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Chapter One
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1878 

Nebraska Territory

Nestled midst rolling sandhills and lush grasslands, the small, humble town of Sun Valley thrived quietly, almost serenely. With a modest population of 894 residents, it was a place where everyone knew each other, where neighbors nudged their children outside to play on the sun-baked lawns and waved to strangers that passed by. The town’s charm was underscored by its simplicity and the gentle rhythm of daily life, as if time had slowed down just enough for its people to savor every moment.
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It was the third time that Willa O’Hara rode toward the Pawnee village, where she would meet Graymoon. Possessed of a stellar physique and dark, good looks. Graymoon stood 6' 4" with brown - dark eyes and long black hair. Their secret rendezvous unfolded under the vast canopy of stars, hidden from the unforgiving eyes of the world. She was one of the most stunningly beautiful and overlooked, woman there was. Willa stood 5 ft 6 in weighed 119 lbs. She was athletic with brown eyes and dark brunette long, straight hair. Willa cherished these stolen moments; the way Graymoon’s laughter danced like the fireflies around them, the warmth of his embrace, and the sweetness of their forbidden kisses, shared only in the shadows. But the nature of their love was woven with the threads of danger—a secret that could unravel her entire life if exposed.

On that fateful day, Judge Oswald O’Hara, a man of rigid principles and unyielding authority, noticed the light in Willa’s eyes whenever she returned from her rides. He could not dismiss the hairpin turns of suspicion that flicked through his mind like the wind that rustled the leaves. Fueled by paternal protectiveness, he decided to follow her out beyond Clear Lake, his heart pounding with a mix of dread and determination. As he peered through the trees, Judge O’Hara’s face blanched when he spotted the two figures entwined in an embrace. Graymoon, the Pawnee orphan, seemed like a specter under the moonlight, innocent yet unworthy in the judge’s eyes. The sight ignited a blazing fury within him—a tempest that clouded all reason.

With dark intentions swirling like smoke in his mind, Judge O’Hara galloped back toward town, his thoughts consumed by visions of retribution. His gaze fell upon Tag Carrington, a rugged hired gunman known for his ruthless efficiency. “Tag! You’ll ride out tonight,” he commanded, his voice steely and resolute. “Bring back the Pawnee orphan. It’s time he learns the price of trespassing in my daughter’s heart.”

Tag, a man who held little loyalty to anything but gold and gunpowder, nodded with grim acceptance. As twilight deepened, he prepared for the hunt, the echo of the judge’s fury spurring him on.

Late that evening, the moon stood high and watchful, bathing the landscape in an ethereal glow. Tag rode through the tall grass, the serenity of night belied the dark purpose behind his mission. He reached the clearing where Graymoon awaited, his silhouette etched against the shimmering waters of Clear Lake, lost in anticipation of his beloved Willa.

With the precision of a rattlesnake poised to strike, Tag dismounted quietly, eyes narrowing on his target. Graymoon, unaware of the lurking danger, was lost in the daydream of Willa’s touch, the softness of her voice still echoing in his mind.

But just as Tag prepared to confront him, a flash of movement caught his eye. The shadow of doubt swirled in the air—a warning whisper against the stillness of the night. Could this be just a simple act of vengeance, or had the judge underestimated the bond between Willa and Graymoon? As the hunt began, so too did the weight of love and loyalty, and Tag felt a twinge of uncertainty grip his heart. In a world rife with prejudice and animosity, the stakes had never been higher, and every choice could set the stage for a inevitable collision of destiny.
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Tag approached Graymoon with a sneer, the dry wind of the prairie swirling dust around their feet. As tensions mounted, fists flew, and the air thickened with the promise of conflict. The brawl erupted, fierce and wild, but as quickly as it began, it was over. Tag unleashed a flurry of punches, landing several devastating blows to Graymoon’s face, each one punctuated by the unmistakable sound of flesh meeting flesh. Blood dripped down Graymoon’s face, streaking his skin like crimson paint against the backdrop of the setting sun.
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“You’re not worth spit!” Tag spat, his voice dripping with contempt. In one fluid motion, he pulled out a lasso, the rope coiling in the twilight like a serpent. With expert precision, he looped it around Graymoon’s torso, binding him tightly. The Pawnee Indian struggled against the hold, his muscles tensing, but it was futile; the more he fought, the tighter the noose became. Tag wrapped the lasso around his saddle horn, the horse snorting impatiently as it felt the sudden strain.

Without a second thought, Tag urged his horse forward. The jolt pulled Graymoon off his feet and sent him sprawling onto the unforgiving ground. Dust enveloped him as he tumbled, and Tag’s gaze flickered with a mix of triumph and cruelty. With each rough hole he found in the prairie, Graymoon was dragged mercilessly, his body bouncing painfully against the rocky terrain. The pain surged through him, but he bit his tongue, refusing to cry out.

At last, the silhouette of Sun Valley emerged on the horizon. As Tag dragged Graymoon closer to town, whispers of shock and awe began to ripple through the gathering crowd. Townsfolk emerged from their homes, eyes wide with disbelief as they witnessed the spectacle. The sun dipped low, casting long shadows that stretched ominously across the dirt road, highlighting the bruised form of Graymoon.

Finally, as Tag halted and the townspeople closed in, Graymoon forced his battered body to rise from the dust. Pain seared through his limbs, but he stood tall, his proud spirit refusing to yield. The crowd quieted, watching as he wiped the blood from his face with a ragged hand, coal-black eyes blazing with defiance.

“Do not underestimate my strength,” Graymoon spoke, his voice steady despite the agony coursing through him. The once-muted townsfolk leaned closer, captivated by the raw power of his spirit. Through the haze of defeat, their eyes glimmered with respect—a silent acknowledgment that perhaps, in this brawl, the true fight was just beginning.

Tag hollered from the streets toward the hotel, a sound that echoed against the red brick facade. The sun was dipping low, casting long shadows across the dusty ground. Judge O’Hara turned in his room, his heavy heart quickening with annoyance, and marched over to the window. Poking his head out, he squinted against the bright glow of dusk.

“I see that you brought me a gift, I wanna thank ya, Tag. What do you have to say, Indian?” the judge commanded, his voice booming with authority.
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Chapter Two
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Graymoon stood below, arms crossed but eyes steady. “I say nothing, what is the meaning behind this? I don’t bother nobody,” he replied, his voice calm and resolute. The crowd had started to gather, curious eyes peering from behind dirt-streaked faces.

“Oh, but you have? My daughter’s affection! What right of yours to be with her? She is young and my only daughter,” Judge O’Hara spat, his voice rising with indignation. “Turn him loose, Tag.”

Tag continued to sit on his horse, still as a statue, the lasso coiled tightly around the saddle horn. The atmosphere shifted; tension crackled like a summer storm. Tag’s fingers twitched, and suddenly, he let go of the lasso. It became limp, a defeated snake lying on the ground, no longer a threat.

Graymoon took a step forward, his heart pounding, the words pouring from his lips like a long-awaited storm. “What right do you have selling worthless guns to the Pawnee? I know it is you, Judge! I am the last of my people. I love your daughter, and she and I are to be married.”

A silence enveloped the crowd, anticipation hanging thick in the air. Judge O’Hara’s face flushed with rage, his fists clenching. “No! I won’t hear of it!” he scolded, the vein in his temple throbbing with fury.

The sun dipped lower, painting the sky in blazing hues of orange and red, matching the fiery tension below. Graymoon’s voice softened, yet it carried the weight of an entire lineage. “The bonds of blood do not define love, Judge. Your daughter deserves happiness—not imprisonment in a gilded cage. We can build a future together.”

Judge O’Hara’s breath quickened, uncertainty flickering in his eyes. This wasn’t just about the allure of a young man’s love; it was about legacy, power, and the age-old rift between cultures. The silence filled the air again, the crowd holding its breath, hanging on the brink of an uncertain tomorrow.

Tag, sensing the mounting pressure, shifted in his saddle, his loyalty torn between his friend and the authority standing before him. But this time, it wasn’t fists or lasso that would decide the fate of love; it was words, fierce and unyielding.

Justice would neither reside in a courtroom nor spring from the barrel of a gun, but rather, it would arise from the understanding of hearts. In that tense moment, as day surrendered to night, a new chapter hung in the balance.

“Willa! Willa, my sunflower, where are you?” asked Graymoon, his voice lilted with anticipation as he maneuvered through the bustling crowd of townsfolk. The air shimmered with excitement at the annual festival, but his heart beat only for Willa, the radiant flower of his life.

And then, like sunlight piercing through clouds, Willa came busting through the throng. “I am here, my darling,” she called out, her eyes sparkling with joy. The moment their eyes met, Graymoon felt the world fall away—a sphere of endless devotion spun between them, their love radiant against the backdrop of the festival’s festivities.

“Willa,” Graymoon said, stepping closer, adrenaline coursing through him, “I told your father, I want to marry you. What say you?” His heart raced as he watched her smile deepen, shining with an unearthly glow.

“Oh, yes, yes! I will marry you!” replied Willa, her voice a melody that echoed in Graymoon’s soul. Without hesitation, she ran to embrace her lover, the crowd swirling around them, but for Graymoon, all noise faded into silence.

Yet, in the shadows of the joyous revelation, Judge O’Hara, Willa’s father, simmered with anger. Tradition and the weight of his lineage bore down upon him like a suffocating shroud. A Pawnee marrying his daughter? The very notion twisted like a thorn in his heart.

The judge reached down, his fingers curling around the cold steel of his Winchester rifle. The world transformed into a single, cold purpose. He cocked the hammer back, the sound sharp and fatal in the otherwise joyful ambiance of the festival. He aimed with fury, his heart consumed by a blinding rage, and in a moment of terrible distraction, he pulled the trigger—his only thought to obliterate the union that so deeply offended him.

In an instant, the joy erupted into chaos. The shot rang out, echoing through the square, but it was not Graymoon who fell. The bullet, propelled by anger and despair, struck Willa in the back. Time slowed as she stumbled forward, her warmth fading, collapsing into Graymoon’s arms.

“My sunflower... what has he done?” Graymoon’s voice was a desperate whisper, the weight of disbelief crashing over him like a turbulent wave. As he cradled her fragile body, the world around him crumbled. The vibrant colors of the festival blurred, washed away by the hues of horror that now stained the moment.

Willa’s breath came in a flutter—a soft sigh that slashed through his soul. “I love you...” she murmured, her eyes dimming as her warmth slipped through his fingers like sand. The softness of her voice barely reached him over the cries of shock from the crowd, but it was a final truth, a promise lingering in the air like the last light of sunset.

Graymoon held her tightly, tears streaming down his face as he felt the life ebbing from her. The weight of the Judge’s choice hung heavy, a cruel reminder that love could be extinguished by hatred in an instant. In that heart-wrenching moment, Graymoon’s world fractured, painted anew with shades of sorrow, loss, and an undying love that would forever remain.

“You animal! You killed your flesh and blood. For this I will kill you!” shouted Graymoon.

The rage twisted his face as he stared down the barrel of Judge O’Hara’s Winchester. Silence blanketed the small town, the only sound the creaking of the judge’s somber expression, hardened by loss.

“NO! You did,” Judge O’Hara snapped back, his voice quivering with injustice. He cocked the hammer back on his Winchester—not just a weapon, but a harbinger of his unyielding conviction—and fired.

The bullet struck Graymoon in the chest, yet instead of crumbling, he surged forward, his body somehow defying reason. It was as if a dark force inhabited him, refusing to let him succumb to the finality of death. He was Graymoon, a proud Pawnee warrior, and rage thrummed through his veins like wildfire.

Within moments, Tag seized the opportunity. He expertly threw his lasso, ensnaring Graymoon once again. The rope tightened around him, a twisted embrace, as Tag began dragging him up and down the rocky street, a macabre spectacle for the townspeople who stood frozen in shock.

Shouts of indignation filled the air, but not one soul moved to intervene. They were paralyzed by grief, the specter of the judge’s heartache looming over them like a gathering storm.

With a sudden halt, Tag slackened the tension on the rope, allowing Graymoon a brief pause. It was a small mercy, and yet the thirst for vengeance surged anew in the judge’s heart. Determined, he dismounted from his horse, striding purposefully to where Graymoon lay, his breaths becoming labored.

Tag hastily fashioned a noose and with a strength born of desperation, he lassoed the thick branch of the great tree in the heart of town. The townsfolk watched, their eyes wide, the air thick with a mixture of fear and anticipation as Tag hoisted the proud warrior into the air, lifeless legs swinging.

Minutes passed, each second heavy with the weight of despair, until at last, Graymoon stopped kicking, his body becoming still. The somber silence that followed enveloped the town like a funeral shroud.

It wasn’t the roar of victory that rang out, but the sullen heads bowed in guilt; their shame was palpable, reflecting in each pair of eyes. They had witnessed a man die—a death steeped in vengeance, a cycle of grief that had buried them all in its grave.

The townspeople felt the lingering presence of a haunting truth: in their passive acceptance, they were complicit to this tragic end. It was an outcome none desired, yet none dared to change. They were left standing amid the desolation, forever marked by the choices of that fateful day.

Realizing what he had done, Tag loosened the lasso and let it drop to the ground. The rope’s frayed ends lay coiled in the dirt, a somber reminder of the act that had just transpired. There, high in the sprawling branches of a great oak tree, swung the lifeless form of Graymoon, a figure once full of life now reduced to a chilling silhouette against the bruised sky. The sun was beginning its descent, casting an amber glow that felt oddly out of place amid the grim scene below.
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