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The Gamblers of Wasteland


 


Convinced that Blackjack Chancer is behind the death of his youngest brother, Lukus Rheingold steals the Saturday-night takings from the gambler’s Wasteland Eldorado.


Led by Marshal Jed Crane, the Wasteland posse is outwitted by Lukus’s surviving brother, Kris. The Rheingold brothers head for their home at Nathan’s Ford, where they are followed by a mysterious woman calling herself Lil Lavender, and later by Chancer and his hired gun, Fallon. All three have their own reasons for hunting Lukus Rheingold, and the hunt leads to a final bloody climax in the Rheingold family cemetery.
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Part One


 


Chapter One


 


Wasteland, Texas. A ghost town one hundred miles south of the New Mexico border, on the edge of the Big Bend Desert. Home to prairie dogs and feral cats, and the occasional drifter who might unroll his blankets for a night on dry boards in a stifling room already occupied by crawling scorpions. A sun-baked wilderness of bleached timber properties invaded by termites, where coiled snakes basked on the warped boards of sagging galleries lining dusty streets and the only sounds were the creak of flimsy false fronts, the whisper of the wind and the dry rustling of rolling tumbleweed.


That was the history, the very recent reality, but the sights that met Lukus Rheingold’s narrowed grey eyes as he rode in that Sunday morning were very different, though not unexpected.


Wasteland had risen from the dust when one man with money and imagination came rattling out of a town called Pine Rivers at the head of several loaded buckboards, headed south, and turned a former hotel into a gambling casino. When Lukus rode in, the Wasteland that had risen like a phoenix from the grey ashes of despair was slumbering beneath skies turned white by the fierce sun. Along both sides of the open one-hundred-yard-wide expanse of rutted ground that passed for a main street, the falling-down business premises had been regenerated by smart businessmen who had followed the money. Now selling everything from hard liquor to easy women, buildings had been hastily repaired with cheap lumber and scavenged six-inch nails; they sported new, high false fronts on which names had been crudely splashed in black paint: Guns. Feed. General Store. Mick’s Irish Saloon.


The building Lukus Rheingold was looking for stood out from its neighbours. Wasteland Eldorado. A much bigger two-storey structure, the former hotel had been coated with brighter paint and made more outrageous promises. Keno, Chuck-a-luck, Poker, Craps, Roulette. Proprietor Blackjack Chancer. Step inside once, folks, step out set up for life. In the past six months ranchers, cowboys, drifters and hoboes had walked through the doors sharing a dream. Most had walked out a few short hours later with the lining hanging out of their pants’ pockets.


One of those men, Lukus thought with silent, controlled fury, went into that glittering emporium penniless but full of youthful hope. Hours later he was carried out, a sagging, lifeless, blood-soaked figure, and tossed unceremoniously on to the undertaker’s black-painted buggy.


Christian Rheingold, the youngest of the three Rheingold brothers, now a month dead.


A mangy cat strutted disdainfully in front of Lukus’s horse. The roan faltered nervously, began back-stepping as the cat moved away towards the plank walk and a tumbleweed came skittering before a hot gust of wind. Then, in answer to a flick of the reins, the horse carried its rider across to the hitch rail in front of Wasteland Eldorado.


Lukus swung down, keeping a loose grip on the reins. He was a tall man, lean and muscular, his height masked by the breadth of his powerful shoulders. Though he was closing in on his thirtieth year, anyone pinned like a moth by the sharp gaze of his grey eyes would figure him for an older man, a wiser man, and certainly one it would be dangerous to cross. For the wisdom they recognized was the life-preserving kind that comes of necessity to a man with long experience of riding on the wrong side of the law. Lukus Rheingold had left home young, built himself a reputation with fists and gun and become infamous throughout the West under an assumed name. He had returned to the family spread on the Rio Grande only when word came that both his parents had died.


For a moment, making good use of that hard-earned wisdom, Lukus rested his elbows on the saddle and let his eyes rove the length of the gambling emporium’s gallery. The old hotel’s garish façade featured a number of upper windows where grubby net curtains hung to either side of dusty glass. Living quarters, Lukus thought. All the action takes place on the ground floor. And suddenly, with a vivid image in his mind of the violent direction which that action was about to take, he was a happy man. There was a young life to be avenged. He and his brother had devised a plan. The intention was to ride away with a gunny-sack filled with Blackjack Chancer’s cash, and leave a clear message that it was payment for the murder committed in his Eldorado. It was a good plan, but of no use whatsoever if it all went wrong here in Wasteland.


So Lukus let his gaze range further afield. Through eyes narrowed against the dazzling sun he confirmed the convenient location of the jail, a stone building a good hundred yards away on the far side of the ridiculously wide thoroughfare. That made it far enough away for the Wasteland marshal to be unaware of any trouble until Lukus was ready to let him know – and letting the marshal know, letting him get a good glimpse of Lukus Rheingold as he rode away like a bat out of hell, was all an essential part of the plan.


But first, his target was the office that was almost certainly situated behind the Eldorado’s main gambling room. On any Sunday morning Blackjack Chancer was sure to be in there, eyes hooded as he licked his fingers and counted the dirty banknotes that were the Saturday-night takings.


Takings that Kris, Lukus’s remaining, younger brother, had on several nights watched being wagered on cards, dice and spinning balls, only to swept away across the gambling tables and scooped up by blank-eyed croupiers or red-lipped girls with golden hair and false smiles.


Kris had grown a straggly beard, disguised the cruel limp caused by his game leg as best he could, and played the part of a bumbling country boy who didn’t know a black ace from a red deuce. Head bent, always ensuring he was lost amongst the rabble of excited gamblers, his sharp eyes had never been still. From what he had seen he was able to report back to Lukus that losing just one Saturday night’s takings would hurt Chancer badly; his warning had been that in that Eldorado gambling room there were armed men who would ensure that a bold thief would never make it out of the door.


But that was on Saturday nights. Lukus surmised that while totting up those takings on a Sunday morning, Chancer would have just one man in the office with him, riding shotgun. He’d be a man with the lean and hungry look of a prowling wolf, a man with watchful eyes, a double-barrelled scattergun propped against the desk and a hand never straying more than a quick stab away from a well-used six-gun. But even a wolf can become careless. For that man, today would be just another in a long succession of Sunday mornings. And on Sunday mornings in Blackjack Chancer’s back office, trouble was something that never reared its ugly head, and the only disturbing sound would be when the gambling magnate took a fresh lick at his fingers.


With a chill smile that would have frightened the life out of the haughty cat, Lukus Rheingold took a canvas sack out of one of his saddle-bags. He settled his gunbelt, tugged the brim of his dusty Stetson down low on his forehead. Then, leading the big roan, he set off around the side of the building. As he did so a buckboard pulled by a glistening chestnut mare dragged a trail of fine dust down the length of the wide street. The driver was dressed in black, and wore a top hat. Lukus thought he saw the sunlight catch the man’s eyes as he glanced across towards the Chancer premises. The wagon trundled on for fifty yards or so, then came to a halt alongside one of the business establishments.


Undertaker. Someone’s cashed in his chips, Lukus thought briefly, then banished the man from his mind.


Cautious now, he led the horse around to the rear of the building. The sun was not yet high, and the rear walls were in shade. He kept his hand close to the roan’s muzzle, ready to stifle any sudden snort or whinny. He walked close to the unpainted timber; reached the door; stopped; listened.


Not a sound from inside. Old timber was crackling in the heat of the sun. There was the faint sound of distant laughter, and for an instant Lukus was distracted as he imagined the undertaker he had seen cracking an irreverent joke.


Then he dropped the horse’s reins, left them trailing on the hard earth. Taking a deep breath, Lukus swung away, lunged forward to kick open the door and burst into the building with drawn six-gun.


A huge oak table took up most of the centre of the room. On it were worn, leather-bound ledgers, bundles of banknotes and scatterings of silver dollars – gold eagles and double eagles. Almost buried by the piles of banknotes there was a six-gun with a fancy bone butt and engraved barrel. A big muscular man with a flowing mane of straw-coloured hair turning to grey was standing by an open safe. A black string tie emphasized the white of his shirt. Gold rings glittered on his fingers. As he swung to face the intruder, keen blue eyes with a hint of cruelty stared at Lukus without apparent emotion. That it was there, carefully masked, was revealed to Lukus by the man’s instinctive glance towards his six-gun – several steps out of his reach.


Then an inner door on the far side of the room swung open and a man stepped into the office. The man riding shotgun. A man with empty eyes, sallow, swarthy skin that suggested mixed blood, and a thin half-smile. Tall, whipcord-thin, black clothing, black flat-crowned hat, he wore a low-slung holster with a well-used six-gun hanging from a gunbelt packed with shiny brass shells.


‘Morning, gents,’ Lukus said.


The big man eased away from the safe, looked with open disdain at Lukus’s levelled pistol.


‘Who the hell are you?’


‘I’m the man who’s about to clean out your safe. You’re Blackjack Chancer. Introductions over.’


Lukus tossed the canvas sack carelessly on to the cluttered desk. Coins slid clinking across the scarred woodwork and fell in glittering metallic showers to the hard floor where they rolled like fleeing cockroaches. Banknotes drifted like falling leaves.


‘Fill it,’ Lukus said.


‘Like hell,’ the big man said casually, and he looked across at the lean man with the empty eyes. ‘You going to stand there? I pay you to overcome minor irritations like this – right? Like swatting flies, I’d say. So get to it.’


The gunman was looking hard at Lukus Rheingold.


He said, ‘Don’t I know you, feller?’


‘Can’t recall our paths crossing,’ Lukus said, ‘though I sure as hell know the breed, if not the individual.’


‘That’s not what I said. But if I’m right, the name you’ve given here is all wrong.’


‘And you’re wasting time. Walk over there, help the reluctant Mister Chancer to fill that sack.’


The lean gunman nodded slowly, his empty eyes never leaving Lukus. Like a dancer, he took a sideways step towards Chancer as if to comply. Then, a snake striking, he turned, bent at the knees and went for his gun.


His arm was fast, registering as a blur. But, fast as he moved, he was no match for a man who had the drop. Lukus allowed the gunman the luxury of clamping his hand on the worn butt. Saw not a glimmer of emotion in the blank eyes, though the gunman must have known he was staring death in the face. Leather rasped. The gun cleared the holster. Cold metal flashed in the sunlight slanting through the window.


Lukus coolly shot him in the upper arm. He saw the sleeve rip. The instant bloody gash in flesh. The six-gun fell to the floor. The gunman clamped his hand to his arm. Blood leaked through his fingers. His lips had tightened, but he uttered no sound, and the eyes were unchanged.


A sound dragged Lukus’s eyes to Chancer. The gambler had his hand on the safe’s door and was about to slam it shut. If he managed that, and spun the wheel, the game was lost.


‘Leave it.’


Lukus snapped the command, backed it with the six-gun. He aimed the smoking muzzle at the centre of the big man’s face, knowing the type: a vain man, Chancer would worry about his handsome countenance, with the thought of death coming a poor second.


The gambling man cursed softly, dropped his hand from the door. But he couldn’t prevent his eyes flicking towards the gunman. Again Lukus sensed movement. When he swung to face the threat, the lean man was down on the floor and had already swept the fallen six-gun into his left hand.


With a grunt of effort Lukus grabbed the edge of the heavy oak table and heaved it over. Money showered down on the wounded gunman. The table came to rest on its side. The edge of its top clamped the gunman’s legs to the dirt floor.


Again Lukus turned the six-gun’s muzzle on Blackjack Chancer.


‘Do like I say and fill the sack,’ he said, ‘or I’ll put a bullet through one knee, then the other, then both your elbows. But I don’t want to do that. That shot will have been heard, which means I’m short of time. Give me banknotes, no coins. And don’t get choosy. I’ll take all denominations from a dollar bill all the way up to the biggest you’ve got.’


Chancer’s face had turned a pasty white beneath its tan, but it was from anger, not fear. Without a word the Eldorado’s owner swept the sack off the desk. He rolled back his chair, took three strides to the safe and began filling the sack. He was still rock steady. His square hands showed no sign of a tremor. Watching him, Lukus was listening only absently to the rustle of banknotes, the creaks from the table as the gunman hidden by its bulk struggled to free himself.


Wasteland’s marshal was a man called Crane. He’d served his apprenticeship as a lawman in the wild cow towns of Kansas. What Lukus was listening for were noises from the street that would tell him the lawman had heard the shot, had fixed the location and was moving in fast.


Lukus wanted that, but not yet, not now. He wanted the marshal to come after him, but at a time of his choosing. And that time would be when he was on his horse and heading out of town.


Chancer was taking his time.


‘Hurry it up,’ Lukus snapped.


The gunman had struggled out from under the table. He’d made it to his feet, but his face glistened with the cold sweat of pain. And he’d lost his six-gun. Like Chancer’s pistol with its fancy grips, it lay somewhere under the scattered banknotes.


‘Relax, we’re almost done here,’ Lukus said. He grinned at the gunman and waggled his six-gun.


‘I know you,’ the man said. His voice was a whisper. His sleeve was soaked in blood. ‘From somewhere, I know you, and it’ll come to me. Then we’ll see.’


‘When it does come to you,’ Lukus said, ‘I’ll be long gone.’


Chancer turned from the safe. He fixed Lukus with a gaze in which amusement lurked. Then he flung the heavy sack towards him in a looping arc. Lukus turned sideways, taking the weight with his left hip. Then, carefully, ensuring that his six-gun was covering the big gambling man, he bent at the knees and picked up the sack with his left hand.


‘Nice try,’ he said, ‘but a word of warning. You’ve lost some cash. You’ll make that up, and more, from the suckers who play your tables in the next few days. But make a wrong move now and it’s your life you’ll lose.’


Dragging the sack, he backed towards the door. He was watched pensively by the wounded gunman, with amused aplomb by Blackjack Chancer.


‘If you walk out the door with that money,’ the gambling tycoon said, ‘you’re as good as dead. You’ll be found. When you are, you’ll pay in blood and pain. There’s no distance too great, no hiding-place good enough. . . .’


He was still mouthing threats when Lukus backed swiftly out of the door, dragged it shut by its broken lock and ran to the roan. He flung himself into the saddle. The sack was in his left hand, its rich weight destroying his balance. In his right hand he held his six-gun. He planted the heavy sack between his thighs. Scooping up the reins he backed the horse, fired three fast shots that drilled holes in the door’s timber. Then he spun the horse and clattered away from the building.


He walked the horse on to the wide expanse of the town’s main street. Once there, he turned to look towards the jail. The stone building, on the other side of the hundred-yard expanse of street, at the end of the block of mismatched timber buildings, showed no signs of life.


The single shot that he had fired in Chancer’s office, the three fired when he was leaving, had not been heard.


Deliberately, Lukus cocked his pistol and fired off the remaining shots into the hot, still air. Waited. Watched. He was rewarded. A tall figure emerged from the stone building. Stood with hands on hips, staring up the street. Swiftly, Lukus reloaded. He fired six shots at the distant figure, saw each bullet kick up the dry dust of the street. Then he turned the roan and took it up the street at a steady trot. The hot sun was burning on his shoulders. The dust kicked up by his horse’s hoofs was acrid, choking.


Lukus counted mentally to fifty. Then he flung a swift glance over his shoulder.


The man who had emerged from the jail was running up the street. A badge glittered on his vest. He was watched by the undertaker, who had rushed out of his premises at the shooting and was standing by the buckboard. And now Blackjack Chancer was there, out in front of his Eldorado. He was watching Lukus, at the same time gesturing wildly to the approaching lawman.


When Lukus faced front again and spurred the roan into a gallop, his eyes were bright with exultation. The first stage of the audacious scheme to make Blackjack Chancer pay for his sins had gone without mishap. The proof lay in the heavy sack of stolen money draped across the saddle horn and the image of the Wasteland gambling man as he stood fuming outside his Eldorado, angrily flapping his arms like a flustered hen at the advancing town marshal.


The second stage would involve both those men and require some time to set up. The encounter with the gambler and the law would inevitably carry risks, and be fraught with danger. But, just as Lukus Rheingold’s strength had seen the first encounter go according to plan, in the second stage it would be another man’s weakness that would make men blind to the obvious and help carry the day.
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