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There aren’t many turns of
the cards that can surprise a riverboat gambler, but when the
Montana law wants the Wild Card
to ferry a murderer downriver for a meeting with
the hangman, Chance Sharpe draws the one hand he never expected.
The accused killer is none other than his former guardian and
mentor, Hoyt Bishop! But Bishop is innocent, victim of a conspiracy
of cutthroats. In a desperate race against time, Chance teams up
with Bishop’s firebrand daughter to piece together the puzzle that
will keep his oldest friend off the gallows.

It’s all up to
Chance.
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For Chad Oliver, who remains forever
young.


 







 


 


One

 


Poker kept him sane. For the past eight
days, the shuffle of cards and the clink of silver and gold coins
on bare, hardwood tables were the only things that prevented Chance
Sharpe from tumbling over the edge into oblivion.

The riverboat gambler made no excuses for
the long hours lost at the gaming tables in the saloon of Fort
Benton’s Merchant’s Hotel. Chance scratched an uncaring hand
through the rough forest of a ragged five-day beard, which sprouted
untidily over his cheeks and chin. He lifted the collar of his wool
coat and tugged the wide brim of his hat low to his face.

Both were ineffectual defenses against a
biting north wind that howled as hungry as a rogue wolf. Cursing
the harsh chill held in the wind’s breath, he walked down the pier
toward the sprinkling of wooden and adobe buildings that were the
town of Fort Benton in the Montana Territory. The afternoon rapidly
faded into the evening, and he was overdue at the poker tables.

“Chance,” Captain Bertram
Rooker and Henri Tuojacque hailed the gambler when he reached the
end of the wooden dock that jutted out into the muddy waters of the
Missouri River. Bert Rooker stepped toward him. “Chance, we need to
talk. The weather’s turning on us. If the Wild Card doesn’t head downriver
soon, we’ll be stranded here...”

The gambler waved the
riverboat captain away and kept walking without a glance at Bert or
the young pilot with him. He didn’t want to listen to their
worries. He owned the Wild
Card; he would decide when she was ready
to begin the long journey back to New Orleans. He didn’t need their
interference.

Nor did he give a damn about the concerned
glances his friends cast from the corners of their eyes when he
passed. He dug a hand into a coat pocket, pulled out a long,
slender saber cigar, bit off its end, and stuffed it in a corner of
his mouth. Striking a match head with a thumbnail, he cupped his
palms and lit the smoke.

Henri and Bert could go hang themselves on
their knowing glances. His rumpled clothing and unkempt appearance
were his business and not theirs. If he didn’t care, why should
they?

The wind tore the cigar’s blue smoke from
Chance’s lips when he lifted his head and exhaled. His cool blue
eyes perused the frontier town, falling on an alley that separated
a whitewashed hotel and a general store. A cold shiver worked along
his spine that had nothing to do with the whistling wind that
whipped about him.

Chance pulled his gaze from the narrow space
between the two buildings and quickened his pace. It was there that
Suellen Webster had died—cut down by a stray bullet. It didn’t ease
the pain to know that the shot had come from a gun belonging to one
of three men the gambler had killed in an attempt to save her from
a brutal murderer who had already butchered two women with his
knife. The single, inescapable thought that tortured his mind was
that Suellen was gone, the woman he had intended to marry was dead,
buried in this godforsaken, desolate land forever.

And he was still alive. She was dead and he
still lived.

Chance reached up and gingerly rubbed his
left arm. He winced, unable to ignore the soreness and stiffness
that lingered from the chunk of lead he had taken during the
gunfight. The through-and-through wound wasn’t enough, not when
Suellen had paid with her life. Something had twisted and shattered
in the gambler’s chest when the acrid black powder smoke cleared in
that alley and he found Suellen dying on the ground. For the first
time in his life, Chance wished he had not lived through a fight.
Death would have been easier to accept than the burden of living
without Suellen.

There had been other women
in the riverboat gambler’s life but none who had touched him like
Suellen. The fact that she was one of fifty prisoners from the New
Orleans jail that the Wild Card
had been contracted to bring to the Montana
Territory as mail-order brides did not diminish the love that he
had felt for her. Suellen was a rarity that could not be replaced.
It had been their future together, and not her past, that concerned
him.

Chance entered the hotel and passed through
a small lobby into a saloon that filled most of the two-story
building’s ground floor. Only when his mind was buried in a poker
game could he edge his loss aside and forget about Suellen.

The Merchant’s in no way resembled the
hotels of New Orleans or even Saint Louis. The building was
constructed of rough-hewn boards; little had been done on the
interior to disguise that fact. Two wide planks of unfinished wood
set atop empty wooden crates formed the bar. The round tables and
chairs had been shipped from downriver, but they had fared poorly
in this rugged country. All were scratched and scarred from
misuse.

As the gambler’s gaze
alighted on a table with four men seated around it, a man in a
black suit and vest rose and waved to him. “Chance, my good
man, I was
beginning to fear you wouldn’t be joining us tonight.”

“Doc Miller.” Chance
acknowledged the short man in spectacles with a curt nod of his
head. He looked at the man dressed in a brown suit that was only a
day or two away from being threadbare seated beside the physician.
“Mr. Lindsay.”

The gambler didn’t know the other two at the
table. Both looked like trappers. Their clothing was buckskin
except for the heavy furs they wore for coats.

“We have the pleasure of
these two gentlemen’s company tonight.” Doc Miller’s arm dipped to
the two strangers. “Chance, meet Slade Murdock...”

Murdock, a man at least two inches over
Chance’s six-foot height, stood and stuck a bear-size paw toward
the gambler, who shook it, much to his knuckles regret. Those
oversize hands were as strong as they looked.

Slade Murdock’s hands weren’t the only
things big about the rusty-haired man. Murdock was enormous,
outweighing the gambler by at least fifty pounds. Nor did any of
the mass appear to be bulky fat. Every ounce of the man was
muscle.

“ ... and his partner
Alton Thompson,” Doc Miller concluded his introduction. “Slade and
Alton run a few lines of traps back up in the hills west of
here.”

The dark-brown-haired Thompson pushed from
the table, took the gambler’s hand, and grinned, revealing a dark
gap where one of his front teeth had once dwelled. Unlike Murdock,
Thompson stood at five-ten and appeared quite average in stature,
even beneath his thick fur coat.

“Chance here owns that big
paddle wheeler docked down at the river,” Miller began as the
gambler seated himself. “He’s the one that took Ben Coulson and two
of his boys last week. You boys happen to hear about how
he—”

“I came here to play
poker, Doc.” Raymond Lindsay, owner of Fort Benton’s general store,
cut the physician off. “Let’s get down to it.”

“Agreed,” Chance said with
a nod, grateful for the opportunity to escape hearing a recounting
of the gunfight that had cost him Suellen.

“All right, all right!”
Doc Miller lifted a deck of blue-backed Steamboat Playing Cards
from the table, shuffled, and placed the cards back on the table.
“Cut for the deal, gentlemen.”

Chance tossed away two cards and lifted the
two he had bought from the table. Placing them in his hand, he
fanned the cards open. A pair of kings, a ten, and two jacks. He
had held worse.

“Five dollars.” The
snaggle-toothed Alton Thompson reopened the betting by plopping
down five silver coins.

“Your five and five of my
own.” Raymond Lindsay threw a ten-dollar gold piece into the pot at
the center of the table.

The gambler saw the ten. His hand wasn’t
that strong. Besides, Lady Luck had not sat on his shoulder
tonight, nor any other of the long nights he had spent in the
Merchant’s Hotel saloon.

“I’ll fold.” Doc Miller
dropped his cards facedown to the table, then peered at his
companions over the wire rims of his oval spectacles. He then added
in disgust, “Never could deal myself a decent hand.”

“Here’s ten.” Slade
Murdock met the bet with gold, then shoved a five-dollar banknote
into the pot. His own pale green eyes shifted around the table,
glinting in challenge. “And a five raise.”

Thompson saw his partner’s bet. Lindsay
studied his hand a moment, then pushed in another five to stay in
the game. Had the stakes been higher, considering the way his luck
had been running, Chance would have tossed in his cards. However,
his total wager with the five he placed at the center of the table
only amounted to twenty dollars—one of the bigger pots of the
evening.

“Read ’em and weep, boys.”
Murdock chuckled greedily when he spread a hand containing three
tens and trash atop the table. His muscular, tree-limb-thick arms
reached out to embrace the pile of money on the table.

“Don’t go off
discombobulated, partner.” Thompson grinned from ear to ear as he
placed four deuces and a jack before him.

“Damn,” the store owner
muttered, and threw his cards down. “Been so long since I had
decent cards, bad luck’s beginnin’ to look like good luck to
me.”

Chance folded his two pair and pushed the
cards across the table for the next deal. Mentally he calculated
his losses over the stay in Fort Benton—five hundred dollars. He
realized the amount was not staggering. In fact, it was a sum he
regularly wagered, and often lost, on a single hand. However, in
eight days of penny-ante poker, it did total a small fortune.
Luck’s bound to swing around to me sooner or later, he thought
nonchalantly.

“Keep your hand right on
that table, Thompson,” a woman’s voice ordered. “And you, put your
hands up where I can see ’em, Murdock. In fact, all of you get your
hands on the table. I wouldn’t want any of you getting any foolish
ideas.”

Chance didn’t argue with the muzzle of a
Navy Colt visible out of the corner of his eye; he placed his hands
palm-down on the table.

“Now, li’l lady, why don’t
you put that hogleg down before you go and hurt someone?” This from
Doc Miller, who stared up as though he were an impatient parent
speaking to a mischievous child.

“Don’t little lady me,
Doc. I’m not in the mood, nor do I have time for your
condescension. Now get your hands on the table before I decide to
put a ball of lead between your eyes. If I’m going to kill two men,
they don’t hang you any higher for killing three.”

The double click of a cocking hammer
abruptly changed the physician’s attitude. He swallowed hard and
hastily slapped his hands to the table.

Chance turned his head slightly. The woman
attached to that Navy Colt wasn’t a woman at all but a girl no
older than eighteen dressed in a pair of man’s tan breeches and a
red plaid, flannel shirt. Her deep brown eyes narrowed as her gaze
shifted from the doctor to Alton Thompson. Even with the hate
burning in those orbs, she was beautiful in a way only a young
woman just coming into bloom can be.

Nostalgic memories of all the young girls
that a much younger Chance Sharpe had once known flooded the
gambler’s mind like a vision of swaying flowers kissed by a fresh,
warm spring breeze. It was a lusty time of life that no man forgot,
no matter how many years bent his shoulders. And he was forever
grateful to young women such as this one for bringing those times
back, even if for just a fleeting instant.

However, most young women didn’t go around
with a cocked Navy Colt in their hands!

“Thompson, Murdock—either
of you want to clear your conscience before I send you to your
maker?” she asked, swinging the revolver’s muzzle toward Thompson.
“I’m sure these gentlemen would be interested in hearing what both
of you have to say about Jack Ashley’s murder.”

“You ain’t got no call for
this.” Thompson’s voice trembled, and a glistening sheen broke out
on his upper lip. “I already told the sheriff everything I
had—”

The Navy Colt spoke like thunder. Blue fire
spat from its muzzle. Hot lead bit into the table an inch from
Thompson’s left hand, showering splinters into the air.

While the girl’s vision was obscured by the
black powder charge that billowed dense smoke in the air, Chance
moved. His right arm shot up, slamming into her wrists. The pistol
jarred from her grip and soared above her head. The gambler heard
its heavy thud when it hit the saloon’s wooden floor, but he didn’t
have time to give it even a passing glance. The girl came at
him!

“You interfering bastard!”
Tears of rage welled from her eyes, and the long silky strands of
her nut brown hair flew wildly about her head as she lunged at him
with fingers curled like claws.

Avoiding fingernails meant to rake out his
eyes, the gambler pushed from his chair and back-stepped with
alacrity. His retreat only doubled the vigor of her assault.

“You son of a bitch,” she
hissed, using a vocabulary a mother would never teach a daughter.
“You don’t know what you’ve done! My father’s in jail because of
those two lying, pox-ridden vermin.”

Chance ducked a balled fist meant for his
face, then barely fended off a clawed hand that slashed at his
eyes. His injured left was too stiff to parry a blow that landed on
his ribs with surprising strength.

He winced and spun away from her unrelenting
attack. It was more than obvious that, since he had cheated her out
of murdering two men in cold blood, she intended to vent her full
fury on him. And unless he moved faster, she just might achieve her
goal!

The two hands that once again whipped at the
gambler’s face froze in the air. The young woman yelped in outrage
as a man’s arm wrapped around her waist and lifted her from the
floor.

“That’s enough, Paula.”
Sheriff Gil Dodson held the struggling young woman under one arm.
“I told you that I wouldn’t put up with any trouble out of
you.”

“Put me down, you
flea-bitten, overgrown ape!” The girl swung fists at the lawman but
was unable to land a blow in her awkward position. “Put me down,
and I’ll show you trouble!”

“That’s what I’m afraid
of, young lady, which is why you’ll stay just where you are while I
straighten this out.” The sheriff glanced at Chance. “What’d’ya do
to rile her so?”

Before the gambler could answer, Slade
Murdock shoved from the poker table. “Weren’t him she wanted,
Sheriff.”

Dodson turned and nodded. “Murdock,
Thompson, I should have known it was you two she was after. I heard
a shot.”

“She tried to plug me.”
This from Thompson. “I was just sitting here having a friendly game
of poker when she come in and pulled a Colt on us. She took a shot
at me, but she missed. Ain’t much of a shot.”

“If I’d wanted, I’d put
that ball between your damned eyes, you lying pig!” The girl spewed
her angry frustration while she wrenched and twisted, unable to
break the sheriff’s hold around her waist. “I wasn’t trying to kill
the son of a bitch; I was trying to get him to tell the
truth!”

“Attempted murder—at the
least, aggravated assault,” Dodson said, still looking at the pair
of trappers. “I can lock her away if either of you wants to press
charges.”

Thompson’s mouth opened, but Murdock spoke
before his partner could utter a syllable. “Sheriff, we ain’t got
no hankerin’ to make matters worse than they already are. The way
things be, it’s easy to understand why she’d go off half-cocked
like she done. I don’t see no need to charge her with anything as
long as you can keep her away from us until we head back out
tomorrow.”

Dodson’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t
question the mountainous man. Instead he glanced at Thompson.

The smaller trapper nodded. “It’s like Slade
said. Keep her away from us, and we’ll not press charges.”

The sheriff paused a moment, then swung
around to a spindly-looking young man with a deputy’s star on his
coat who stood at the saloon’s entrance. “Clarence, take Paula over
to the jail and give her a bed for the night. It wouldn’t hurt for
her to spend the night coolin’ down a mite.”

“Gilbert Eugene Dodson,
you wouldn’t dare!” the young woman tucked under his arm howled in
outrage.

“Ain’t darin’ nothin’,
Paula.” Dodson transferred the girl into his deputy’s custody.
“Just doin’ what the folks of Fort Benton elected me to do. Now,
get her out of here, Clarence. A saloon ain’t no fit place for a
woman.”

“An untimely interruption,
gentlemen,” Doc Miller said when the deputy and the girl left the
room, “but not reason enough to end our game.”

“More’n enough reason for
me,” Murdock said with a shake of his head. “Alton and me got to
hit the trail ’fore sun up tomorrow.”

“Kinda hard to think poker
after almost havin’ your head blowed off.” Thompson scraped his
winnings from the table and into the pocket of his heavy fur
coat.

The physician looked at the gambler as
though expecting help in convincing the two trappers to continue.
Chance conceded the game’s conclusion with a shrug. Scooping what
remained of his own money from the table, he bid his fellow players
a good night, then turned and strode to the bar.

“Three fingers of bourbon
in a sipping glass,” he called to the bartender.

“And I’ll take a beer,”
Sheriff Dodson amended the order while he leaned against the bar
beside the gambler. “Put both of them on my tab, Will.”

Chance turned to the lawman with an eyebrow
cocked high in question. He had spent more than a few hours with
the sheriff after his meeting with Ben Coulson and his two men.
Although Dodson had never been openly rude, he had never displayed
an inclination toward friendliness, either.

“Least I can do for a man
who helped me out.” Dodson shoved a beat-up hat most men would have
discarded years ago back on his head. Strands of sandy blond hair
fell across his forehead.

“Wasn’t thinking of you,
Sheriff. I was at that table, too, and the girl had a
pistol.”

Chance studied the man. Out from the shadow
of his hat’s wide brim, Gil Dodson appeared ten years younger. The
gambler estimated the lawman’s age at no more than twenty-five. The
responsibility of his job was beginning to show in a haggard draw
to his thin lips and the hint of crow’s feet at the corner of his
eyes.

“Be that as it may,” the
sheriff said when his beer arrived, “I still do appreciate what you
did. Paula Bishop ain’t a bad girl. Fact is, she’s one of the best
people in the Territory. Got a good head on her shoulders and a
heart bigger than most men’s. She just ain’t been thinkin’ too
straight lately.”

Chance took a tentative sip from his own
glass. He was once again glad to find that the amber liquor was
indeed real bourbon and not some concoction the bartender had mixed
in the back room out of corn squeezings and snake oil.

“Wouldn’t have anything to
do with the girl’s father being in jail, would it?” The gambler
recalled one of the men at the table mentioning something along
those lines. Just what, escaped him. He had been more interested in
the muzzle of the Navy Colt at the time.

Sheriff Dodson drained off half his beer in
one swallow and wiped the white foam from a shaggy mustache on the
sleeve of his wool coat. “Exactly the problem. Her pa got drunk and
went and killed himself a man a few days before you and your paddle
wheeler pulled into Fort Benton. The man was Thompson’s and
Murdock’s partner. Paula’s done gone and got the notion that it was
Murdock and Thompson that done the killin’, then decided to pin it
on her pa.”

Chance detected more than a small hint of
admiration in the man’s voice. He would have given odds that Gil
Dodson’s interest in the young woman went beyond that of a
protector of Fort Benton’s people. “No evidence to support that
notion?”

“Nothin’. Fact is, I’ve
got to take her pa downriver to Fort Burford in the Dakota
Territory. Federal circuit judge is sittin’ there for the next two
months. Already booked passage aboard your Wild Card.” The lawman tossed down
the rest of the beer. “Thanks again, Mr. Sharpe. Now I’ve got my
rounds to be about.”

Dodson tugged his hat back low to his face,
turned, and strode from the hotel. Chance watched the lawman walk
into the night’s darkness, then returned his attention to his
drink. He took another sip of the bourbon, enjoying the feel as its
sweet warmth trickled down his throat and spread through his
stomach. He was glad he didn’t stand in Dodson’s boots. It would be
damned difficult to carry a flame for a young woman as handsome as
Paula Bishop and at the same time be responsible for taking her
father to a judge who would, in all likelihood, order him
hanged.

Quite a quandary for any man to be in, the
gambler thought. But then, it wasn’t his problem. He had enough
problems of his own—thank you. And tonight, he intended to see that
they were properly drowned and pickled in good Kentucky
bourbon.

Tossing back the rest of his drink, Chance
called to the bartender, “Two more of these!”


 


 


Two

 


Chance Sharpe scraped the
last of the coal-pile beard from his throat with a straight-edged
razor. Cleaning the razor, he hung it beside a leather strop on the
wall of the closet-washroom in his stateroom aboard the
Wild Card.

He then poured the washbasin’s soapy water
into a wooden bucket on the floor and refilled the porcelain
container with steaming water from a pitcher. Bending near the
steam, he repeatedly ducked his hands beneath the water and
splashed it onto his face. The skin-reddening heat gradually edged
away the throbbing in his head and the alcoholic haze from his
brain.

Rising, he toweled his face dry. He opened a
bottle of witch hazel, sprinkled a small puddle into his left palm,
rubbed his hands together, then slapped the astringent on his
cheeks and neck.

“Damn! I didn’t need
that!” The man who stared at him out of the mirror hung above the
washstand grimaced and shook his head.

The gambler didn’t blame him; the witch
hazel burned like hell! His skin hadn’t intimately known the feel
of a razor for far too many days, and his face had grown too tender
to endure the stinging bite of the astringent.

“You’re beginning to pull
around,” the gambler told the man in the mirror, then turned and
walked into the main room of his riverboat cabin.

He wasn’t certain what had changed this
morning.

He had awakened with a hangover, as had been
the case for more mornings than he wanted to count. Only, this
morning, he decided the time to bathe and shave was long
overdue.

Although the hollow ache
in his chest had not diminished, something was different. Perhaps
his mind and body simply could take no more of the abuse he had
heaped upon them. Or maybe it was because the Wild Card began its journey
downriver today. He didn’t know, but he had mourned Suellen in his
own way, and now it was time to begin his return to the world of
the living.

Choosing a deep forest green suit, with
wide-brimmed hat to match, from his closet, he dressed as quickly
as his still-healing left arm would permit. He tugged on
mirror-polished dark brown boots. From a chest-of-drawers he pulled
a wooden case and opened it. Within lay part of the tools of his
trade—a small arsenal of weapons.

A slim, long-bladed stiletto with a
walrus-ivory handle went into a sheath sewn inside the top of his
right boot. A twin-barreled twenty-two-caliber derringer with a
watch fob attached went into his vest and was arranged neatly to
resemble a timepiece nestled in a pocket.

For an instant, he
searched for his pocket watch, before remembering that he had given
it as a wedding gift to one of the brides the Wild Card had brought to Fort
Benton. The gambler made a mental note to purchase another when he
reached Saint Louis while he tucked a forty-four-caliber Colt
revolver with its barrel sawed off to an inch under his waistband
and covered it with his vest.

None of the weapons was that of a shootist,
but then Chance wasn’t a gunman. He was a gambler, and the two
firearms and knife were all meant to be deadly at close
range—usually the width of a poker table.

Three shrieking blasts from the paddle
wheeler’s steam whistle sounded outside.

Grabbing a fistful of saber cigars from a
box atop the chest, Chance stuffed them into an interior coat
pocket while he hastened through a door that led to the guardway
that encircled the steamer’s boiler deck, or second level. He moved
to the walkway’s rail and stared down at the pier below.

Passengers hastened along
the wooden dock, their strides quickened by the steam whistle’s
warning that the noon departure was but fifteen minutes away. The
gambler watched them, reflecting how different this scene was,
compared to the finely dressed men and women who usually boarded
the Wild Card along the Mississippi River.

Then, this wasn’t New Orleans, Baton Rouge,
Memphis, or Saint Louis. This was Fort Benton, Montana Territory;
the Mississippi lay the length of America’s longest river away.
Here the majority of the passengers were rugged-looking men in
homespun and buckskin with hats and coats of animal fur.

Most were standees, or steerage passengers,
without the money to afford a stateroom. The main deck, the lowest
level of a riverboat, was their
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