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When the idea for this book came to me in October 2015, I never imagined it would become such a complex project and demand so much research it would take eight years to complete. And it never would have seen the light of day without the endless patience and devotion of my sister-from-another-mother, author and editor D.C. Stone. I love you so hard. 

I won’t go into great lengths about my motives for writing the book as I think the content speaks for itself. 

I hope you enjoy the read!

~ Lea
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CROSS MOUNTAIN
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Chapter One
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Colorado Territory

April 1865

Tókwar reined his horse. For countless days and nights, he had ridden east alongside the large, flat Yampah River in a daze, when at last the scenery morphed. He widened his eyes as his benumbed mind acknowledged the greatness of his new surroundings.

Ahead, a straight line of limestone cliffs stretched to the roof of the cloud free sky. At the foot of the mountain, the river emerged from a gorge and flowed dark and agitated toward him like a liquid beast on the prowl, digging a deep passage through the arid stone land. It was a wonder how so much water could come from faraway mountains, enough to feed this incessant torrent century after century. Long before mankind, animals tall as the biggest trees had roamed the same land and quenched their thirst in the same streams—he had seen their traces etched into red canyon walls where the Yampah and the Green rivers blended as one. 

This mass of rock blocking his path was the sign he had been waiting for: it was time to end his journey. Nearing the mouth of the gorge, he stopped by a shore of sediments, dismounted, and swayed as his brain threatened to shut down. 

The memories haunting him were too horrid, the hurt too fierce.

* * *
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The red-gray walls of the gorge stood so tall, Tókwar’s voice would echo if he spoke. Like a breeze, a cool, humid chill drifted downstream with the river’s current. It smelled of wet rock and moss and reminded him of the other canyon he visited days ago, and of what—who—he found there. 

A pang of hurt shot through his chest, as if a deadly arrow pierced him. 

No. 

He gritted his teeth and gave an inward shake of his head. 

Focus. 

He needed to say a few words before embarking on his next journey, explain his decision. And then...

Beside him, his mount, who he had named Na’-mu (“first” in Ute) snorted and thumped its front feet on the dirt ground. Maybe it was thirsty and wondered why he had stopped, why he wouldn’t walk it to the riverbank, and why he held the bridle so tightly, lost in thought.

“All right, my friend,” he murmured, patting its brown and white spotted neck and flank. Strong muscles trembled underneath the beautiful paint coat. The journey through the Yampah valley had been tiring for them both. “Soon, you can leave.” 

For him, the past weeks had been testing mentally more than physically, and he could take no more. He was abandoning the fight. One he couldn’t win. Just a few steps now, and his torment would end. 

Gathering what little strength he had left, he forced his stiff legs to move between waist-level sagebrush and patches of green grass. He didn’t need to pull at the bridle; Na’-mu followed him eagerly, blowing as it smelled water. 

When they reached the shore, his moccasins dug in wet, grayish sand under his weight. He untied his backpack, dropped it to the ground, removed the heavy saddle and the bridle, and gave Na’-mu’s flank a gentle push. “You’re free now.” 

The pony didn’t need to be told twice. With excited breaths, it stepped into the blue-green stream, dipped its big head, and lapped. 

The burning sun high above gave no respite. Tókwar’s throat was dry, too, but he didn’t intend to drink. Why bother, when he was about to leave his physical form? Instead, he slumped onto his knees in the water until it covered his leggings and ice-cold wetness found his skin. He filled his lungs with refreshing humid air from the gorge mouth. 

His surroundings were impressive. He could feel Creator’s presence in these spectacular masses of rock, water, and greenery. Maybe he was watching him now, observing his every move, listening to his thoughts and wants, analyzing him. 

What little man I am in face of such majesty!

His heart boosted with momentary relief, as if the proximity to his maker and mentor helped him distance from the searing pain that consumed him inside. Now, he could prepare to go, get ready to leave his empty, yet hurting shell behind, and fly high to join his loved ones’ spirits. 

Eyes stinging with a mix of gratitude and growing fervor, he gazed into the depths of the canyon and spread his arms. “I am not angry with you.”

Silence. Except the lapping and occasional snorting of the horse at his side, the swooshes of river water running and dancing before him, and the soft breeze blowing between canyon walls like a timeless whisper. Was Creator listening?

He dropped his hands and folded them in his wet lap. The cold water already numbed his drained legs. He wouldn’t be able to walk if he wanted to. The first step of his next journey. 

“Please understand.” Of course, Creator already knew everything he was about to say, but he still felt the need to tell him aloud. “I am Tókwar Sin-au’-av of the U-in’-tah Utes, a small man of little importance on this land and in this time. You have given me life and many things to cherish. For that I am grateful, and there is nothing I wish more than to please you and make you proud of me. But life is no longer livable.” 

He twined his fingers together until their white knuckles showed beneath his dark skin. “Pen-e'-wun to-pi-kwa. My brothers and sisters are on the verge of extinction. We are starving. There is nothing to eat. Last winter, there was so much snow our goats and sheep died. Even what little game the Tai-vu (He who comes from the east) left us died. The reservation terrain we have been designated is too high, too cold to farm. The rations Agent Whiteley promised in exchange for our land aren’t coming. He says his Big Chief doesn’t have money to pay for them because of the costs of his own war against the rebel countries in the south.”

Na’-mu jerked its head up. A bird in the sky, perhaps. Or a trout jumping out of the current. Tókwar was too busy finding the right words to pay attention. 

“It’s a constant fight for survival, yet I assure you, if I had someone to provide for, I would accept the challenge and fight on in due respect of your decisions. But... Kutch I-eu’-a-wa. I have none.” 

The sole family he had left was his sister, who married into another tribe, and their old parents, leading a miserable life on the reservation. His first wife, the beautiful Ce-gee-che, and their daughter both died from smallpox a few moons after her delivery, along with half the tribe’s population. According to custom, he remarried shortly after to her younger sister, the sweet, doe-eyed Shir-ra-sa. They’d had happy moments together, but he hadn’t been allowed to keep her long either. Or their unborn son.

His chest contracted in such a forceful way, he coughed out air and struggled to refill his lungs. But he needed to say the next words. He needed to sink into the darkest, ugliest, most painful place of his mind, the one he dreaded more than any because each revisit destroyed another bit of him, and tell the horrific memories he had lodged there. Aloud, so that when he died, his spoken words would remain forever in this place, a testimonial whisper floating mid-air between the mountains for anyone there willing to listen. 

“The Tai-vu have stolen many things. The land we live and find our food on, because more and more want to make new homes. The water we drink and fish in, because they dam up the rivers to find more and more precious stones. The wild game we hunt, because they kill it to sell more and more fur. The young, the old, and the weak ones of our tribes are being wiped out daily by the disease the Whitemen have brought us. Our sacred places are trampled upon.”

Why was it so difficult for the two peoples to cohabit in peace? He shook his head and glanced down at his clothes. Shir-ra-sa had decorated his long-sleeved deer hide shirt tastefully with elk bugler teeth, trade beads, fur fringes, and horsehair. His heritage, his culture, his People. Why so different, why so incompatible with the White man?

“Two winters ago, Chief Ouray negotiated a treaty in Conejos with Great Father of the United States, giving away our land in what the Tai-vu call the Rocky Mountains. He told us he was very impressed by their force and importance. But coming to our homeland, the Tai-vu have shown no respect or understanding. No will to make a just, fair transfer from the past to the future for us First People, the Nuche, who have lived here since the beginning. They call us savages ... but some of those who come here have proven to have cold, cold hearts and an extreme thirst for blood...” 

He paused to catch his breath. “They have stolen from me, too.” Throat tight and hurting as if he were sick with cold, he turned to his horse. Its big black eye stared back, not blinking once. He lifted a hand to pat its neck and let his fingers slide in the fur, seeking warmth, needing comfort. “You saw it. You were there.” His eyes stung, but having been raised since childhood to never show his feelings, he closed them and held back the hot tears pressing behind his lids.

Though the memory pained him to the deepest of his being, he pictured leaving the reservation upon learning his young wife had been taken prisoner—to be used as a slave, possibly. She was five moons pregnant, fragile, and tired, and it was crucial that he found her. Anguished as never before, he had followed the traces of her abductors along the Green River for days and days. As a hunter used to analyzing tracks, he had determined the size of the group and who they were, so it was no surprise when a bunch of White trappers emerged out of a canyon one morning at the river’s confluence with the Yampah. Shir-ra-sa wasn’t among them; and his worst fears, the ones that had kept him going all that time, suddenly became real and froze his heart into a hard chunk of ice.

“I should have done something.” His voice came out low, raucous, close to a growl. “I hid in a crevice and could shoot them if I wanted to, picking one after the other like hens in a clearing. I am excellent with firearms, one of the best hunters of my tribe. But what would it help that I killed a few of them, even a dozen lousy coyotes, before they shot me, if she was still alive and waiting for my rescue? I had to find her first.”

He clenched his hands, the fingers of one fist twining in Na’-mu’s fur and the nails of the other digging into his sweaty palms. “They had used one of the few trees in that canyon. It’s a bare land of stone and water and sparse sagebrush, but they found her a tree.” He drew a deep, ragged breath and held onto Na’-mu’s hair for balance. If he didn’t, he would sway and ... fall forward, face first. Into blackness, to never reawaken. 

“Her clothes had been taken off. Ripped off. They had hanged her by her neck in such a way that her collarbone didn’t snap, so instead, she suffocated. No mercy.” Recalling her dark, deformed head and bulging eyes, he shuddered. 

“Then, they...” He sucked in a new breath, held it, and blew out forcibly again, barely avoiding a gasp. “Then they cut off her breasts, just to hurt her, of course... I can’t imagine the pain she endured for their simple joy... And they sliced her stomach open.” 

The image of the bleeding gap caused his body to shiver. He winced. Still attached to the insides of her womb, the gray glistening umbilical cord had hung out of the parted flaps of her skin. At the other end of the cord, a few feet underneath her naked toes, a wrinkled, purple-colored miniature human being laid in its mother’s pool of dripping blood on the stone ground. Miraculously alive, blank eyes blinking and tiny fingers curling, but ... too little to survive much longer. 

“My son died in my arms.” In order to keep him warm, he had wrapped him in his shirt and held him against his chest, murmuring words of comfort his own mother sang to him when he was a child. In order to still the baby’s faint cries of hunger, he had gone to the river and fed him water. To no avail. 

The feel of the tiny body giving up and cooling in his arms was something he would never forget. 

A sob worked through his constricted chest, forcing a loud gasp out of his half-open mouth. 

No, don’t cry.

A long moment passed while he gritted his teeth until his jaw locked, swallowed deeply, and tried to force the pain back down his throat.  

Since the soil was too hard to dig a hole into, he had buried both bodies under a pile of heavy rocks, with his unnamed son on top of Shir-ra-sa’s mutilated chest. He wanted to cover them with the black wolf cape she had worn—one of his marriage gifts—but he couldn’t locate it anywhere in the mess the White coyotes had left behind. No, they had kept it. The rare fur would give them a lot of money.  

Then, what? No point in trying to catch up with them and attempt to avenge his loss. He was outnumbered, and even if he managed to sneak up on their camp at night and kill a few, it wouldn’t be enough to soothe his pain. “Nothing can. Not even burning their camp to the ground with every single one screaming in the flames!” 

Instead of traveling home to find nothing to live for there, he continued east along the Yampah River without purpose or reason, through the long, snaking canyons. As far as Mother Nature would let him.

“Nu-na-nush’ pi-au’,” he murmured. I’m left alone.

His pony nudged him with its big head and blew warm air into his neck.

Enough. He could no longer speak. Time to act. 

Bowing forward, eyes closed, he caressed the animal’s neck one last time, then gave it a push. “Go, you’re free.” 

It didn’t budge. 

“Go,” he insisted, his voice a croak. As it remained at his side, he opened his burning eyes and stared into Na’-mu’s big, shiny black ones. 

It returned the stare, nostrils flaring, before swinging its big head toward him and bumping a warm, hairy muzzle against his cheek. Hot breaths blew on his skin.

His throat choked with renewed emotion. He had seen Na’-mu grow from a playful foal to this strong, intelligent, and loyal companion. It deserved the name “First” because it was the most eager of the tribe’s horses to ride for a trip, always first in line and leading the others, head high and eyes sharp. How many days and nights had Na’-mu and he not spent together, relying on each other’s instincts and experiences to survive the cold, the heat, thirst, hunger, and all kinds of human and animal threats? 

He cleared his throat and asked, “Don’t you understand?” He gave the horse another push. “You can’t stay, my friend. There is nothing left for you here. No one left.” 

As Na’-mu still refused to move, he lifted his arm in front of its eye to scare it away. “Go!” Then once more he swatted, this time shouting so loud his vocal cords hurt. “Go!”

Na’-mu flattened its ears and blew loudly through its nostrils but remained put. 

How could it be so stubborn? Losing his patience, he grabbed a hand-sized stone in the chilly water and lifted his arm again, ready to throw it at the horse’s head. 

No! 

He caught himself in time, lowered his arm, and gasped in agony. His head spun. This was what they drove him to, the coyotes. They broke him, they turned him into a savage willing to hurt his best friend just to get his will. 

Raging, he threw the stone into the current. It hit the surface with a loud splash. 

At last, as if thinking it had protested enough, Na’-mu took a step backward, and another, and again. 

He breathed out from relief. 

That’s good. 

Reaching firm ground, Na’-mu lifted its big head, shook it vigorously so the long mane hair blew to all sides, and whinnied. 

Farewell, my friend. 

A layer of wetness grew in his eyes, blurring his vision. Jaw tight, he followed the big, lone animal as it trotted along the shore, back the way they had come from, until disappearing behind a low hillside. After some time, it would meet the Ute village he passed yesterday, and surely, one of the men would catch it. He hoped Na’-mu’s new owner would treat it well. He would see it had been raised and trained, and was a good, valiant horse. 

Finally alone. 

Now, the last part. 

He grabbed the sharp knife in his belt, pulled his fringed shirt sleeves up, and with a hunter’s expertise slashed his wrists one after the other—as quickly and easily as cutting fresh meat after a kill. His skin parted, liquid blood sputtering out of the gaping wounds. It didn’t hurt too bad, just felt as if his wrists had touched on heated metal. 

He plunged his forearms into the stream and watched as two filets of blood pumped out of him, spreading into a pinkish cloud form at his knees and swirling away in the current. Soon, the coolness of the water would numb the stinging. 

He released his tense grip on the knife and let it sink to the bottom of the river.
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​Chapter Two


[image: ]




“There’s Cross Mountain, girls,” Mr. Peterson drawled from his driver’s seat, lifting a hand to point ahead. Silhouetted by the sharp sunlight, his large back bobbed side-to-side as the wagon rolled on uneven terrain.

“Ooh, let me see, let me see!” His three young daughters squealed in choir, kneeling behind him and peeking over his shoulders.

In the shade of the white canvas, half-sitting in a corner of the dancing wagon box, Bella sighed. Her heavy stomach gave great discomfort, but her curiosity was greater. She rose to her knees, clutched one side of the box for balance, and gazed past the girls’ heads. 

A large, flat landscape of greens and blues unfolded before her as the Yampah River winded through endless fields of grass and scattered leaf trees. In the distance, mountains flanked the perimeter. Though it was still April, warm air smelling of prairie flowers filled the wagon and coated her skin with sweat. 

Her heart rate picked up. Had they finally arrived? Would the convoy stop soon, so she could be allowed to choose a parcel of land for her new home? About time, after spending weeks stuck in this rolling home with the Peterson family, who kindly had accepted to bring her along on their journey west, despite the dark tan of her skin. 

A boost of joy and excitement invigorated her. Golly, she already loved this beautiful, promising valley. It had everything her fiancé, Travis, and she dreamed of back in Arkansas. She could well understand why the Indians camped here.

In Denver, the convoy leaders had been warned that the Yamparika, among the last tribes to not yet have moved into reservations, roamed this land during the summer. Entering their hunting grounds was risky, but U.S. Congress intended to ratify a treaty removing all northern Utes from the newly incorporated Colorado Territory entirely. In a matter of weeks, the area would be free to conquer and cultivate.

She didn’t know if she could wait that long. 

“What day is it?” Mr. Peterson asked as he did every day, making sure to keep the children instructed. A school teacher, he was also a loving and responsible father doing everything in his might as a lone parent to raise and educate his daughters, even on the road. When Bella had begged to join them, he’d likely seen the opportunity to provide a maternal figure for his children during their journey. And he’d treated her well, which wasn’t a given at all for a person of color. 

“Today is April Eleventh, Eighteen-Sixty-Five,” replied Georgina, nearly twelve years old and Mr. Peterson’s oldest daughter. She had the same braided blonde hair and innocent blue eyes as her sisters, but following their mother’s death, she’d grown up very quickly to assist Mr. Peterson in taking care of the small family. 

“Good.”

“When are we going to stop?” 

“Not yet, darlin’,” the father replied, slapping the oxen with his reins.

The middle daughter, nine-year-old Lucy, made a pouting face. “Dad...”

“I’m not the one in charge, you know that,” he said. “Our fate is in God’s hands.”

With a deep sigh, Bella moved back to her corner and sat on her blanket, among luggage and what little belongings they had been allowed to take. What a long, exhausting voyage. Everyone was tired, yet excited about the prospect of making it to their goal and a better future. Most of the settlers left a poor life behind and wanted one thing only: a chance to start anew, with improved living and working conditions.

The youngest daughter, Sarah, plopped down next to Bella and gazed at her with the unabashed honesty of a six-year-old. 

Bella didn’t mind. As a person of mixed blood, she was used to stares. As a pregnant woman traveling alone, too. If not for the horrible, meaningless Civil War ravaging her homeland and turning Travis into a prisoner of war, he would be with her now, holding her hand and telling her about his plans for the future. Her eyes watered. She didn’t know when—or if—she would ever see him again.

Beneath her white bonnet, Sarah’s gaze moved to her stomach. “Can I touch it?”

“Of course. You know you can.” As so many times during their voyage, Bella smiled and let the eager girl put her small hand on her bulging stomach.

The baby must feel her touch, for it pushed underneath. A foot, maybe, or an elbow. It had to be about eight months old now, big and active, its movements keeping Bella awake at night. 

Sarah squealed. “It kicked me!” 

Alerted, her older sisters joined them. The three wore the same clothes; blue bodices and white aprons, discolored after months on the dirty road and little means to do any laundry.

“It did, I could feel it!” insisted Sarah. “Come on, try it, too!”

Three pairs of hands palmed her stomach and were rewarded by a vigorous kick. Laughs and squeals resounded in the wagon. 

After such a long time in these girls’ presence, Bella had grown fond of them, almost feeling like their adoptive mother. Hopefully, they would stay in touch after this ordeal was over, their new homes built, and life resumed normalcy.

“Do you think it will be a boy or a girl?” asked Georgina. 

“I have no idea.”

“But what would you like it to be?”

She shrugged. It was unimportant. All she prayed for was that it was healthy. The upcoming task of giving birth scared her, too. Who would help her during the delivery? Where would she be when her labor started? Not one thing was ready on site. All had to be built from scratch, and she was alone. Talk about bad timing. 

She shifted. Finding a comfortable position was nearly impossible. 

Silence settled, except for the monotonous rolling of heavy wheels underneath the wagon box, the stamping of ox hooves on the dirt ground, and occasional mooing. 

Lucy pouted. “Pfft, traveling is so boring.”

“Yeah. Why don’t you tell us your story, Bella?” Georgina chimed in.

“I already have. Many, many times, sweetie.”

Dimples grew in the pre-teen’s still-chubby cheeks. “Please! Please!”

Bella was drained, but it was important to keep the girls and herself occupied. They’d spent the voyage talking, singing, telling stories, and reading. Soon, they would split and she would miss them.  

She took a deep breath. “Okay... I was born in Osceola, a beautiful city in northeastern Arkansas. My father owned a big cotton plantation and my mother worked for him.”

“She was Black!”

“Yes, and despite the social gap between them, they fell in love, but they weren’t allowed to marry. When I was born, I lived with my mother and didn’t know who was my father. Then when I was about your age”—she nodded to Sarah—“Mom died.”

Hurt rushed through her. Each time, it felt the same. Retelling the story never lessened the pain. Tears welled in her eyes. They came faster now that she was pregnant. The children’s gazes grew moist, too, for they’d lived the same nightmare. 

“And?” Sarah asked, voice low, nudging her elbow. 

Bella swallowed. “It was very difficult. Unlike you girls, I was alone, and the daughter of a slave. My maternal grandparents died before I was born, and I had no one to take care of me. But then, my father decided to recognize me after all and took me into his house. I guess he realized that times were changing, that folks in the northern states thought Blacks should have rights. Also, I was his only child. In any case, it was my first miracle. I went to school and had a decent life. And then happened a second miracle.”

Sarah’s little face brightened. “You fell in love with a prince!”

The child’s enthusiasm eased Bella’s pain. “Well, Travis is my prince.” The oldest son of a wealthy neighbor family, the Millicents. She couldn’t believe he courted her, the daughter of a plantation owner and his slave, a blend still seen as the lowest of social classes in most circles. But what mattered was that he did and his intentions were good. “He’s handsome, intelligent, funny, and very kind. The perfect husband.” Her chest boosted with heat and pride. 

“And he fell for you, too,” Sarah cooed, beaming and clapping her hands. She always awaited this part of Bella’s fairytale-like story.

Bella smiled. The children’s mood swings were incredible, going from happy to sad to happy again in a heartbeat. “Yes, to my amazement, he proposed to me.”

“Oooh...”

“It was such a fantastic wedding, like in a dream, and he gave me this ring. I was very, very happy.” She straightened her hand and showed them a golden wedding band. Her mom’s band, not her own, but no one needed to know that. 

She and Travis never got to marry. Due to her mixed blood, the Millicents had done everything in their might to delay the marriage. Then Travis enlisted into the Civil War. Had his parents known she was pregnant, they would have had to reconsider ... but Bella only found out once she was on the road to Colorado. The morning nausea left no doubt. 

Nonetheless, since she traveled alone, she chose to wear her mother’s ring to avoid embarrassing questions about a pregnancy outside of marriage—God forbid!

“You’re very lucky,” Lucy said, her blue eyes dreamy and shiny.

“Yes. He is my prince indeed.”

Travis. 

Bella’s heart ached. She loved him dearly and missed him more than she could tell anyone, for there was a carnal side to it. She yearned for her man’s maleness and strength. His good looks came to her easily: He stood taller than the average European American and had sand-blond hair and tanned but aristocratic features, with green, long-lashed eyes gleaming, as if he always had parallel thoughts. It was his intelligence, his sense of defiance, both of which she found attractive. And when he slept with her, up against a barn wall or buried in the hay, he was rough between her legs, and she liked it. He invaded her, owned her, yet she wanted more. Sometimes, it struck her that by letting a ‘White master’ sleep with her, she reenacted her mother’s story. Would there ever be change? But then Travis growled again and again, while pumping his seed into her, that he loved her. “Higher than the moon, hotter than the sun,” he whispered into her ear afterwards. So it had to be true! 

That damn war had destroyed their plans, even if it arrived late in their lives. She respected his decisions, though. He said he resented slavery, could not stand the idea of abusing other people because of the color of their skin. When the war broke out, he refused to enlist and support the pro-slavery Confederacy, until a few years later, in September 1864, following threats from his father that he would disown him if he didn’t man up and fight for the family honor and values. But Travis planned to surrender to the North in the hopes that they would let him free. Unfortunately, he never got the opportunity to desert off battle. Bella received a letter from him at Christmas informing he was one of a hundred confederate cavalrymen captured by Union brigades at Mine Creek, Kansas, in October. Despite his unionist views, he had been sent to the Rock Island prison camp on the Mississippi River and would stay there until the close of the war. 

Heavy-hearted, she recalled his mail, which she’d read countless times. The opening lines sounded optimistic, but his crooked, forced letters told her the living conditions of a prisoner weren’t optimal. A few paragraphs down, he confirmed her suspicion by admitting every day and night on Rock Island was a battle not to die from the cold, famine, disease, or the mere cruelty of his guards.

His last words had etched into her memory. “Soon, my father will learn that I’m a renegade and disown me. Do not wait for it to happen. Leave Arkansas. Hurry, my darling. Gather as much funding as you can, even if it takes selling our engagement ring, and get help to travel west. With the Indians moving to reservations, more and more virgin land in Colorado Territory becomes available. Find us a nice place to start anew and hire someone to build a home. Do not wait for me, my darling. Continue to write me, tell me about your projects for our future, and I will join you soon. This stupid war can’t last forever. My love for you is forever. Your Travis.”

In the following weeks, she’d sold the few valuable things she owned—including the gorgeous diamond ring he’d given her, sadly—and paid to join this convoy of settlers. Father had deplored her departure, not knowing if he would ever see his daughter again, but Travis’ parents had applauded. 

When she arrived in Denver after many long, terrible weeks through mud, dust, and rivers, she mailed Travis to inform him she had almost reached her destination. After a few days of rest and provisioning, the convoy had continued into the mountains. Instead of the usual route westward, the leaders had chosen an ancient Indian trail mainly used by trappers and miners, via Rollins Pass, and then northwest.

This voyage seemed endless. She sighed. Dagnammit, how exhausting. When would the convoy stop?

“Sons of guns!” Mr. Peterson cursed, startling her. Odd, he who never swore in front of his children.

The wagon picked up speed, the heavy wheels beneath her rolling faster. 

“What’s going on, Father?” the girls asked in unison, rising to their knees to see past his large back. 

Sucking in a breath, Bella lifted her head. The wagon in front of them rolled so fast it wobbled and threatened to tip over. 

What in the...?

“Get down, girls!” he urged, voice alarmed, but they seemed frozen in place. 

A loud yell sounded nearby, so shrill and out-of-this-world, a glacial shiver ran up Bella’s spine.

Then, a gunshot. 

Mr. Peterson ducked, and his daughters screamed.

O Lord! 

She leapt forward, grabbed the three girls in her arms, and brought them down onto the floor, hitting her back in the fall.

* * *
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The leader had fired a first shot, the signal, and now there was no way back. Not that Hevovetāso—Whirlwind—wanted to retreat; on the contrary, he wanted blood. Like so many times before a kill, he rode hard and drove his strong paint as fast as its legs could take. Following the rhythmic galloping beneath him, savoring the feel of warm, solid muscles playing between his squeezed thighs, he gulped in the mix of hot desert air and up-swirled dust as if running the race himself.

He glanced from the long colony of Vé’ho’e (Whiteman)’s wagons ahead to the brothers in arms flanking him. Sweat made the Dog Men’s war-painted chests and faces glisten in the sun. With the speed of the hunt, their long hair blew to all sides and stuck to their skin. Stirring up each other’s furor, they brandished weapons in menace and yapped loud, like mad dogs.

He lifted his carbine in the air, too, and emitted a shrill war cry. His heart reached a peak of excitement so high it pounded in his chest and threatened to burst open. He shook that thought off, filled his soul with hate, and snickered. Soon, the White coyotes were going to be screaming for mercy.

Many times over, he had avenged the atrocious butchering of his people at Sand Creek, but his thirst for blood would not be sated until all Whites were slain, the entire land was returned to its rightful owners, and the Fathers nodded in appreciation.

All because of John Chivington. 

John Chivington.

The name stung the tip of his tongue like a poison, as if holding all of that snake’s vileness and evil. Ignoring both the U.S. flag and the white flag of peace that chief Black Kettle had raised above his tepee, Chivington had ordered over six hundred White cavaliers to attack a camp of Cheyenne and Arapaho civilians on the prairie. After having shot as many as they could, they came back to cut off genitals and bring them to Denver in triumph. 

Whirlwind and fellow warriors who had refused to be relocated to that camp, learned about the massacre too late. 

In his view flashed the shocking images of slaughtered women, children, and elderly people. Bodies everywhere, bloody, in awkward positions, in pieces, scattered in the grass, between tepees and trees, plucked out of hastily dug holes on the riverbank, more than he could count, each one looking so very alone in death. Then, among them, his father and his little sister, torn apart from each other, mutilated to the unrecognizable, the sight blinding him with unquenchable rage and hatred. 

The horrified cries of a few survivors still rang in his ears. And never before in his twenty-two summers had he seen grown men weep, inconsolable as they aimlessly carried what was left of their loved ones. 

For their pain, for his family’s loss, and for the inexcusable suffering inflicted on his people, he dedicated his life to the decimation of the White race.

Gunshots and his companions’ shrill “Yap! Yap!” whooping came back to him, permeating the lamenting cries from Sand Creek. His vision cleared and adjusted to the wagons ahead, rolling at chaotic speed down a slope in the valley. 

His excitement exploded. His breath caught, and his head spun as if he were drunk. He wanted to do something extraordinary. He wanted to impress his brothers, wanted to be remembered for his bravery. 

Clutching his carbine tighter, he urged his pony on, faster! faster! through the yellow cloud of dust, toward the nearest wagon, and prepared to jump. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Three
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Gunshots flared the silence behind Tókwar, in the distance. 

Startled, he looked up over the river, and a kick of cold adrenaline rushed through him. 

Indian war cries. Galloping hooves and heavy wheels rolling on a hard surface. 

The hair on his neck stood.

Slowly, so he wouldn’t lose consciousness, he scrambled to his feet and swiveled, water running along his legs and arms. His head spun, and he hurt from exhaustion. Despite having immersed his wrists in the cool water for a long while, the cuts burned. 

He drew a deep breath, and, squinting from the blinding sun, perused up the slight slope of dirt-ground and low bushes. 

Nothing in view, but the gunshots continued right behind the horizon, with the excited yelping of Indian warriors, ox mooing, horse neighing, and terrified screaming. Male and female.

His heart tightened. Was this how Shir-ra-sa screamed when the White coyotes tortured her? He hoped she hadn’t begged for her life but bravely accepted her fate, staring her murderers straight in the eye. 

The horrifying sounds came nearer with the speed and mass of a sandstorm about to hit him in the face and envelop him.

Bleeding arms hanging at his sides, he stepped out of the river. Water sloshed around his ankles as he treaded the wet sand. He climbed the bank like a lifeless puppet, reached firm ground, and braced for what he was about to see. 

There! Against the backdrop of the clear blue sky, White people’s prairie schooners appeared one after the other, surrounded by a band of thirty-something mounted warriors shooting. The horizon filled with thundering wagons and horses coming his way at full speed and swirling up a large cloud of yellow dust.

Ugh. He blinked and resisted the instinctive urge to step backward into the river and hide. His heart thudded in his chest. This scene was surreal. These people came too fast, out of nowhere, a slaughter unfolding before his eyes. 

Was his blood loss causing a hallucination? No, the ground shook under his feet from the galloping hooves and rolling wheels, and the screams of terror cut through him like a glacial blade. He held his breath.  

The first wagon stopped, horses neighing, and blocked the others’ path. One tipped over from the abrupt stop and fell onto its side with a loud thud, blowing up more dust. A few surviving White men ducked into hiding and shot from behind their wagons. Unrelenting, the warriors galloped around, hanging on the sides of their mounts and firing from beneath their necks. Still, some were hit by the Whites. A few bodies slid to the ground, arms outstretched or clutching their wounds, mouths open in pain.

From their clothes and hair and the paint on their faces and ponies, these men were Cheyennes and Arapahos. His people’s enemies. Following the atrocious Sand Creek massacre last winter, during which hundreds of civilians, mostly women and children, were brutally murdered and mutilated by a disproportional number of White army coyotes, the two tribes had intensified their joint retaliations. Especially on settlers travelling west. 

This band must have forced the convoy off the main track in the hopes they would butcher the Whites near the river, unseen.

He stared in shock at the dust-filled scene. No one had noticed him yet.

All of the sudden, the shooting from the settlers diminished. 

Change of tempo. 

Shouting orders, the warriors fired off a few more shots into the wagons—probably to make sure all Whites were killed—before quickly and efficiently picking up their own dead and wounded, cutting the surviving oxen’s harnesses, looting the wagons, and collecting weapons and stray horses. They had lost about a third of their men. 

After a moment, a large group rode back the way they came from in a cloud of dust, herding mooing oxen and nervous horses in front of them with loud yelps and brandishing their weapons in victory. 

Two warriors stayed behind, looking around. One dismounted and checked underneath each wagon while the other rode toward the one lying on its side. Were they missing someone?

Hurry. 

Despite his numbness, Tókwar tore fringes from his shirt and clumsily tied his cut wrists to stop their bleeding. The White people’s business wasn’t his—his was reuniting with his loved ones—but he couldn’t leave having witnessed a bloodbath and not done something first. What, he didn’t know yet. Creator would tell him. 

He staggered up the slope, out in the open, palms turned up to show he was unarmed. He didn’t fear for his life. If his enemies shot him, it was fine; he was already headed for the Spirit World and they would only help him get there faster. 

As he neared the scene, the sour-sweet smell of fresh blood, acrid upturned earth, and gunpowder filled his nose and lungs. He blinked from the dusty air clotting his vision and stinging his eyes.

The place was a carnage. Bile rolled in his stomach. Attached to a mess of harnesses, dead oxen lay before the wagons, hooves in the air, trembling bodies sputtering red liquid from bullet holes. White men were scattered in contorted positions on the dirt-ground or hanging over wagons, heads blown to pieces, limbs and clothes shot apart. Dust settled on long splatters of blood that had sprayed up the wagons’ sides, on their metal wheels and the trampled earth. Crimson drops dripped from underneath floorboards and puddles spread around dehumanized bodies on the ground. 

Feeble neighing sounded somewhere. 

Not his horse. 

Was it wounded? Were there other survivors?

One of the warriors appeared from behind a wagon and startled upon seeing him. Eyes widening, the man clutched his gun and called the other, who turned his pony and joined him. Both gaped, horror in their war-painted faces. Was he scaring them? 

Incredulous, Tókwar stopped walking and glanced down at his cut wrists, fringes barely holding back the bleeding, and the blood-drenched front of his shirt. Maybe they thought he was a spirit visiting from the other side to punish them for the massacre they just conducted.

He looked up and held their spooked stares from one to the other. Their glistening muscles twitched with adrenaline from the battle, and their naked chests heaved. When he lifted a hand in peace, they sent each other a look and made a point of directing their guns to the ground. 

They wouldn’t understand his language, so he spoke with his eyes: Thirst for revenge drove them to hunt the Whites, with good reason. He wanted revenge, too. He wanted it dearly, so dearly it drove him mad with blackness inside and he couldn’t think straight until his thirst was sated or he left this world altogether. And although the Cheyennes and Arapahos traditionally were his tribe’s enemies, if having to choose between them and the Whites, he would fight at his red brothers’ sides. But he wouldn’t slay innocents.  

After the quiet stare-down, the two wide-eyed warriors glanced at each other and slowly turned on their heels. The mounted one waited for his friend to jump up on his pony before they both urged their mounts on, kicking their flanks and yelping. They picked up speed and did not look back once. Behind them, dust swiveled in the air while the thumping of hooves disappeared in the distance. 

An eerie silence settled. After complete chaos, time stood still. 

Soon, raptors would smell the cadavers, circle the perimeter from above, and choose prey to feast on. 

Tókwar closed his burning eyes. His heart cried with renewed grief. The momentousness of the situation weighed so much on him, he wanted to sink into the ground and vanish, forget. 

He was left alone with the dead. Many, many dead. Slaughtered men, women, children. They’d been hopeful, on their way to a new life. Now, they were slain far from home and would never get a proper burial.

His whole being demanded revenge for the murders of his wife and child, and for all the butchered sisters and brothers from other tribes. But surely, these innocent Whites had relatives, and, knowing their atrocious grievance inside out, he would never want the same hurt inflicted onto anyone, pale-faced or not.

* * *

[image: ]


Kneeling on the wooden floor, Bella held her breath and swallowed hard to stop the urge to gag from the stenches of fresh blood and human feces. Warm tears kept rolling down her face. Everyone was dead. The girls, the father. And the shock had kick-started her labor. She couldn’t believe this... This... 

In-between the painful contractions of her womb, she rose and peeked over Mr. Peterson’s body on his seat. Since the wagon in front of hers had fallen to its side, she had a quite good view.

The remaining Indian walked the site of the disaster, checking everything with sharp, raven-colored eyes. Unlike the others who were bare-chested, he wore a fringed, long-sleeved shirt with a V-flap on his neck. Red-black stains covered the front of it, and bloody pieces of fabric were tied around his wrists. Why did the war party leave him behind? He had a slight limp, as if being hurt or very tired, his tanned features drawn. Had they had a disagreement?

How bizarre: He wandered among the lifeless, blood-splattered bodies of her fellow travelers and stopped by each one to say a few incomprehensible words, as if to apologize for the atrocities that had been done to them. Maybe he was a religious man who stayed behind to say prayers and wish the dead safe travel to Heaven. But why do that to his enemies? Pfft, she knew nothing about the traditions of these savages. 

Heart hammering in her chest, she kept low. When he reached her, she would hide her face under the bloody dress of poor little Sarah, like when the convoy stopped and the Indians cold-heartedly shot at everyone, somehow missing her, before searching the confined space and stealing their belongings. She had held her breath and pretended to be hit, too. How she managed to fool them, with her stomach’s contractions almost unbearable, was another miracle.

O’ Lord, what an insane mess. She was about to give birth in the middle of nowhere, and from the silence of the site, she was alone with no one to help her, no one to get her to a doctor, no one to keep her safe from the dangers of the wild during the most vulnerable time of her life. How were she and the baby going to get out of this ordeal alive? 

For now, she could only take it one step at a time. The labor gave her no respite, and she was too scared and distressed to think ahead.

A whinny sounded from a low hill near the gorge. A horse must have escaped during the raid. 

The Indian turned in that direction and made a clucking sound with his tongue. 

A pair of pointy ears appeared over the hilltop, then a white unruly mane, big black eyes, and a dark gray muzzle. After more coaxing, the horse—a gray and white-spotted paint carrying a single rope rein—trotted down the hill. Not toward the Indian, toward her!

Bella’s heart jumped. The big animal must have smelled her, and now it would lead the savage straight to her and he would kill her. Sucking in a frantic breath, she ducked, sought shelter underneath the glistening, cold fabric of Sarah’s bloody dress, and lay still.

The sound of trotting hooves approached, then soft footfalls and a low voice. The pony stopped a mere few feet from her wagon, snorted, and thumped the ground as if to attract attention.

An ice-cold shiver went up her spine. This time, she was going to die. Her luck had been used up. The Indians wouldn’t be so dumb to miss her twice. Limbs paralyzed with fear, she braced and counted seconds...

...More seconds...

...Nothing. 

Near the fallen wagon, on the side that had its wheels in the air, the male voice spoke in a questioning tone, but didn’t come closer. Didn’t the pony come for her after all? Or had the Indian just been momentarily distracted and would soon continue toward her?

Still nothing. 

Why wasn’t he coming?

Lord, the horror.

After more waiting, she worked up the nerve to slowly look up from her hiding place.

He stood beside the pony, whose back reached him at chest level, and patted its neck. He talked in a low, soothing voice. 

It was difficult to estimate the age of these weathered people, but from the sharpness of his tanned features and the thin lines on his forehead, he looked to be in his mid to late thirties. Long, black hair fell down his shoulders to the middle of his back. 

Eyes wild, the animal trembled, likely still frightened by the gunshots. Now and then, it bent its big head to the bottom of the upended wagon, blowing and clawing at the earth with its front hooves, as if to tell something.

Frowning, the Indian grabbed the pony’s bridle, went to the other side of the wagon, and kneeled to lift the thick canvas. His eyes widened as he uncovered the body of a young, unconscious warrior between torn metal bows, one leg trapped underneath the wagon. So, that was who the two other ones had been searching for. He must have jumped on the wagon’s side during the raid and been caught underneath when it tipped over.

The pony whinnied and blew while the Indian checked the young man’s pulse. He must be alive, for the older man stood abruptly, brought the pony back to the other side, and attached a rope around its neck and the other end to the wagon. When he gave the pony loud commands and slapped its flank, it leapt forward and pulled, tugging again and again until the fallen wagon suddenly tilted upright. The metal wheels hit the earth with a bang, lifting a cloud of orange dust. Limp bodies and hard objects tumbled inside. 

The Indian hurried back, knelt next to the freed guy, and felt along his torso, arms, and legs, insisting on a point below one of his knees. Was he wounded? The young guy didn’t move, his war-painted body covered with purplish concussions, traces of blood, and earth. Without any facial expression, the older Indian took his weapons, pulled him by his torso to the nearest wheel, and tied him to it with another rope that hung on the wagon-side. 

Bella gawked. So there had been a disagreement. Or maybe they simply didn’t belong to the same tribe. But why then was the older man here in the first place?

A new, hard contraction cramped her womb, hurting as if ruthless vices pressed until she couldn’t take any more. She fell to the wooden floor and laid in the mess of children’s hair, cooling bodies, and clothes, clutching her stomach and gritting her teeth so she wouldn’t cry out. This time, she was unable to hold back a wail of pure pain from deep in her throat. 

O Lord, have mercy!
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​Chapter Four
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A keening sounded nearby. 

Tókwar looked up at the same time as the pony’s ears pointed to the nearest wagon, and he strained to hear. A child? That would be a tremendous gift from Creator. He didn’t care for the wounded Cheyenne, who, as soon as he woke, would be a severe threat to count with despite his broken leg. But a White survivor, and a child, at that? It would make up, if only a little, for the injustice done to these innocent settlers. If the warriors didn’t manage to kill all, it would be a sign from Creator that he was very much present and rightful and would not grant the murderers a complete victory. 

Pulse beating like a drum in his chest, he stood, walked to the wagon the sound had come from, and circled the dead oxen on the ground. On the driver’s seat, a man sat in a crooked, half-lying position, his eyes open but blank, a filet of blood running from a hole in his shirt. He wore different clothes than the ones of the Mormons who had built many homes and traded with the Utes west of Wasatch. 

Tókwar gazed past him, through the oval opening of the white canvas. Inside, among scattered belongings, lay three little girls’ bodies, faces shot beyond recognition, blood and brain mass splattered up the walls. Partly underneath one of them, a woman, with only her back and legs apparent. 

He had heard wrong. No survivor.

A violent surge of grief went through him as he acknowledged each small body, then conjured up the image of his newborn son who had been brutally cut out of his mother’s womb and left to die on the cold ground. 

Why, Creator? Why butcher children? The wars of the adults didn’t concern them. 

This massacre was completely unfair, proof of the lowest of human conduct, and made no sense since it would only provoke retaliation from the Whites. More blood spilled, more revenge, more tears.

Had there been at least one survivor, he might have regained some faith. But in the company of these dozens and dozens of victims, he felt like the loneliest person in the world. 

He glanced at his wrists and the bloody fringes pressing on his cut veins. Maybe time to untie them and finish what he had started. 

He was about to retreat when a movement in the corner of his eye snapped him back. 

The woman. She had moved. He was sure.

He grabbed the driver’s limp arm and pulled until the man fell to the ground like a heavy bag. Holding his breath from the stench of death and defecation drifting out of the wagon, he climbed up to the seat, leaned over the dead children’s bodies, and touched the woman’s back. Yes, her skin was warm, and she trembled underneath his fingers. She lived! 

Heart palpitating, he tugged on her, tried to turn her around, but couldn’t get a grip on the glistening, blood-covered fabric of her clothes. 

All of the sudden, she jerked up with a squeal of terror, brown eyes so wide their whites showed, and scrambled backward until hitting the end of the wooden box.

He drew a sharp breath and worked to conceal his surprise.

Her white apron bulged. The big, round stomach beneath gave her pain, for she held it and winced while fixing her eyes on him and heaving for breath. Unruly dark hair framed her tanned, sweaty face—she had to be a blend of White and Black persons. She looked to have lived at least twenty winters. She seemed unharmed, but the shock provoked by the attack had probably started her labor. He hoped it wasn’t too early.

He turned both palms up in the air. “Don’t be afraid,” he said in English, having learned the language from communicating with Mormons. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

With a grimace of pain, she emitted a cry and clutched her stomach harder, but kept her wild gaze fixed on him.

“I’m a Ute,” he explained, voice soft. “I don’t belong to the band that attacked you. They were Cheyennes and Arapahos. I’m a man of peace.”

Panting, she looked down, as if to indicate she understood. Sweat rolled down her temples and throat and landed as small droplets on her heaving gray dress.

He lowered his hands, too. His pulse beat at a quick pace from the tension and a chill landed on his neck, raising the hair. 

What was he going to do with her? She would need help soon, and he had never assisted the birthing of a child. It was women’s business. All he could do was provide water, food, and a shelter, then Mother Nature would have to take over. 

She looked scared, but Ute women often left the camp to deliver on their own, so she should be able to, too.

She closed her eyes and rode a new contraction, whimpering through gritted teeth and rocking back and forth on folded legs as if to alleviate the pain. 

He had to find her a different place. She couldn’t stay inside this box turned slaughterhouse. He spun, jumped down from the driver’s seat, and circled the wagon to join her in the back opening of the canvas.

Still clutching her stomach, she turned and snapped an untrusting glare at him.  

“You have to get out,” he said. “Let me help you.” He put a hand on her shivering arm. 

Widening her eyes, she jerked back and swatted at him. “Get back! Don’t touch me!”

Too fast. 

He withdrew, trying to keep his voice calm. She needed time to adjust to him. “Listen, this place will be full of bacteria soon.” He nodded to the cadavers behind her. “You and the baby will get infections and die. You can’t stay here.”

“J-just don’t t-touch me.” She whimpered and grimaced again, a coat of sweat covering her face. Her voice sounded lighter than the Ute women’s and held the accent he’d heard some of the southern settlers speak. 

He stepped back. “Then get out on your own.” 

Taking quick breaths, she peeked over the side of the box and grimaced again. “I c-can’t.” She clutched her stomach. “It’s t-too high. I’ll fall.”

With a little goodwill, it was possible to climb down in her condition, but she seemed too panicked, too frozen to do the simplest thing.

“No, you won’t fall,” he said. “But if you do, I’ll catch you.”

She retreated, eyes wild. “N-no.” Her breaths came erratic. 

He held back a sigh and repeated, “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to help.”

She shook her head. “Get away from me.”

“Listen. With all these dead bodies rotting in the sun”—he swept the landscape surrounding them—“wild animals and raptors will come soon and it’ll be dangerous to stay here. I promise you won’t survive the night.” 

“O’ Lord. The night.” She brought a hand to her trembling mouth and sobbed, eyes filling with tears. “What the hell am I going to do? What’s going to happen to me? And my b-baby?”

His chest tightened. He honestly didn’t know. Even if he did everything in his might to help, he couldn’t guarantee they would live. There were too many unknowns. But he could not tell her that and aggravate her mental state. “Just let me help you. I’ll watch over you.” He extended a hand.

“No!” She jumped back, watery eyes so suspicious it almost stung his pride. 

Would he have to use force? No, she was irrational, in despair. The best thing he could do was be patient. 

He ground his teeth, took a deep breath, and bore his gaze into hers. “You have to understand. You’re on your own. No one else is going to help you. Certainly not the Cheyenne dog I tied over there.” He nodded to the wagon in front of hers. “The first chance he gets, he’ll kill you. But with me, you’re safe.” He crossed his arms and waited.

“W-what a nightmare.” Sobbing, she leaned over the edge again and measured the height. Tears rolled down her face and plopped on the dusty ground beneath. After a while, she gazed into his eyes and swallowed. “T-tell me about you f-first.”

That, he could do, if it helped her calm. “My name is Tókwar Sin-au’-av and I belong to the Toompahnahwach Nation. Have you heard of it?”

“No.”

“Have you heard of the Utes?”

“Yes. Where do you live?”

“Near what your people call Great Salt Lake. We’re camped west of the Wasatch mountains, on the Uintah Reservation.”

“What does your name mean?”

“Black Wolf.”  

“Okay.” She nodded. “How c-come you speak English so well?”

“I’m a hunter. I trade with your people.”

Nodding again, she sniffed and wiped her face. 

He was grateful she had temporary relief from the contractions. 

She glanced at his wrists. “W-what have you done to yourself?”  

His heart squeezed, but he didn’t reply. It was a private matter. 

“Why have you come here?” she insisted. “What are you doing here alone, far from your tribe, with your wrists bleeding?”

He didn’t have to answer that. 

Her dark eyes gleamed. “Your name suits you. The lone wolf.”

Ignoring the spite in her words, he gazed at the lifeless bodies in the wagon. Flies buzzed over the open wounds and would soon lay eggs in the rotting flesh. He needed to remove all the dead on site somehow so they wouldn’t attract wildlife. He didn’t have the strength to dig graves and bury them properly. The only immediate solution was dumping them into the river. A horrid task.

As if reading his mind, she gasped. “Lord, so many people.”

When he gazed back at her, she grabbed her stomach and leaned forward with a wail of pain, long brown hair sliding over her face like a waterfall. 

He wanted to do something to soothe her but felt useless. Thankfully, he hadn’t been present during Ce-gee-che’s delivery and witnessed her extreme pain. 

Ugh. Old grief bubbled right under the surface of his conscious, but he had to stay focused on the present. 

Beside him, the pony whinnied. Maybe it was thirsty. Now that he thought of it, thirst scratched at his throat, too, and he would have to get water for the woman as soon as possible. He sighed, the overload of feelings and physical exhaustion weighing him down. 

After a long moment, she rose, panting hard, wet hair sticking to her face. “What do you ... want from me?”

He regarded her. He wanted nothing from her. Life wasn’t only about giving and taking. It was possible to do something that felt right at a certain moment and not expect anything in return.

Her tired eyes searched his.

After a beat, he stated more than he asked, voice low, “You think I can just walk away?”

“Most people would.” She reached for him with a trembling hand. 

Finally! 

Leaning against the wooden box, he pulled her slender arm around his neck, scooped her into his, and lifted her out. Her clothes were wet with sweat and blood. She was surprisingly heavy, and he weakened by the ordeals of the last days and his blood loss, but he wouldn’t falter.

Gathering all his forces, he spun on his heels and walked past the wagon. The pony stared at him with pointy ears. He gave it a wry smile and spoke in Ute. “Soon, I’ll need your help.” After he carried the woman to a safe place, he would make good use of the pony’s strength to drag the cadavers to the river.

She shifted in his arms and pushed at his chest. “Let me down! I can walk on my own.”

He ignored her.

“O’ Lord, what have I gotten myself into?” She let out a cry, not of pain this time, but of what sounded like despair. 

When he passed the unconscious Cheyenne, she leaned her head against his chest and sobbed, her soft curls brushing his jaw. 

Touched by her acceptance and trust in him, he held her tighter.

Stand by me, Creator. By us. 

* * *
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Whirlwind drifted in and out of dull, silent blackness. Away from the all-consuming pain, trying to evade it—then back to it, awoken violently by its fieriness. 

Large, open wounds in his back burned as if a fire licked from his waist up to his shoulders. When the wagon tipped over, he fell backward with it, landed hard, and was dragged along, the bare skin of his back scraping the rough, rocky ground until the oxen stopped running. Worse: upon impact, the wagon box hit him so brutally a bone broke beneath his kneecap, and now flaming pain shot up and down his leg, over and over, intense and wild, giving him no respite. To add to his misery, following his fall, his whole body ached from deep, throbbing bruises. 

The only soft feeling in this chaos of pain, so soft it was almost a relief, was a barely perceptible wetness moistening his breechcloth between his thighs, different from the thick, warm one leaking from the wounds in his back. Had he wet himself when he was out? He didn’t mind. In his situation—someone had freed him from the heavy wagon, pulled him into a half-sitting position, and tied his arms behind him—anything could happen. 

In the meantime, a need to move overwhelmed him as a colony of ants crawled inside his limbs, driving him half-mad. He tried to shift to find a more tolerable position but couldn’t; his members had been immobile for so long he was stiff. 

How long had he been here? He hadn’t opened his eyes and checked his surroundings yet, but from the approximate height of the sun shining on his face, it had to be afternoon. A long time then. 

Thirst crackled his lips and dried his nose. Thin dust snuck into his half-open mouth and tickled the back of his throat. He coughed, intensifying every hurt in his body. He winced from the vivified pain, barely held back a groan, and coughed some more, trying not to shake his body so much. 

The sound of footfalls crushing sand approached, and coolness took over for the warm sunbeams. Someone stood in front of him, shadowing. 

Whirlwind swallowed a new cough, opened an eye, peeked at a tall Indian towering over him, then opened the other eye and blinked. 

His captor—a Ute, from the V-flap in his shirt—observed him with a gleam of hate in his pupils. Of course, they were enemies. He would probably kill him.

Whirlwind would spit if his mouth had any spittle. Instead, he gathered all the venom he’d collected in his years as the son of the fearless Cheyennes and snickered.

The Ute studied him with intent. His low shoulder indicated he carried something heavy. 

Whirlwind glanced down his arm in time to see it moving and a wooden bucket coming his way. 

Water! He closed his eyes and braced.

Ice cool wetness hit his sunburned chest and stomach, spraying all over and pushing the air out of his lungs. He shivered. Seconds later, a second swing of the bucket sent cold water splashing on his face like a slap. Despite himself, he gasped from the shock. Water infiltrated his nose, mouth, eyes... He swallowed some, briefly savoring the moisture on his dry tongue, then needed air and gulped loud like fish on land.

The footfalls disappeared.

A filet of water sneaked from inside his nostrils down his throat. He couldn’t resist coughing again and winced from renewed pain setting his body on fire. The water had done little to help soothe the hurts, and he hadn’t gotten enough into his mouth to sate his thirst. If anything, he was even thirstier than before. He stuck his tongue out and tried licking the remaining wetness around his mouth. That was all he could do—unless he folded his good knee upward and sucked on the wet fabric of his legging. 

Would he die here? Did the Ute plan to kill him? 

Raging from the imprisonment, the pain, and the impossibility to do anything, he opened his eyes and took in his surroundings. The low, blinding sun hung over a chain of mountains in the west. A flat desert landscape stretched from his far left to the right, where it met a river. 

Where were his brothers? Why had they abandoned him? The Cheyennes never left their dead and wounded behind. They must have had a good reason. 

The wagon he was tied to blocked the view behind him. He wanted to see the whole site, and what the Ute was doing. Were there more than one? 

No voice came from behind the wagon, no sound, so the man was probably alone. 
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