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GUNBOAT GOLD!

 


When the President of the
United States wants a million dollars in gold given secret passage
downriver ... even a gambler has to fold his hand. At least until
bullion-hungry buccaneers call his bluff with an old bayou
battleship. Then, count on Chance to give it back in
spades!

As the muddy maze of the
Mississippi Delta becomes a backwater battleground, Chance finds
his paddlewheeler isn’t the only “Wild Card” in this deadly game: a
tropical hurricane is headed straight for the bayou ... ready to
cash in everyone’s chips!
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Chapter One

Chance Sharpe concealed the excited race of
his heart behind the noncommittal coolness of steel blue eyes as
his gaze lifted from the five cards fanned in his left hand—a royal
flush in spades!

The fifteen hundred that lay at the center
of the round, green felt-covered table would more than make the
past three hours he had spent in this smoke-filled private dining
room profitable. However, there was no reason why he shouldn’t try
to sweeten the pot.

“I’ll raise two hundred.”
The riverboat gambler selected two crisp hundred-dollar bank notes
from atop the stack before him on the table and placed them in the
pot.

Calvin Woodriff, the St. Louis banker who
had arranged the evening’s game, studied his hand for several
moments, glanced at the hefty pile of gold and silver coins and
bills at the center of the table, and stared at his hand once again
before slowly folding his cards to place them face down on the
felt. With a heavy sigh, the middle-aged man shook his head.

“Chance, to my way of
thinking, you’re bluffing. But two hundred dollars is too weighty a
sum to wager on a gut feeling. It’s been a most pleasant, if not
profitable, evening.”

The black-suited banker pushed from the
table to join two other men who had already left the game and now
shared cigars and bourbon at the back of the large room.

Three down and one to
go, Chance thought as he
glanced at the three who had declared they were
out of the game for this evening.

“It seems that leaves only
you and me, Mr. Sharpe.” The sole poker player at the table with
the gambler drew Chance’s attention back to the game at
hand.

In truth, Chance had found it difficult to
keep his mind on poker throughout the long evening. The last
remaining player had been the reason. Stella Houston was definitely
not one of the run-of-the-mill St. Louis business executives Calvin
Woodriff normally assembled for his weekly poker games. The gambler
wasn’t even certain why the young woman had received an invitation
from the conservative banker.

Not that he minded. Aside from proving
herself an exceptional poker player – having accumulated a tidy
stack of bank notes on the table before her – Stella Houston was
also of exceptional beauty. Silky tresses as black as midnight
framed an oval face with features as delicate as a China doll’s. To
be certain, the gambler had noticed and approved of her red lips,
ample bosom, and the well-turned shape of her ankles – briefly
glimpsed when she had taken her seat at the table – but most
haunting of all were her almond-shaped eyes. A deep, gemlike brown
rather than black to match her hair, hers were the type of eyes a
man could lose himself in for hours, preferably within the intimate
privacy of a bedchamber.

But it wasn’t the shared passions of a man
and a woman that brought Stella Houston to this table tonight. The
hint of a coy smile played at the comers of her full mouth while
her gaze dipped to the cards she held. The same almost teasing
smile remained on her lips when she glanced at the gambler.

“Since our other
companions seem to have grown bored with the game, perhaps I can
make it more interesting. I believe there is seventeen hundred
dollars now in the pot.” She reached into a black handbag that
matched the lace gown she wore and extracted a small envelope that
she passed across the table to Chance. “My wager is simple, Mr.
Sharpe. The contents of that envelope against your
two-hundred-dollar raise.”

The gambler flipped open the unsealed
envelope. A key marked with the numerals 506 nestled inside. Chance
arched an eyebrow and looked back at the woman.

“I don’t believe you
require any further explanation, Mr. Sharpe,” she said, a playful
tone running beneath her words. “You may use that key to a room in
this hotel an hour from now—should you have the winning
hand.”

The gambler smiled; perhaps he had misjudged
this young woman’s intentions. “An intriguing wager.”

“But is it one that you
accept?”

Chance placed the envelope into the pot, his
eyes never leaving hers. “Accepted.”

“Then I believe that I’ve
bought the right to see your hand,” Stella Houston said.

Without batting an eye, Chance spread his
cards on the table. “A house of royalty.”

Stella Houston’s smile widened with
amusement while she examined his exposed hand. “Calvin was lucky
that he didn’t bet his feelings; you weren’t bluffing, were you,
Mr. Sharpe?”

“Were you?” The gambler
asked as she folded her hand and placed it face down on the green
felt.

“Use the key in an hour.”
She pushed from the table, crossed the room, and bid the other
players a good evening.

Gathering his winnings, Chance watched the
black-tressed beauty leave the room without another glance in his
direction. A wry smile spread over his lips as he slipped the
envelope into a coat pocket. What type of hand could have provoked
such a wager, he wondered while he deposited the remainder of his
winnings in his coat’s opposite pocket.

Curiosity could not be
restrained; he reached across the table and flipped Stella
Houston’s cards face up. A perplexed expression wrinkled his
face—a royal flush in
diamonds! In poker, royalty was royalty,
and the suit of the cards held no bearing. The game’s final hand
had been a draw; Stella Houston and he should have split the
pot!

A smile erased the confusion on the
gambler’s face while his fingers crept inside his coat pocket to
the envelope and key it contained. The beautiful dark-haired woman
grew more intriguing with each passing second.

Chance gazed at the hotel door and the brass
numbers that marked it as the entrance to room 506. He then slipped
the key from his pocket and stared at it in his palm.

In the hour that had passed since he raked
in that final pot, Stella Houston’s wager had made less and less
sense. Surely she knew that he would not refuse such a tantalizing
proposition. Yet, why would the woman go to such unusual measures
to assure that he came to this room?

Unless Miss Stella Houston’s reasons for
drawing him into seclusion didn’t jibe with the expectations that
now titillated his imagination.

Chance lifted a wide-brimmed hat from his
head and ran his fingers through thick, raven black hair. The
gambler transferred the key to his left hand and closed his fist
around it.

The possibility of foul play couldn’t be
ignored. What did he know about Stella Houston? He had met her only
a few hours ago. While those invited to one of Calvin Woodriff’s
games were usually on the up-and-up, her chair in the poker game
wasn’t a guarantee that she wasn’t setting him up—that henchmen did
not wait behind the door ready to relieve him of the bankroll
nestled inside his coat.

For a moment the fingers of his right hand
slipped to a gold watch fob that dangled from a vest pocket. No
timepiece was attached to that chain. Instead, a .22-caliber,
double-barreled Wesson derringer lay ready to jump into his palm
with one tug of the fob.

Nor was that the gambler’s only weapon.
Hidden beneath his vest was a .44-caliber Colt belly-gun with its
three-inch barrel sawed off to a third of its original length. Both
pistols were designed for in-close fighting, as was the razor-edged
stiletto tucked in a sheath sewn inside his right boot top. If more
than Stella Houston awaited him inside the room, he was ready.

With the thumb of his right hand hooked into
the vest pocket beside the watch fob, he used his left to insert
the key into the lock and turn it. He nudged the door inward with
the toe of a boot.

“I wasn’t certain that
you’d accept my invitation. I was afraid you’d fear that I had
arranged to have you bushwhacked, or whatever the popular
terminology is.” Stella Houston smiled at him from a dining table
set for two at the center of the room. The warm glow of two candles
bathed the beauty of her face.

“ ‘Bushwhacked’ will do.”
Chance crossed the threshold. His gaze traveled about the small
room to an open door that led to a bedroom. A quick check proved it
to be empty.

“The dinner is simple:
beefsteak, potatoes, and baked squash. It was all I could convince
the hotel’s chef to prepare at this late hour.” Stella Houston’s
smile grew larger with obvious amusement at the gambler’s interest
in the bedroom. “However, it should suffice and allow us some time
to get to know each other before we proceed into the bedroom. Won’t
you take your seat before everything grows cold?”

In spite of the blatant indications of what
the young woman apparently had in mind for the night, Chance still
wasn’t certain that what he saw and what was intended were one and
the same. He closed the room’s door and accepted the chair she
waved to.

“I can see that my doubts
about your coming to this room weren’t totally unfounded,” she said
while she served him. “Your suspicions did almost keep you
away.”

“Nothing would have kept
me away; you knew that.” He tested the red wine she poured and
found it dry and quite suited to his taste. “If the room key wasn’t
enough, that diamond royal flush you tossed aside was. I’ve never
met anyone who threw away a winning hand.”

“Winning the hand wasn’t
what I wanted, Chance.” She returned to her chair across the table
and smiled. “I wanted you to win the key.”

The shadow of an uncertain frown darkened
his face.

She laughed lightly and sipped from her own
glass. “I can also see that you’re not accustomed to having women
invite you to their rooms and make their intentions so clearly
known.”

“It is a first,” he lied.

She shrugged while she sliced a bite of
steak and tried it. She nodded her approval. “The meat’s quite
good, rare but warm all the way through. Please try it; I think
you’ll find it to your liking.”

He did as she suggested and found the steak
as tasty as the wine.

“When it comes to the ways
of the sexes, it’s really a lopsided arrangement. Tonight I could
see the shock on the faces of Calvin’s guests when they discovered
that they would be playing poker with a woman. Only you seemed not
to notice,” Stella said.

“It’s not uncommon aboard
my riverboat the Wild
Card,” he
answered. “The gaming tables are open to both men and
women.”

“Yet, I detected a trace
of that same shock when I announced that my sole intention of
inviting you here was to eventually get you into my bedroom,” she
continued.

“That is a bit less
common,” he answered.

“And that is the lopsided
state of the sexes that I mentioned. The world sees nothing wrong
with a man attempting to bring a woman to his room and seduce her.
Turn the tables, and the majority of men that I know would run like
frightened rabbits. A woman is supposed to be passive, never taking
the initiative.” She paused, her deep brown eyes locking on Chance.
“Do you find it frightening for a woman to admit she desires to be
your lover?”

“Interesting, not
frightening,” he replied, then amended: “And perhaps a bit
uncomfortable, like a new suit of clothing that hasn’t been broken
in yet.”

She laughed again. “Your honesty is
admirable. Most men would never have admitted to feeling
uncomfortable. I think this will be a most enjoyable night for both
of us.”

“Interesting,” he
repeated. “I’m not certain exactly what your game is, Stella
Houston, but you’re definitely a very interesting woman.”

“I certainly hope so!” She
lifted a crystal wineglass to her lips and sipped. When she spoke
again, there was a strand of solemnness running through the levity
of her tone. “I consider myself to be interesting. Since my parents
died and left me a rather large inheritance, I’ve gone to great
lengths to assure that I live an interesting life. It’s an
opportunity usually denied women.”

While they leisurely dined, Stella spoke of
her youth in the Hudson River Valley of New York as the only child
of a wealthy textile manufacturer. “Actually, we were rich,
although I didn’t realize just how rich until the reading of my
father’s will. He left me well over a million dollars. Through a
series of wise investments, I’ve more than doubled that amount in
the past ten years.”

It was Chance’s turn to pause with a bite of
steak speared on the end of his fork. He chuckled and looked across
the table to his highly unusual dinner companion. “Is this a new
tactic to frighten me away? If so, you’ve failed again. Green has
always been my favorite color.”

“It does frighten away
some men, especially in the business world. Many won’t even
consider working with women. In many cases I’ve had to resort to
subterfuge and employ an intermediary – a male – to acquire certain
properties I required,” she answered without a trace of humor in
her voice.

As the gambler returned to
his steak, Stella briefly told of how she had left the United
States prior to the Civil War because of the “somewhat more liberal
attitudes toward women” to be found in European universities. While
brother fought brother in her homeland, she received a degree in
letters. “More important, as far as my real education went, I traveled
extensively. Books and the philosophies of the erudite often
overlook the brutal reality of living hand-to-mouth that is far too
often the lot of the majority of humanity. All one has to do is
walk down the streets of Bombay or the less respectable
neighborhoods of New York to understand that.”

Stella caught herself and shook her head. “I
drift too far from our reason for being here. It’s Chance Sharpe
that I’m interested in learning of. I don’t believe that I’ve ever
met a gambler who actually owned a riverboat. Most men who live by
the gaming tables that I’ve encountered here in the States or in
Europe never seem to be able to retain the capital for a major
business venture.”

“My capital was four kings
and a wild joker,” Chance answered. “I won the Wild Card in a poker game. Although,
I’ve had a quick-and-dirty elementary education in the world of
finance since winning her.”

As well as learning that
bare knuckles, black powder, and lead often go further than money in retaining the
ownership of a sidewheeler, the gambler
thought to himself.

“Surely you weren’t always
on the Mississippi River?” Stella asked. “Men aren’t born with
cards in their hands.” While they continued the meal, Chance told
her how the lure of the Ohio River and the steamers traveling her
currents had caused a thirteen-year-old boy to run away from his
parents’ Kentucky farm. Two years later that young Chance Sharpe
was taken under wing by a gambler named Hoyt Bishop, who taught him
the ways of roulette wheels, cards, dice, and men.

“My formal education, if
you could call it that, was a brief stay in a Louisiana college,”
the gambler said. “Then gold was discovered in California, and I
sailed west to seek my fortune.”

Others used pick and shovel to dig a wealth
of nuggets from the ground; Chance discovered that his old
profession presented an easier route to the fortune he sought. He
won and lost it several times before the Civil War drew him back
east to wear Union blue.

“The Confederacy
surrendered, but Uncle Sam decided that he needed my services for
another year,” he explained while Stella poured two brandies and
led him to a balcony overlooking night-veiled St. Louis. “I served
a year in Kansas fighting Comanches and Kiowas before I was
mustered out. I won the Wild Card
shortly after that.”

Stella tossed her head to remove a stray
strand of black hair that the chilly night breeze blew across her
brow. “By design or accident, you too have lived an interesting
life, Chance.”

“By accident,” he assured
her while he took the brandy snifter from her hand and placed it on
the balcony rail beside his own. “However, we both have designs for this
night.”

Her eyes flashed anticipation in the winter
moonlight as he moved forward, his arms slipping around her
waspishly slender waist. For a moment, his eyes traced the delicate
features of her face, then his head lowered so that his lips
lightly brushed the inviting redness of her mouth. His fingertips
and palms read an excited quiver tremble through her body when he
drew her close, his mouth pressing firmly to hers.

When they parted, her voice held a deep,
dreamy quality that hadn’t been there before. “It’s easy to see
that our designs are the same.” Her brown eyes dipped to the
glasses of brandy. “Finish your drink, then join me in the bedroom.
I need a few moments to prepare myself.”

The gambler didn’t protest as she eased from
his embrace and quickly crossed to the open bedroom door. There she
looked back at him. “I won’t be long; I promise.”

Chance lifted his brandy and silently
toasted the provocative young woman as she disappeared into the
bedroom, leaving the door open behind her. The more he saw of
Stella Houston, the more intriguing she proved to be. A smile
uplifted the comers of his mouth. In a few minutes, he would see
all there was to see of the dark-tressed beauty, and that was
definitely interest-piquing!

A solid knock at the hotel room’s door
shattered the wild, exotic rush of the gambler’s imagination.
Stella’s head poked out of the bedroom. Her brow furrowed when she
glanced at Chance. “I’m not expecting anyone; are you?”

The gambler shook his head and frowned when
knuckles once more pounded on the door. “Whoever it is, he’s
insistent!”

“Would you mind?” Stella
tilted her head toward the door.

Crossing the door, Chance twisted the handle
and swung the door inward. Four soldiers in blue uniforms and
shouldering bayonet-tipped rifles stood in the hall.

“Chance Sharpe?” the
soldier closest to the door asked.

“Yes,” Chance replied, his
frown deepening. “How can I help you?”

“By coming along with us
without causing any problems,” the soldier answered, motioning his
companions into the room. When they surrounded the gambler, he
said, “Chance Sharpe, you are under arrest and ordered to accompany
us into the presence of Captain Alan Quitman!”

 



Chapter Two

 


“Under
arrest?” Chance’s
head snapped up and his body went rigid.

“By orders of Captain Alan
Quitman,” the soldier repeated, then nodded to his
companions.

The three remaining soldiers responded by
unshouldering their rifles and pointing them directly at the
gambler. Chance pivoted slowly to stare at the dark muzzles. Before
he realized what was happening, he had been trapped.

“There must be a mistake”
– Chance noticed the soldier’s single stripe – “Corporal. I don’t
know any Captain Alan Quitman, nor is there any reason the army
should be looking for me. Are you certain that it is I you
want?”

The question seemed to hang up the corporal.
A fleeting frown crossed his features, and he glanced at the three
men with him as though seeking advice. When none came, he looked
back at the gambler. “Your name’s Chance Sharpe, ain’t it?”

“Yes,” Chance answered,
unable to gather his thoughts.

“And you own a riverboat
called the Wild Card, don’t ya?” the corporal continued.

“Yes, but—”

“Then you’re the one we
want!” The corporal grinned with the satisfaction of a man who had
mastered one of the world’s great unsolved mysteries. “Captain
Quitman ordered us to bring you to him immediately. We’d appreciate
it if you’d come along without no trouble, but we’re prepared to
take you to the captain no matter what the circumstances. However,
one way’s liable to be less painful than all the others, if you get
my drift.”

The gambler understood the corporal and was
about to tell him just what he thought of his Captain Quitman and
the soldiers’ sudden appearance when Stella called from the bedroom
door, “Chance, what is the problem?”

He was unable to hold back his frustration.
“I wish the hell I knew.” He glanced to the corporal. “What are the
charges?”

“Captain Quitman didn’t
give us no charges; just said bring you to him immediately,” the
soldier answered. “I think that’s what we ought to be doing right
now. The captain said immediately, and he didn’t mean next
week.”

The possibility of taking on the four men
never entered the gambler’s mind. After all, there were four of
them and only one of him, not to mention that they had him
surrounded with rifles. “The only way that I’m going to straighten
this out is to go with you, isn’t it?”

“Reckon you understand the
situation right well.” The corporal grinned.

Chance glanced over a shoulder at Stella. “I
don’t know what’s happening, but as soon as I get things cleared
up, I’ll be back.”

A dubious frown darkened her delicate
features, but she nodded. “I’ll be waiting here.”

The gambler’s eyes returned to the corporal.
“Whatever this Captain Quitman wants, it damned well better be
good!”

The soldier cast a longing gaze at Stella,
then looked at Chance. “I understand exactly what you’re getting
at, and you have my apologies, but orders is orders.”

 


The wagon they used was
little more than a police paddy wagon with U. S. Army painted on its sides. Two
of the soldiers took the driver’s seat, while the corporal and the
remaining soldier stationed themselves on a bench inside with the
gambler sandwiched between. Neither even made an attempt to answer
the barrage of questions Chance threw at him. The best Chance could
evoke was a noncommittal grunt or a disgusted expression from his
two guards.

Fifteen minutes after the gambler entered
the wagon, it rolled to a halt and the rear door flew open. The
familiar effluvium that filled Chance’s nostrils was unmistakable.
The wagon had stopped near St. Louis’s wharf district. A man who
had spent his life on the river never forgot its smell.

The gambler’s olfactory sense was proven
correct as he stepped from the paddy wagon with a soldier on each
of his arms. The flickering glare of running lights and lanterns
defined the mile of paddlewheelers that lined St. Louis’s port.

“What are we doing here?”
Chance’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. The river wasn’t army
headquarters.

“Captain Quitman will tell
you what he wants you to know as soon as we get you aboard
the Wild Card,” the corporal replied tersely,
tilting his head toward a massive wooden wharf that jutted into the
river ahead of them.

The gambler’s head snapped
around to stare at the majestic sidewheeler moored at the end of
the pier. The elegant, white-painted steamer was his own
Wild Card!
His confusion tripled as the four soldiers
marched him toward the riverboat’s gangplank.

“Captain Quitman’s waiting
for you up in the saloon.” A guard greeted them at the gangplank.
“Said you was to bring him in as soon as you got here,
Corporal.”

Without comment or nod, the four soldiers
escorted their prisoner aboard the paddlewheeler and marched him up
a flight of stairs that led to the boat’s second level or boiler
deck. Reaching the ornately railed guard walk, the corporal
directed the gambler through a forward door.

If opulence existed on a
riverboat, it was to be found here in the main cabin, or saloon as
it was often called. The Wild
Card’s main cabin was no exception. Its
builders had spared no expense in their attempt to create the
illusion of a floating palace. Running two hundred and fifty feet
in length, the saloon – lined by doors that led to staterooms on
each side – served as gambling casino, dining room, ballroom, and
even contained a small lounge area for women at its rear. Rich,
polished walnut and rosewood furniture filled the elongated cabin,
and plush carpets covered the hardwood floor. Crystal chandeliers
and stained-glass skylights provided illumination during night or
day.

Chance saw none of this;
the chandeliers were unlit and night darkened the skylights. Having
docked in St. Louis a day ago, the Wild
Card wasn’t scheduled to take on
passengers for another two days. His paddlewheeler sat idle,
awaiting the time it would once more travel downriver to New
Orleans with cargo holds filled and passengers strolling her
deck.

The gambler’s cool, steel
blue eyes searched the saloon’s interior dimness, locating a single
oil lamp set at the center of a poker table to his right. Bertram
Rooker, the Wild Card’s crusty old captain, sat on one side of the round table
glaring at Chance. Opposite Bert was a lean man in a U. S. Army
captain’s uniform. Chance’s gaze was unable to penetrate the shadow
covering the officer’s face that was cast by his hat
brim.

“Chance...” The army
captain stood and motioned the gambler toward him. “I must
apologize for my brusque method of bringing you here, but it was
the only way to assure that you would meet with me tonight.” The
captain looked at Chance’s four guards. “Corporal, you and your men
are dismissed.”

“You didn’t apologize for
dragging my backside out of bed in the middle of the night,” Bert
Rooker uttered indignantly in a voice that sounded like gravel
grating together. “I am
the captain
of this boat, you know?”

“And Chance is the
owner,”
the officer replied.

“Put him at the wheel and
see how far you get in this paddle wheeler,” Bert grumbled,
obviously feeling unsatisfied with the captain’s answer or the lack
of
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