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Technically at least, there
was a truce if not peace between white man and red. Therefore the
man riding along on the big bay cayuse was
not prepared for the curdling war whoops which split the air in a
frightening cadence. When Montana Abbott saw a whole band of
Indians attacking two lone white men, he decided he would have to
imitate a whole regiment to scare them off. And that was only the
start of his problems …


 


[image: tmp_006df2dad840ed5e0cc7be2019d172b3_TMp71O_html_65673e1.jpg]


MONTANA ABBOTT
4:

THE RANCH AT POWDER
RIVER

Copyright © 1972, 2021
by Manor Books, Inc

This Electronic Edition:
August 2021

Names, characters and
incidents in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual
events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is purely
coincidental. You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit,
reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part
of it) in any form, or by means (electronic, digital, optical,
photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written
permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized
act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal
prosecution and civil claims for damages.

This is a Piccadilly
Publishing Book/Text © Piccadilly Publishing

Editor: Mike
Stotter

Cover artist: Gordon
Crabb

Visit www.piccadillypublishing.org to read more about our books


Chapter One

 


THE SUN CAST slanting long
rays across a rough and broken land, but the sharp chill of dawn
clung to the air. Off to the south, breaks in the hills afforded
Montana Abbott occasional glimpses of the Yellowstone, running as
turgid as its name. The water and the cottonwoods which lined its
course were partly obscured by rising mists from the river, looking
curiously like puffs of gunsmoke. As if to add to the reality of
the illusion, a gun growled throatily from considerably closer at
hand.

The big bay cayuse on
which Montana was mounted snorted its dislike, jerking its ugly
hammerhead. The horse seemed to have as deep an aversion to guns as
he did, and Montana had long since learned that their booming was
usually a portent of trouble.

The gun rasped again,
followed by a sharper, even more chilling sound—a keening,
high-pitched wailing, once heard never to be forgotten. It reminded
him of a werewolf’s cry, the war whoops of Indians on the
attack.

The long leanness of his
big body went tense, as much from surprise as the ever-recurring
emotion which came with the threat of danger. This thumb-screwing
of the nerves was not exactly fear, and no man had ever questioned
his courage. But after a dozen battles and a score of lesser
skirmishes, it was always the same: a dryness of the mouth,
tightness which squeezed like a bulldog’s jaws, the prickling of
apprehension. Like the river mists in the sun, such tensions
evaporated when threat became action, but he had long since
realized that he’d never outgrow the initial chilling
impact.

The big hammerhead paused
at the sound, while a shiver worked up from its hoofs as though it,
too, had heard such sounds before. Nightmare noises went ill with
the morning sun.

Also, technically at
least, there was a truce if not peace between red men and white.
This absence of active animosity was of recent origin, but like a
worn rope, quick to fray. Young bucks had to prove their manhood,
riding adventurously, satisfying ancient cravings. Such rovers
found temptation hard to resist when they came upon a few
straggling white men who offered the promise of easy
scalps.

“Reckon
we’d better have a look,” Montana told the horse, and the
hammerhead, obedient to a pressure of knees and reins, swung as he
directed. Which was probably a foolish thing to do, and might
well prove foolhardy, since he
could as easily have kept going, closing his ears to sounds of
strife and despair. But in so lonesome a country, and with
fellow-men in such a fix, a man did what he could.

Once more, in the next few
minutes, the gun growled its defiance, but the long spaces between
shots bespoke desperation and perhaps a shortage of ammunition.
Here the hills peaked a couple of miles back from the river, long
and half-naked ridges like loaves of bread baking in the sun, their
timber cover of evergreens scanty and remote. If any of these trees
had echoed to birdsong at the approach of the sun, such lilting had
hushed in dread before the harsher assaults.

The big cayuse climbed a
final slope, hoof-falls muted by the grassy carpet, then halted at
a touch. Twin bowls were spread out below. The nearer was directly
ahead, a rock-walled enclosure of no great size, less than a
hundred feet across. As though nature had envisioned what was now
taking place and prepared an amphitheater, the first bowl provided
an excellent fortress, overlooking the larger bowl, considerably
farther down the hill.

Leaving his horse on the
sheltered side of the crest, Montana made use of the lookout,
assessing the situation.

The view was reasonably
good, and what it disclosed was not too different from what he had
expected. The larger bowl, below, was nearly a quarter
of a mile in width, sufficiently broken and
boulder-studded to afford some shelter both for fugitives and
attackers. He made out a couple of the besieged near the middle of
the enclosure, crouched amid a tangle of stones. The ripple of the
early sun along a gun barrel served as a focus.

A couple of horses stood
nervously in a partly sheltered screen of brush, not far to the
side. He had the picture. The two had been surprised. Forted up,
they were besieged.

It took another couple of
minutes, studying the bowl above as well as the one below them, to
decide that at least half a dozen warriors were spread around it,
occasionally loosing an arrow, endeavoring to slip from one
covering boulder to another, closing the ring. Not much was
actually to be seen, but enough to give him the picture.

Both groups had fallen
silent, growing more deadly as the climax neared. The stones which
afforded cover also made it easy for the attackers to creep in. If
any help was to be given, it would have to be soon.

There was the rub. Even
should he take a hand, the odds would remain heavy, almost
overwhelming. The end result could well be not the saving of the
threatened scalps of the besieged pair, but the addition of his own
to the collection.

The warriors blended well
with the terrain and were difficult to locate. Perhaps deceived by
the hush, a magpie came winging, to veer
abruptly and increase the beat of its wings. Guided by what it had
seen, Montana made out part of a bared brown back, a half-shaven
head adorned with a single feather. It was good enough as a target,
but too far off for him to be sure whether the brave was Blackfoot
or Sioux, Crow or a wanderer from some more distant tribe. Not that
it made a great deal of difference. A tame house cat never lost its
lust for mice or birds, and the comparison extended to this
case.

He sensed a restlessness,
a stirring, as though the attackers were about ready to chance a
rush, a finish marked by overwhelming power. He might delay if not
avert that with a few well-placed bullets, but as a former captain
of cavalry, he preferred a battle plan which afforded at least a
chance for victory.

Surprise would favor him.
If he could build upon that—

Montana worked swiftly.
The six-shooter in his holster he set in position beside an
upthrusting finger of stone, tying it with a short length of fish
line. Always, as a matter of prudence, he carried a coil of such
cord, along with hooks. Together they had provided many a meal of
trout, and it had been in his mind to cut a willow for a rod and
whip some small stream for his breakfast, when the fight sounds had
interrupted.

A slip knot at the end of
the fine curved around the trigger.
Drawing back the hammer of the Colts to full cock, he moved across
to the far side of the small bowl, playing out the fish fine as he
moved. At the halfway point of the natural wall, a round boulder,
as thick as his body, suggested a plan. It was already upon the
rocky shelf, and required only a little adjustment to be poised so
lightly that a nudge would set it rolling and bounding
down-slope.

Here was the mix for a
devil’s broth. Having at times been forced to sup such a brew,
Montana found it more palatable when he was the cook. From the far
rim of his own bowl, he selected a target, thrusting the snout of
his rifle into position. He curled a finger around the trigger, and
the instantly responding yell, mingling pain and consternation,
accompanied by a wild scrambling, attested to the fact that the
shot had not been wasted.

Promptly, from another
point, the revolver boomed as he jerked the trip line. He fired the
rifle again, as surprise startled another warrior to make an
incautious move, then snatched a stone the size of his fist. His
aim was good, and the impact of the missile against the delicately
balanced boulder worked precisely as he had hoped. It went
tumbling, crashing and bounding in a noisy frenzy all out of
proportion to what damage it might wreak.

A third shot from the
rifle was followed moments later by another from the Colt’s, as he
reached and snatched it up. A couple of
extra bullets served as good measure but were otherwise wasted,
since by then the demoralized besiegers were in full retreat,
already out of sight and range. They fled with the certainty that
not only the tables were turned, but that a sizable rescue party
was above.

Recoiling his fish fine
and reloading his weapons, Montana descended to the larger bowl,
leading his horse. That the two men had been in dire straits was
immediately apparent. One lay outstretched in a pool of his own
blood, an arrow protruding from both chest and back. He was
unconscious, if not already dead.

His companion was in
better shape, but not much, from the standpoint of effective
resistance. Another arrow had gashed his right arm below the elbow,
a bloody if not otherwise ugly wound, but bad enough pretty well to
spoil his marksmanship. A reddish stubble of whiskers, the grime
and dishevelment of battle, disguised but could not conceal the
marks of an old soldier. He eyed Montana with surprise, incredulity
and gratification.

“I’m
pleased to see you, stranger,” he observed. “Which same goes for
Bill Jameson here, even if he can’t speak for himself. But you
didn’t create all that unholy ruckus by your own self, did you
now?” 

“Such as
it was,” Montana acknowledged. “A diversion seemed to be called
for.”

“It sure
was. Them red devils jumped us without no warnin’—risin’ just like the sun. They was just nervin’
themselves to come on in and finish us off—which they could have
done, easy enough. Is he … dead?”

Montana was examining
Jameson. Of medium build, he was wiry, muscled like a cougar, with
thinning hair of a cougar’s pale tawniness. Montana’s head shake
was grim at thought of the chore yet to be done.

“Not
yet, at least. But this arrow has got to come out. Which operation
he may or may not survive.”

In preparation, he
stripped off his own shirt, tearing it into long strips.
Mercifully, the wounded man remained unconscious. But a groan was
twisted from white lips as Montana took the protruding barb of the
arrow in both hands and broke it with a swift motion, then, seizing
the haft on the opposite side, pulled swiftly and strongly to
extricate the crimson rod. Its removal was followed by twin gusts
of blood.

Moss grew on the side of
one of the boulders where the fugitives had sheltered. He used
chunks of it to cover the arrow punctures, bandaging the wounds as
well as possible with the strips of cloth. Presently, when the
bleeding was reasonably well checked, he made sure, with some
surprise, that the injured man was still breathing.

Inquiry widened the eyes
of his companion.

“Has he
got a chance?”

Montana was tempted to
make an admission of the stark truth.
Under the best of conditions and care, the wound was ugly, and
survival would be uncertain, the odds against it high. Lacking such
care and the skill of a doctor, there was even less
possibility.

“Sure’d
hate to see the cap’n go under now, in such fashion,” the other man
went on, his words confirming the impression which Montana had
already received. These two had been soldiers, the one probably a
sergeant. The stamp of the army was as indelible on a man’s
character as the loyalty which non-coms sometimes felt for the
commanders with whom they had served across years of strife. “Folks
used to call him Old Indestructible. And for a measly arrow to do
him in—”

“You
never can tell,” Montana said. “We’d better get going, see if we
can find help.”

The old sergeant’s gaze
was bleak with comprehension.

“And the
chances of that, hereabouts, ain’t half as good as stagin’ a
snowball fight in Hades.” He nodded. “But still,
you turned up in
the nick of time.”

On his own horse again,
cradling Captain Jameson in front of the saddle, Montana swung
toward the river. If any hope existed, it would be along the
watercourse. Not that his expectations were any higher than those
which the sergeant had voiced.

Then, from near the crest
of the line of bluffs, with the river a gleam of silver in the sun,
he stared, shook his head and marveled.
Old Indestructible! Perhaps there was something in the name, after
all.

So far away as to give the
appearance of a bird on a pond, a river packet was breasting the
current of the Yellowstone. River boats were increasingly common on
the Missouri, but they rarely ventured onto the dangerously taboo
waters of the forbidden Yellowstone. By tacit, sometimes even
formal agreement between the angry red men and the Great White
Father, the territory abutting the flowing yellow waters was
reserved for the red men and forbidden to the white.

Not that all white men
obeyed governmental injunctions or were impressed by
threats.

A river packet here, under
such circumstances, seemed in the nature of a miracle. Montana was
of no mind to question or argue. There might even be a doctor
aboard the boat. If they could signal her and get the wounded man
on board, then he would have discharged his
responsibility.


Chapter Two

 


THE GENTLEMAN WHO
promenaded the available deck spaces of the river packet Star of
the West preferred to be known as the Right Honorable Henry
Tiller-Parsons. Clad elegantly if inappropriately in spats, he
gazed about with the air of a monarch surveying his domain. Perhaps
rightly, for what he had done during recent weeks certainly could
have been rated as an accomplishment, the crowded condition of the
packet furnishing additional proof of what had been or was still to
be.

‘Practically the entire capacity of the stem-wheeler, whose
captain boasted that she could run, if necessary, on a heavy dew,
was given over to a variety of freight. Its ultimate destination
was tagged or lettered as the Powder River Ranch. Stacks of lumber,
boxes of tools, cartons of hardware were piled under and around a
sleek-looking buggy. A pair of heavy wagons had their double boxes
already loaded with staple groceries. Household
furniture vied with other items of
a surprising nature. All of this was being brought as far as the
mouth of the Powder River at Tiller-Parsons’ direction.

Removing a glove, he gave
a complacent twist to a small, neatly waxed mustache, watching the
slow alteration of the landscape as they churned against the
current. To attain his present position had taken some little
while, together with a mixture of servility to his betters on the
one hand, and effrontery to all others whom he could afford to
bully; there had been as much luck as ability, almost as many downs
as ups, but he was finally reaching the goals which he had set for
himself. The Star and what it carried was proof.

Most of the merchandise
had been loaded at St. Louis. For one man to charter a river boat
for the long passage up the Missouri was unheard of and had excited
comment. He had made the commitments and paid necessary bills in
the name of the Powder River Ranch Company, as its manager. Sums,
little short of staggering even to himself, had passed through his
hands. But such expenditures had been necessary. Money spoke with a
convincing voice, especially where Captain Ira Shaumut was
concerned.

“You
must have good backing for this ranch,” Shaumut had observed. “A
syndicate, I take it?”

“A
syndicate of English gentlemen,” Tiller-Parsons confirmed. “Sir
John Crispin is one of the directors.” He added with easy
complacence, “By another spring, the Powder River Ranch should be
the largest operation of its type in the territory of Montana. Our
ranch headquarters are back in the hills, half a hundred miles from
the Yellowstone. A house is already in the process of erection, but
some of these supplies will be used to finish and furnish
it.”

“A
house, did you say?” Shaumut gibed. “Wouldn’t a mansion be closer
to the fact?”

Tiller-Parsons preened his
mustache, his somewhat prominent eyes goggling.

“There
will be some resemblances, certainly,” he confirmed. “While I will
occupy it as manager, the real purpose is to provide adequate
accommodations for the owners, when they may see fit to visit the
ranch. For that, something along the lines of an English country
estate is called for. I would not want to disappoint
them.”

“Naturally not,” Shaumut agreed, regarding Tiller-Parsons with
a grudging respect. Something about the man was not quite right;
there was some quality which grated, for all the superficial
smoothness which he exuded. But if he possessed the trust of his
employers and had the ability to manage a ranch of such
proportions, there must be more to him than met the
eye.

Fort Benton had been the
original destination of the Star of the West, but the charter and
full consignment of cargo had persuaded Shaumut to turn
into the little known waters of the Yellowstone
and proceed as far as the mouth of the Powder, a stream which in
appearance he found far less impressive than its name. Having made
fast near the shore, they proceeded with the business of unloading,
under the watchful and somewhat nervous eye of
Tiller-Parsons.

Setting foot on solid
ground again, this apprehension he carefully concealed, along with
the immediate reason for the apprehension. In fact, he took pains
to hide it under a stream of light and airy conversation with the
lady herself. Miss Alicia Fredricks had proved a charming companion
during the long miles up from St. Louis.

Her original destination,
booked prior to the chartering, like that of most of the other
passengers, had been Fort Benton rather than Powder River. But when
the matter of the freight had been explained, along with the need
for haste in delivering it, Tiller-Parsons had proved convincing.
Captain Shaumut had offered to return any fares paid in advance, or
to secure the passengers accommodations aboard another river
packet. But Tiller-Parsons, with an eye to the considerable sums
involved, had suggested that the Star first proceed up the
Yellowstone, then return to the Missouri and so on to Benton,
affording everyone several extra days of voyaging and scenery at no
extra cost. To that there had been general agreement, the others
following where Alicia led.

That they should do so was
not surprising. Not only was she an extremely good-looking woman,
of an adventuresome disposition, as taking such a trip, attended
only by a maid, attested; in her native New Orleans she was an
arbiter of fashion and society. That sprang partly from her own
good looks and accomplishments, in part from the wealth belonging
to the Fredericks.

Hearing the proportions of
that wealth, Tiller-Parsons had been as dazzled by the
possibilities as by the lady. At the outset he had hesitated,
though briefly, uncertain what course he should take, weighing the
rewards against the risks. An easy compromise had been to
accommodate the original list of passengers.

By the third day out from
St. Louis, he had made his decision, encouraged by the graciousness
with which Alicia Fredericks accepted him as an equal, or perhaps
as a suitor. Complacently, he
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