
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_33742057e521f1e98ae7cdc9ed6b1330_bknJEm_html_m78fd10b.jpg]

The Home of Great Western
Fiction!


 


It was an open secret around
Dead Man’s Gulch that the Roanoke stage line was short of just
about everything except trouble—they needed rollin’ stock, money
and men. That was why Montana’s old friend Blackie Thompson hired
on. To Blackie, the challenge of running the line was like the
smell of battle to a war horse. But Blackie didn’t get very far.
Riding into the town of Wildcat, Montana found the smoking remains
of a stagecoach—and the body of Blackie Thompson …

 



 


 


[image: tmp_33742057e521f1e98ae7cdc9ed6b1330_bknJEm_html_699736.jpg]

 



 


 


MONTANA ABBOTT 5: BROKEN
WHEELS

First Published by in
1973

Copyright © 1973, 2021
by Running Dog Publishing, LLC

This Electronic Edition:
October 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

Cover Art by Gordon
Crabb

Editor: Mike
Stotter

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


Chapter One

 


A SHARP CRACKLING sound, unpleasantly like
the whip of a pistol, brought Montana Abbott awake, nerves and
muscles reacting automatically to bring him upright in his blanket,
as tense as drawn rawhide. There was beauty in the morning,
although at the moment he failed to appreciate it. Raw gold and
bloodshot crimson combined in a rainbow of dawn, a sign that the
sun was pushing against the horizon. Under the tall pines where he
had slept, shadows clung like remnants of fog.

As he threw back the blanket, the leanness
of a big frame became apparent, without the deceptive bulk
furnished by a vest and chaps. Abruptly, as though the initial
sound had been the signal, pandemonium broke loose. Coming to his
feet, he watched with an amusement tempered by annoyance. Having
prudently withdrawn a couple of hundred feet from the site of his
evening cookfire before spreading his roll, he was afforded a good
view.

A pair of scrambling, tumbling figures were
contesting beneath another tree, grunting, growling, fighting for
possession of a prize. Overhead a branch of the tree hung broken
but still suspended from the trunk. Dead, outthrust horizontally
and tempered like steel, some ten feet above the ground, it had
seemed excellent for Abbott’s purpose the evening before. The sharp
crack of it breaking had brought him awake.

Following his usual custom, he had tossed a
rope over the limb, then anchored his supplies somewhat below the
branch, yet well out of reach from the ground. Such a precaution
usually avoided suffering a loss to hungry predators.

This time it had not worked out that way. A
pair of bear cubs, one black, the other a rusty cinnamon, about two
thirds grown, had caught the scent of bacon and followed their
noses. They were now in their second season, and their mother,
tired of foraging for so husky a pair, had probably turned them out
to shift for themselves, leaving them with adventurous spirits but
cramped bellies during the period of transition. Correctly locating
the source of the tantalizing fragrance, but unable to reach it
from below, one cub had climbed the tree, then essayed the risky
stunt of crawling out along the limb to try to snag the dangling
package with a paw.

Whether or not such a try might have worked
could only be guessed. The branch had snapped off suddenly under
the weight of the gyrating cub. Apparently the spilling grub roll
had fallen into the eager paws of the other cub, standing directly
below. Immediately afterward, the impact of its fellow atop it had
sent both sprawling. Now they were contesting vigorously for
possession of the bacon.

Montana made no effort to interfere. A pair
of almost grown cubs, of uncertain temper, were better left alone.
Already they had the wrappings torn away and had seized the bacon,
together with such remnants of flour as remained in his supplies.
The cinnamon, grasping the hunk of meat firmly in long jaws,
scurried away, closely pursued by the black, somewhat hindered by
the remnants of the wrapping draped over an ear and an eye.

As they were lost to sight and sound,
Montana shrugged philosophically, tugging on boots and chaps. Only
then did he take up the trail of the cubs. The rope which had been
used to suspend the pack was snarled in brush some distance away.
Returning with it, he rolled his blanket, then crossed to where his
picketed horse was uneasily waiting, having scented the
trouble-makers. All the grass within the radius of the rope had
been cropped short.

“At least
you’ve had a good meal,”
Montana observed enviously. There was no sign of any kind of game
which might serve as a substitute for the bacon, so it seemed that
he would have to go without breakfast.

And
me, I could almost eat a bear, he reflected, heading back to the
road. Well, there ought to be a town, or at least a store,
somewhere ahead—not too far, I hope.

Finding a settlement could be counted, if
not a piece of luck, at least an indication of advancing
civilization. Even a year before, there had been no towns, no
settlers in that section of the Territory. A man might ride for
days on end without seeing or meeting anyone. Now he had been
following a road of sorts, sometimes merely a wheel trace through
the buffalo grass, which then widened to a spiderweb of trails or
thickened to ruts or dust. Jerking teams and heavy, high-wheeled
wagons were scarring a once serene landscape. But it was mostly the
stagecoaches, now making regular runs, which scattered dust to
drift and dim the grass on either side.

Montana swung into the saddle, allowing his
cayuse to pick its own course. The early sun touched the back of
his neck. It was now pleasantly warm, but held an indication of the
burn it would hold at midday. Meadow larks rose at his approach,
pouring liquid music in salute, and he was somnolently
appreciative. His mood was both resigned and contemplative.

It had been his intention to sleep late, but
the cubs had spoiled that, just as their depredations had left him
with a sharp and increasing appetite. Here he was, alone—between
ventures or adventures which usually seemed to profit others more
than himself.

He shook his head and corrected the
term.

Not between, this time,
but through, he assured himself grimly.
I’m so tired I could sleep till Gabriel gives his
toot, besides being plumb worn out and weary of working to help
other folks win jackpots. Maybe I’m an easy touch, or just plain
dumb. Whatever it is, I’m through with all such endeavors. Between
resting up and looking after my own affairs. I’m going to be too
busy for anything else.

He came upon Dead Man’s Gulch where the road
climbed, only to dip again in a sudden steep descent. Short of the
angry hills, the buffalo grass was scarred and trampled by a
multiplicity of torn and rutted wheel traces, before they
reluctantly converged into one for the climb and the treacherous
slope beyond. Just out from the town which was called by the name
of the gulch, the once smooth sod had become a road.

A prairie chicken scuttled for the cover of
the brush as he came along; then a bright eye, looking deceptively
mild and wren-like, peered from the covert. Montana’s face remained
impassive, but a matching gleam shone briefly in his eyes, as
though he were acknowledging the kinship of the wild.

The town consisted of a livery barn and
change house for the stage, a saloon fronting them from across the
road. A long, low building, half house, half store, was set a
stone’s throw beyond, squarely in the way, so that the road was
forced to curve around it.

Halfway between this trio, left standing
there a stagecoach had an air of mingled weariness and expectancy.
This would be the pause for dinner; the passengers would be inside
the house. Somewhat dubiously, despite his hunger, he considered
the possibilities compared with fare from the store. Patronage from
stage passengers at the eating places along the road was no
guarantee as to the quality of the provender; more often than not
the proprietors of these halfway houses dished up messes so
unappetizing that hunger alone forced customers to partake of
it.

But he was hungrier than usual, having
missed his breakfast, and the effect on his appetite was like the
delayed effect of a slow fuse. Men who had starved in prison camps
during the war, acquiring the leanness of hungry cats, retained a
never-to-be-satisfied craving. Food, even in substantial
quantities, could alleviate but never quite satisfy the appetite.
Regardless of how much a man might eat, the starving look from the
war years would mark him to the grave.

Temptingly and
surprisingly, an aroma of roasting meat and browning biscuits
whisked hot from the oven wafted through the open door. Hesitating
no longer, Montana swung down from his horse, dropping the reins,
leaving the cayuse to dine on the adjacent grass. He pushed inside,
and his eyes lighted at a hail from the
end of a long table.

“Well, bones an’ beefsteaks, look at what
the wind blew in. What you doing in these parts, you hard-luck
maverick?”

Blackie Thompson was on his feet, equally
lean though not so tall, hand outstretched, welcome in his smile,
long spikes of mustache lifting. Returning the handclasp, Montana
slid into a seat alongside him.

“Thought maybe it was time to eat,” he
admitted. “Just riding west. What you doing, Blackie?”

“You notice that seat of sorrer men call a
coach outside? I’m toolin’ it, wheels an’ whang leather, over hump
an’ hollow,” Thompson said wryly. “Sort of obligin’ our friends of
the Roanoke line. They’re short of just about everything these days
except trouble: rollin’ stock, money, and two-legged critters that
pass for men. So in an unguarded moment I was fool enough to hire
on.”

Montana understood the reference. It was no
secret that the stage line was having difficulties; therefore
driving for them was risky. Such a challenge to Blackie Thompson
was like the distant smell of battle to a war horse. His personal
friendship for the hard-pressed owners of the Roanoke would also be
a strong motivation.

“You hit things right for the grub line this
time,” Blackie added. “Somebody brung in a buffalo, which sort of
meat’s getting nigh as scarce as room in this country. And it’s
roasted like a rattler left stretched on a rock in the sun.”

He had not overstated the fact. The food was
excellent. Montana was still polishing off his meal when Blackie
sighed and pushed back from the table.

“Reckon maybe I can make out now till
suppertime,” he opined. “Got to get my passengers loaded and roll.
Why don’t you ride along, Montana? Tie your cayuse behind and enjoy
good company for a change. Besides, there’s a good view from up
there. Take a clear night, you see clear to the moon.”

“Thanks, but except for the company, I like
the saddle better,” Montana refused, and paused to pay his
reckoning. The stage was nearing the brakes as he swung into his
saddle, the newly stirred dust still settling.

He rode casually, noting how the stage
slowed to a crawl as the road mounted. Abruptly his glance
sharpened, and he studied a wheel track with close attention.

There were four wheel marks in the dust,
holding steady and even—or at least they had been until that point.
Three still ran without deviation, but the fourth was suddenly like
the path of a snake, shifting and wobbly. His jaw tightening, he
put his horse to a run, his shout lifting, carrying ahead.

Having reached the crest, the stage was
about to begin the steep, twisting descent into the gulch named for
a dead man. At the imperative quality of the yell, Blackie looked
back, then pulled to a stop.

His face was questioning as Montana pulled
alongside.

“You changed your mind about coming along?”
he asked. “Can’t resist good company, eh?”

“You’re losing a wheel,” Montana explained
briefly. “The left hind one.”

Thompson stared. Then, wrapping the reins
about the brake handle, he kicked hard and descended over the
nearest wheel. A glance confirmed Montana’s report. The wheel was
half off the axle, leaning at a crazy angle, so that a few more
turns would have sent it off and rolling, allowing the coach to
drop crashingly.

Where the road ran straight, that might
result in nothing more than a severe jolting for the passengers,
and perhaps some slight damage to the vehicle. But once it started
down the twisting slope to the bottom of the gulch, as it had been
about to do—

There, a lost wheel would invite
catastrophe. The lurch would probably spill stage and team alike
over the brink of the dug road, in a downward plunge, for scores of
feet.

“Somebody planned to wreck you,” Montana
pointed out unnecessarily. “Must have snuck around and removed the
nut while you were eating.”

The choice of the particular time and place
spoke for itself. The trouble which had been dogging the Roanoke
line of late would culminate not alone in the loss of another coach
and four fine horses, but also in the maimed and broken bodies of
passengers. Death would have been the fate of at least some and for
the man who drove.

Blackie’s saddle-hued cheeks lost color, but
lie kept a tight rein on his temper.

“Sure lucky you were comin’ along behind,”
he said. “Give me a hand getting this wheel back where it
belongs.”

Between them they lifted and nudged it back
into place. But without the nut it would not remain there for many
turns.

“I’ll have a look,” Montana offered. “I know
about where it must have fallen off.”

Whoever had loosened the nut would not have
removed it entirely, since the loss might be noticed while the
stage was standing. With only a part-turn remaining, the wheel
would have rolled for some distance before the nut was lost—just
enough to allow the wheel to slip in turn and come off as the
stage-started the descent.

Riding back, Montana spied the nut at the
side of the road. Once it was replaced, Blackie climbed back to the
box, then paused thoughtfully.

“Roanoke’s in trouble,” he said. “That’s why
I’m toolin’ this box. Any chance of hirin’ you to set in as
trouble-shooter till this sort of thing is cleaned up? You could
start now—a hundred a month.”

Montana hesitated. The thought of what had
so nearly happened was a temptation. But this time he’d made up his
mind—made it up past alteration.

“I’d like to oblige, Blackie but not this
time. I’ve got two things in mind—to get near to where the sun
sets, on a piece of ground I have in mind; then to spend about a
year and a day just resting. After which, if I find energy enough,
I might do some work for my own self—sort of transform that hunk of
hill and coulee into a ranch. But it’ll take at least a long winter
of sleep, hibematin’ like a bear, ’fore I’m enough rested to stir
my shanks.”

Blackie nodded understandingly.

“Can’t rightly blame you. As for this, I’m
obliged. Sure you ain’t hankerin’ for good company the rest of the
day?”

Montana’s rare grin flashed and was gone
again.

“You know, a chore such as this leaves me
with a plumb empty feeling,” he confessed. “I’m going back there
and have another dinner, while it’s handy. If I don’t catch up
again—luck to you.”


Chapter Two

 


“LITTLE OLEY” BLENKAM, demoted to hashing in
a restaurant by a stiffened leg resulting from an overturned chuck
wagon, and having presided over the eating place for a decade, was
leaning passively across the counter. He roused from momentary
idleness as Montana reentered the eating house and ordered a second
meal. All six feet and three inches of him seemed to break into a
smile.

“You kind of like my cookin’, eh?” he asked
wistfully. “Maybe I ain’t clean forgot how. Big Oley, he’d be
pleased. He used to figure I was sort of like a toadstool in a
field of mushrooms. But I maybe inherited the knack from him.”

He was Little Oley by virtue of being son to
Big Oley. That he topped Big Oley by five full inches had nothing
to do with the matter.

“Yeah, I got a hankerin’ for more of the
same,” Montana admitted. “Seems to hit the spot. Blackie almost
lost a wheel at the top of the hill, and getting him straightened
around sort of whetted my appetite.”

“A wheel? Blackie?” Oley paused with butcher
knife poised above the rump of roast. “You mean he’s tanglin’ with
more trouble?”

“Well, he came close to it, what with some
misguided critter loosening the nut on one of his wheels,” Montana
conceded. “But you sound as though he’s been having a lot.”

“Anybody that works for Roanoke is as full
of trouble as a dog of fleas,” Oley returned. His broad face took
on as worriedly lugubrious an expression as that of the hound.
“Blackie’s pretty good at takin’ care of himself, but I’m gettin’ a
mite worried about Honeycutt takin’ over the stage line. Seems like
he’s more’n spittin’ against the wind.”

“Honeycutt?” Montana repeated, surprised.
There could scarcely be more than one man of that name and
reputation so far from his native southland. “What’s he got to do
with the Roanoke line?”

“Well, in a manner of speakin’ you could say
he owns it, though it’d mebby be more accurate to say it owns him.
Took it over a couple of months back, and by now I guess he’s
learnin’ how simple a job it ain’t to run such a line. Only with
him it’s like havin’ a bull by the tail. A man hates to hang on,
but he sure don’t dast let go.”

Montana pondered that information,
surprised. From reports he knew something of the Roanoke stages,
but that Honeycutt should be the new owner was news, though the big
ex-rebel would try anything at least once. They had soldiered
together, first for the Confederacy, subsequently against Indians,
and those years had knit a close bond of friendship. Then he’d lost
track of Honeycutt, after the latter had taken Susanna Long as a
bride, at the gold camp of Bannack.

Little Oley elaborated as he placed food on
the table.

“Honeycutt made himself a stake at the
diggin’s, from what I hear. But then the vein pinched out, leavin’
him betwixt an’ between poor and rich, so he got the notion of
makin’ more by runnin the Roanoke. And on paper they’ve got a good
route. Here.”

He pointed to a penciled schedule tacked to
the wall. “Like you can see, it covers a passel of country, with
big possibilities—if they can manage to keep rolling. But right
now, with Honeycutt flat on his back, and Clay Budlong havin’ his
hands more’n full at the other end of the line, why, if anything
was to happen to Blackie, on top of all the rest—danged if I know
what’d happen to them.”

“What do you mean, flat on his back? An
accident?”

“Guess you could call it
that. Honeycutt was toolin’ one of his stages, back a week or mebby
ten days ago. Went over a bank. Everything was smashed, includin’
Honeycutt. A busted leg, along with being
more or less stove up. They got him in what passes for a hospital
in Helena, but I guess he won’t do no friskin’ an’ gambolin’ for
quite some time to come.”

Montana was appalled. If Blackie had only
mentioned about Honeycutt and his connection with the Roanoke
line—and that other reference was almost as disturbing.

“What’s that about Clay Budlong? What’s his
connection?”

“Clay’s his manager,” Little Oley explained.
“Runs things from the Wildcat end
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