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      Klara Sorg swatted at the hay that tickled her neck. At least she hoped it was straw and not some six- or eight-legged pest she’d unfortunately become accustomed to. She wrinkled her nose at the smell coming from the horse in the stall next to her, the pungency causing her eyes to water. She’d have to remember to muck out the stalls tomorrow since it was obvious Hildebert Müller cared little for his animals.

      A shiver skittered down her back, and it wasn’t from the freezing cold or the hay. Too bad Hildebert didn’t forget about her like he did his animals. He gave her more attention than she wanted. She shivered again and pulled the thin threadbare blanket tighter around her.

      How in the world had she gotten here, sleeping in a barn so poorly built you could stand on one side and view the big mountain on the other? Where each night she found a different place to sleep in the small barn so a man nearly twice her age couldn’t find her, a married man at that?

      Oh, Vati, why’d you have to drag us here?

      Klara closed her eyes and remembered the day her parents had approached her about their decision to travel west. She’d been playing the piano when they entered the parlor, her father smiling wide and her mother’s gold rings clinking together as she wrung her hands.

      “Mauschen, we’ve got some exciting news,” her father had said. He’d always called her little mouse, though she was nineteen and far past marrying age. Of course, no one wanted a mute for a wife, so she supposed she’d always be “little mouse.” “Klara, we have decided to venture west, to Colorado to be exact.”

      Colorado needed honest lawyers, and Vati wanted adventure. It didn’t matter that Vati was one of the wealthiest men in Ohio. Once he set his heart on something, there was no stopping his determination.

      The silver and gold boom popped up new towns left and right. Father had sent out scouts and found that the area called the Roaring Fork Valley on the western side of the Colorado Rocky Mountains showed promise. It wasn’t as overrun as Leadville, but also not some place that would turn ghost town overnight. In fact, her father had believed it would be the perfect place to open his attorney office and start a new life.

      Klara hadn’t wanted a new life full of new people to turn their nose up at her. She begged him to change his mind. Why swap the comforts of the gilded life they had for an uncouth mining town? When he’d said God might have something good waiting in Colorado for her, she challenged him. God couldn’t possibly have anything good in Colorado that she didn’t already have in Ohio. She had been right. If only Vati had listened.

      Klara stifled the sob that worked up her throat as she thought back to the arduous journey. Her father had hired another “good” German man whose family was also venturing out to Colorado to help them with the move. When they got off the train in Denver, the Müllers had been waiting for them.

      Three days west over the mountains, Klara’s parents had fallen sick. Bad water. Her mother died that night. Her father followed the next morning, but not before he passed her the small journal he wrote in daily. His whisper that the Müllers would help her still echoed in her ear. Would she even be able to find their hastily marked grave along the trail?

      Klara realized very quickly the Müller’s idea of help was more to their benefit than hers. She rubbed the callouses on her fingers and palms. She’d become less than a scullery maid, not only washing dishes and cleaning the house, but also scrubbing the laundry, gathering eggs, milking the cow, and mucking out stalls. The Müllers insisted she repay them for their troubles in bringing her to the Roaring Fork Valley and housing her, though Klara figured they’d gotten their pay in her family’s belongings they’d either claimed as their own or sold.

      Any time Klara spent catching her breath was quickly filled with another chore, usually accentuated with a slap on the face or a yank of the hair. She’d been called a stupid, worthless leech so many times, she wondered if it was true. Though Klara figured with the amount of time Maude sat reading her dime novels or buffing her nails, Maude held claim to that title more than Klara. Sure, Klara didn’t know how to cook, but Maude spent such little time each day slapping food together for them that Klara probably could figure out how to do that as well. However, Klara kept her thoughts to herself since she didn’t want yet another chore added to her day.

      The dry grass on the other side of the barn wall crunched with the weight of a foot. Klara froze and listened. Another heavy thump set her heart to racing. When the telltale sound of tobacco being spit signaled that Hildebert slunk toward the barn, her meager dinner curdled in her stomach. She buried herself deeper into the hay, curled into a tight ball, and squished her clamped knuckles to her lips.

      From the moment her family first got off the train, Hildebert had stared at Klara in ways that had her pulling her shoulders in to hide herself, but his advances hadn’t started until a week ago. At first, it had been a word in passing about how beautiful she was, “like Maude had once been.” Then he had pulled a strand of hair that had fallen out of her bun through his fingers. Two nights ago, he’d started coming to the barn. She’d been able to hide without him finding her, but she wasn’t sure how many more hiding spots she’d have before he’d have her cornered.

      Now, she burrowed beneath the straw like some rodent hiding from a tom cat. The latch fumbled at the door. Klara squeezed her eyes shut, praying her shivering wouldn’t give her away.

      “Hildebert.” Maude’s voice snapped into the cold night air. “What are you doing out there?”

      “I was just getting some fresh air. Thought I heard something in the barn.” Hildebert’s annoyed voice boomed loudly within Klara’s ears.

      “Of course, you heard something, you idiot. The barn is full of animals. Get in here. It’s time for bed.” Klara wondered if Maude had always talked so harshly to her husband or if his wandering eyes had forced the tone.

      Hildebert mumbled as he stomped toward the house. From his angered talking under his breath, Klara was thankful she couldn’t understand the words. Her muscles relaxed with the slamming of the house door. Her sigh of relief into the smelly, dusty hay was quickly followed by silent sobs that wracked her body. Her father had been wrong. Colorado offered nothing but heartache and misery.
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      Otto Lee pushed up from the dying campfire and breathed in the crisp morning air. Cupping the tin coffee mug in his hands, he closed his eyes and inhaled. The tangy smell of leaves beginning to display their final show of beauty before resting for the winter settled into his bones. He opened his eyes and marveled at Mount Sopris peeking through the tall trees.

      Loud bleating overpowered the popping of coals, drawing his attention from the grand mountain to his pesky sheep. He chuckled and took a sip of his coffee. The sheep always seemed to know when the coffee finished boiling. Their bellowing would get more insistent with each sip he took.

      They watched his morning routine of eating his fried salt pork and egg breakfast while the coffee darkened. The bleating would start low and soft, almost melodious, when he’d take his first bite of eggs from the fry pan. As he would take his pan to the small creek to wash it, the sheep would increase in volume like the murmurings of a crowd at the Fourth of July festivities back home in Kansas. By the time he got to the coffee, the fluffy rascals bleated away like the clanging of a hundred drums and blowing horns in discord. It was a good thing he had set up camp a ways off from Fryingpan Town, because the sheep’s racket wouldn’t endear him to any of the citizens of the growing town.

      Duke, one of Otto’s sheepdogs, sauntered up and sat at Otto’s feet, observing the sheep. Duke glanced up at Otto, and Otto swore the dog cocked his eyebrow as if he agreed the sheep behaved ridiculously.

      Otto laughed and bent down to rub Duke’s side. “I know. They’re contrary. You’d think we didn’t let them graze at all yesterday.”

      Duke barked a short response.

      “Yeah, I guess we should get going. They’ll just get louder the longer we wait. Go ahead, Duke. I’ll be right there,” Otto said, taking another drink.

      Duke trotted off on his three remaining legs, and Otto marveled once again at the amazing dog who had become his best friend. He couldn’t believe how the dog had come back from the horrible accident last fall. It still turned Otto’s stomach when he thought of Duke stepping into that wolf trap someone had hidden in the fall leaves.

      Otto shuddered, the coffee turning sour in his gut. He tossed the rest of the drink into the dirt and got busy banking the coals so he could easily kick up the fire when he got back that evening. It wouldn’t do him any good to ruminate on those horrifying memories when Duke’s life had balanced so precariously. Duke would pick up on Otto’s distress and not focus on the sheep like he should.

      Otto saddled up Lemy, filled his canteen, and slipped some jerky in the saddlebags. Leading Lemy toward the sheep, who sounded like an angry mob, Otto whistled his good morning song. He opened the gate to the sheepfold and greeted the woolies as they came out. He chuckled as they hoofed it toward the mountain meadow that spread before his camp. They pushed and shoved like St. Peter was about to close the pearly gates, and they didn’t want to be left on the wrong side.

      Baron, Otto’s Great Pyrenees, walked regally out from the flock and sat before Otto. “How’d your charges do last night, Baron? Any trouble?”

      Baron shook his head, his long white hair flying wildly with the motion. Laughter burst from Otto, his head falling back. He looked back down at Baron. The dog peered up at Otto as if his laughter was not appreciated. Baron huffed, then glanced at a sheep that was being extra pushy. With a heavy sigh, the giant dog lumbered over and walked beside the troublemaker, but first he threw Otto a look of long suffering. Supposedly, Baron was from a line of dogs first brought over by a French Marquis during the Revolutionary War. He had the attitude of royalty, that was for sure.

      Otto followed the last of the flock, a smile twitching the corner of his mouth. The day stretched out long before him, but he was more content than he had ever been. When they reached the meadow, Duke took off with a yip after a younger sheep that had decided to wander a bit. Baron plopped onto the drying grass, his head high and alert as he guarded. Otto hobbled Lemy so he could graze and sat against a cottonwood to watch the sheep.

      Duke jogged over to Otto, a grin on his face and his tongue hanging out. He flopped on the ground next to Otto, panting hard. Where Baron scanned the flock in a slow, easy manner, Duke was the opposite, frantically moving his head from one place to the other, waiting for a charge to get out of their designated area so he could chase them down and put them back in their place. The personalities of the two dogs were as different as night and day, but without them, Otto wouldn’t be able to succeed at sheep ranching by himself. Even with the dogs, he doubted he could.

      He looked at the flock and shook his head. What in the world was Orlando Thomas thinking giving Otto five hundred sheep? Granted, the Thomas family was known throughout Colorado as having a blessed hand, but Orlando giving that much responsibility to Otto, a broken man he’d only met less than a year before, was downright loco.

      Otto scuffed his boot in the dirt. Sure, Orlando hadn’t actually given the sheep to him. Otto had signed the loan contract stating he’d pay Orlando back for the cost of the sheep, but Otto wondered if Orlando would cancel the loan when Otto failed and not require payment at all. He shook his head.

      Otto had always struggled in school. He swapped numbers and letters, so his reading and sums weren’t all that great. Yet, with his parents’ encouragement, he’d pushed through and kept at school until he passed all the grades. Most he barely passed, but he passed nonetheless.

      His pa had always wanted more for Otto than being a poor farmer on the plains of Kansas. He’d talk about Otto becoming something greater than his old man. When Otto’s mother and younger sister had both died during an influenza outbreak, his pa had decided he wanted to be more than a poor farmer himself.

      Otto knew it was just the heartbreak talking. His pa had always been proud of the farm he’d toiled up from nothing. Yet, with Otto’s own heart torn in two, he hadn’t put up much of a fuss when his pa had announced one day he was selling the farm and venturing west to find gold. Otto had been more than ready to leave the painful memories of death buried in the unyielding plains.

      Yanking an old dandelion out of the dirt, Otto twirled the stem in his fingers. Wishes on a Stick, that’s what his sister used to call the fluff. Even though he would scoff at her, he’d blown enough dandelion heads to be considered a fool. He tossed the dead flower down in disgust.

      That wasn’t the only reason he was a loggerhead.

      His pa had decided to try Colorado on for size. Otto at first had questioned his father’s assurances that he knew what he was doing. After three months of nothing but dirt and useless rocks, Otto had been yapping about pulling out and going to work for the mines. He still heard his father’s words as if he sat right next to him.

      “Son, most things in life are just like farming. The Good Book says that it don’t really matter where you throw your seeds. As long as you have the Holy Spirit to guide you in your tossing, they’ll grow fruit. So I’m throwing seeds of hope and dreams, having faith the Good Lord will sprout them.”

      Otto had scoffed at his father’s declaration at the time, and still hadn’t found in the Bible where God talked about that. Yet a week later, they were loading up their wheelbarrow with gold that seemed to push up from the dirt below the rocks like daisies.

      Pa had sent Otto to Leadville to get the gold assessed. His pa had warned him to stay clear of people and keep his head down. If only he had listened and kept his mouth shut.

      If he had, Otto wouldn’t have woken up in an alley stinking of alcohol and garbage, his pockets lighter than when he arrived. He wouldn’t have come back to the mining claim in time to see his pa shot in cold blood by the men Otto had befriended in the saloon the night before. He wouldn’t have fled in fear, leaving his father’s body to the vultures.

      No, no matter what Orlando or Otto’s pa had thought, no matter how far God’s forgiveness extended, Otto didn’t deserve the blessing bleating before him. While his pa had thrown seeds of hope and dreams, Otto seemed only to throw seeds of failure. For Orlando’s sake, Otto hoped God watered Orlando’s seeds instead of Otto’s. That was the only way this venture would succeed.
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      Klara scrubbed the pan harder than necessary, ashamed she imagined that the stubborn, sticking eggs were Maude’s face. Klara had noticed a gleam in Maude’s eye that hadn’t been there the night before. Maude had a curl to her lip that tainted her beautiful face.

      Klara should’ve known the day would be worse than the one before. The birds sang much too cheerily, as if they wished to bolster her spirits for the morning to come. Klara touched her wet hand to her cheek that still stung from Maude’s slap, then wiped the moisture away on her sleeve. Maude’s demand that Klara make the eggs had been a surprise. The slap when the eggs turned out dry and almost burnt wasn’t, though the ferocity of Maude’s delivery still startled Klara.

      Why had Maude insisted Klara cook when she knew Klara burned everything she came close to? Had she been waiting for an excuse to punish Klara? Klara shook her head and muttered “no” in her almost inaudible whisper she rarely let escape. Maude never seemed to need an excuse before. Klara’s hand froze as a large clump of soggy, burnt eggs peeled from the pan. Had Maude taken her anger at Hildebert out on Klara?

      Klara looked down and wondered what else she could do to minimize her appearance and dissuade Hildebert? She checked to make sure her hair was tightly wound in her bun and covered by the cloth swatch. She knew she didn’t have to worry about her dress, since it now hung on her like a sack. She’d lost so much weight the last few months that both her remaining dresses fit so loosely they could squeeze two of her in them. She didn’t understand how she could turn Hildebert’s head when she looked more like a scrawny child with her small stature and now curveless body than a woman of nineteen.

      Klara had to do something. She couldn’t stay with the Müllers much longer if she wanted to keep what innocence was left to her intact. They may have stripped everything from her, but she refused to allow them to steal her virtue as well. However, she couldn’t just take off without a plan. This was wild country, full of rugged miners, outlaws, and Indians.

      Would the nice pastor that had stopped by when they first arrived help her? Maybe he could find a reputable place for her to stay and work until she could save enough to go back East. Would one of her aunts or uncles take her in? They’d never been very close since her father had moved them across the state of Ohio and then was too busy with his practice to visit. Surely at least one of her aunts or uncles would be willing to let her work for them in exchange for room and board? Anything would be better than the Müllers.

      Klara went back to scrubbing the pan until all the bits of burnt egg floated in the nasty dishwater. She hefted the heavy tub and turned to haul it outside and dump it in the garden. The delicate china teacup Maude had claimed from Klara’s mother’s belongings taunted Klara from the table. Klara’s shoulders slumped. Sighing, she turned and put the tub back on the counter and retrieved the teacup from the table.

      Klara turned the delicate china in her hand and remembered how much her mother had cherished the thing. It had belonged to the set Klara’s grandmother had brought with her from Germany. Klara’s grandmother had given each of her four daughters a delicate cup when they married, saying that a good sip of tea in a pretty cup could bring clarity to any situation. Klara’s mother always said the best china was made by Frankenthal, and she’d turn the piece gently in her hand. Each time her mother had smiled at the pretty pink and yellow flowers and the marks marching down the handle, commenting on how they brought her so much joy, declaring Grandmother’s claim proved true. Klara doubted the cup held much power anymore.

      Klara brought it to the dishwater, peeking one last time inside the cup to the hidden flower bud on the bottom while she wiped a rebellious tear from her cheek. It’d do no good for her to cry now. She lowered the cup toward the tub only to groan in defeat. The greasy water with breakfast remains floating in it wouldn’t do to clean the cup.

      Or maybe it was the perfect water for it.

      With a devious smile, Klara dunked the cup in the water, making sure to rub an extra large bit of egg around the rim. She swirled it in the rinse water and surveyed her work. She doubted Maude would notice any difference, but Klara would get a smidge of enjoyment out of the day. Maybe the birds’ song had bolstered her, Klara thought with a small smile.

      Klara grabbed the towel to dry the cup when a body suddenly pressed against her, pushing her sharply into the counter. Hildebert’s tobacco-laced stench surrounded her as the teacup slipped from her fingers and crashed to the floor.

      “Thought you’d be smart and hide from me?” Hildebert’s harsh voice made Klara’s body cold with dread.

      He reached his hand around, splaying it upon her belly. Klara shook her head, her mind screaming for help. She tried to push back against him, but his bulk kept her pinned to the hard surface.

      “You’re so beautiful. You look just like Maude did before age and jealousy turned her ugly.” He moved his hand upward and Klara tried to thrash to get away. He laughed. “The great thing about this is, if we’re caught, I’ll just tell everyone you seduced me. You can’t tell people different. Besides, who would believe a stupid mute?”

      He slid his hand inside the top of her dress. Klara bucked wildly and threw her head back. The whack of her skull against Hildebert’s face sent stars to her eyes, but she didn’t care since it also released Hildebert’s hold on her. He bellowed in rage and pain. Klara turned around to dash out of the room. Hildebert clutched his face as blood ran between his fingers, just as Maude rushed in from outside.

      “What in the wor—” Maude skidded to a stop, her eyes widened in alarm and bounced from Hildebert to Klara to the cup on the floor.

      “She attacked me,” Hildebert’s stuffed voice yelled as he pointed a bloody finger toward Klara.

      Klara’s knees felt like they were about to give as she violently shook her head. She put up her hands as she backed toward the living room, not that the paltry gesture would stop Maude’s advance.

      “She threw your teacup at my face. I think she broke my nose.” Hildebert sounded pathetic, but the gleam in his eye as he caught Klara’s gaze dropped her throat into her stomach.

      “You come into my house, take advantage of my hospitality, only to do this?” Maude’s light blue eyes sharpened with each word she said.

      Maude rushed forward, and Klara stumbled backwards. An almost silent scream opened Klara’s mouth wide as Maude’s palm slammed across the side of Klara’s head, throwing her onto the floor. Maude pushed her knee into Klara’s back, grabbing Klara by the hair.

      “I see the way you’re trying to steal my man.” Maude threw Klara’s face into the floor. “You’re nothing but a thief, a halfwit, sneaky thief. I’ll show you to steal from me.”

      Klara curled into a ball as Maude’s foot connected to Klara’s stomach. Her blood ran cold as she peered up and saw Hildebert’s face and neck flushed with pleasure as he watched his wife kick Klara. She crawled for the front door. She had to escape this mad house, though she doubted anyone outside would care. She’d been woefully wrong the night before. Colorado held nothing but death for her.
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      Otto whistled over Lemy’s ears as he headed south into Fryingpan Town. Town was a loose term since the settlement consisted mainly of canvas tents pitched where the Roaring Fork and Frying Pan rivers converged, though a few buildings housed the mercantile and several saloons. The tents had started sprouting from the soil as soon as the Utes were all forced out earlier in the spring. Each time he came to town, he’d noticed a few new wooden buildings being slapped together. Would there be more dotted among the canvas?

      Otto had spent the last fall and winter in the flattop mountains on the north side of the Grand River. It hadn’t been too awful in the small, one room cabin he’d hastily stacked on a ridge overlooking the river. He had figured with the sentiments toward the Utes and the silver found in the area, his winter abode would be temporary, and he could move into the better lands that followed the Roaring Fork River to the Grand River.

      His assumptions had been correct when the government cancelled the treaty with the Utes and had the tribes rounded up and driven like cattle west to Utah that spring. As soon as the dust had settled, he’d pushed the sheep down the mountain, found a good place to cross the Grand, and located a decent spread to stake a claim of land for the sheep. Though staking a claim was more an informal assertion than an actual purchase since he didn’t have the funds yet to buy the property. He hoped since he set his camp further south from where the others were settling, he’d be all right for the time being.

      He enjoyed the summer in the Roaring Fork Valley, where meadows laid abundantly between the surrounding mountains. He figured next summer the valley would fill up even more with miners once word spread that the land was clear to claim. If he did well enough with selling some of the sheep, he’d be smart to stake as wide a parcel as he could possibly get. With the way the land was formed, it wouldn’t be long before farmers and ranchers alike showed up to lend their support to the local mines budding further up valley. He had one, maybe two more summers before his opportunity to get prime ranch land would be bust.

      A horrid screeching pulled his attention out of his speculating. A tall blonde woman, her face red in rage, pulled on the hair of a smaller woman crawling across the yard. Otto flinched as the attacker kicked the woman in the stomach. He glanced around and didn’t see any other people traveling close. This house had been vacant last time he’d been to town and sat a ways from the main town.

      He looked back at the pair and noticed a man standing in the doorway of the house. His hands rubbed together, and
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