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Lucky Dawson knew that he should have kept
riding. How could a little conversation, a meal and a card game
lead to a hanging. His hanging to be exact. In 1875, Montanans
didn't like card cheats but he wasn't one. He was just, well,
lucky. The other players didn't think so and that started the
ordeal.
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This is a work of fiction. All characters or
incidents are a figment of the author's imagination and any
resemblance to any incident or any person living or dead is purely
coincidental.


Lucky Dawson didn't feel so lucky. Here he
was in the bottom of a hole with five prospectors watching him dig.
If only he'd just kept riding like he knew he should have. It was
the fall of 1875 in Montana and the air was already getting very
crisp in the morning. The yellow larch and aspens were pretty but
they were a big sign shouting that the mountains around here would
soon be white. He should have just kept riding. How was he to know
that stopping for lunch with these prospectors was going to cause
such problems?

Just yesterday -- no, day before yesterday --
he had been on his way to somewhere where he could spend the winter
in a warm saloon. No tents or gold camps this winter. He had a nice
nest egg stashed in the secret hiding spot in the tree of the pack
saddle. He had plenty of food on the pack saddle and life had
looked good. Then he'd stopped in the middle of the day for lunch
here at Bear Gulch. The five prospectors only wanted to hear about
the gold camp at Alder Gulch and if anyone was finding any new
strikes. By the time he was through telling what he knew and
answering questions, it was supper time. Then it was too late to
move on that night.

After he had eaten a good supper of elk stew,
"Three Fingers" Bill Williams had come up with a deck of cards. The
five had found a little gold dust in their placer mine and wanted
some entertainment for the evening. Since he was a gambler by
trade, Lucky had been glad to join in. They had played most of the
night because Lucky didn't want to clean the prospectors out right
away. He got the nickname Lucky because he won a lot, but it wasn't
by cheating. He just knew the odds and could read people. Most
people's expressions gave them away. They would smile or their eyes
would widen just a little bit if they had a good hand or their eyes
would narrow or they would tap their fingers when they had nothing.
Knowing how to read people had won Lucky more pots than he could
count. Other professional gamblers were harder to read but they all
had their little signs.

Lucky had won a few little pots and then he
let Bull Thurston win. Bull roared, "Ha, ha, my lucks changed now.
I'll have all the gold dust in this here camp before long."

Three Fingers Bill didn't like that too much.
He said, "Bull, I wouldn't count your chickens before they're
hatched. Some of the rest of us might get lucky and clean you
out."

"Ha, ha, ha that's funny. You know that I'm
the best poker player in these parts. Just you wait."

The next hand seemed to bear out Three
Fingers' prophesy. Slim Tatum won that pot and Bull didn't like it
one little bit. He glowered at the other players for the next two
hands. A couple of hands later, the pot was up to about $50 and
Bull thought he had it. He threw down his hand with three aces and
reached out to rake in the sticks that they were using as
chips.

He was laughing and bellowing, "This here
pots mine."

Blackie Keller reached out his hand to the
pot to stop Bull as he quietly said, "Now wait a minute, Bull.
Don't you want to see what the rest of us have?"

Bowleg Monty said, "He's got me beat. I had
two pair."

Slim had already thrown in his hand so he
didn't say a thing. Lucky said, "He's got me beat. His luck is
really shining now."

Three Fingers Bill said, "He's got me beat."
He threw his cards in the pile in a show of disgust.

Bull looked at Blackie and said, "That leaves
you 'n' me. What sha got?"

Blackie turned his cards over and he had a
seven high straight. Bull cursed and moved his hand back. Blackie
raked in the chips and cards. He passed the cards to Three Fingers
who had the deal. Bull was furious and his face showed it. He
didn't like to lose and he was starting to think someone was
cheating.

Bowleg Monty quit about 4:00. He had enough
of the verbal abuse from Bull and besides, he had lost about $20.
He went over and sat on his bunk observing the players. Lucky knew
he should have quit then, too, but there was almost $150 floating
around the table. He wanted that to add to his stake.

They continued to play until after daylight.
Lucky saw Three Fingers doing some fancy dealing but kept his mouth
shut. Cards were coming off the bottom of the deck and wrong cards
went to players. Three Fingers wasn't very good at it but he must
have fooled his partners here in Bear Gulch because they didn't
have a clue. Lucky knew he should have quit then but he was $10
behind.

Finally the big pot came up. Bull was giving
the sign that he was bluffing and the other two didn't have much.
Lucky had a queen high straight flush and he knew that it would
beat everyone at the table. As the betting went round, Lucky would
call but not raise. Everyone else was doing the raising until they
had all bet everything they had on the table. Bull had a pair of
eights and threw down his hand expectantly. Blackie shook his head
no and Bull glowered with rage. He didn't like losing. Slim had a
pair of jacks and Blackie had three fives. That left Three Fingers
and Lucky. Three Fingers was sure his cheating had left him with
the winning hand. He gleefully laid down a king high flush. He
started to reach for the pile of sticks until Lucky laid his hand
on top of the pile. His queen high straight flush was the
winner.

Three Fingers eyed the cards suspiciously and
then looked at Lucky. He said, "That's mighty lucky, drawing two
cards to make a straight flush."

"That's how I got my name. When Lady Luck
smiles, I come into my own at the right time."

Bull was so angry he was looking for any
excuse. He roared, "Is he cheatin', Bill?"

Lucky wasn't going to let it go any further
than that. He started to reach for the pistol in his holster when
the lights went out.

Bowleg Monty had snuck up behind him with a
pick handle. He thumped him on the head and Lucky was out cold.
Bull and the others found some rope and trussed him up. They took
his pistol, his hide-out derringer and his bowie knife before they
tossed him in a corner of the tent.

Lucky came to and tried to sit up. He
couldn't move because of the ropes. He looked around to see where
everyone was and they were in their bunks sleeping. Lucky tried to
move as quietly as he could to see if he could find something to
cut the ropes. There was nothing on the floor of the tent that
would work. He spotted a whiskey bottle lying on the other side of
the tent and decided he would try for it. He was moving across the
floor when Blackie stirred. He was a light sleeper and had heard
the noise. He sat up and looked Lucky right in the eye.

"Where do you think you're goin'?"

"I needed a drink and was looking for
water."

"Sure, you want to crawl down to the creek
for that?"

"That would be good."

"Well, you'll have to stay here."

The others started waking up and sitting up
to see what Blackie was doing. They got out of their bunks and
Bowleg Monty started a fire in the stove. He added some water and
coffee grounds to the pot and left it to simmer. Bull looked like
he had a hang-over and was glaring at Lucky. Right now, Lucky
didn't feel so lucky. Why hadn't he kept riding?

It was late enough in the afternoon, so
Bowleg and Slim started cooking some supper. Everyone was ignoring
Lucky and talking about where to move their sluice box. There was a
general discussion about how much of the land had already been
claimed. Blackie said someone would have to ride to Virginia City
to see what had been filed on and what was open. Nobody acted like
they wanted to be the one to ride. What if the others hit a glory
hole while they were riding? They argued over that for quite awhile
and decided if the rider was gone on their business, he would get a
full share. The discussion finally turned to Lucky.

Three Fingers asked, "What are we going to do
with the gambler?"

Blackie said, "Whoever goes to Virginia City
could take him to the sheriff there."

Bowleg said, "When are we sending someone? We
ain't got any too much grub. We need to dig some more gold and lay
in the winters supply. Someone should go see if they could find an
elk or a couple of deer. It'll get mighty hungry around here if the
snow comes before we get some grub."

Bull said, "What'll the sheriff do with
him?"

Slim said, "I heard he hates card cheats. If
he can find any excuse, he'll ride them out of town on a rail after
a tar and feather party or sometimes it's just quicker to hang
'em."

Bull said, "Well, I don't want to feed him
for three or four more days while we look for some more gold and I
don't want to have to guard him. We'll lose one worker every day.
He'll probably find some way to sweet talk you out of his ropes on
the way into Virginia City, anyway. Why don't we just hang him here
and save the trouble?"

The other discussed the idea and decided that
would work as well as taking Lucky to the sheriff to be hung. They
decided to do it first thing in the morning. Lucky wasn't allowed
to put in his two cents worth. No one wanted to hear anything he
had to say, especially Three Fingers Bill. He'd just as soon that
Lucky didn't get a chance to say anything at anytime.

Bowleg Monty asked, "Who's going to bury him?
If we're busy digging for gold and hunting, that will be a lot of
work for one man."

Bull laughed and said, "Let him dig his own
grave. Then we can hang him and just dump his body in. You know,
that old tree up above the creek bank would be about right. He can
dig right below it so we don't even have to drag his body very
far."

Everybody laughed and thought that would be a
fitting punishment for a card cheat. The prospectors ate supper but
declined to offer any to Lucky. Lucky wasn't sure he could eat with
his sentence already pronounced anyway. Bull didn't want to let him
loose to take care of bodily functions but the others didn't want
the tent stunk up more than what it already was. Lucky was grateful
for small favors and it allowed him to get circulation back in his
arms and legs. Maybe they wouldn't tie him as well this time.

The ropes were just as secure. Everyone was
still tired from the all night poker game so they turned in early.
Poker didn't sound too good that evening. They were up early the
next morning and that was how Lucky wound up in the hole digging
away.

The first hour was pure agony. His hands,
arms and legs were so stiff from being tied all night that he could
hardly move. He moved very slowly and Bull threatened to shoot him
several times. Lucky just said, "Let me tie you
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