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The Home of Great Western
Fiction!


When Chance and his
old compadre, Sam
Clemens (alias Mark Twain), take a New Orleans-bound sidewheeler,
they’re plundered by river rogues and plunged into the killing
currents of the Mississippi.

Getting rescued by a
raft-riding runaway and his friend, a fugitive slave, begins one of
the riskiest journeys Chance has ever taken. In fact, with all the
deadly entanglements Big Muddy has in store ... this could be the
stuff that great books are made of. Chance just hopes he lives to
read it!
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To my grandfather, Hap
Ferris, the rumors of whose death have not been exaggerated, as a
thank-you for my introduction to Mark Twain


 







 


One

 


A bluff is a bluff. No matter how a man
cocks his head from side to side or squints his eyes doesn’t alter
the situation. A bluff remains a bluff.

Which was exactly what Chance Sharpe held.
The riverboat gambler’s steel blue eyes dipped to the five
blue-backed cards fanned in his hand. A pair of deuces wasn’t the
foundation for a firm wager—especially when five hundred dollars
lay on the table.

“I’ll take two,” a cotton
merchant seated across the green felt-covered table said, drawing
two of the cards from his hand and tossing them down. A shadow of
disappointment darkened the man’s eyes when he lifted the pair of
cards the dealer placed before him.

No
improvement, Chance thought. He had read
the merchant like a book throughout the evening. At best the man
held a pair, had asked for two cards to hide his weak hand, hoping
to draw a triplet, and had failed. When the betting began anew, the
merchant would fold.

The two cards that Riley Tombaugh requested
brought no telltale flicker to the man’s brown eyes. Tombaugh, a
Louisiana rice-grower, was a cool one. The money he placed on the
table would be the only clue to the cards he held. The man was too
conservative a poker player to bet on anything that wasn’t a
winning hand.

The two men to Tombaugh’s left both asked
for two cards and winced when they glanced at the cards dealt them.
The gambler needed to know nothing else about their hands.

“One,” Brad Calloway said
with a nod to the dealer.

Chance knew nothing about
Calloway, except his name and that he had boarded the
Gulf Runner shortly
before the sternwheeler pulled out from St. Louis that morning. The
gambler was cognizant of that last fact simply because Calloway had
crossed the gangway onto the Gulf
Runner’s main deck two strides ahead of
Chance.

As to what the man’s hand contained, Chance
could only guess. While Calloway had won a couple of hands early in
the evening, he had been a heavy loser ever since. Twice he had
gone to the wallet inside his coat to renew the money he kept on
the table.

“I’ll take two.” The
dealer took his own draw, then glanced at the gambler.

The trouble with a bluff is that for it to
work a man must play it and not worry about the consequences. After
a night of steady winning hands, Chance had proven to the players
with him at the table that he was a man who backed up his bets with
power. If there were a time perfectly suited to a bluff, it was
now.

“I’ll stand pat.” Chance
took a long, slender, black saber cigar from his coat and lit it.
Through the smoke of his first puff, he saw Tombaugh’s and
Calloway’s gazes shoot to him. The gambler smiled inwardly; he had
given both men something to mull over.

“And you, Mr. Winslow?”
the dealer asked the last man at the table, who took two cards and
bit his lower lip. “I believe the bet’s with Mr.
Winslow.”

“Five dollars.” The man
beside Chance edged five silver dollars into the pot as though he
parted with a fortune.

“Your five and twenty-five
of my own.” This from die cotton merchant, to Chance’s
surprise.

“An additional fifty,”
Tombaugh said without hesitation, shoving four twenty-dollar gold
pieces to the center of the table.

The two players to the
rice-grower’s left blanched and folded. Calloway reached into his
wallet and withdrew a single bill that he
tossed atop the pot with an arrogant flick of the wrist. “Make it
an even hundred.”

The dealer shook his head as he dropped his
cards to the table. ‘Too rich for my blood.”

For a pair-of-deuces bluff to work, a man
had to drive off the other players with the only strength left to
him—cold, hard cash. Chance met the hundred and upped the pot
another hundred dollars.

Winslow and the cotton merchant closed their
fanned hands and plopped them to the table with shakes of their
heads. Tombaugh studied his hand a moment then glanced at the money
stacked on the table before him. “I’m a hundred twenty shy. Another
thirty will make it a hundred fifty.”

The rice-grower counted out one hundred
fifty dollars, then abruptly placed another fifty atop the pile of
bills, making his bump eighty.

A barely discernible tremble quivered
through Calloway’s fingers as he slipped them into his coat to
withdraw the wallet once again. Pulling a single hundred-dollar
bill out, he dropped it atop the pot. Small beads of sweat
glistened across the man’s brow as he shoved the wallet back into
his coat pocket.

Empty
wallet, Chance thought as he lifted three
hundred from the money stacked on the table before him. “I’ll see
the hundred to me and raise two hundred.” Unless he misjudged,
Calloway was tapped out, leaving Tombaugh for the
showdown.

For a long silent moment the rice-grower
stared at the five cards while the fingers of his left hand tapped
his own stack of bills. Tombaugh drew a heavy breath and exhaled it
in a gust of disgust. “Should have had the sense to throw these
cards away when they were dealt.” He tossed his hand facedown to
the table.

Chance sighed to himself, a mental gust of
relief. His cool blue eyes shifted to Calloway.

A nervous smile played
over the blond man’s lips when he tugged the wallet from his coat
and opened it. “You’ve caught me in an
awkward position, Mr. Sharpe. I seem to be a mite short. If you’ll
give me a few moments, I’ll go to my stateroom and retrieve the
funds needed to call your wager.”

Before Chance could answer, the dealer spoke
up: “I explained the house rules when you took your seat, Mr.
Calloway, and you agreed to them. A man plays with the money he
brings to the table, no loans, no IOUs. No exceptions to—”

“Surely Mr. Sharpe is
willing to make an exception.” Calloway’s eyes were strangely dark
orbs that seemed almost black when offset by his cottony blond
hair. “All I asked is five minutes to return to my
stateroom.”

“Mr. Sharpe might be
willing to make an exception, but I ain’t!” The dealer once more
interceded before the gambler could speak. “Rules is rules aboard
the Gulf Runner. If you want to discuss ’em, talk with the captain. He’s the
one who made ’em.”

A tinge of angry scarlet flushed Calloway’s
cheeks and neck. His eyes narrowed as he glared at the dealer and
then at Chance. “Aren’t you going to speak out, man? As one
gentleman to another, I’m asking the leave of a few moments at
most.”

The gambler caught a slight shift of
Calloway’s right hand toward a bulge beneath the silk vest he wore.
Chance’s own right hand inched to the watch fob adangle from his
vest pocket. No timepiece, but a double-barreled, .22 caliber
derringer lay nestled in the pocket on the other end of the fob’s
gold chain. If Calloway tried for his hidden weapon, he’d find
himself facing the derringer’s two cocked hammers.

“Chance’s silence is a
gentleman’s polite reply, Mr. Calloway.” Tombaugh turned to his
fellow poker player. “All of us agreed to the rules of this game as
gentlemen. Now, as a gentleman, you are expected to abide by
them.”

A deeper red spread over Calloway’s cheeks,
but he didn’t answer, except to glare at Chance, then push from the
table and stride angrily across the riverboat’s saloon. He shoved
through a single door at the forward portion of the narrow room to
disappear into the night outside.

“Gentlemen, shall we
continue?” The dealer pulled in the pot, took the house’s one
percent of the winnings and passed the rest to Chance. He then
called for a fresh deck of cards and handed them to the gambler.
“Your game and deal.”

Chance broke the seal on the package of
Riverboat No. 3’s, tossed away the jokers, and began to shuffle.
“Five card draw, no wild cards.”

Tombaugh pulled in a pot that held a hundred
of Chance’s money. The gambler’s mental ciphering tallied a total
loss of two hundred since winning the big pot ten hands ago. He had
given his fellow players ample opportunity to win back some of
their losses. Easing from the table, he stood, said his goodnights,
and then gathered his winnings.

“Tomorrow night, Chance?”
Tombaugh asked while the gambler placed the bundle deep into his
coat’s inside pocket.

“I’ll be here every night
until we reach New Orleans,” Chance answered. Once more bidding the
players a goodnight, he turned and walked toward a mahogany bar in
the forward portion of the riverboat’s main cabin, or saloon as it
was called more often than not.

The weight of his
winnings—a grand total of twelve hundred for the evening—felt
good. And a damned bit more substantial
than Indian gold! He smiled, recalling his
brother Wyatt and their recent, wild chase across the desert
Southwest in search of one of the legendary seven cities of Cibola.
In truth, they had found the gold, only to lose it beneath a
collapsing mountain.

Chance shook his head. The fates ordained
that riches of gold were meant for other men. Fortune, if it were
to be his, waited at the gaming tables.

Reaching the bar, he
ordered two fingers of straight bourbon. His gaze traveled around
the narrow saloon as he sipped the whiskey. Even a steamer as small
as the Gulf Runner had a certain grandeur that
could not be denied—the crystal chandeliers, the polished walnut
tables, the flowing gowns of ladies who danced to the lively
strains of a banjo band at the rear of the saloon.

All of which awoke an ache
deep in his breast—a desire to once again stand on the decks of his
own paddle-wheeler, the Wild
Card. Something that would be denied him
for at least another month, maybe two. The elegant sidewheeler was
currently undergoing major repairs after a run-in with a gunboat
four months ago.

The sound of laughter intruded into the
gambler’s thoughts. His head turned toward a group of men and women
crowded around a table to his right. Again they broke out in
laughter; tears streamed down several cheeks and more than a few of
the congregated clutched at their sides.

Chance arched an eyebrow in the bartender’s
direction and tilted his head toward the crowd.

“Go take a listen for
yourself,” the bartender answered. “I’ve been catchin’ a little
here and there for the past hour. We got us a mighty funny
storyteller aboard this trip downriver. Folks seem to enjoy his
yams about California an awful lot. He’ll help make the time go a
little faster.”

The barkeeper’s explanation provided little
information. Moving to the opposite end of the bar in hope of
glimpsing the entertaining gentleman at the table, Chance took
another sip of the bourbon. He held the liquor’s warmth in his
mouth for a moment before letting it trickle down his throat. The
change in position didn’t help; passengers stood packed too closely
around the man.

The outburst of laughter began to die, and
with a sense of dramatic timing, a voice began, “As all of you can
well imagine Jim Smiley was a mighty perplexed man. He just stood
there scratchin’ at the top of his head and starin’ down at
Dan’l...”

Jim Smiley? Dan’l?
Chance straightened; both names scratched around
at the back of his mind. They were so familiar, but he couldn’t
recall why.

“He ketched that frog by
the back of the neck and hefted him..

Dan’l was a
frog! A distant smile
touched Chance’s lips. He had first heard the yam of Jim Smiley, a
man who was willing to wager on just about anything that struck his
fancy, back in the days of the California gold rush. A friend of
his in San Francisco had put the celebrated, wild tale down on
paper and had it published in one of that city’s newspapers under
the title of ‘Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog.’ That same friend
recently published a volume of humorous stories and essays, and the
yam was included as “The Notorious Jumping Frog of Calaveras
County.”

“Smiley turned that frog
upside down, and he belched out a double handful of quail
shot...”

Chance’s head cocked to
one side. For the first time, he listened to the voice spinning the
tale of that now notorious jumping frog contest. The gambler’s
smile widened. It can’t be!

“Smiley set Dan’l down and
lit after that feller, but he never ketched him! ”

The enthralled audience broke into laughter
as the speaker concluded the outrageous narrative. Chance tossed
down the remainder of his drink and stepped to the crowd’s edge. He
could just make out the thick mat of auburn hair covering the top
of the man’s head.

“Bravo!”

“Take a bow.” Men and
women called out as they clapped their delight. “How’s about
another one?”

“The evening’s young. Give
us another tale.”

The speaker pushed from the edge of the
table on which he sat and took an exaggerated bow. When he righted
himself, Chance got a full look at his face. The gambler grinned.
“Why not tell these good ladies and gentlemen how your mother
always said that you were born to be hanged, if someone didn’t up
and kill you first, Sam?”

The crowd’s gaiety diminished to a hushed
whisper of indignation and doubt the moment the gambler’s question
was uttered. Along the river, such an accusation was reason for
fighting more often than not. The passengers inched back, opening a
path between gambler and storyteller.

For the batting of an eyelash the heavy
mustache that drooped below the corners of the speaker’s mouth
dipped even lower, and a shadow of doubt crossed his face. His
teeth clamped firmly into the cigar he smoked. In the next instant
an impish gleam flared from deep within his eyes. He scanned the
faces of his audience. “Someone here knows more about my past than
I usually let on.”

“I think your ma was
right,” Chance continued, barely able to contain the stem poker
face he wore. “Don’t believe I’ve ever seen a neck that looked as
perfectly made to be stretched.”

The speaker’s eyes found Chance. Those eyes
narrowed with a vague hint of recognition. “Stranger, those are
words my own ma might have spoken, but I don’t want these people to
get the wrong idea about my mother. She’s a gentle woman; she
always warms the water in the bucket before she drowns the
kittens.”

A nervous chuckle ran through the passengers
that said they were still uncertain of the situation.

The speaker’s head moved from side to side
as he stared at the gambler. “I’ve the distinct feeling you and I
have met before.”

A smile uplifted the corners of Chance’s
mouth. “The coldest winter I ever spent—”

“Was a summer in San
Francisco,” the man said, finishing the sentence he had often
bemoaned years ago when he and the gambler had shared a beer or
five in San Francisco’s saloons. Full recognition brought his eyes
saucer wide. “Chance …Chance Sharpe? Is that really
you?”

“One and the same, Sam
Clemens.” Chance’s smile widened to an ear-to-ear grin. “And if you
keep spinning yams like the one you just filled the ears of these
gentle people with, someone is
going to hang you.”

The man returned the grin.
“I won’t argue that.” He turned to his audience and said, “Ladies
and gentlemen, I appreciate your kind
attentiveness, but now I must bid you a good evening while I renew
an old friendship with a rogue from my questionable
past.”

His words put the crowd at ease. One woman
in a yellow dress said as he stepped toward the gambler, “We’ll let
you off tonight, Mr. Twain, but we’ll be waiting for more stories
tomorrow evening.”

Sam Clemens’s hand firmly grasped Chance’s
extended right hand. “Chance, I still find it hard to believe it’s
really you.”


 


 


Two

 


Sam Clemens drew heavily on his cigar and
exhaled a cloud of blue smoke. He shook his head and laughed.
“Stretching my neck! Lord, if there’s anyone who I thought would
end up wearing a rope necktie, it was you! That was if you didn’t
go and get yourself killed in President Lincoln’s war!”

Chance smiled, recalling
his friend’s recounting his own brief stint as an officer who wore
the Confederate gray. After an ankle injury, Clemens had given up
his commission and traveled westward, eventually making his way to
San Francisco where he wrote for the Morning Call, using the pen
name Mark Twain.
“You Johnny Rebs were more interested in sending me to my reward
with a lead ball rather than a lynch rope, Sam. I barely
managed—”

“Mr. Twain?” A young woman
with blonde ringlets of curls piled atop her head walked to
Clemens’s side. She batted her blue eyes shyly and held out a book
and a pencil. “I truly enjoyed your talk this evening, and I was
hopeful that you would inscribe this for me.”

“Excuse me for a moment,
Chance.” Clemens smiled and shrugged, took the book and pencil, and
asked the woman her name.

“Polly, Polly Fuller,” she
replied in a demure tone barely above a whisper. “My favorite is
the story you told tonight—the one about Jim Smiley and his frog
Daniel.” The gambler recognized the volume—The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calveras
Country, and
Other Sketches. Chance had purchased the
book last year, and had they now stood
aboard his paddlewheeler, he would have led his friend to the
library in his stateroom and requested a similar inscription in his
own copy of Clemens’s only book.

When Polly Fuller finished thanking the
writer for his autograph and quietly walked away clutching the book
to her bosom, Clemens turned back to Chance. “I’d like to say that
I’m sorry about the interruption, but I’d be lying. I’ve only had a
few people ask for me to sign my John Hancock to that book, and I’m
not going to deny that I like it.” He paused to glance over a
shoulder. “Now, before a New York literary critic suddenly appears
and tears his copy into confetti before my eyes, why don’t we step
outside for a breath of fresh air? Somebody’s stunk up this saloon
with a cheap stogie.” He took another puff from his cigar to
emphasize his point.

“‘Mr. Twain’?” Chance
asked as they walked from the Gulf
Runner’s main cabin via the forward doors.
“Both the bartender and your admirer back there called you ‘Mr.
Twain.’ Are you going by Mark
Twain, now?”

The writer propped his elbows on the deck’s
railing and gave another shrug. “Seem to be, although it’s by no
well-planned and thoroughly thought-out scheme of my own. It’s just
sort of happening.”

Chance stared across the bow of the
sternwheeler into the warm Mississippi summer night. He chuckled.
“Now that leaves me in a bit of a quandary as what to call
you.”

“As long as the name
doesn’t profane my mother or father or our family ancestry, I’ll
probably answer to it.” Clemens sucked in a deep breath and
grinned. “You don’t know how good it feels to be here, Chance. I’ve
been away from this river for far too long. I was a pilot
once—a prima donna of the Mississippi if there ever was one-dandified from stem
to stem.”

“Remember you mentioning
that once or a thousand times,” Chance replied. “The name Mark
Twain came from the river.”

“Mark twain—a leadman’s
call for two fathoms—safe water. That’s
what it means, but that ain’t exactly where I picked up the
moniker.”

The gambler arched a questioning eyebrow.
“It isn’t?”

“Actually, I kind of stole
it from another pilot,” Clemens answered with a hint of shame in
his voice, “back when I was apprenticing for my pilot’s license
before the war. There was this old pilot, Isaiah Sellers by name.
Well, Captain Sellers frequently wrote more than somewhat pompous
letters to New Orleans newspapers. He’d jot down everything from
his predictions of river conditions to his recollections as far
back as 1811. He usually signed these ‘Mark Twain.’”

Clemens paused, staring in
the distance as though looking back to those days on the river
before the Civil War. “In ’59, I wrote a preposterous burlesque of
Sellers’s letters, detailing an impossible journey made in 1763
with a Chinaman as captain and a crew of Choctaw Indians.
The True Delta published it. My young pilot friends and I thought it was
nothing short of a masterpiece of wit.”

He took another puff from the cigar,
breathed a sad sigh, and shook his head. “What I hadn’t reckon on
was the effect my burlesque would have on Captain Sellers. When he
read it, it broke his literary heart. He never wrote another word.
I’ve always regretted that bit of tomfoolery.” The gambler said
nothing, hearing the remorse in his friend’s voice.

“When I headed West after
the war broke out, I got myself a job on a newspaper in Virginia
City. It was about that time I learned that Captain Sellers had
died. I chose ‘Mark Twain’ for a nom de
plume as my way of making up for what I
did to that old man.” Clemens looked at his friend. “Besides, what
with him six-foot under and all, he didn’t have any more use for
it, and I did!”

Chance did a mental double
take, uncertain whether Clemens’s recounting of the ‘Mark Twain’
story was true or merely another yam the writer had fabricated out
of thin air. The gambler suspected there was more than a grain or
two of truth in the recounting, in spite of Clemens’s levity
at the end. Humor often hid truth in its
heart.

“What happened to you
after I left San Francisco?” Chance drew a saber cigar from his
coat and lit it. “The police were a mite hot under the collar about
your attacks on their corruption.”

“Enough that they stirred
up a hornet’s nest at city hall, and brought a libel suit against
my newspaper—all of which doubled circulation.” The writer chuckled
to himself. “The police issued a summons for me, with an execution
against all my personal effects. Before they could get their hands
on me, a friend yanked me out of town and hid me away in a mining
camp in the Tuolumne Hills. Tried my hand at running a hotel for a
while, When things cooled off in San Francisco, I returned. Stayed
there about a year until I received a commission from the
Sacramento Union to sail
to Hawaii and write about the islands, which I did for four
delectable months—”

Hawaii, those Pacific Islands were but vestiges of exotic images in
Chance’s mind, places one read about, but never visited.

“—Then in ’67, when Uncle
Sam opened up travel to Europe again, I sailed to the Old World to
do a series of articles on a group of American pilgrims’ excursion
to the Holy Land,” Clemens continued. “Which is what brings me
aboard this riverboat. I’m on my way to California to clear up some
copyright problems with those articles. I have a publisher who
wants
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