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Chance Sharpe wouldn’t
consider himself a gentleman if he didn’t come to the rescue of a
beautiful damsel-in-distress. What he didn’t expect was an attempt
on his own life that leaves him close to death. Lucky to survive,
he is invited to visit the indebted Walsh family to their palatial
home. Which suited Chance just fine as he has more than eyes for
the beautiful damsel, Anne.

No sooner over the threshold
he becomes involved in fighting the ancient curse that’s supposedly
ravaging her family. At first, it sounded loco to riverboat
gambler. But when the “spirit” demonstrates its grisly
handiwork—seeing is believing!

Now as something deadly
stalks the Walshes one by one, it’s up to Chance to unmask a killer
cloaked in the swirling mists of the Louisiana bayou. He has seven
days to get to the bottom of the mystery—or six people’s lives
won’t be worth a red cent!
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stargazer and wordsmith

 


 



Chapter One

 


The young woman disappeared!

Chance Sharpe bolted straight up on the
taxi’s leather seat. His head snapped around in a classic double
take. One moment the attractive brunette had walked along the St.
Louis streets with an eager terrier straining on the end of a long
leash. In the blinking of an eye, both woman and dog vanished!

The riverboat gambler shifted a long,
slender saber cigar from one side of his mouth to the other. His
cool, steel blue eyes surveyed the street beyond the cab’s window.
He saw nothing, except for a sparse sprinkling of men who hastened
through the early morning with collars high and hands clutching
stovepipe hats securely atop their heads against a whistling
December wind. Whether the men’s brisk strides carried them toward
waiting jobs or returned them from an overstayed visit with the
night’s pleasures, Chance could only guess.

Exhaling a gust of blue tobacco smoke, the
gambler shook his head while he continued to scan the street. He
would have wagered a hefty bundle that the alluring brunette had
been real and not some tantalizing fragment of a most pleasant
dream.

And I would have
lost, he admitted to himself. A woman—or a
man—simply did not evaporate from a street in the space of a single
stride. The night had been long and tiring. The taxi’s rhythmic
sway had been all that was needed to lull him into a gentle sleep.
A touch of chagrin moved across his lips; he had nodded off for an
instant without even knowing it. Another moment might have
deposited the cigar clenched between his teeth into the lap of the
expensive burgundy-hued suit he wore. That
would have been a rude and costly awakening!

Chance refused to concede a harsher mental
reprimand. The night had been too good to him for
self-recriminations. The weight of the thousand dollars stuffed
into a wallet inside his coat was proof of that. A private poker
game, lasting from evening to dawn, had proved to be a battle of
wits as well as luck with some of St. Louis’s most prominent
businessmen. He had lost as many hands as he had won, the
difference being that he bet only on those he won. The long night
doubled his original five-hundred-dollar stake—a sum that most men
struggled years to earn in the postwar United States.

An excited, high-pitched yapping pulled the
gambler from his satisfied reflections. A brown and white terrier
darted from a dark alley. A leather leash minus the attractive
brunette who had once held it trailed from the animal’s neck,
whipping over the ground like an agitated snake.

She wasn’t a dream!
Adrenaline coursed through the riverboat
gambler’s veins; his temples pounded. Something was wrong, very
wrong! “Driver,” Chance shouted, “stop the cab!”

The dappled gray drawing the hack slowed its
pace as the driver hauled back on the reins and called out, “Whoa
there, Sarah.”

Chance didn’t wait for the cab to roll to a
halt. Throwing open the carriage door, he sprang to the street and
ran toward the alley the terrier had fled. The wind’s whistle could
not disguise the scrambling shuffle of feet and the muffled
feminine cries of distress that came from within. The gambler’s
right hand slipped beneath his coat, found a fobbed, gold watch
chain dangling from a vest pocket. One smart tug brought a
double-barreled .22-caliber Wesson derringer from the pocket into
his palm.

The worst of his suspicions were realized
when he darted into the shadowed alley. Not one, but two ruffians
held the brunette pinned between them against a brick wall. The
larger of the two, a gorilla of a man with a shaven scalp and a
six-foot height that equaled the gambler’s, clamped a rough paw
over the woman’s mouth to silence her.

“She’s a pretty one, ain’t
she, Bigelow?” This from the shorter of the two, a black-haired man
wearing a soiled stocking cap. “Too pretty just to slit her throat
before we have our fun, wouldn’t you say?”

A throaty sound that was an evil mockery of
a decent man’s laugh pushed from Bigelow’s throat, and the massive
man’s face split in a wicked grin that displayed several missing
teeth. “Ain’t no reason why we can’t have her ’fore we kill her,
Chester. Ain’t no reason at all!”

“My thoughts exactly.” The
smaller man reached to his belt and pulled free a knife with a
wide, curved blade.

The young woman’s eyes grew round with
terror as he lifted the knife and held it before her face. Her body
strained and twisted to no avail; the two men pressed their weight
closer, holding her firmly against the cold brick.

Chester chuckled, obviously enjoying her
struggle. “Ain’t had a woman that didn’t smell of onions since I
can’t remember. Can’t think of a better way to start a new day.
Strip her clothes off, Bigelow. I want this ’un as naked as the day
she was born.”

Another evil chuckle rose from the
shaven-headed gorilla’s throat as his left hand lifted to the neck
of his captive’s coat. Before his meaty fingers dipped beneath the
fabric and ripped downward, the distinctive metallic clinking of
cocking hammers sounded through the empty alley.

“Unless you plan to begin
and end this day
with a breakfast of lead, I’d suggest that you release her.”
Chance’s words met the men’s cold stares when their gazes rolled to
him. “And I’d be quick about it. My trigger finger gets a strange
twitch in it this early in the morning.”

A feral snarl stretched across Bigelow’s
face as his pawlike hands dropped from the woman. The smaller man,
the one called Chester, half turned to the gambler but kept his
hold on the brunette.

“I was addressing both of
you when I spoke.” Chance’s right arm edged slightly to the left.
The Wesson’s twin barrels homed on a spot directly between
Chester’s eyes to emphasize his words. “Let her go—now!”

A low rumble worked its way up Bigelow’s
throat as his knife-wielding companion released the woman and spun
to fully face the unexpected intruder. That sound burst from the
shaven-scalp man’s lips as a bestial roar. In a single heartbeat,
Bigelow’s right arm slashed up. Solidly the back of his hand
smashed into the brunette’s delicate chin. Her head snapped back to
slam into unyielding brick. A piteous whimper escaped her trembling
lips as she crumpled to the ground, dazed.

Simultaneously Bigelow pivoted on his left
foot and launched himself toward Chance, who stood ten feet
away.

Without flinching, the gambler swung the
derringer back to the larger of the two cutthroats. Bigelow took
one lunging stride, and Chance’s forefinger squeezed around the
unguarded triggers. Both barrels of the palm gun spat fire and
lead.

A dark-deep purple, rather than
scarlet—ragged hole opened in the center of Bigelow’s forehead. The
two slugs’ impact jerked back the shaven head as though it had been
struck by an invisible sledgehammer. An instant later, Bigelow’s
hulking body followed. He tumbled to the ground like a fallen oak,
then lay there twitching spasmodically as death claimed him.

Chance’s attention, however, homed on
Chester, who leaped over the body of his fallen companion to lash
out with the curved blade clutched in his right hand. Tossing aside
the spent derringer, the gambler backstepped—not quickly enough.
Like the kiss of a razor, the broad knife nicked a knuckle on the
back of his left hand.

“That’s but a sample of
what’s in store for you!” Chester’s dark eyes glowed with decided
relish as he lashed out once again. “First I’ll open your gullet,
then I’ll have the pretty one there for myself.”

Chance hastened, backstepping to avoid a
high slash of the curved knife meant to slice his throat from ear
to ear. His right hand once more shot beneath his coat. This time
it found the handle of a belly-gun tucked beneath the waistband of
his trousers. His thumb had cocked the .44-caliber Colt’s hammer by
the time he freed the pistol.

A brief instant of horrible recognition
paled Chester’s face when he saw the revolver. In the next moment,
death exploded from the pistol’s one-inch sawed-off barrel. Fingers
desperately clawing at his chest as though to tear burning lead
from his heart, the small man collapsed atop Bigelow’s now still
body—and died.

In a wide-legged stance, Chance stood over
the two as if he expected them to rise. When they didn’t, he moved
across the alley and knelt beside the woman. “Are you all
right?”

“Far better than I would
have been if you hadn’t happened along.” Brown eyes flicked with
specks of gold lifted to the gambler. A hint of a smile played at
the corners of her mouth in spite of the fear that still strained
her delicate features. “Are they dead?”

Chance ignored her question and handed her a
handkerchief. “Here, use this. You have blood on your lower
lip.”

Without blanching, she daintily dabbed a
corner of the silk at her mouth and shook her head. “I’m afraid
that I bit the inside of my cheek when he struck me. Nothing
serious.” She glanced at him again, holding out a hand.

The gambler took her gloved fingers and
helped her to her feet. Her head turned to the two dead assailants.
“They are dead, aren’t they?” Her tone was more statement than
question.

“They left me with little
choice.” Chance shrugged, then stooped to retrieve his discarded
derringer. He tucked the weapon back into his vest.

“You appear to need this
handkerchief as much as I.” A strand of dark brown hair tumbled
across her forehead as she nodded at his left hand. “You’re
bleeding.”

Chance glanced at the minor cut. “It’s
nothing. The little one nicked me with …”

The gambler’s voice trailed away as his eyes
found the offending blade on the ground near Chester’s feet. A
puzzled expression furrowed his brow when he bent to retrieve the
knife. Perplexed, he turned the broad, curved blade over, closely
examining it. “It’s made of wood. I don’t think that I’ve ever seen
anything like this. Have you?”

“I’m afraid that my
acquaintance with knives is limited to the utensils required for
dining,” she answered, once more glancing at the two dead men.
“Shouldn’t we inform the police or someone about what occurred
here?”

The gambler nodded, took her arm, and began
to lead her from the alley. “I’ll do that as soon as I take you
someplace safe. My hotel is two blocks away. We can wait in the
lobby for the authorities.”

Forced composure edged aside the fear in her
expression as she nodded. “Agreed, as long as you let me take a
look at that hand, Mr.—”

“Sharpe, Chance Sharpe,”
he answered, then added, “But there’s no need to concern yourself
with my hand. It’s merely a nick, really.”

“Nick or not,” she
insisted, “it’s bleeding, and I want to look at it.”

The gambler acquiesced with a gentle smile
and …

His arm wouldn’t move! He stumbled to an
unsteady halt. Try as he did, the muscles in his left arm refused
to respond to his mental commands. Like so much dead meat, his arm
dangled at his side.

“What’s wrong?” Fear once
more invaded her gold-flecked eyes. “Is there something
wrong?”

“I don’t know.” Chance
shook his head with uncertainty. “My arm has gone cold and numb. It
won’t move.”

Her gloved hands reached out and took his
arm. “Come. We’ll summon a physician when we reach the hotel.”

The gambler didn’t argue. The icy cold
seeped from his arm into his chest, spreading through his body. He
tried to follow the tug of her urgent hands, but couldn’t. His legs
had turned to immovable granite.

“I can’t wa—”

Chance never finished the sentence. The cold
rushed up like a tidal wave that broke within his head. The world
around him whirled with ever-increasing madness. He tried to blink,
to fight through the topsy-turvy spinning. His eyelids closed, but
would not open. Like a soul separated from its body, he felt
himself falling, tumbling into the inky blackness of a maelstrom
that suddenly surrounded him.

Then there was nothing—except the freezing
cold.


Chapter Two

 


Through the icy cold that clenched each
muscle of Chance Sharpe’s body in an unbreakable grip, above the
smothering blackness that blanketed the gambler’s eyes from the
light of day, he heard voices. Foremost came a deep, resonant voice
weighted with ponderous pauses and syllables drawn out for
interminable eternities.

At least, he thought, the sounds reaching
his ears were strings of syllables. In truth he wasn’t certain,
since he was unable to distinguish a single word amid the tones
that taunted his ears. Although he fought to deny the possibility,
he could not avoid the reality that the incoherent noises were
nothing more than delusions, hallucinations of a fever-ridden
brain.

To accept the voices as mere deceptions of
the mind would have been to cast aside the second voice—the dulcet
tones of a woman. A background to the throaty male voice, the
woman’s syllables, garbled as they were, brimmed with concern and
gentle caring. He could feel the shape of her voice delving through
the blackness to reach him.

There were other sounds, other voices that
resounded in his ears, but they were no more than distractions that
muffled and muddled the woman’s voice. He cursed their intrusion,
voicelessly crying out for the return of those soothing feminine
tones.

More real than the voices were the hands. He
felt fingers and palms touching his body, shifting his weight. And
there were the needlelike pricks! Again and again tiny daggers of
pain bit into his fingertips and the soles of his feet,
occasionally stinging at his arms and legs. Like a drunkard unable
to sort through the blurred sensations deluging his brain, he could
not comprehend those probing hands, the needles, nor the crushing
pressure that slammed atop his chest time and again.

Both the voices and the hands came in
snatches sandwiched between indeterminable periods of
nothingness—time that he realized that he had drifted into
unconsciousness.

He had no idea how long he faded in and out
of those meaningless depths, nor did he care. Except for the voices
and the hands, the periods of consciousness—no more than floating
adrift between awaking and sleep—differed little from the oblivion
of the blackness.

The spot of warmth at the center of his
chest brought the first hint of change that he could differentiate
as reality rather than dream. That heated glow gradually spread
through his torso. The ice that locked his arms and legs melted
before its tingling flow. His fingers and toes twitched—no longer
cold granite, but living flesh once again. A voice lost to him in
the darkness was reborn in a rasping groan. His head rolled from
side to side atop the caressing softness of a down pillow.

Like veiling curtains pushed back to allow
the morning to flood a dark room, his eyes opened. Light, bright
beyond belief, stabbed at his eyes. He groaned again, twisting his
head away from the painful brightness. He sucked in a breath to
bolster his courage and pushed his eyelids wide once more.
Relentless in its assault, the light rushed in with blinding
brightness. He blinked and moaned, but the light refused to
dim.

A blur moved over him, shielding his
throbbing eyes from the actinic glare. He blinked again in an
attempt to focus on the amorphous, shifting form. The image
remained fuzzy and distorted. It didn’t matter; the woman’s
soothing voice spoke, and this time he understood her words:

“Mr. Sharpe! You’re awake!
My God, you’re awake!”

“Chance,” he mumbled over
a dry tongue whose tip seemed to be glued to the roof of his mouth.
He pursed his lips and sucked. Enough saliva seeped over his tongue
to loosen it. He attempted to speak a second time. “Chance ... my
father was Mr. Sharpe.”

“Wait here, Mr.
Shar—Chance. I’ll be right back in a few minutes.”

The joy and relief in the woman’s tone
brought a smile to the corners of his lips. Her reaction matched
his own—he was alive! “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be right
here.”

The blur darted away, and the light
returned. The rough edges of its harshness had been buffed away,
but the brightness still jabbed at his eyeballs like a myriad of
tiny needles. Blinking didn’t ease the pain, nor did it bring the
images about him into focus. He could feel that he lay flat on his
back in a bed, but where he could only guess. The walls and the
ceiling of the room around him were a mishmash of mismatched colors
and shapes that ran grotesquely into one another.

My hotel room,
he finally decided. His nose rather than his eyes
led him to that conclusion. None of the smells he associated with a
hospital invaded his nostrils. The coy scent of the woman’s perfume
lingered in the air. He silently approved of the musky fragrance
with another smile.

Closing his eyes, he sighed. The blurred
vision and the stabbing brightness of the light didn’t matter. He
was alive, and that was enough.

Dr. Kenneth Craighead lifted his head from
Chance’s bare chest, where he had listened to the gambler’s heart
for several minutes. “Your heart sounds strong enough—ticking like
a Swiss watch.” He looked at his patient and smiled.

Or it seemed to be a smile; Chance wasn’t
sure. His vision remained blurred, as though he viewed the world
through a pond of rippling water. Dr. Craighead’s snow white hair
and beard were distinguishable, but his features were no more than
a watery patch of pink amid all that stark white.

“And that, my friend, is a
mite more encouraging than it sounded yesterday,” the physician
continued. “You stopped breathing six times during the morning and
afternoon. We had to throw you over that beer barrel over there and
roll you back and forth just like you were a man who had gone under
for the third time.”

Chance glanced across the hotel bedroom to
barely make out the form of a wooden barrel on its side near the
door. He now understood the pressure he had felt on his chest. “How
long was I out?”

“Two days.” Craighead
ordered him to lift his right arm and then his left. He then
repeated the process with his legs. “You seem to be functioning all
right. How do you feel?”

“Weak.” Chance squeezed
and flexed both his hands. Neither had the strength to wring out a
wet sponge.

“Not surprising. You’re
lucky to be alive,” the physician answered. “You have Miss Walsh to
thank for having the presence of mind to hail a cab, get you to the
hotel, and then summon me. If she hadn’t, you’d be six foot under
right now. Not only did she save your life, but she’s proved to be
a capable nurse for these past two days.”

“It is I who should be
thanking Mr. Sharpe.” The young woman glanced over the doctor’s
shoulder and smiled. “He saved me from death … and
worse.”

The woman was the same that Chance had
rescued from Chester and Bigelow in the alley—at least, he thought
she was. He couldn’t discern her face through the shifting mist
that distorted his vision. However, she had brunette hair, and her
voice was that of the woman in the alley—the same voice that had
spoken to him in the darkness.

“Miss Walsh—” The gambler
started to thank her.

She waved him away. “Anne.”

“Only if you drop the ‘Mr.
Sharpe,’ ” he answered.

“All right, Chance.” She
nodded and smiled again. “What about your vision?”

Dr. Craighead interrupted the exchange. “Is
it improving?”

“Slowly,” the gambler
replied. “Everything’s still watery and out of focus.”

“That it’s improving is a
good sign. It will probably return to normal with time,” the
physician said. “And your strength will come back as soon as you
get some food in your stomach. Two days without a decent meal is
enough to leave most men feeling weak.”

“Probably
return to normal?” Chance arched a questioning
eyebrow.

Craighead shrugged. “That’s my guess.”

“What do you mean
guess?” the gambler
pressed. “It’s hard to do anything but make an educated guess.” The
doctor shook his head. “I’ve never been around many poisoned
men.”

“"Poisoned?” In spite of his weakness
Chance pushed up on his elbows and stared at the
physician.

Anne Walsh said: “It was on the knife that
cut your hand. It was meant for me.”

“You’re lucky you received
no more than a scratch,” Craighead said. “In my estimation, it’s
one of the major reasons you’re still alive. Enough of the poison
didn’t get into your system to kill you immediately.”

Chance sank back,
remembering the curved wooden knife that had nicked a knuckle on
his left hand. Poison? He found it hard to accept. Poisoned blades were something
only encountered in Shakespeare’s plays. Even in New Orleans’s
French Quarter, poison was unheard of. Why use poison when a bullet
or a knife drawn across a throat would suffice—and was
quicker?

“Hot food—especially red
meat—and rest are what you need now,” Craighead said as he rose
from the side of the gambler’s bed and closed a black case. “I’ll
check back on you this evening. But unless I miss my guess, you’ll
be back to normal in two days.”

Chance accepted the
pronouncement without a protest. His riverboat the
Wild Card wasn’t due to
dock at the St. Louis wharves for three more days. Weak or not, he
fully intended to board that majestic lady of the river. He had
been too long from her decks.

“See that he eats
everything that I’ve ordered,” the doctor directed Anne Walsh as he
opened the hotel room’s door. “I’ll select a dinner for our patient
when I return this evening.”

Before the physician could exit, a short man
wearing a brown pin-striped suit, with a derby sitting atop his
head, pushed across the threshold and into the room. The man chewed
a smoking stogie from one side of his mouth to the other as his
slightly bulging eyes darted about the room, finally alighting on
Chance. He then glanced at the physician. “I thought you were going
to inform me the moment
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