.”
“Well we will be staying at the hotel where you can find us then.” He grabbed Kaylie’s arm and dragged her from the towards the hotel.
“Further investigatory work?” Despite the seriousness of the situation, Buck looked at his friend with amusement.
“Like that one?” Hickok smiled.
“Sound like a real Pinkerton.” Buck smiled then his countenance turned serious. “Thank you Jimmy.”
With a solemn nod, Jimmy patted his friend on the back, a silent gesture of solidarity.
Chapter 19
Rock Creek, Nebraska 
February 1867
“I’m sorry Parker. I don’t remember you.” Kaylie apologized sincerely to the man that sat across the table from her.
“It’s this town darling.” He assured her. “Once we get home, and we are with the familiar sights you will see everything will be just wonderful again.”
“I don’t love you.” She said flatly.
“You will.” He took her hand in his and smiled. “You will my dear.”
Kaylie fought the instinct to retract her hand abruptly, instead allowing it to remain in his grasp as a sense of unease settled in her stomach. She studied his face intently, searching for any flicker of recognition, however faint.
His piercing blue eyes, stark against the backdrop of his dark brown hair, seemed to bore into her, unsettling her to the core with their intense gaze. There was a familiarity there, a whisper of recognition, but whether it was genuine or merely a trick of her mind remained uncertain.
“I’m not feeling well. I think I’m going to head up to bed.” She excused herself and started walking up to her room.
“I’ll bring you a drink.” Parker opened her door and walked inside with her and shut the door behind them. He poured a glass of bourbon and while her eyes were diverted he dosed it with a touch of laudanum.  
“It’s alright.” She smiled uneasily and took a sip of the drink and frowned. “I just need some rest.”
“Take another sip it will help you sleep.”
Kaylie settled onto the edge of the bed, lifting the glass of liqour to her lips for a couple of cautious sips. The burning taste made her grimace, and she set the glass down on the nearby table. Rising to her feet, she crossed the room toward the washbowl, feeling the need to rinse away the confusion that clouded her mind. The cool water splashed against her skin, offering a brief respite from the swirling thoughts and emotions that threatened to overwhelm her.
“Go ahead and undress I’ll help you into your nightdress.”
“Really, thank you for your help. I’m fine.” She turned around and found herself in his arms.
“Here darling.”
Kaylie's attempts to swat away his hands were feeble, her movements sluggish as if she were moving through thick fog. Her mind struggled against the hazy veil of the liquor, a brief moment of clarity piercing through the fog. She remembered something, a fragment of memory hovering just out of reach, but it slipped away as quickly as it had come. Her thoughts were muddled, her senses dulled by the intoxicating effects of the drink.
He removed her dress and helped her step out of it as he left it in a pile on the floor. Kaylie winced as his rough hands squeezed her breasts, the pain jolting her momentarily from the fog of intoxication. She felt his excitement pressing against her, his touch invasive and unwelcome. Panic clawed at the edges of her consciousness, but it was as if her body refused to respond, trapped in a haze of alcohol-induced numbness.
Her mind screamed for escape as his weight pressed down on her, his hands roaming over her body with a force that made her skin crawl. She felt suffocated by his overpowering presence, her attempts to resist him were weak against his strength. His kiss was a violation, his touch a torment, and she longed for nothing more than to be free of his grasp. But the drugs dulled her senses, rendering her helpless against his advances.
“No, no, Conner no.” She murmured. “Please stop.”
Kaylie's stomach convulsed violently as she retched, the taste of bile burning her throat. Through the haze of drugs and nausea, she struggled to make sense of her surroundings, to comprehend the nightmare unfolding before her. His shouts echoed in her ears, distant and muffled, as if coming from a world other than hers. With every ounce of strength she could muster, she fought against the fog in her mind, clawing her way back to consciousness.
“Show me what my patience and devotion has bought me Kaylie.” He slapped her hard across the face as he struggled to free her from her corset.
Kaylie's head snapped to the side from the force of the blow, pain radiating through her cheek. His words cut through the haze, piercing her like a knife. Tears welled in her eyes, mixing with the bile in her mouth. She fought to stay conscious, to resist the darkness threatening to engulf her. Every fiber of her being screamed for escape, for freedom from this nightmare.
As he straddled her, Kaylie wasted no time, in her drug induced stupor she brought her knee up hard to his most sensitive spot between his legs. When he doubled over in pain, she seized the opportunity, grabbing the light off the nightstand and smashing it over his head. Hastily, she grabbed a sheet off the bed and fled the room, her chemise, pantalettes, and corset still on.
With adrenaline coursing through her veins, Kaylie stumbled out of the room, her heart pounding in her chest. She ran as fast as her weakened body would allow, fueled by sheer desperation. Her mind raced, searching for a way to escape, to find safety from the man who sought to harm her. As she fled into the night, her only thought was to put as much distance between herself and her assailant as possible, praying that she could find help before it was too late.
Draped in the sheet like a makeshift dress, Kaylie hurried through the shadows toward the Marshal's office. She was aware they kept horses in the back, and she hoped to find one there she could use to reach Buck's ranch. Despite risking the wrath of Hickok, whom she had only just won over, she knew she had to act quickly to reach Buck.
Kaylie rode like the devil himself was on her trail, covering the typical hour and a half ride in just over an hour. She knew Buck would be asleep by now, but she also knew he wouldn't mind being woken up, especially now that she had remembered everything. The struggle with Conner must have triggered the flood of memories that now rushed back to her.
A wave of relief washed over her as she spotted his house and saw him standing on the porch with a shotgun and a lantern. She didn’t even wait for the horse to come to a stop; she slid off, tripped, fell, and ended up rolling in the dirt, tangled in the sheet. Finally, she sat on her backside in her corset and undergarments at Buck’s feet.
Buck held her tightly as she cried, then carried her into the house and sat her next to the fire. “What happened? Why are you wearing your underthings?” he asked with concern etched on his face.
“It’s Conner, Parker is Conner! He lied about everything.” She shuddered.
Buck clenched his fists in anger, but he knew he needed to stay calm for Kaylie's sake. He pulled her close and stroked her hair softly as she cried. With gentle care, he carried her up to his bed, and tucked her in. He lay next to her, offering comfort as she slept fitfully.
Chapter 20
Rock Creek, Nebraska 
February 1867
“Well well well.” Conner shouted, waking both Kaylie and Buck from a deep sleep. “Look what we have here.”
Buck's jaw tightened as he assessed the situation, his mind racing with possible courses of action. He instinctively moved closer to Kaylie, his protective instincts kicking into high gear.
“Please, Conner—”
“You would rather live in squaller with your Indian lover.” Conner shook his head in disbelief. “I have done everything for you Kaylie, and I will never let you go.”
“I will never love you.” She uttered.
“I see you two little love birds and I have to say, well, it makes me a little jealous.” He nodded. “And I realize I’ve been going about this all wrong. I can’t make you love me. But, I can make you stay with me.”
The words sent a chill down Buck's spine. He knew they needed to find a way out of this, and fast. But with Conner armed and dangerous, his options were limited.
“No, Conner, please no,” She begged.
“The way I see I you have two choices my sweet.” He laughed softly. “You can live with me, and he here can live a long and happy life. Or I’ll put a bullet right through his head.”
Kaylie's heart pounded in her chest as she listened to Conner's chilling ultimatum. The weight of the decision pressed down on her like a blanket, leaving her feeling trapped. She glanced at Buck, her eyes filled with tears and desperation, silently pleading for guidance.
“Alright.” She wiped her tears and sat up gathering the bed sheet around her chemise. “But, I want a few moments. Alone.”
“No,”
“I will go with you.” She laid her terms on the table plainly. “I won’t fight you, but I need to say goodbye.”
Buck's heart sank as Kaylie's words hung in the air, heavy with resignation and sorrow. He felt a surge of frustration and anger, knowing that he couldn't protect her from the danger she faced. He waited until Conner retreated and shut the door behind them. Buck's heart pounded in his chest as he watched Kaylie's tear-stained face, her words piercing through him like a dagger. He reached out for her, his hand trembling with the intensity of his emotions.
“Kaylie, listen to me.” Buck pleaded urgently, his voice tinged with desperation, urging Kaylie to remain brave. With unwavering determination, he assured her that he would find her, no matter how long it took or what obstacles lay ahead.
“I can’t lose you, not again.” Buck held her tightly as she clung to him.
Kaylie's arms tightened around Buck, seeking solace and reassurance in his embrace. She buried her face against his chest, inhaling his familiar scent, finding comfort in his strength and presence.
"You won't lose me," She looked up at him and burst into tears. “I’ll be in your memories, and thankfully you’ll be in mine.”
Bucks heart broke as her lips found his in desperation. He could hear the door open and felt her pull away as Conner forced her out the door.
Buck watched helplessly as Kaylie was dragged away from him, torn between the agony of letting her go and the fierce determination to keep her safe. His heart shattered with every step she took away from him.
With Conner's attention focused on Kaylie's descent down the stairs, Buck seized the opportunity. In a split-second decision, he lunged for the table, grabbing his gun and pointing it at Conner with a steady hand.
"Don't move," Buck growled, his voice low and dangerous. "Let her go, now."
Conner's eyes widened in surprise, but he didn't waver. Instead, he tightened his grip on Kaylie's arm, his expression twisted with rage and desperation.
"You shoot me, and she dies," Conner spat, his voice trembling with spite. 
Buck's heart pounded with fury as he stared down the barrel of Conner's gun. Every instinct screamed at him to act, to protect Kaylie at any cost. But he knew Conner's threat was all too real. If he made a move, Kaylie's life would be in even greater danger.
Buck followed as Conner pushed Kaylie outside and onto the front porch. He watched in dread as Conner stepped closer to Kaylie, his grip tightening on the gun as he urged her to mount the horse. His eyes flickered with anticipation.
“Can we take my horse with us?” Kaylie asked suddenly, her eyes darted to Buck’s for a moment before she returned her attention to Coner.
“Good idea, we can use a fresh horse.” Conner said.
As Kaylie approached the stall, Buck held his breath, his eyes locked on her every movement. He prayed silently, hoping against hope that she had a plan, that she wouldn't put herself in harm's way. He stood powerless, there was nothing he could do at this point. If he called her bluff, Conner would kill her. If he didn’t there was a good chance that Nodin was going to trample them to death. Buck prayed harder than he had ever prayed before in his life that she would be saved.
He barely breathed. Never feeling more hopeless as he watched his beloved gingerly mounted the dangerous creature and sat bravely on his back. Noting her white knuckles as she entwined her fingers in the massive stallion’s mane and prepared to hold tightly with her legs. Conner carelessly heaved himself onto the horse’s back and as soon as the gate was opened, he gave the horse a swift kick.
Buck exhaled and waited for the worst. He watched as the massive beast bucked flinging Conner off his back the in a few seconds his giant hooves had come crashing down on the unsuspecting man. Buck tried to calm Nodin down, but he bolted from the stables with Kaylie on his back holding on for dear life.
Buck didn’t stop to check on Conner. He jumped on the nearest horse and charged after Nodin and Kaylie. He kept them in sight, his heart pounding with each stride of the horse beneath him. After about thirty minutes of hard riding, Nodin finally came to a trot, then a stop at a stream. Buck rushed to Kaylie's side, his concern evident in his eyes.
“You okay?” Buck asked, his voice tinged with worry as he dismounted and approached her.
In that moment, all the fear melted away as Kaylie flung herself into Buck's arms, holding him as if she never wanted to let go. She felt a profound sense of relief wash over her, grateful to be safe in his embrace. After a few moments, she sighed softly, her tears slowing as she reached up to pet Nodin's nose, feeling a deep connection to the wild but loyal horse who had carried her to safety.
Buck and Kaylie felt a wave of gratitude wash over them, knowing they had escaped unharmed from the clutches of danger. In that moment, with the gentle rhythm of Nodin's breathing nearby, they realized that nothing stood between them anymore. No danger lurked to destroy them, no secrets hidden away in locked memories. Kaylie closed her eyes and rested against Buck's chest, finding solace and safety in his embrace. As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting a warm glow over the  landscape, they knew they had found their sanctuary at last.
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