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In this game, the winning hand is the
one that holds the gun!

A cardsharp with a conscience, Frank
Derringer came to the crooked town of Tribune, Kansas, looking to
even a score or two. But after cheating the cheaters who’d robbed a
good friend blind in a fixed game, Frank’s escape didn’t go exactly
as planned – especially after he hooked up with a sharp-shooting
lady named Martha Jane Canary, better known as “Calamity.” True to
her moniker, Calamity Jane was soon leading Frank into a hail of
gunfire that surrounded a dead man’s dying words and a fortune in
stolen gems. Now, stripped of the one edge they’ve both always had
– the advantage of working alone – Frank and Jane are riding hell
for leather into a deadly free-for-all and a killer’s ingenious
trap. And it’ll take a sharp eye, a quick gun, and a strong dose of
gambler’s luck to keep them alive long enough to rake in the
pot!
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One

 The
moment he picked up the deck of cards after changing a
hundred-dollar bill for Eli Nabbes, Frank Derringer knew for
certain that he was sitting in a crooked game designed to take all
his precious winnings and every cent in his pockets.

Fair enough. He had come to Tribune,
Kansas, looking for just such a game. Ten days back a young friend
had visited the town, become involved in the game, lost all his
money and received a bad beating when he complained. When Derringer
heard of the incident, he reimbursed his friend’s losses and
traveled to Tribune with the intention of regaining the money from
the gang involved.

Locating the gang took little doing, if
a man knew what to look for. While a growing and busy town on the
inter-continental railroad, Tribune hardly offered sufficient
pickings for two such outfits. Derringer’s friend could only give a
vague description of the bunch who had fleeced him, due to drink
and the beating, but the five players in the game fitted it. So,
unfortunately, might any other quintet of casually gathered card
players.

Certainly up to that time Derringer had
seen nothing to which he could object and set as proof of the
others’ dishonest intentions. Up to taking the cards only his
instincts had led him to assume he might be right.

Knowing the gang would steer clear of
him if he appeared in his normal dress as a successful professional
gambler, he had made alterations to his clothing. Tall, slimly
built, good-looking, his chosen profession prevented his skin from
gaining the tan shown by the majority of Western men. So he looked
at home in his well-tailored Eastern suit of sober brown, with a
gold watch-chain stretching across his vest as an outward and
visible sign of wealth. Naturally, wearing that kind of clothing
precluded his carrying his normal armament; few dudes owned
Western-made gunbelts with an Army Colt in a fast-draw holster. He
did not even consider picking up one of the cheap gun-rigs foisted
upon dudes by store-keepers in railroad towns, for such would be
fatal if the situation arose where he needed his Colt in a hurry.
Instead, he placed his reliance on a stoutly constructed
twenty-seven-inch-long walking-cane with a claw-and-ball handle,
developing a pronounced limp in his left leg to show cause for
toting it.

Dressed and equipped suitably,
Derringer set off to find the gang. That called for no greater feat
of detection than standing in the bar of Tribune’s best saloon and
complaining in a loud tone at the lack of opportunity for gambling
offered by the town. By what seemed like an accident, a
well-padded, jovial-faced man spilled Derringer’s drink. Insisting
on making good for his clumsiness, the man started up a
conversation. Exchanging introductions, Derringer learned the other
was Lou Ferrely, a store-keeper, and declared himself to be Julius
M. Main, salesman and part-owner of a cutler’s business.

After which the conversation followed
almost traditional lines. Not only did Ferrely know of a card game,
straight stud poker for high stakes, but also was on his way to
join it. Of course, he did not know how the other players might act
if he took along a perfect stranger—At which point Derringer
angrily demanded to know if the other doubted his honesty. Ferrely
hastened to assure him that such a thought never arose and, in
proof of good faith, agreed to take him along.

Shortly after leaving the saloon,
Derringer witnessed something that made him more sure that Ferrely
acted as “steerer” for the gang; picking up victims and taking them
to where his companions waited to get to work. Ferrely told
Derringer something of the other players in the game. All, it
seemed, were reputable citizens but not the kind to mildly accept
being put upon. The Keebles brothers, Fenn and Bud, ran a
successful ranch, fighting off marauding Indians and outlaws with
sufficient regularity to give them considerable proficiency in the
use of firearms, but small regard for the sanctity of human life.
Operating a better-class hog-ranch, brothel, did not debar Joe
Throck from admission to the game—his money spent as well as the
next man’s when he lost it. However, he had been a top-grade
pugilist before taking up his present employment and still kept
himself in fighting trim, as anybody who crossed him rapidly
discovered. Although Eli Nabbes failed to come up to the other
three’s standard of toughness, he was brother-in-law to both the
town marshal and justice of the peace.

Which, as Derringer knew, served as
warning to the victim, should he feel like complaining at a later
date, that any kind of objections could be adequately handled. He
also recalled that such warnings formed a part of every card gang’s
armory.

Further evidence came soon after the
recital of the gang’s prowess ended. A burly deputy marshal halted
them and demanded to speak privately to Ferrely. At first Derringer
felt concerned, for he recognized the peace officer and wondered if
it be mutual. However, he noticed a surreptitious passing of money
from Ferrely to the deputy and concluded that it was no more than a
pay-off to prevent any warning being given of the game’s true
nature. The deputy gave Derringer a long look in passing, yet
showed no hint of recognition. Nor did Ferrely act as if a warning
had been passed, but led Derringer to a small, unassuming saloon in
the poorer section of town.

The game was held in the saloon’s back
room, behind a closed door that prevented the owner or customers
seeing what went on. Around the table in the center of the small
room sat the rest of the gang—or a bunch of honest citizens
gathered for a regular poker game in a place which offered them
privacy.

There had only been two vacant seats
and Derringer found himself placed with Ferrely to his left, while
Eli Nabbes sat at his right. Wearing a black suit, white shirt and
neatly knotted tie, Nabbes presented a bird-like appearance. Not an
eagle or hawk, but a diminutive red-eyed vireo, or something
equally shy and harmless. Beyond Nabbes lounged Joe Throck, big,
heavily built, but with thickened ears and a broken nose testifying
to his pugilistic prowess. Next to Throck, the middle-sized,
unshaven Fenn Keebles wore range clothes, although his hands looked
a mite soft and clean for a working rancher. Fenn’s place at the
far side of the table prevented Derringer from seeing how he was
armed. Bud Keebles also wore range clothes of a more dandyish cut,
and prominently displayed a white-handled Army Colt in a fast-draw
holster on his right thigh.

Everything had been very well done.
When Derringer refused to take any more drinks before playing, the
others did not press him. Although he watched, and possessed
sufficient knowledge to detect most cheating moves, Derringer saw
nothing to arouse his suspicions. Nabbes and Fenn played well,
showing considerable skill and an appreciation for the finer points
of the game. Less skilled, Ferrely displayed noticeable cautious
tendencies and only continued when holding good cards. If Ferrely
played a tight game, Bud Keebles was loose to the point of
foolishness. Time after time the young man stayed in with poor,
even hopeless cards, clinging on in the vain hope that a
last-minute miracle might save him. Throck’s game came somewhere
between that of Bud and Ferrely. In fact, they seemed like any
other regular gathering of friends playing out their weekly
game.

So far Derringer had emerged the
winner; although he suspected that at least two pots had been let
go to him despite another player holding a superior hand.
Everything remained square and above board—until he completed
shuffling the deck and placed it for Nabbes to cut. A request for
change from the small man, followed by a question from Ferrely,
distracted Derringer for a moment.

Nothing seemed changed when Derringer
returned his attention to Nabbes and broke down the hundred-dollar
bill. Then Nabbes completed the cut and Derringer picked up the
cards ready to deal. Instantly he knew the moment had come. A
flicker of smug satisfaction crossed Throck’s surly features and a
mocking, knowing grin played on Bud’s lips. Small signs that might
have gone unnoticed but for one thing. The deck Derringer held felt
different from when he last handled it.

During half an hour’s fast action play,
the friction raised by shuffling, dealing and handling had made the
cards grow warm to the touch. Yet the deck Derringer held felt
cooler than when he had manipulated it during the
shuffle.

Although he gave no sign of it,
Derringer knew what had caused the remarkable change in
temperature. While Ferrely had diverted Derringer’s attention,
Nabbes had exchanged the cards used up to that time for an
identical deck specially prepared to encourage heavy betting on the
victim’s part. Then, despite everything seeming to be in
Derringer’s favor, he would lose the hand on the call.

Already Derringer’s winnings covered
the amount the gang had taken from his friend, with enough over to
make the trip worthwhile. However, he stood to lose it all, and
more, on the hand he was about to deal. Nor could he see any way
out at that moment. To fold would arouse the gang’s suspicions, as
they were sure to create the impression from the start that he held
the best hand. It had been his intention to leave the room, under
the pretense of going to the back-house, before the cold deck came
in, but had left the move too late. So he could only go along and
look for a way out.

Calmly, without any hint that he knew
of the substitution, Derringer dealt each man his hole card face
down. Already an idea had begun to form; not the kind one would
select given dealer’s choice in the game, but better than nothing
under the circumstances. Thinking over the idea, Derringer flipped
the players the first of their up-cards.

On completion of the round, Derringer
found he had the jack of hearts showing and jack of spades in the
hole. Then he studied what his opponents held. Ferrely showed the
queen of spades; Bud Keebles, the four of spades; Fenn, the eight
of spades; Throck, the nine of hearts and Nabbes the five of
hearts. Unless Ferrely had a second queen in the hole, Derringer’s
pair of jacks made the best cards on the table.

“Queen to bet,” Derringer
stated.

With none of his earlier hesitation,
Ferrely opened the pot for ten dollars. Bud promptly raised it to
thirty, despite the apparent weakness of his hand. However, he had
done the same thing before, so the move might have passed unnoticed
if Derringer did not already suspect skullduggery. When Fenn
stayed, Derringer knew for sure the deal was rigged. A man of the
“rancher’s” ability did not stay in as third man even if he held a
second eight in the hole. Staying on the nine might have proved
nothing the way Throck played, but he also raised and Nabbes
remained in the game.

With the betting completed, Derringer
flicked out the second of the up-cards. Ferrely caught the ace of
spades, giving him the makings of a good hand. It seemed that Bud
was following his normal loose style of play by sticking in with no
more than the six of spades falling his way. Nor did Fenn seem to
strengthen his hand by receiving the king of clubs. An eight of
clubs to Throck, followed by the ten of hearts to Nabbes and then
Derringer dropped the jack of clubs to himself.

“I always say if you’ve got
’em, you might’s well use ’em,” Derringer commented with a winner’s
grin. “She’s loose for fifty simoleons, gents.”

“I ain’t scared,” Ferrely
declared, but did no more than cover the bet.

However, Bud once more raised and the
betting round saw the pot swell in a manner likely to cause an
unsuspecting lucky player to be reckless. None of the other players
dropped out and with the wagering completed Derringer dealt
again.

“King of spades for a royal
straight, Lou,” Derringer announced as he dealt. “Three of spades
for you, Bud. Ace of hearts for Fenn. Seven of spades to help Joe’s
straight, another five for Eli and the little nine of clubs for me.
Looks like you boys aren’t trying to beat me. Anyways, I’ll open
for fifty again.”

“Your fifty and the same
again, seeing’s how a royal flush licks two jacks,” grinned
Ferrely.

Raise and re-raise followed, during
which Derringer studied the other hands to estimate where the
danger lay. By the time he had completed the fourth and final round
of up-cards, he knew that only one hand could possibly beat
him.

Although his last card had given
Ferrely the ace, king, queen and ten of spades showing, he could
not hold a royal straight flush when the required jack of the suit
lay in Derringer’s hole. So, even if he caught the jack of diamonds
for a straight, or a spade to give an ordinary flush, the nine of
spades which fell to Derringer made a full house that beat
either.

Fenn Keebles received the ace of
diamonds as his last card and at best held only three of a kind. A
ten of hearts left Throck with a four cards straight open at each
hand; fair strength, but woefully inadequate in the face of a full
house.

Like Derringer, Nabbes finished showing
two pairs; but his highest were only tens and matching one of them
did not beat three jacks backed by two nines.

That left Bud, and Derringer knew the
danger must come from him. Such a hand would never be dealt with
the mere intention of increasing the victim’s eagerness. Bud’s
exposed hand consisted of the three, four, five, six of spades.
Given the deuce of that suit in the hole—which Derringer felt sure
it was—that made a straight flush and licked the pants off any full
house.

Give them their due, Derringer mused,
the gang knew how to rig a deck of cards and the best ways to wring
every advantage from doing so.

At no time had there been a hand
exposed on the table with sufficient power to drive out a cautious
player. Receiving the jack of spades in the hole prevented the
victim from fearing Ferrely might hold a royal flush. An
unsuspecting player would probably be gloating over the fact that
he could allow Ferrely to make a bluff of holding the top hand.
Throughout the game Bud had exhibited a reckless disregard for the
rules of sensible betting; so his sticking in on such apparently
unpromising cards should arouse no suspicion. As the odds against
being dealt a straight flush in the first five cards stood at
72,193.33 to one, a player might be excused in overlooking the
possibility of Bud catching such a prime hand. More so when twelve
cards of the spade suit could be accounted for and the seven, being
exposed in Throck’s hand, left the possible straight open at one
end only.

After the discovery that Bud did indeed
hold the straight flush, Derringer would have small chance of
making a complaint stick. It could be pointed out that he had
shuffled and dealt the hand, although there would be no mention of
the fact that the deck he used was not the one played with up to
that point in the game.

Having kept a careful watch, Derringer
knew that Bud had failed to take more than a quick peek at the
corner of the hole card. So the plan the gambler had thought out
stood a chance of succeeding. However, he needed a diversion of his
own if he hoped to be able to put it into operation.

“Come on, Julius,” Ferrely
said, before Derringer found time to place the remainder of the
deck in the center of the table. “It’s you to open.”

Clearly Bud was just as eager to
commence the slaughter, for he added his voice to Ferrely’s in a
request for immediate action. Derringer saw an annoyed frown come
to Nabbes’ face and the little man threw a warning glare at the
youngster. It seemed that Fenn and Throck also felt Bud was making
things a mite too obvious, for they directed scowls in his
direction. Seeing his chance, Derringer took it.

On being invited to sit in at the game,
Derringer had rested the walking-cane on the back of his chair.
Considering the time to be right, he nudged the cane in what
appeared to be an accidental manner. Falling, the claw-and-ball
handle struck the floor hard enough to make the cane show in no
uncertain fashion that it possessed another purpose than supporting
a leg “injured in the second battle of Ball Run.” The crack of a
shot sounded, flame spurted from the ferrule, the cane bounced in
uncontrolled recoil and a bullet drove into the rear wall of the
room.

At which point Derringer received all
the diversion he could hope for. Trying to throw back his chair,
rise and draw his gun all at once, Bud Keebles tripped. He collided
with his brother as Fenn also tried to rise with right hand fanning
across to the Colt bolstered at his left side. Springing up, Throck
twisted around to see where the bullet had struck. Although Ferrely
left his chair with a bound, dropping his gaze to the smoking
ferrule of the cane, Nabbes did not move. Instead the small man
whisked a Remington Double Derringer from under his jacket, but
could not prevent his eyes turning down to study the cause of the
confusion.

With all the others looking at either
the lead-punctured wall, or under the table to see what caused the
shot, Derringer found himself unobserved. Like a flash he slid the
top pasteboard from the deck, reached across and placed it
carefully upon Bud’s hole card. So quickly did he move that he
completed the addition to the other hand and started to make his
apologies before the rest of the players could turn their eyes in
his direction. Nor did the extra card show, being placed squarely
on top of the vital deuce of spades that gave Bud the only hand to
beat Derringer’s full house. Everything now depended on the gang’s
reaction when they discovered that their cold deck had somehow gone
wrong.


 


 


Two

 “I’m
sorry, gents,” Derringer apologized, placing the depleted deck on
the table and bending to retrieve the still-smoking cane. “That was
damned clumsy of me, but I’ve never known it to be so light on the
tri—”

Before Derringer could finish, or any
of the gang do more than look around the table, the connecting door
flew open and the men from the bar-room entered.

“Damn it, Nabbes, I said no
shoo—!” began the owner, then his words trailed off as he saw
Derringer seated at the table and clearly not injured in any
way.

“It was an accident,
barkeep,” Derringer announced. “I knocked my cane-gun on to the
floor and it fired. Damned if I knew it had such a light trigger.
Anyways, nobody’s hurt.”

Apparently the explanation satisfied
the saloon-keeper, for he turned and herded the customers from the
room. Derringer then gave his attention to the other players,
sensing that his explanation had been at least partially accepted.
Yet he felt that he should amplify his reason for possessing such
an unconventional walking-cane. His pose as a businessman provided
an acceptable excuse.

“I often carry a tidy sum
around with me and go places where I might need some protection,”
he remarked, laying the cane on the table and reaching into the fob
pocket of his jacket. “This comes in real useful then, and takes
folks by surprise.”

“You can say that again,”
Nabbes breathed, resuming his seat and signaling the others to take
their places around the table. Clearly he did not want Derringer
thinking about the comment made by the saloon-keeper on entering,
for he continued, “What is that thing, anyways?”

“A Remington–Thomas
cane-gun,” Derringer replied, taking what looked like a cigar-case
from his pocket and placing it open on the table. “I’m sorry for
being so clumsy, boys. Only this gun’s never misfired before. Maybe
I’d best send it back to the Remington factory and have them look
it over when I get home.”

While speaking, he tugged at the
claw-and-ball knob, drawing it and the upper section of the casing
away from the barrel of the cane. An empty cartridge case flipped
out of the open breech as a flat spring-catch snapped up to hold
the mechanism in a firing position. Before any of the men could
make comment, Derringer took a .38 bullet from the open case and
slipped it into the cane’s breech. Sliding the handle and casing
back to their original position, he returned the cane to its
previous harmless appearance.

“You was walking on that
cane,” Ferrely said, a mite accusingly, showing he understood a
basic fault of that type of weapon.

“I can’t walk very well
without it,” Derringer lied, dipping into the open ammunition case
again.

“I thought you couldn’t
shoot one with its ferrule plug in,” Nabbes said.

“You can’t with most of
them,” Derringer admitted. “But Josh Thomas came up with the answer
for Remington.”

With that Derringer showed the others
the thing he had taken from the case. It proved to be a piece of
cork shaped to plug the barrel-hole of the ferrule. Only the
Remington–Thomas cane-gun offered such a satisfactory method of
keeping dirt out of the barrel, while still allowing the bullet to
be fired immediately. Other such weapons relied upon a wooden
tampion which fitted so tightly that it must be removed manually
before shooting—failure to do so resulted in at least a burst
barrel—or so loosely that it fell out and was lost. Held in place
by friction, the cork plug of the Remington–Thomas cane-gun
retained its position but could be thrust out of the ferrule by a
discharged bullet without risk of damage.

“That’s neat,” Nabbes
commented, after Derringer finished reloading and explaining the
cane-gun’s virtues. “It’s the first I’ve seen.”

“Let’s play cards!” Bud
growled, eager to lay hands on the pot he knew to be his. However,
he too found the gun interesting. So much so that he had not
examined his hand and made a premature discovery of the extra card
it now held. “It’s you to bet, mister.”

“Seeing what’s just
happened, don’t you reckon we should call it a dead hand, gents?”
Derringer inquired, looking at the others.

“No!”

The word popped out of Bud’s mouth like
a cork from a champagne bottle and his eyes remained glued on the
money already in the pot. Although Nabbes made a pretense of asking
the others, none of them appeared willing to follow Derringer’s
suggestion that they declare the game null and void.

“I’d say you’ve a real
powerful hand there, Bud,” Derringer remarked. “But there’re too
many spades showing for you to have it. So I’ll just start her for
a hundred and see how it goes.”

Sound strategy and the course an
unsuspecting man might easily follow. Certainly none of the gang
showed that they regarded Derringer’s opening bet with
distrust.

“I’ll see that and raise the
same,” Ferrely announced, making the play one might expect when
possessing Derringer’s knowledge of the jack of spade’s
whereabouts.

If anything Bud acted too eager and
Derringer caught Nabbes flashing the youngster a warning signal.
Apparently the slight inclination of the head told Fenn and Throck
their course of action, for both folded their hands and quit the
pot.

“This’s too hot for me too,”
Nabbes remarked, tossing his cards into the deadwood. “You boys
settle it between you.”

“I reckon I’ll just see that
bet and raise it again,” Derringer said.

Earlier in the game he had contrived to
give the impression of being involved in a business deal with the
local railroad supervisor and Wells Fargo agent, hinting that both
would be remunerated by his company for their part in influencing
the two organizations employing them. In any railroad town, an
important company official like the supervisor packed a whole heap
of weight. So did the Wells Fargo agent. Enough for a friend, or
business associate putting money their way, to make good any
complaint he might wish to raise. Even if the marshal received a
pay-off from the gang, he would not ignore a complaint from such a
person.

It seemed that the gang accepted
Derringer’s story, for they showed no sign of giving him cause to
complain. With a less influential victim they might use the
technique known as “sandbagging”; re-raising between them until
lack of money caused him to fold. Derringer’s supposed friendship
with Supervisor Deal and Agent Miggers prevented them from making
so blatant an attempt on his wealth. Instead, the three men
discarded their hands while Ferrely did no more than see the bet.
Once more Bud raised, but Derringer could either see the raise or
increase on it.

“I reckon I’ll just see
that,” Derringer said.

“You lick me, that’s for
sure,” Ferrely replied, folding his cards.

“You’ll need that deuce of
spades, Bud,” Derringer told the youngster, exposing his third
jack.

“And I’ve got it,” Bud
replied with a grin, flipping over his hole card. “Two
t—”

His words chopped off like they had
been sliced by a butcher’s cleaver. While the required deuce of
spades landed face up, it slid off the three of diamonds added by
Derringer. A silence that could almost be felt dropped over the
room, until Derringer broke it.

“That’s two all right,” he
admitted as the others stared with bugged-out eyes at the
red-spotted addition which had ruined their chances. “Only it makes
six cards, which’s one too many.”

Under the rules of the game, holding an
extra card gave Bud a dead hand and caused him to forfeit any hopes
he might have of winning the pot. Nor could he blame anybody but
himself for the mistake.

Almost a minute ticked by without any
comment to Derringer’s words, as the discomforted cheats tried to
work out where their carefully arranged scheme had gone wrong.
Nabbes felt sure that the three of diamonds had not been
accidentally stuck on top of the deuce of spades when he arranged
the deck that afternoon. Yet he also failed to see how Derringer
had managed to make the addition. There had been no time when their
proposed victim was not under observation—

Except when the cane-gun fell to the
floor, fired and drew everybody’s attention from the
table.

Yet that would mean “Main” suspected
them, or had grabbed the opportunity to make sure his full house
could not be beaten. Nabbes wondered which it might be; and how he
should deal with the situation.

Reaching the same conclusion as their
leader, although somewhat slower than he arrived at it, the rest of
the gang waited to see what Nabbes wanted them to do. All but Bud,
that is. Baffled rage twisted the young man’s face. Once more the
chair shot from beneath him and his fingers stabbed toward the Colt
in its holster.

“You put th—!” Bud began
hotly.

Next moment the young man’s accusation
died uncompleted and he froze with his hand not yet touching the
gun’s butt. Instead of returning the cane to behind his chair,
Derringer laid it across his knees in a more accessible position.
At the first sign of Bud’s move, Derringer caught hold of the
claw-and-ball handle, then swung the cane so that its muzzle lined
at the other’s chest. The table was not wide and Bud saw the deadly
ferrule so close to him that it could not miss directing the
bullet-ejected cork plug into his body.

“It’s only my leg that’s
lame, young feller,” Derringer warned. “So I’m taking it that you
didn’t mean what you started to say.”

Shock numbed Bud as he realized the
perilous nature of his position. No Western court would convict
“Main” for defending himself against an accusation of cheating,
followed by the invariable attempt to back the words with hot lead,
should he shoot.

And from all appearances “Main” knew
how to handle the cane-gun with some skill. Not a suspicious point
in itself. The War Between the States had taught even Eastern dudes
skill in the use of weapons and many a traveling salesman had
learned to be nearly as tough or deadly as a
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