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“What’s the problem?” Glenn Walker said.

Lombard Wood leaned back in his chair and frowned.

“A customer, Milton Dodds, has just won big against the house,” he said.

Glenn nodded. “I’d wondered what all that noise was about.”

“It sure was popular with my customers.” Lombard stood up and walked to the window, where he considered Columbia Springs’s bustling main drag. “I want it to remain that way.”

“I understand. Where is this fortunate soul now?”

“Wyatt is escorting him to the Hotel Splendor.” Lombard pointed through the window, indicating the two men who were heading away from the Lucky Streak, and then smiled. “Make sure that this time Wyatt isn’t the one who reclaims my money.”

Glenn grunted that he understood and then hurried out of the room to ensure that he caught up with the men before they reached the hotel. Glenn’s usual duty was to stand at the main door and eye every customer going in to give the impression that the place was safe for them to enjoy a night of gambling.

Even so, most nights he and Wyatt had to escort disgruntled gamblers outside, and occasionally they had to follow the lucky ones. The last time had been a week ago when the man had been so determined to keep his winnings that gunfire had been exchanged.

It hadn’t helped the gambler, but it had led to Sheriff Flanders warning Lombard that he wouldn’t accept that sort of behavior no more. Accordingly, when Glenn caught up with the men, he put on a wide smile and slapped Milton on the back.

“I’ve just been speaking with Lombard Wood,” he said. “He wants to make you an interesting offer.”

“I’d heard that he holds private, high-stakes poker games,” Milton said, grinning. “I sure would like to get into one of those.”

Glenn hadn’t meant his statement to be taken that way, but as Milton’s assumption had given him a way to complete his mission he checked around him. Several people were within earshot so he pointed to the alleyway beside the hotel.

“In that case we need to talk in private.”

Milton nodded and headed for the alleyway. Glenn stayed back to catch Wyatt’s eye and both men smiled before they followed after Milton.

“So when is the next game?” Milton asked when they joined him.

As Milton was close to the entrance and still clearly visible to anyone passing by on the main drag, Glenn drew him along for a few paces until the three men were standing in the shadows.

“There’s one later tonight after the gambling house closes. Does that interest you?”

Milton rubbed his hands. “It sure does.”

“The buy-in is high, though.” Glenn tapped his jaw as if thinking. “How much did you win tonight?”

“It was around five hundred dollars.”

Glenn laughed and turned to Wyatt, who also laughed.

“Then your luck is still holding as that’s precisely the amount you need to get a seat at the table.”

“Then I guess I’ll just have to. . . .” Milton trailed off and groaned, presumably as he’d now picked up on the likely direction of this conversation. “I’ll just go to my room and not take up any more of your time.”

Milton moved to walk between Glenn and Wyatt and back to the main drag, but the two men closed ranks. Milton then tried to walk around Glenn, but Glenn thrust out a hand and rested it on the hotel wall, blocking his path.

“We’re in no hurry, but we do need the five hundred dollars now,” he said with a pleasant tone.

Milton took a backward step. “I’m not giving you nothing.”

“That’s not an option. You can either give it to me or you can give it to Wyatt.” Glenn turned to Wyatt and slowly lowered and then raised his head as if he was looking at him from boot to hat and taking in the fact that he was taller than Milton was. “I think you should be sensible and give it to me.”

As was usually the case Milton wasn’t sensible, but unlike with the man a week ago it only needed Wyatt to grab him by the collar, drag him up close and thump him in the stomach before he bleated for Glenn to take his money. Wyatt still drew his fist back, but he held it there while Milton withdrew an envelope containing a wad of bills from an inside pocket and slapped it into Glenn’s hand.

“That’s everything I have,” he whined.

Glenn moved into a patch of light and fingered through the money. He judged that there was around five hundred dollars, so he returned and tipped his hat to Milton, who sighed with relief and then grunted in pain when Wyatt slammed his fist into his jaw, sending him reeling until he tipped over and landed on his back.

“That’s enough,” Glenn said and then stood over the supine man. “Leave town tomorrow and don’t talk to nobody about this or my colleague will visit you and I won’t be there to tell him to stop hitting you.”

Glenn waited until Milton murmured that he understood and then the two men headed back to the Lucky Streak.

“Were there any problems?” Lombard said when they entered his office.

“No, and Milton will be leaving town tomorrow,” Glenn said as he threw the envelope on to Lombard’s desk.

“Is he in a fit enough state to do that?” Lombard said.

“Sure,” Glenn and Wyatt said together.

Lombard nodded and slipped the envelope into the top drawer of his desk. Then he signified that they should leave, but when they reached the door he coughed, gathering their attention and then beckoned for only Glenn to return.

“I assume you’re aware that the end of the month is in a few days,” Lombard said adopting a casual tone.

“It has been on my mind,” Glenn said levelly.

“Have you decided what you’ll do?”

“When I stopped off here I was heading to Lone Peak. An old friend had contacted me and offered me a decent job, so I reckon I’ll leave and find out if it’s still. . . .” Glenn trailed off when Lombard sighed, showing he hadn’t really been interested in hearing about his plans. “That’s only, of course, if it’s all right with you.”

“I always honor my agreements and your debt to me will have been satisfied in another three days.”

Lombard leaned forward, his lips pursed and giving the impression that he would continue talking. So Glenn braced himself, expecting that despite the assurance his boss would now come up with a reason to renege on their deal or perhaps demand one last, onerous duty, but instead he gestured at the door.

Glenn left the office and returned to his usual place on the main door where he tried to avoid worrying about what Lombard’s intentions were. Three months ago he’d been in the same sort of position that Milton had been in.

He had ridden into town with only a few dollars to his name. Then he’d enjoyed a streak of luck in Lombard’s gambling house that had encouraged him to stay in the Hotel Splendor and try his luck the next night.

His luck had held and when he’d moved on from the Faro table to play twenty-one he’d continued to win more times than he’d lost, but then he’d made a big mistake. He’d raised his stakes and gathered Lombard’s attention.

As with Milton, Lombard had used his standard method with big winners and, unbeknown to Glenn, instructed the house to use a rigged deck. At that stage Milton had been astute enough to accept his luck had changed and he’d quit while he was ahead, leading to the unfortunate scene earlier that evening.

Glenn hadn’t been as sensible and he’d continued playing. At first he’d hoped to reclaim his former good position and then later to just break-even. By the time sense had descended he was deep in debt and when he had to admit that he’d lied about having other resources, Wyatt had dragged him outside to explain to him the error of his ways.

Glenn had fought back and had gotten in a few punches that had felt like they were only delaying the inevitable as that had resulted in Wyatt calling inside for reinforcements. Lombard had been one of the men who had come outside and he’d been so impressed that Glenn had stood up to Wyatt that he’d offered him the chance to clear his debt by working for him.

Glenn had gratefully accepted the assignment, although his pleasure had been short-lived as he’d soon learned some of Lombard’s secrets and realized that he’d been cheated out of his winnings. Worst of all, he’d then found that his duties often meant he had to deal with folks like himself and bring an end to their streak of luck.

On the other hand he’d forged an efficient partnership with Wyatt. Even better, Lombard had treated him no differently to his other workers, but the lingering doubt remained that he would be released at the end of his term.

So he wasn’t surprised when, an hour later after the last customers had trooped outside, he was told that Lombard wanted to speak to him again. He headed up to the office to find Lombard was pacing back and forth and scowling, the empty envelope lying on his desk hinting at the source of his ire.

Worryingly Archibald Adams was lurking in a corner, from where he eyed Glenn with disdain. Lombard only ever called on the services of his hired gun when there was a matter to deal with that was more serious than the one earlier that evening.

“What’s wrong?” Glenn asked.

Lombard stopped pacing and pointed at the envelope. He raised an eyebrow, but Glenn decided against hazarding a guess as to the problem.

“Someone stole my money,” Lombard declared.

“That’s unfortunate. I’ve been on the door since I left you so I’m confident it wasn’t Milton.”

“I know it wasn’t him.” Lombard stepped up to his desk and leaned over it with his hands spread wide apart and gripping the edge. “Except you were seen heading to the stairs.”

Glenn winced. “I did go there when I got called in to help sort out a problem, but I wasn’t needed and I didn’t come up to your office.”

“Except a few moments ago you claimed you’d been on the door for the whole time, and now you admit you came inside.”

Glenn thought back over the events of the last hour, but he hadn’t been in the right place to spot anything untoward happen, and especially not someone sneaking into Lombard’s office and stealing money from his desk. On the other hand, the specific nature of the theft suggested another possibility.

“I assume that not many people know there was a lot of money in your desk.”

“I agree and I find it interesting that you’ve tried to implicate Wyatt.” Lombard gave a thin smile. “He suggested you’d done it.”

Glenn hadn’t intended to accuse Wyatt, having hoped instead that his comment would make Lombard think of other people who knew about the incident with Milton. Then, with a sigh, he accepted that his earlier fears were justified, even if he hadn’t expected Lombard to fabricate a reason not to release him by pretending he’d stolen from him.

“Without proof, what are you going to do?” Glenn asked, figuring that continuing to protest his innocence wouldn’t achieve anything.

Lombard stood tall and pointed at him. “I’m giving you three choices: either give me back my five hundred dollars, find the man who stole it or carry out one last duty for me.”

“In that case, what’s this one last duty?”

Lombard raised his eyebrows, as if he hadn’t expected Glenn to acquiesce so quickly and effectively take the blame for stealing the money.

“I own another gambling house in your intended destination of Lone Peak and until a few months ago it’d been a profitable venture for me. That’s changed. You have two weeks to make things go back to the way they were or Archibald will come looking for you and you’ll answer to him.”

Glenn frowned, now reckoning he understood the situation and even though he knew it’d do no good he couldn’t stop himself retorting.

“I recall that earlier this evening I told you I planned to return to Lone Peak. Is that when this idea came for you to order me to go there?”

“It did, although. . . .” Lombard narrowed his eyes as he appeared to pick up on the implied accusation. “I had decided I’d ask you to carry out this task for me, but now I’m demanding it in return for ignoring your thieving. As regards your suspicious musing, keep up the good work. You’ll need that attitude in Lone Peak.”
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While Lombard gave Glenn brief details about his other establishment, the Luckier Streak, Glenn tried to disguise his irritation. He judged that the mission was so difficult he was unlikely to succeed thereby confirming his worst fear that he’d never be free of Lombard’s clutches, as in two weeks he’d be begging Archibald not to kill him and in return he’d probably find himself permanently in Lombard’s debt.

On being dismissed he sloped out of the office and headed downstairs. The main door was now locked so he slipped out the back door, only for Wyatt to loom up over him in the gloom and push him back against the wall.

“I don’t want to go to Lone Peak,” he said. “So hand over the five hundred dollars now.”

“I didn’t know Lombard had tasked you with going there, too, but I didn’t steal it,” Glenn said. “We’ve worked together for three months and by now you must know that you can trust my word.”

Wyatt released the pressure on his chest a mite, acknowledging this was a good answer.

“Then it seems we have a problem. How would you have me act if Milton Dodds was standing here and claiming that he didn’t steal Lombard’s money?”

“I’d make sure you stood back until I was sure he was holding out on us.”

“Except I didn’t take the money and you’re the only other person who knew where Lombard put it.”

“One other person knew.”

Wyatt snarled in anger and slapped Glenn about the side of the head, sending him toppling over to land on his side.

“That’s a ridiculous answer,” he snapped, standing over Glenn. “Why would Lombard rob himself?”

“We’ve both seen him make plenty of folks fear for their lives when they didn’t give him what he wants. Now it could be that we’re the ones on the receiving end.”

Wyatt breathed deeply as he thought this through and then with a grunt of irritation he thrust out a hand. Glenn took his hand and let Wyatt yank him to his feet, but afterward Wyatt didn’t release him and instead he gripped it so tightly Glenn reckoned he felt his bones creak.

“I’ll trust your word that we’ve been duped, but if I find out that you stole the money, I won’t need Lombard to order me to tear you to pieces.”​

*  *  *
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Glenn and Wyatt rode out of Columbia Springs in late-morning. Having put aside their differences they had spent the first part of the morning asking around about what had happened the previous night.

Nobody had noticed anything that might give them a way to track down whoever had taken the money, leading Glenn to conclude that his assumption was right and Lombard had feigned the theft. Unfortunately Wyatt’s scowl as they rode away suggested that he was again wondering whether his original
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