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The Gambler and the Law


Blamed for the murder of a prominent politician, gambler Dan Freemont is forced to flee Nebraska. Pursued by the real killer’s henchmen he arrives at the small Wyoming town of Beecher Gulch where he hopes a planned rendezvous with a US Marshal will prove his innocence. But settlers are being attracted to the area and a conflict is developing between the newcomers and Carl Benton, the cattle king of the territory.


Mistaken for a town-taming lawman brought in to oppose the cattlemen, Dan is soon involved in the dispute and becomes a target for Benton’s gunmen. As the fight builds to a climax, Dan’s Nebraskan pursuers begin to close in on Beecher Gulch.
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CHAPTER ONE


Dan Freemont left the room reflecting on the merits of a private poker party, especially when the other players were rich men for whom the get-together was mainly an opportunity to exchange business gossip and arrange deals that would make them richer. For Dan, gambling was business, and this night his business had boomed. Surreptitiously he pressed his right arm to his side, giving himself the satisfaction of feeling the thick wad of notes stored in an inner jacket pocket.


His inclusion in the game had been a matter of chance, the result of an encounter that afternoon with a man he’d met on a Mississippi river boat some years earlier. Robert Halliday was a magnate of industry, the owner of two mines and with stockholdings in the Union Pacific railway. In those days, when working the river boats, Dan had passed himself off as a land speculator, a common enough enterprise for a Northerner in the Southern states shortly after the war, one for which regular attendance in the gambling salon was almost de rigueur. In keeping with that characterization he had told Robert Halliday that he was now seeking out suitable territory for a Chicago-based consortium intent on establishing a beef empire, either here in Nebraska or further west in Wyoming. The fact that his intended destination was even further north, Virginia City in Montana where gold was still being dug out of the ground, he kept to himself. It had never been his policy to leave a forwarding address because men who lost money at cards often wanted to get it back and weren’t fussy how they got it.


Being a gambler, he’d learned, was all about bluff, being able to persuade people to believe what you wanted them to believe, and he was good at it. So, although he had no first-hand knowledge of the cattle business, he figured that he had learned enough while sitting around card tables with ranchers, cowboys and cattle buyers to be convincing on the subject, especially as none of the other three men who would be present had any direct connection with ranching. One of them, he was informed by Robert Halliday, would be the next governor of Nebraska.


Dan had seen banners and posters for both Republican and Democrat nominees ever since he’d arrived in Scottsbluff but, being a visitor, of course he wasn’t eligible to vote, so he had taken little interest in the displays. He didn’t know which candidate was favourite nor to which one Robert Halliday referred, but he was soon informed. A landslide victory was predicted for the Republican candidate, Jason Whalley, and it was in his suite of rooms at the Minatare Hotel that they had gathered after dinner.


It had been a pleasant night, the game extending well beyond midnight with an abundance of brandy and cigars to accompany the cards and political conversation so that the hours swiftly passed. Dan had been introduced, welcomed and questioned about his affairs as a matter of course; politics apart on this occasion, business deals and money were the only eligible topics of conversation for such an assembly. With deft phrases that said neither too much nor too little, Dan was able to imply a degree of personal wealth and financial connection that satisfied their unsuspecting inquisitiveness. Although he presented a pleasant, carefree personality to those in the room, his attention never wandered from the cards. He was careful not to over-indulge in the available alcohol and smoked only his own slim coronas. His winning habit drew a comment or two but, for men who had drawn great wealth to themselves, their losses engendered no greater response than the raising of an eyebrow or the need to splash more brandy into their crystal goblet. Only Jason Whalley, Dan thought, had shown inquisitiveness at his good fortune. Twice, Dan had caught the would-be governor watching him, as though knowing he was not what he pretended to be.


The game ended suddenly. Gatt Hardin, Jason Whalley’s aide, entered the room, drew his boss aside and, accompanied by some whispered comments, showed him a crumpled sheet of paper. On sight, they were unlikely colleagues; Whalley big-boned, handsome and groomed to the standard required of a prospective governor, listened to the urgent words of the other, a lanky, unfriendly man with a pock-marked face and dark, cold eyes that seemed incapable of showing humour. Dan had seen men like him before, usually employed as instruments of violence by pimps and waterside saloon-keepers.


‘You must excuse me, gentlemen,’ Whalley announced, ‘a matter of business which I must conclude tonight. It has been a pleasure meeting you and I’m sure I can count on your support at next month’s election.’


Hardin went into an adjoining room while Whalley, still clutching the paper he’d been given, hovered near the door, obviously anxious to join his colleague but maintaining his role as gracious host until all his guests had departed. A noise from the other room caught everyone’s attention: a scuffle, a chair falling and a grunt or stifled complaint. Jason Whalley laughed it off, joking that Gatt Hardin must have had too much to drink..


Dan and Robert Halliday were the last to leave. As they stepped into the corridor they saw that two men were lounging against the wall outside the door to the adjoining room. One was young, some inches short of six feet tall but broad across the shoulders; he had fair hair but his most distinguishing feature was his top lip, which had an awkward twist, as though it had been torn and not healed properly, branding him with a permanent scowl.


The other man was older, with untidy hair and dark, heavy-lidded eyes. Neither man was dressed in a city manner; they looked rough but vigilant, carefully watching Dan and Robert as they took the stairs down to the lower floor.


It was then that Dan pressed his arm to his side, felt the comfort of the money but, in the same moment, realized that he had forgotten the pocket-box in which he kept his cigars. It was a favourite which, when he’d produced it, had been admired by the other players. Franklin Peasgood, he recalled, a worthy of Scottsbluff whose good opinion Jason Whalley seemed eager to obtain, had taken one of the cigars, then put the case on the table beside his tumbler and chips. When the next hand had been dealt Dan’s concentration had returned to the cards and the cigars had slipped from his mind. At the abrupt end to the game he had been concerned solely with cashing in his pile of chips for a bundle of banknotes. Reluctant to abandon the box that was something of a talisman for him, Dan stopped on the stairs and looked back to the balcony. The two men who had been lounging there were now going into the room adjoining the one in which the game had been played. The opportunity was there to collect his possession, so he said goodnight to Robert Halliday and while the other descended the stairs he stepped quickly back to the upper floor.


Quietly, he opened the door. A cautious peer inside told him that the room they’d been using was now unoccupied. However, the door to the adjoining room was ajar and voices from beyond it carried to him. Not hesitating, not wanting his return to be witnessed or misinterpreted as an act of spying on a prominent politician, he crossed to the table and collected the dark, ebony box he was seeking. He plucked it from the table, pushed it into the inner pocket alongside the bundle of money and was about to depart when something caught his eye. On the table, crumpled into an awkward ball, was the paper that Gatt Hardin had shown Jason Whalley.


By nature Dan Freemont was inquisitive, and a good gambler stored knowledge, for who knew when it would be useful and provide an advantage. Politics wasn’t his forte but, despite the gracious manner in which he’d brought the evening to an end, it was clear that Jason Whalley had been discomfited by what he’d been shown. If it had a bearing on the upcoming election, then perhaps, for Dan, there was profit in it. Slowly, so as to minimize its rustle, he unravelled the paper. It was a Wanted poster, copies of which had been prominent across Kansas, Missouri and Arkansas in the early months after the end of the war. The face depicted was broad and from under a Confederate hat thick hair hung down to the man’s shoulders. The lower part of his face was completely covered by an unkempt beard and moustache and his narrow eyes were topped by bushy brows. The printed name was Archie Baker, a renegade whose band had terrorized the mid-states fourteen years earlier, but along the bottom of the poster another name had been scribbled: This is Jason Whalley.


For a moment, Dan stared at the picture. He knew it was a good likeness of the man whose acts of murder and robbery had made him one of the most feared gang leaders in the post-war years because one night they had been separated only by the width of a card table. It had happened in a Mexican town in 1867; Dan’s wanderlust had, briefly, taken him across the Rio Grande and by chance found him in the town where Archie Baker had taken refuge from the American forces that had been closing in on him. Their paths had crossed for only the one night but Dan always remembered the air of menace that hung around the man. Every look, every movement was laden with suspicion and threat. Now, he wondered if the pink and pampered cleanshaven politician whose hospitality he’d enjoyed in this room earlier could be the same man.


Almost fourteen years had passed since that meeting and although the man he’d met this night matched him in height, the sparseness of flesh that characterized the hunted man was totally absent in the politician. It was clear that Jason Whalley had been living on the best of the land and the absence of facial hair and trimmed eyebrows showed a face that was fuller and a smile more friendly. Dan tried to imagine the younger face without a beard and at the same time was remembering the looks that Jason Whalley had thrown in his direction. Had he recognized Dan? It seemed unlikely, for their time together in Mexico had been brief and unexceptional other than that Dan had won big that night.


Then his musings were interrupted. While studying the poster he’d become aware that the conversation in the other room had taken on another tenor, it had become louder and the voices were heavy with anger and threat. He wasn’t sure how many people were in the other room but just as he made the decision that it was time to leave the dull sound of a punch and an accompanying grunt reached him. The delivery of another punch was followed by the sound of a body crashing to the floor.


‘Where did you get it?’ someone asked, but there was no answer to the question.


Dan had no desire to become involved in the events that were unfolding in the other room; political machinations he would leave to others. He began to move towards the door that would take him back on to the balcony; he was halfway through the door when his departure was interrupted. The sound of a scuffle reached him and someone cursed; then suddenly the adjoining door, which had been ajar, was thrust open with such force that it crashed against the wall with a resounding crack. A man, not young, his thinning hair disturbed, blood seeping from his battered nose, dashed through. His eyes were bulging with fear and they fixed themselves on Dan Freemont. Dan could see a plea in his gaze and the necessary words beginning to form on his lips, but two gunshots sounded and the man jerked forward in his flight. Blood erupted from his chest as he was pitched on to the floor.


Framed in the doorway, smoking pistol in his hand, Jason Whalley looked down on his victim. For a moment everything was still, then the politician raised his eyes and saw Dan Freemont with the Wanted poster in his hand. No words were exchanged but none were necessary for Whalley’s intention to be understood. He began to raise the pistol again, Dan Freemont his new target.


Dan moved more quickly than he had ever done before, dashing into the corridor as a bullet gouged a lump of timber out of the doorway’s stanchion. He could hear the commotion he’d left behind: curses and calls to get him, together with the stamp of running feet. Although the obvious route to escape the building was down the stairs to the foyer he knew that they were barred to him. The other door to the suite was at their head and he would be running into the arms of his pursuers. Instinctively, it seemed, he turned the other way, dashing along the corridor, not really sure that there was any sanctuary to be found.


Suddenly, on his right, a door opened. A man, in night-time attire, stepped into the corridor. Clearly, he had been disturbed by the gunshots and curiosity had brought him from his room to investigate. Two hands crashed into his chest and sent him sprawling, yelling in protest, along the corridor.


Dan Freemont darted into the bedroom and slammed the door behind him. A woman, clutching the bedclothes to her chest, shrieked but Dan ignored her. Swiftly he crossed to the window, opened it and looked out into the darkness. Indistinguishable though the extent of the drop was, he knew it to be substantial but he also knew that he had little choice but to commit himself to it. As he plunged down, he prayed that he would land without injury. He rolled as his feet hit the ground and in a moment he was up and running. From somewhere above a gun was fired; the bullet passed him in the darkness of the alley.


Under his left arm Dan carried a gun, but he had never considered himself a gunfighter. There had been times when he’d drawn it, even used it on a couple of occasions, and he was as accurate as any man when separated from his target by the width of a card table. At that moment, however, his only thought was to put as great a distance as possible between himself and Jason Whalley’s people. The lack of light in the alley was a benefit to Dan. Another couple of shots were fired in his direction but the bullets were wide and high of their target, making it clear that the shooters had fired in hope rather than with a clear view of their target.


Stooping as he ran, Dan reached the end of the block and turned into another narrow alley between buildings, which led him away from the hotel. Momentarily, he experienced a sense of safety; he doubted if any of those who had fired at him from the windows of the upper rooms would risk the drop that he’d undertaken; he had done it only to preserve his life. Behind him he could still hear voices and he guessed that a hunt would soon be organized. At that moment he had only a vague idea where his current route would lead him and, more troubling, even less idea of what to do to ensure his safety. Ahead of him he could see the line of grey light that heralded an opening on to a major thoroughfare. Reducing his pace to a brisk walk he hurried towards it.


Suddenly, behind him, he heard a sound. Someone was running. Pressing himself against the building to his right he peered back into the blackness. By then his pursuer, too, had stopped. Dan waited. The distant voices of those who had fired at him from the hotel reached him; their words were indistinct but Dan guessed that whoever was on the ground was receiving instructions to continue the chase. After a moment a distant movement caught his attention and with careful concentration he discerned two figures. Judging them to be about fifty yards away he knew that he couldn’t afford to delay any longer. At that distance it was unlikely that they would hit him with a pistol shot, but if he tarried they would soon be within range.


Breaking cover, stooping as he had done previously, Dan made a dash for the main thoroughfare. A loud report echoed down the alley as a whistling bullet passed inches over his head. To his alarm, at least one of his pursuers was armed with a rifle, which put him in greater danger. Another bullet, closer to him than the first, caused him to stumble as he emerged into the more open main street. He went down but had the sense to roll away to his left so that he was out of the direct line of shots from the men in the alley.


The street was empty of people although the faint sound of music reached him from an establishment visible off to his right where light shone from its windows. Dan estimated that the saloon was almost 200 yards away and knew that he had no hope of reaching it before his hunters emerged from the alley. In the moonlight they wouldn’t fail to kill him.


With long strides he ran, heading for an offset, opposite alley which he hoped would lead to a warren of passageways in which he could evade those behind. Halfway across the street, however, he had a change of heart. As the footfalls of his hunters reached his ears more loudly, indicating that they were closer than he’d hoped, a hiding-place presented itself. What he did was risky but so was running in the dark without any idea of where he was going. He turned around, dropped to the ground and rolled. A water trough beside a hitching rail had been raised above the ground by means of wooden blocks at either end. There was room enough for Dan to roll underneath, where he hoped that in the darkness his black hat and coat would aid his invisibility and his pursuers would pass him by.


Dan was breathing hard as he scrambled beneath the wooden trough; if they found him he knew that they would kill him. With that thought in mind he reached for the pistol in his shoulder holster and it was at that moment that he realized that he still clutched the Wanted poster he’d picked up in Jason Whalley’s room. With the minimum of movement he pushed it up the sleeve of his jacket, then lay still with his pistol cocked in readiness.


‘Where is he?’ The question was asked in a low, urgent voice. The men had stopped running as soon as they’d emerged on to the moonlit street.


‘Probably over there, somewhere. Those alleyways lead to the courthouse and sheriff’s office on Montrose Street.’


‘Do we go after him?’


‘I guess so. I’ll follow him through the alleys while you go around. We’ve got him trapped.’


‘We don’t know who he is or what he looks like.’ There was a hint of uncertainty in the first man’s voice. ‘We don’t even know what he’s done. We can’t just kill any man who’s on the street.’


‘Who’s going to be on the street at this hour?’


‘The Irishman’s bar is still open down the street. Do you think he headed for that?’


‘He went off to his left when he left the alley. He’s over there somewhere. Somewhere between here and Montrose Street. Let’s go.’


Dan Freemont had listened to the conversation with mixed feelings. He was pleased that they intended to continue the search among the alleyways across the street, but it troubled him to learn that if he tried to report what he knew to the sheriff he ran the risk of running into Whalley’s men. He watched their feet, waiting for them to go their separate ways, which would give him the opportunity to find a more secure hiding-place.


‘Hey!’ The call was made by a third voice. ‘Where is he?’


‘Somewhere over there. What has he done?’


‘Killed Henry Garland.’


‘We planned to flush him out on to Montrose Street.’


The newcomer snorted with amusement. ‘That would be convenient,’ he said. ‘Gatt’s on his way to the sheriff’s office to get the law’s help.’


‘I reckon Mr Whalley can count on that. The law has certainly made the most of Mr Whalley’s hospitality while he’s been in Scottsbluff.’


‘Somebody will have to sober up Sheriff Blain. Last time I saw him he wasn’t able to help anyone, including himself.’


Those words produced a snigger of laughter but the newcomer put a stop to it.


‘Sheriff Blain will do exactly as he’s told. Mr Whalley will see to that.’


Dan Freemont remained under the trough for several minutes after the trio had departed. He reholstered his pistol, brushed down his clothes, then proceeded along the street towards the town limits with a troubled mind. Jason Whalley, it appeared, was accusing him of the hotel killing and the sheriff was in Whalley’s pocket. If they got him into a jail cell it was unlikely that he would get out alive. For now, his only chance of survival was to get out of town.
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