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Invite to a Showdown


 


After a bizarre double killing forces her into exile, Rowena Jansen is living like a hermit in Keylock, Colorado, and concentrating only on survival.


Travis Clay went off to war and witnessed the terrible suffering of men and his country. Afterwards, he joined his friend to work on a ranch, but when a deadly ambush costs Clay a herd of cattle and leaves him near death, he sets out to find the men responsible.


Inadvertently ending up in Keylock, his fate is joined with that of Rowena. Four men are searching for her, intent on a killing, while Travis is on the trail of five or six murdering rustlers. The only way to win such a war is to invite both sides to a showdown.
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Chapter One


 


In August of 1862 the escalation of the Civil War, and a mix-up over when money was due, caused a delay in payment to the Sioux living at the Yellow Medicine and Redwood Falls Agencies in western Minnesota. The Sioux were near starving because of poor crops and had been counting on their guaranteed annual compensation for survival.


A rather insignificant incident – a farmer admonished some Indian boys for stealing eggs – sparked a bloody reprisal. The Sioux, under the powerful chief, Little Crow, declared war against all whites. His bands, along with several others, went on the warpath, killing and terrorizing settlers from western Minnesota, throughout parts of Iowa and over into eastern Dakota. Over the next three months, they slaughtered an estimated 750 white settlers, while taking over 200 girls and women into captivity. The hostages were horribly treated, but spared death, so that they could be sold for ransom or used as bargaining power against a pursuing army.


Rowena Janson had been the only survivor from their farm. She might have been killed during the raid, but she was slight of build and her baby face belied her actual twelve years of age. Seeing her two older brothers and parents murdered before her eyes, she collapsed in a state of shock. One of the braves found her curled into a fetal ball, but when he shook her awake Rowena simply stared blindly and said nothing. Thinking she must be retarded or even crazy, he took her as a captive.


Fortunately for Rowena she didn’t become fully conscious of her surroundings until after she was thrust inside a holding area, where there were many other women and children. Suffering under the excruciating weight of grief and terror, now left completely alone in the world, she broke down and sobbed.


A motherly woman took pity on her. She held her close and comforted her until she recovered her senses. She also shielded her from view of any passing Indians.


‘Hush now,’ the woman advised her once Rowena was composed. ‘I saw the way they brung you here. One of the Indians gestured to some others that you were not right in the head.’


Rowena sniffed back the last of her tears. ‘I-I don’t remember anything, not after I seen my mother. . . .’ She couldn’t get out the words.


‘You want to get through this, you have to be strong,’ the woman told her. ‘You do exactly as I say and I think you’ll be left alone.’


Rowena used what strength she could muster and looked up at the woman. ‘What do you mean?’


‘My husband once told me that most Indians will not harm a crazy person. So long as they think you’re not right in the head, they’ll leave you be. Do you hear what I’m telling you?’


Rowena frowned. ‘Yes, but what does that have to do with me?’


The lady exhibited a sympathetic smile. Her hair was twisted and mussed, she had a bruise on her cheek and a deep scratch showed where her dress had been torn off one shoulder. Regarding Rowena with sincere blue eyes, she explained.


‘Listen to me, child,’ she murmured softly. ‘You must pretend you are dull-witted. It’s the best chance you have.’


‘You mean, make everyone think I’m crazy?’ Rowena asked.


Looking around quickly, making sure none of the captors were watching, the lady leaned over and whispered instructions into her ear. Rowena listened and nodded her head. Then the woman stood up. ‘I can’t speak to you again, or they might suspect you are pretending. Be strong, dear girl,’ was her advice. ‘This will be over one day soon. The soldiers will come for us.’


Rowena didn’t have time to say thanks. Several Indians suddenly burst into their midst and the lady and several of the others were taken away. A few other braves, some quite young, came in among them, taunting, manhandling and examining the remainder of the hostages. Most of the remaining girls were quite young or mere children. Two or three of the older ones were selected and dragged out of the enclosure, but not Rowena. She did as the woman had suggested and no one touched her. As for those unfortunate women who were chosen, a few never returned . . . including the sweet lady who had warned her.


Rowena faithfully stuck to her deception whenever her captors were around. Shutting out everything around her, she would sit down, wrap her arms across her chest, and begin to rock back and forth. It took all of her courage, but she willed herself to sing the lullaby her mother had taught her.


One time an Indian youth, who was likely in his mid-teens, came by and poked her with a stick. Although the jab hurt, she hesitated only long enough to start her song over. Summoning all of her willpower Rowena pretended he wasn’t there.


Unconvinced, the brave knelt down and sneered at her, saying something harsh, which she did not understand. Rowena ignored him, keeping her eyes focused in the distance, while she continued to rock and sing. He gave a yank of her hair, causing her to gasp in pain. However, as soon as he let go, she returned to the ruse once more, rocking and singing.


He snarled his contempt, tossed a handful of dirt at her, then spun away and went looking for someone else to torment.


For several weeks that was Rowena’s existence. Whenever one or more of the Indians were near by or watching she sat and rocked herself while she hummed or sang. The only time she stopped was to eat. With only meager rations of food, she dared not pretend at feeding time, as other prisoners would gladly have eaten her share. Late at nights was her only respite, when she could be certain none of her abductors was around. Then she would huddle in the single blanket provided, shiver from the cold, and grieve for the loss of her family.


The woman who had warned her was the last person who tried to speak to her. Most of the hostages crowded together for solace. Rowena wondered what happened to some of the hostages. She heard murmurs that several had died from mistreatment by the captors, while others perished from malnutrition or illness. Many times the cries of those chosen by the warriors could be heard from the tepees. Most of the women returned weeping or somber, but several were not seen again. It was a nightmare without end.


Rowena marched along with the others whenever the camp was moved and ate the food provided. When their captors ran out of goods they had stolen during their raids they provided only seed-cakes, dried roots and berries, along with tiny bits of nearly raw meat. For drinking it was often necessary to eat handfuls of snow. Rowena grew weak physically from the bad food and frigid conditions, but remained strong in spirit.


The diet caused many to fall sick; to become too ill to walk meant being taken away and never seen again. The weather was wet, cold and miserable, but Rowena endured the hardships and survived.


The harsh winter, trying to provide for so many prisoners over several months, and the dogged pursuit of the soldiers finally wore down Little Crow. As time passed, and lacking aid from many of the tribes, his warriors began to desert. Once all of the captive women and children arrived at Little Crow’s camp he was faced with a no-win situation. It was time to make peace.


 


Colonel Sibley had been sent to squash the rebellion, leading a combined force of about 1,600 men, including infantry, cavalry and some artillery. After a few minor skirmishes and fights with the Indians, Sibley sent word to Little Crow to surrender.


Little Crow, having started the war without the approval of any other chiefs, lacked support from several important tribes. Now cornered, his warriors began slipping away to return to their homes. Little Crow was forced to agreed to Sibley’s terms for surrender even though it meant turning over most of his remaining warriors to the army.


The hostages were eventually freed at the appropriately named Camp Release. It had been several long months for the hostages. Most of the women were left without husbands and all had lost family members and friends. Upon their release the prisoners returned to relatives or people who would help them salvage their lives. Some of the children, like Rowena, were left without any family or friends at all.


Desperate to have the situation resolved, the authorities in charge were eager to turn a child over to anyone who would care for it. It was easier than trying to figure out what to do with a sizeable number of orphans.


Rowena was one of the last in camp, unaware of any living relatives or close friends. She gravely awaited the decision as to whether she would be sent to an orphan home or be placed with one of the ex-captive women, some of whom were accepting the responsibility of an extra child or two. Of course, those who had seen her during captivity actually believed she was sick in her mind. None of them volunteered to take the ‘crazy girl’ with them.


At last a hunter and scout recently mustered out of the army, named Jethro ‘Buckeye’ Summerville, approached the man in charge and said he would take Rowena. He explained that he had a sickly wife, who needed help around the house, and they would look after the homeless child. The army remanded her into his custody at once, glad to have one less waif to worry about.


Buckeye only had one horse and his own personal gear. He had Rowena ride behind him until they reached a trading post. There he was able to buy a pack-mule and he bartered for her a large buffalo coat. Although it was much too big for her, Rowena would be able to wrap it about her legs to keep her feet warm and dry.


Once the supplies were packed Buckeye lifted Rowena up and placed her on the mule. He hadn’t said much to her since the hasty adoption, but now he offered her a smile.


‘We’ve got a long way to go, little squirrel,’ he said. ‘I hope you can handle the long hours of travel.’


‘I won’t be any trouble,’ she replied.


It was the very first words she had said to him. Buckeye squinted up at her. With his full beard it was difficult to discern his expression, but it appeared that a crooked smile lifted the corners of his mouth.


‘You ain’t one bit crazy, are you.’ He made it a statement.


‘A lady warned me to act like I wasn’t right in the head so the Indians would let me alone.’


‘Clever lady,’ he praised. ‘Yep, she done you a good turn with that advice.’


‘Where are we going?’


Buckeye took a tobacco plug out of his shirt pocket and bit off a wad. He began to chew, but stopped long enough to answer. ‘I’ve got a cabin way to hell . . . uh,’ he hastily corrected his language, ‘that is, way off yonder. We’ll hold up there till spring and then mosey up to the northern plains. In the summer months we can make us enough from buffalo hunting to live year around.’ He worked the chaw to one side and rotated his head. He spat a stream of juice on to the trail.


‘See that?’ he asked her. Rowena frowned, wondering what he meant, but he clarified: ‘Takes practice for a bearded gent to spit tobacca without getting any in his whiskers.’


She took note that there were no stains among the grizzled black hair of his beard. ‘You must practice a lot.’


He laughed. ‘I’ll dig you out a couple strips of jerky. You can chew on them when you get hungry. Way I travel, we grab a bite each morning and don’t stop till dark. That means you don’t want to be drinking too much water.’ He cocked one bushy eyebrow. ‘You know why, don’t you?’


She thought for a moment and then bobbed her head. ‘So we don’t stop for walks into the brush.’


‘Flying buffalo chips!’ he exclaimed. ‘You’re smart as a whip.’ He passed her several pieces of jerky and said, ‘You and me are going to get along just fine.’


‘What about your sick wife?’


‘I reckon I might have given that soldier boy the wrong impression. I was really talking about you taking care of me, not a wife – which I haven’t got.’


‘I’m beholden to you for giving me a home,’ Rowena managed, speaking with as much maturity as she could manage.


‘I know I ain’t no replacement for your family, little squirrel, but I’ll sure enough see you don’t starve or freeze, and I’ll treat you good.’ Buckeye made the promise and then turned for his horse. It was time to get started.


The wind was cold and a storm appeared headed on their way, but Rowena put her trust in the ex-scout. Buckeye seemed an honorable man, and she was determined to make the best of her situation. His cabin was several hundred miles away, and it would be a long trip, but she would endure the hardships without complaint. Once they reached Buckeye’s cabin she would learn to cook, gather and chop wood, and keep his house in order. There was a lot to learn and a lot of winter left, but Rowena had a new home.









Chapter Two


 


January 1864


 


For three years Travis Clay did his duty, fighting for the Yankee forces across a dozen states. Ready and willing to take command of ’most any situation, Travis rose in rank to a sergeant. He was promoted to a second lieutenant when he saved the lives of a colonel and several other men during a botched attack. As more officers fell in battle, he moved up to captain and soon had his own company of men. Along the way he became fast friends with a mature fellow everyone called ‘Sparky’. His actual name was Spartan Vogel, son of a Greek mother and half-Dutch father. He could talk the ears off a corn stalk, but he was a man who took orders and saw that other men obeyed as well. Clay insisted Sparky remain under his command every time he was promoted to a higher rank.


Throughout the endless months of fighting and marching, ’most every man suffered from poor rations, bouts of dysentery, and numerous other miseries that sapped a man’s strength during the bitter cold of winter or the sweltering heat of summer. It was part of war, part of the unending privation that made war something to be avoided except as a last resort.


There were many skirmishes against the Confederates, but more men died from bad water, tainted food and infection than were killed outright from bullets or shrapnel. Travis and Sparky stuck it out together, determined to see the end of slavery and a reuniting of the States.


For the final push of the war Travis and Sparky were assigned to Brigadier General Alfred Terry. The men under his command were a mix from numerous backgrounds, but they had grown together as a unit, having spent several campaigns living, fighting and surviving together. This engagement was rumored to be part of the final push. If the Union Army could take Fort Fisher, General Lee would be cut off from the rest of his army, pushed back to Petersburg with only a few thousand Confederate soldiers. It could mean the end of the war.


Terry sent a division of United States Colored Troops to hold off any advance or support from Confederate forces from north of Fort Fisher. Then he coordinated a full-scale attack on the Rebel stronghold with the Navy.


Fort Fisher was heavily fortified, over a mile in length, situated between Cape Fear River and the Atlantic Ocean. It had sand walls along the waterfront twenty-five feet thick, which could repel even the heavy cannon shot from a Navy bombardment. And these were a determined lot of Confederates.


The Navy sent 2,000 sailors and Marines to storm the northeast salient, but the fort defenses rallied to completely shut down the assault from that direction. Using the Navy’s siege as a diversionary tactic, Terry launched his division of 4,000 troops in an attack against the northern end of the fort.


Being in one of the companies near the front of the assault, Travis and Sparky were immediately engaged in deadly combat with the Rebel forces. The Confederates rallied fiercely and turned cannon and gunfire against the new wave of Unionist troops.


The blasts from cannon shook the earth, the impact of each shell spewing fire and smoke, while shrapnel tore through flesh and bone of the charging soldiers. A great volley of gunfire preceded the screams and wails of those who were hit. It was like leading an assault through the gates of hell.


Travis urged his company forward against the heavy gunfire and shelling as hundreds of gallant men were felled during the charge. The bloody fighting continued; there could be no retreat. This was the final thrust, the quickest way to end the war that had torn the country apart. They had to gain control of the fort in order to force General Lee and the remnants of his army into a corner.


Smoke and dust filled the air and the dying wail of men could be heard over the explosions. The battle raged long and hard – the men forced to fight hand-to-hand – before the Confederate troops were finally overwhelmed.


It was full dark, only an hour or two before midnight when the Rebels eventually surrendered. Travis looked around and discovered that his lieutenant had been killed. He told Sparky to make an inventory of his remaining men, though he dreaded hearing the number of casualties. Sparky was gone twenty minutes and returned with a detailed head count. He offered up the report shortly after midnight.


‘Of our one hundred and forty-six men, we have sixty-three ready for duty, and another fifteen to twenty carrying some minor wounds. Seventeen are severely injured and probably won’t make another roll call. The remainder didn’t make it.’


‘So many good men, Sparky,’ Travis lamented. ‘We paid an ungodly price to take this fort.’


‘Word has it the sailors and Marines took a worse beating. They never got closer than a few hundred feet. The bodies on that side are stacked like cordwood for a hard winter.’


‘I saw Jensen and Caulter go down.’


‘Yeah,’ Sparky replied sadly. ‘I remember you saying both of those boys came from down near your neck of the woods. It looks like you’ll be riding home alone.’


‘What a tragic and devastating war,’ Travis lamented. ‘I signed up with seven other men to fight for freedom together. Now I’m the only one left.’
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