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      Roaring Fork Valley, Colorado, 1880

      Robert Sweeney leaned against a boulder, drinking his coffee as the clear creek gurgled by. The birds twittered happily in the shrubs and trees, singing away the last remnants of summer. All around him leaves changed to different shades of green, gold, orange, and brown. The breeze carried the scent of new beginnings in the crisp, tangy smell of autumn.

      Most people considered spring the symbol of new life. To Robert, autumn would forever remind him of when he finally gained control of his life. He bowed his head and thanked Jesus for the second chance. The weight of that responsibility settled heavily on his bent shoulders and lowered head. Robert didn’t care. His wide shoulders were strong enough to carry the burden of his duty to God. He would carry the weight of the world if it meant he lived out a life worth living.

      He raised his head and surveyed the land around him. His land. Relief filled his lungs and sprung wells from his eyes. He quickly dashed the moisture away. He wondered if he let the dam of emotions break, would he ever be able to wall it back up? He wasn’t sure, so he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and found the control that had gotten him through hell and back.

      Guilt quickly replaced the sense of relief. Robert sighed. He should’ve known the pleasant feeling wouldn’t last. The last two years had chiseled just about every good feeling out of him.

      He huffed as he rubbed the back of his neck. His entire life had done that. Not that it mattered now. The consequences of his choices would always be with him. At least now he had the hope of heaven and a roadmap of the path to get there. All he had to do was stay the course, keep everything tightly in control, and he’d make it.

      He gazed up at Mount Sopris where it towered in the distance. I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help. He glanced at the Bible that sat upon the boulder he had been leaning against. The truth of that verse settled his mind. God had helped him. When his brother Linc had been set on kidnapping Viola to claim her as his own, God had given Robert the courage to tell his brother no and keep his younger brother, William, from running off with Linc.

      After Linc no longer had control over Robert, God had shown him the sack of coins Linc had hidden in his bedroll. Robert had no clue who Linc stole the money from and felt guilty about not being able to return it. It also angered Robert as all get-out that Linc couldn’t see past his greed to appreciate what he already had. Robert had taken those coins and set off to find a new way of life.

      Robert rinsed out his coffee mug in the stream, grabbed his Bible, and headed to the cabin. He couldn’t believe he had gotten the cabin up before winter set in. It would’ve been easier if William had been able to pitch in.

      Robert swallowed the grief that closed off his throat. He had known William needed help, that something in his brain had cracked. Robert wanted to blame Linc and his abuse of the boy, but he couldn’t lie to himself or God. If he would’ve taken William away and not allowed Linc to take out his anger on William, the sweet boy that had raced up to Robert as a child back east wouldn’t have ended up a crazed man with a knife in his chest. After Robert had buried William in the mountains that had claimed half his family, he’d headed to Leadville, hoping to find work for the winter and figure out what he was supposed to do next. When news of the Utes being rounded up that next spring hit, he took off for the Roaring Fork.

      Before Linc had died, he’d always made them check out the valley, in between his stalking the Thomas family. He swore if they kept coming back to the area and the surrounding mountains, they’d someday find a miner, and they could jump his claim. Of course, Linc had never been willing to find a claim of his own, especially when he could steal someone else’s.

      However, Robert had looked upon the vast valley and found land perfect for farming. When the government ripped the lands back from the Utes, he had seen his future. One he’d till and form from the land. He had the ten dollars needed to claim the homestead as soon as a land office opened up close, and enough coins left to get him through the next winter and spring. Then he planned to plant enough food, not only for himself, but also to supply the mines he figured would crop up by next spring.

      A grin stole up his face as he approached the cabin. He rubbed his cheek at the unfamiliar tug and decided to let it stay. It felt right that one would grin like a fool when freedom had been granted. The cabin walls were six-feet tall with the purlin peak for the roof another six-feet up. Robert meant to build it much shorter, but with each row of logs he stacked, he realized he didn’t want to spend his life stooped in discomfort any longer.

      He’d cut one small window in the side wall he planned to cover with furs once the real cold set in. Then, he had stacked the fireplace and chimney with rocks from the creek outside. It warmed the cabin up quite nicely, which made him thankful he wouldn’t freeze through another winter.

      The handmade cottonwood shingles had taken the longest to get on. The meticulous work of roofing may have been tedious for most, but he found it soothing. His attention to detail proved watertight through the storms that passed the last week.

      He’d chinked between the logs with the pretty red clay found in the area and thought it gave the cabin a nice decorative look. He snorted at himself. Who was he kidding? It was a simple, one-room cabin with nothing fancy to it, but it was his. It represented a life of stability he’d staked claim to for himself.

      Robert swung the homemade door open and stomped into the cabin. The thick walls muted the singing of the birds, and quiet enveloped him. He set his mug on the shelf next to his one and only plate, rubbing his hand on the smooth wood before turning. Would the loneliness of not having his family near break his mind like William’s had? Was his family destined for madness?

      Pa had beat into the boys that family stuck together, no matter what. Robert and Linc had understood that message to mean different things. Linc had spent his days growing up trying to live up to their pa’s depravity. That left Robert to take care of the family, though he was two years younger than Linc.

      As a child, Robert found food in the alleys and gardens back home, while his pa drank and gambled away any money he made working and his ma survived the atrocities Pa put her through. How she kept her faith in God with that monster of a husband was beyond Robert’s comprehension. He now thanked God every day she did, because her faith eventually saved him from the worst of his family’s sins. He hadn’t wanted her to suffer more, so he dug through trash and stole vegetables from gardens to feed everyone. A pat on the cheek and a sorrowful smile was all the encouragement he had needed to make sure his ma had food, though the act of stealing always made his stomach hurt.

      The fear of solitude was the reason he’d stayed with Linc after their ma died. He always told himself he stayed to take care of his family, but that was a bald-faced lie. His brothers were all he had in the world, were his responsibility for most of his life. He had been so plumb worried the loneliness would tear at him that he’d followed Linc to the very edge of the pit to hell. Robert should’ve dealt with the loneliness, because the scars of who he had become would terrorize him until the day he died.
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        * * *

      

      Sparrow made her way from Orlando and Samara Thomas’s homestead toward her home next to the Yampah. Talk in her village over the winter that the government might force them to move had driven her up the mountain to visit her cousin’s sweet baby, Zachary, possibly for the last time. After the horrible catastrophe at the White River Agency the fall before, her band knew their life on their ancestral grounds would end sooner than later. Some still hoped that Chief Ouray could convince the government to keep their treaty. After what Sparrow witnessed with the death of Meeker and the other workers, hope hadn’t sprouted up in her heart.

      She only meant to visit with the Thomas family for a week or two. Their last visit had been so full of desperation and sorrow that she needed to have happy memories of the adorable red-haired baby who had stolen her heart and made her long for a child of her own. That was a longing she’d better push aside.

      When she arrived, the love that saturated the Thomas’s mountain homestead filled her up and slowed down time. Instead of visiting for a few weeks, three months passed before she forced herself to head down the mountain back to her band. More like the Lord told her it was time to go, because she doubted she would have left without divine prodding.

      Zachary had grown into such a big baby with his wild red hair that stuck out in all directions and his dark brown eyes that looked deep into her soul. They’d spent many hours scouting the area for herbs and mushrooms, chatting back and forth. She’d sung him Ute lullabies as he drank his bottle and fell asleep in her arms. She’d been selfish with her time with him, but Samara and Orlando sensed her need and indulged her. She didn’t quite understand the yearning herself. Leaving had been hard, but she trusted God’s guidance and timing.

      Sparrow rejoiced in the happiness Orlando and Samara found in each other. She knew how the love of a spouse could bring healing. She smiled wistfully and leaned her head back to allow the sun to warm her face. The gentle sway of the horse’s gait lulled her to a distant past she’d lingered on more in the last three months than she had in the last four years.

      Her late husband’s face appeared in the darkness of her closed eyes. His blond hair hanging haphazardly across his forehead and his blue eyes intent upon her. She opened her eyes and wiped the tear that raced down her cheek. Theirs had been a love no one expected.

      John came to Chief Ouray’s band to learn the history of the Utes firsthand. He had been a reporter sent to travel with the military and had witnessed the hardships many tribes were put through. Chief Ouray’s willingness to find peace for his people encouraged John. He had hoped if he could report the history of the Ute people, show the rest of the nation the love and devotion they had for each other, maybe there would be a change in the way the tribes of the west were treated.

      Sparrow, adopted into the home of her uncle Chief Ouray when her family was killed, had listened to Ouray and John talk for hours about the future of the Ute people. John’s desire to find common ground fascinated her and filled her with dreams of a peaceful future. She had often lain on her pallet at night, wondering what would drive a man with no connection to any tribe, whose family prospered in the steel industry back east, to leave everything to champion a people he didn’t even know. She’d boldly asked him one night while they talked in Ouray’s adobe home.

      John had looked her straight in the eye, his face ablaze with fierce determination. “The Lord told me in a dream that my future waited here. We just fought a brutal war under the belief that all men, no matter the color of your skin, are created equal under the eyes of God and our nation. Why are the Indians any different? With God’s help, I plan on showing that the Utes and other tribes have a right to land just as much as the other citizens of this great country do.”

      John’s passion had flamed a desire she’d thought long buried with her family. She and John had spent many nights and long days talking about God and His calling for them in life. When they married, John had claimed God had much more than he had ever imagined waiting for him in the arid mountain desert of the Colorado territory. Their love had filled the teepee and floated out to the others in their band, a hope that the whites and Utes might live beside each other like the Mexicans and Apaches did with the Utes.

      Sparrow pulled her horse Lightning to a stop and looked absentmindedly across the Grand River. The love she and John had shared had crashed and tumbled away like the waters of the mighty river when sickness fell upon the village. Not only did it take John like a thief at night but left her swollen womb empty in its wake. She had questioned why God could be so cruel to allow her to stay and take everything from her again.

      Trapper Dan, a longtime friend of the Utes and unofficial missionary, had come to her when her grief threatened to overwhelm her and sat for long hours praying over her. He had told her of his love’s death, how he too had questioned God. While he explained he didn’t know why God took the lives of those they loved, Trapper Dan knew within his spirit there was a reason for Sparrow’s survival. Not to live in pain and sorrow, but for a heavenly purpose beyond this earth. His prayers had shaken her out of her mire.

      God brought purpose and strength out of the ashes of grief. Hadn’t that been proven in Chief Ouray’s influence for the band as well as the strong love he shared
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