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	The Home of Great 
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William ‘Montana’ Abbott stalks the great Indian Sorcerer who is organizing all the tribes to wipe out the white man forever. When fiery Shenandoah O’Shea is kidnapped, she dare not speak against this tribal warlock or her scalp will become one of many as Indian warriors sweep the plains. Soon Montana, with the help of an avenging Indian, Running Wolf, finds it difficult to distinguish fact from the supernatural as he fights with only his guts and his guns to keep him alive.
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Chapter One

	 

	THE CONCORD SQUEAKED and rattled, showing scarred and rusty. Dust spurted up from pounding hooves, enveloping the coach, blanketing the horses in a mixed coat of grime and sweat. It swirled over and about Dave Drew, hunched like a gnome on the box, and set the flabby jowled drummer beside him to coughing and swearing. Inside the stage, sifting through every crack and crevice, it worked to make everyone outwardly alike.

	The big man on the right-hand side, riding backward, differed from his fellow-passengers in that he was uncomplaining. To curse the driver, the horses, the uncomfortable sway of the broad leather suspension, or the road, might relieve one’s feelings but in no way did it abate the physical discomfort. Mr. Abbott would have preferred the spare seat on the box but that had been pre-empted.

	Abbott by itself was not a betraying name and the newness and quality of his suit was a far cry from chaps and high-heeled boots, crowned by a big hat—or, as so often seemed to happen, forced to go hatless when some such misfortune as a bullet through its crown spoiled the Stetson. When the passengers had first embarked on the run for the west, the drummer had grinned and spat, summarizing with a single word to his seat-mate:

	‘Dude.’

	Overhearing, Abbott had come as close to a grin as he ever did. He was attempting no disguise; on the other hand, if he could travel unrecognized, while about this business of an uncertain, not to say chancy nature, it could do no harm and might even help.

	His eyes matched the summer sky. The fresh sprout of beard after scrape of razor showed a carroty tinge rather than going along with the brown hair above. The sometimes betraying limp, a reminder of a once savage wound, had gone unnoticed when he’d climbed aboard the Concord.

	Fort Orme should not be too far ahead. It would make a welcome break in the steady monotony of travel. Except for brief stops to change teams and occasionally alter the human freight cramped inside, the stage had held a steady pace for the past fifteen hours, alternating to some extent for the last few minutes as it followed the turns and twists of a narrowing, ever more precarious trail, winding through a deepening canyon.

	A giant spur of gray stone upthrust like a gaunt skeleton. Swinging around the barrier, the coach came to so sudden a stop that for an instant Abbott surmised that a road agent, or even a team of outlaws, might be meeting them, looking along leveled rifles and voicing a demand for material goods. The squeak of consternation from the flashily clad man seated opposite showed that he was not alone in that guess. Abbott revised his earlier estimate. Perhaps those rings which bejeweled the fellow’s fish-belly white fingers were real rather than fake.

	There was audible relief as such fears were dispelled by sight of a big wagon, athwart the road ahead. It sprawled like a wounded behemoth, blocking the narrow way. Others were on either side, freight wagons heavily loaded. The three had been pulled by a jerk-line string of a dozen horses, still hitched to the immobile wagons. Abbott opened the door and reached the ground with the easy shambling walk of a bear. Wheels and weather had gouged a hole in the road. That, in combination with a dislodged stone from somewhere above, thick as a strong man’s torso, had lifted and then dropped a wheel of the overloaded wagon. The load had slowed and slid as the wheel collapsed.

	Apparently the mishap had occurred only moments before their arrival. The jerk-line operator, a lanky individual clad in the discarded butternut pants of the lamented Confederacy, topped by a faded blue jacket of the Union, had descended from his perch on the lead wagon to survey the damage. Having found it fully as bad as he had expected, he was relieving his emotions with a picturesque description of the road, its impediments, the horses and wagons and conditions in general. Beyond that he had done nothing.

	‘It’s a plumb hell of a note,’ he pointed out plaintively to his gathering audience. ‘And Blackjack ain’t going to like it. Not him. He’ll blame me, o’ course. He always does.’

	That would be Blackjack Mcquade, the sutler at Fort Orme. Logically enough, the supplies on the wagons would be consigned to him.

	‘And what with the blasted Indians turning rambunctious and all, he’ll want these goods some sooner than usual, or even quicker,’ the driver added on a prophetic note. ‘Though what in tarnation I can do—’

	Clearly he was inadequate to the demands of the occasion, and the others were no better. Resignedly, Abbott assumed charge. There would be no supper before they reached the fort, and as always, he was hungry.

	The driver had hardly exaggerated the problem. Not only did he carry no spare wheel, but even had one been at hand, to remove the broken one and replace it, with the weight of the laden wagon pressing heavily on the sagging axle, would have taxed the ingenuity of an expert.

	Abbott made out a scattering of trees, scrub fir and cedar, a little farther along the canyon. Pressed as to what cargo he carried in the wagons, the driver remembered a consignment of tools. Among them were saws and axes, together with a surprising number of carpenter’s hatchets—odd freight for a land with few builders—or perhaps not so strange.

	Moving other goods piled above to come at the tools, Abbott’s attention quickened still further as he lifted along with sweating and disgruntled companions, moving a long wooden box which might in a pinch serve as a coffin. On its side, someone had chalked the contents, harness. And possibly it might indeed contain leather goods, but any horse or team upon whom so hefty a burden might be placed would be hard put to sustain it.

	Abbott kept his thoughts to himself, but his speculations received equal exercise. A sutler to whom such freight was consigned might bear watching—which obviously was not the case at Fort Orme. Which argued in turn a sloppiness of command.

	Putting his shoulders into the swing of an axe, he felled a tree, then stripped it of its limbs. Carrying the long pole under an arm as though it was not at all burdensome, he fixed the smaller end atop the front axle of the crippled wagon, roping it snugly in place. The butt dragged well behind, the sagging weight of the new one-wheeled rear axle suspended upon it. As many as could found holds and lifted, and the broken wheel was removed. However ungainly, the repair held the wagon in place.

	 

	Goods were reloaded, the wagon dragged back in line, then the patiently waiting teams moved the barrier out of the stage’s way. Abbott found a small reward, securing the seat on the box beside Drew.

	His attire had suffered in making the repairs, stained now like his hands with grime and grease. Eyeing him with fresh appraisal, Drew’s accolade was brief but comprehensive.

	‘You look like a tenderfoot—or did. Only you ain’t.’

	They emerged from the canyon into a widening valley. Stockade walls showed in the distance, long since weathered to a matching drabness with prairie and sky. The post gave an illusion of slumbering, forgotten, but that gave way to stir and activity on its far perimeter as they wheeled closer. Revealed, the road on to the west was almost clogged with a motley assortment of vehicles, mingled with horsemen and even cattle, all heading for the fort, being received, swallowed up within the maw of the stockade. Drew’s jaws, endlessly busy around a cud of tobacco, froze to immobility.

	‘Trouble!’ he pronounced, and spat, so manifestly nervous that the tobacco was expelled along with the flood of brown juice. ‘Damn!’ he added, exasperated. ‘Wonder what in tunket’s stirred our noble red brothers to wavin’ the war bonnet?’

	Abbott’s eyes took on a gleam, whether of expectancy or excitement, Drew was unsure.

	‘Would I detect a note of sarcasm in that comment?’ he asked.

	‘Havin’ a good pair of ears, you just might,’ Drew conceded. ‘But it ain’t all for the Indians. We pale faces get spooked just as quick! Observe how everybody’s peltin’ for the safety of the post—they hope! Like there was a cold wind blowin’ out of the west. Wonder if that red priest has found the sorceress he’s been huntin’ for—Satan’s red-haired squaw, from all accounts.’

	His searching survey returned to his companion, between hope and question.

	‘You’d maybe know which end a gun shoots from, now?’

	Abbott’s thoughts, dwelling on that strange reference to a squaw with red hair, were wrenched back. He was equally straight-faced.

	‘I might.’

	Drew expelled a long breath.

	‘Relieves me some that you’re along. Prophet or priestess, she-devil or woman, this has been brewin’ to the point where it’s sure enough bustin’ loose. I can fair feel the hot breath, right off the fringes of hell.’

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	DREW’S FINGERS ON the reins were at once a command and a caress. The stage swung fast and smoothly through the open gate of the stockade, avoiding a heavily laden wagon on one side and a plodding man on foot on the other. A blue-clad sentry, with no particular regard for military niceties, perched comfortably atop the wide post from which one of the gates was hinged. He cradled a long-barreled, ancient rifle, while his jaws moved in a matching rhythm with Drew’s. Another guard watched from the opposite side.

	Just inside the compound, in surprising contrast to the weathered hue of the regular buildings, a larger than usual sutler’s supply store glistened under a coat of red paint, reminiscent of country barns far to the east. A certain confusion marked the interior of the stockade, where the influx of visitors milled uncertainly.

	Drew kicked on the brake, leaning hard on the reins. His glance was disparaging.

	‘We’ll eat here,’ he advised his ravenous load of passengers. ‘Chew like you’d missed your last dozen meals. I aim to be on our way quicker’n sudden, to make it over the Hump ’fore dark.’

	 

	The Hump, presumably, lay additional miles to the west. To the uneasiness so apparent to the eyes, evidence accorded the ears was equally unsettling. This was the edge of Comanche country, and there apparently had been isolated outrages, attributed with a ready if unthinking generosity to their account. Certainly the Indians were on the prowl, increasingly restless. There was no telling what might develop. Not all, but many of the settlers from a wide area were scurrying for sanctuary at the post.

	Yet not quite all, apparently. An impatient team of broncos, more fitted to the saddle than to run in harness, stamped and pawed nervously before a section of the long hitching rail which flanked the sutler’s store. They were attached to a spring wagon, more fitted to their size than the heavier wagons which had been arriving, laden with all sorts of household goods. By contrast, the buckboard was being stacked with supplies, clearly in preparation for departure.

	A cowboy, with legs looking as though additionally bowed by the weight he carried, big hat tipped askew to the side of his head, came from the store. At his heels was a woman, also laden with groceries, strangely light-stepping and graceful despite their weight. A blue sunbonnet, loosely tied, hung down her back, allowing her hair to show in a soft pile at either side.

	Abbott stared, his glance holding, his breath suddenly fast. That hair was a flame, like fire in a forest; not carroty like his own whiskers nor red in any usual sense, not yet auburn. Somehow it was a combination, vivid but not scarlet. Dave Drew caught his glance and jerked his head significantly.

	Equally strange were the eyes which, bird-quick, encountered Abbott’s and clung, in mutual surprise. Eyes to match the hair, though completely opposite. They were of a sapphire hue, green, on fire with flame of their own. Satan’s red-haired squaw!

	Almost certainly Drew had been thinking of her when he had used the term, grossly inappropriate though it was. A skin milk-white, which seemed to take no burn from the sun, was in wild contradiction. And yet, at such a time, the stir of trouble like smoke against the sky—

	Another man came at her heels, toting a box laden with canned goods. As striking after his own fashion, he was of a matching height with Abbott, bareheaded to the sun. His easy assurance proclaimed him not a clerk but plainly the proprietor, the sutler, Blackjack Mcquade. Amid the surrounding excitement he was as unruffled as the girl.

	‘Best grade of peaches i’ve ever been able to get, Miss Shenandoah—ordered them with you in mind.’ Placing the box on the floor of the buckboard, he tried to take her burden, but she deposited it without help, a rounded arm gleaming whitely smooth as the sleeve fell back.

	‘But is it wise for you to return to your ranch?’ Mcquade went on. ‘Especially in view of everyone else pulling stakes, hustlin’ to get here.’

	‘They act like a flock of chickens,’ Shenandoah returned scornfully. ‘Someone sees his own shadow, and takes fright and runs, then all the rest follow! They’re inviting the very trouble they’re afraid of having, leaving everything open and deserted. But even so, I don’t believe there will be any.’

	‘Neither do I,’ the sutler agreed heartily. ‘Still it worries me, as it always has, you off there with only your housekeeper and a small crew, running a ranch. If anything should happen—’

	‘Nothing will, Mr. Mcquade,’ she assured him serenely. Somehow she was magnificent, graceful, doubly surprising, even startling in such a setting. It was more than hair like flame or eyes to rival new-sprung grass. Those were symbols. There was a power, almost a strangeness—Abbott thought again of the terms prophetess, priestess, even sorceress—

	‘Nothing, except that there are chores to do and I need to be there to do them,’ she added. ‘i’ll pay you for everything when I get the other load tomorrow. If my credit is good for so long.’

	‘Now was that remark called for?’ Mcquade protested. ‘With me, your credit’s good for anything, anywhere, any time and well you should know it.’

	‘i’ve always found cash to be a good builder of credit,’ Shenandoah returned coolly, and climbed expertly over a wheel to the wagon seat, bending to loosen the reins from about the brake rod. She favored Abbott with a second, appraising, faintly disturbed glance, while the cowboy untied the team, then his own saddled horse. The next moment the restless ponies were off, the girl threading a way as expertly as the jehu among the unusual confusion.

	Mcquade, about to return to the store, paused as another horseman came, the animal prancing and nervous, a manifest reflection of the mood of its rider. His shoulder bars, along with a more than regulation display of gold braid, proclaimed his rank as being a captain. Like Abbott and Mcquade, he was inches taller than most, his hair below the rim of his hat a sun-bleached yellow. The matching mustache accentuated the blueness of nervously darting eyes.

	The pony stood, having stopped with bunched hoofs at an ungentle drag on the bridle reins. Abbott sensed that the pair quarreled over the flame-haired woman like dogs over a bone.

	The captain was clearly as flustered as any of the soldiers or visitors who had come crowding, adding to the confusion. For an instant his glance followed the receding back of Shenandoah, firm, assured and serene. From her his eyes took in the stagecoach with its uncertain knot of passengers, sweeping toward Drew, hovering with a touch of doubt on Abbott. Finally they rested accusingly on Mcquade.

	‘That was bad business, Mr. Mcquade, to let her go. I credited you with a better judgement, not to say influence!’

	Mcquade lifted heavy shoulders, then allowed them to drop in a half-mocking shrug. His mouth curved to a smile, but to Abbott, watchfully observant, there was both dislike and contempt.

	‘Sure now, Captain, you overrate my poor powers of persuasion. Miss O’Shea has a mind of her own, with a will to match. You can’t have failed to notice, Mr. Doorley.’

	Doorley remained staring, big white teeth closing on a frayed strand of mustache. He seemed half-minded to spur after the wagon and attempt to persuade her to remain at the post or even to take stronger action. But already the buckboard was through the gates and trailing a cloud of dust, the cayuses breaking to a run. Doorley swung back to where Drew was giving orders for a fresh team to be readied.

	‘There will be no hurry as to that,’ Doorley informed the driver. ‘No rush at all, in fact. As of now, I am giving orders that the road to the west is closed.’

	Drew bristled, as much from anger as dismay.

	‘Closed?’ he repeated. ‘For what reason?’

	‘Do you need to ask?’ Doorley demanded. ‘Look at these others. The road, the country around, are unsafe. I’d be negligent of my duties to permit you to proceed.’

	‘Your duties?’ Drew’s dislike was thinly veiled. Clearly he had clashed with this officer before. ‘Are those orders from Major Connoly?’

	‘Major Connoly is a very sick man, and not to be bothered with trifles. I repeat, the road to the west is closed and will remain so for the foreseeable future. You see, ah—enjoy our hospitality for the present, along with these others who have seen fit to come in.’

	Abbott was listening intently. His mind had been half on the red-haired woman, distracted by the name of the Major Connoly! But it was a fairly common name. These sudden orders of Doorley, who was clearly the acting commandant, affected him.

	‘I have urgent business somewhat further to the west, Captain. Business which admits of no delay.’

	In Doorley’s eyes he thought to detect a flash of malicious satisfaction. Clearly, the captain enjoyed the exercise of authority.

	‘The road west is closed,’ Doorley repeated. ‘For the protection of innocents and fools. Including tenderfeet,’ he added, with a pointed glance at Abbott’s soiled but still fine garments and swung his horse.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	TURNING, ABBOTT MET Drew’s glance, catching an amused gleam which was replaced by anger.

	‘The Captain’s misjudgment is as hindering as a broken wheel,’ Drew shrugged. ‘And the worst part, bad ’cess, is that he seems to have the power to back his orders. As for the stage and myself, with a choice of staying or going—’ he surveyed the disorganized scene grimly. ‘i’ll be toolin’ back the way we came, with no waste of time. If you wish to ride along—’

	‘Thanks, but I’m afraid not.’ Abbott was prompt on that point. ‘My business is out this way.’

	‘It’s sorry I am that we can’t continue on together.’ Drew meant it. ‘This country has the marks of an unhealthy climate, what with the talk that’s been assailin’ the ears not only of Wild Horse and his Comanches, but of a great medicine feast and gathering of the peoples—a prophet or messiah called the Bear, sorcerers and magic and what not. But for that I’d circle about and keep on, but Doorley may have a bit of sense in what he says. Thanks for giving me a hand, as you did.’ He extended a hand.

	Abbott gripped it, impressed by Drew’s seriousness as well as what was probably a half-fanciful recital. Presently the stagecoach, pulled by fresh horses, its passenger list intact save for himself but swelled by two others, swung out through the gates and turned back toward the
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