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SORE LOSER

 


 


Only a split-second move keeps
Chance from getting his head blown off by a mean Texas boy who
dropped his family inheritance at the poker table. The rich
stockbroker who hosted the game isn’t as lucky. But it’s Chance
who’s whisked off to the slammer when he’s found bending over the
dead broker with a smoking Colt .45 in his hand. For the gambling
man, breaking out is his best bet - and with a fast shuffle, he’s on his way
upriver to settle the score with a killer whose hasty departure has
left Chance holding his deadliest hand yet.
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For Raymond Flowers – who’s
always there when the chips are down.

 



Chapter One

A flood washed over New Orleans.

Out of a clear, young night sprinkled with
pinpoint gemstones and brooched with a splinter-thin crescent of
silver, it came. Atop the back of a gentle current of warm air
sliding up from the southwest, it nourished itself on the wafers of
the Gulf of Mexico, which it drank in gulping drafts.

Easing to the northeast, it winged across
the boot heel of Louisiana, spurring a breeze that swelled into a
wind. It broiled and roiled, an angry mountain seeking the place of
its birth, an airborne, fury-spawned volcano searching for a voice
to vent its rage.

The night sky above New Orleans gave it
both.

A cool northerly evening breeze that brought
the Crescent City brief relief from the heavy heat of summer ran
head-on into the moisture-laden wall of air. The mountain
transformed into a range of churning thunderheads that blotted out
the heavens’ diamonds. The volcano erupted with jagged runners of
lightning leaping between looming peaks of black.

And a sheet of water fell on New Orleans
like a tidal wave that rolled downward from the sky.

“Nothin’ to fret about, Mr.
Chance.” The cabby reined a single gray mare to the street’s curb
and eased the horse to a halt. The man leaned back and turned at
the waist to grin a mouthful of ivory at the single passenger
within his carriage. “Just a summer storm. It’ll be over as quick
as it started. I’ll have you where you’re goin’ in plenty of time.
No need to fret or worry. Not with Homer A. Lincoln as your
driver.”

Chance Sharpe, dressed in a black suit with
a white shirt that ruffled down his chest and about his wrists,
returned the grin and assured the cabby, “No worry, Homer. I’ve got
half an hour before I’m expected at the Morehead home.”

Chance reached into a pocket of his coat and
extracted a gold watch. The watch fob adangle from a vest pocket,
however, would have provided death, not the time. Attached to those
links of gold chain was a double-barreled, twenty-two-caliber
Wesson derringer.

The timely deception was a necessity of his
chosen profession; Chance Sharpe was, simply put, a riverboat
gambler.

The cards he dealt and the dice he rolled
were all done with honest flicks of wrists and fingers. Even so,
there were those who, fired by weighty losses and uneven tempers,
were foolish enough to accuse him of less-than-honest play. For men
so brash, he wore the derringer—as well as a Colt .45 belly-gun
with a three-inch barrel tucked in his waistband and hidden beneath
his vest.

Should he be robbed of the use of both
those close-range weapons, in the top of his right boot was
sheathed a razor-honed stiletto with a handle of walrus
ivory.

Thumbing open the watch, the gambler glanced
at the timepiece’s face. The hands read 7:15, earlier than he
realized. The invitation for the private poker game at the home of
New Orleans stockbroker Wilson Morehead wasn’t until 8:00 p.m.

“Lordy! Look at it come
down!” Homer turned an ebon face back to the rain.

Chance’s own attention drifted to the sheets
of water that poured from the cab’s fringed top. Through water as
transparent as rippled glass, he saw an emptied Bourbon Street
stretched before him. Those who had filled the royally named avenue
but a moment before, now huddled in doorways and beneath awnings to
escape the unexpected deluge. Flashes of finery came from beyond
the waterfall running from the cab’s roof.

New Orleans's gentlemen and ladies of fine
breeding, the gambler thought with cynical amusement.

Those with stainless reputations to protect
would have been shamed for the remainder of their lives to be
caught here in the older part of the Crescent City—the French
Quarter—during the light of day. But when night’s shades drew
closed, they ventured across Canal Street seeking alcoholic
revelry, narcotic dreams conjured from a pipe filled with the
poppy, or the hungry caresses of a lover purchased for a fleeting
hour or two.

It was here that Chance chose to live while
in New Orleans. The French Quarter also catered to those who
courted Lady Luck with silver and gold on the gaming tables of
casinos and gambling dens.

“Like I told you”—Homer
grinned back at his sole fare—“over as soon as it started.” The
cabby lifted the long reins and called to the gray mare. “Gitup,
Bad Bad.”

The torrents of rain passed, leaving
rivulets of water trickling from the soggy fringe that edged the
cab’s canopy. Chance let the horse’s abrupt start jostle him back
into the cab’s overstuffed, leather-covered seat. He selected a
long, thin, black saber cigar from a gold case, bit off the tip,
and lit the end.

The rich flavor of the cigar pushed away the
humid oppression that claimed the night, reminding him of the
evening that lay ahead. Tonight was his first formal invitation
into the heart of New Orleans society since his return to civilian
life.

In the short months after his
release from the U.S. Army with the rank of captain, each step he
had taken was a giant stride. Not only had he settled back into the
life he had known before the War Between the States, but he had
also won ownership of the riverboat Wild Card.

A satisfied smile brushed across his
lips while he considered the night’s prospects. Private games in
the homes of the rich meant big stakes. A single evening provided
the opportunity of garnering winnings that would take months along
the river.

“The land of milk white
skin and honeyed money,” Homer said, chuckling aloud as he reined
Bad Bad across Canal Street into what was still occasionally called
the American Section.

Passing through New Orleans’s business
district with its offices, shops, and stores, the cabby drove into
a residential area with trees and shrubs lining each side of the
narrow street. Here and there streetlamps cast yellow pools atop
puddles left by the sudden thunderstorm.

On both sides of the street, beyond the
streetlamps, trees, and neatly manicured hedgerows, were
cramped-looking houses, each rising at least two stories. Another
smile of amusement lifted the corners of Chance’s mouth while he
studied the lines of homes packed together side by side.

The narrow house fronts came not from lack
of land in the Mississippi delta, but because of property taxes.
Homeowners were levied taxes based on the footage of their land
that faced the street. Thus to avoid the annual governmental slice
of their income, the owners constructed homes with very little
fronting the street, but stretching back on narrow lots.

Intensifying the disproportionate shape of
the house was the fact that each was constructed atop a frame of
stilts rising six to eight feet in the air with stairs leading to
the elevated front doors. The Mississippi River, rather than taxes,
required this quirk of architecture.

New Orleans was a city laid upon land five
feet below sea level. While levies did their best to hold back the
river most of the year, spring rains annually flooded the town. The
aerial construction kept most homes safe and dry above flood
level.

“The Morehead Mansion
straight ahead, Mr. Chance.” Homer glanced over a shoulder and
tilted his head toward a cast-iron gate down a graveled entry road
that forked off the street to the left. “Here in plenty of time,
just like I promised.”

Chance watched two gatemen swing the iron
barrier wide at the cab’s approach, then step to the center of the
gravel road. Both backed away to allow the carriage to pass after
the gambler identified himself.

Homer’s term
mansion
aptly described the
three-story, gray stone structure that ruled the ten acres of
carefully trimmed lawn and heavy-boughed live oaks. While Chance
couldn’t identify the stone in the dark, he guessed it to be either
limestone or a light-hued granite.

The mansion also appeared relatively new, as
though built in the years just before the Civil War tore the nation
in two. Unlike the antebellum plantation homes so popular in those
times, this immense house appeared to be patterned after the
massive castles of England that Chance had seen in the tight line
drawings of engraved books.

The road widened to a graveled half-moon
before the mansion’s main entrance. Homer tugged Bad Bad to a halt
beside a line of five carriages that stood outside the house.
Before the cabby could slip from his seat to open the cab’s door,
two servants in livery reached the carriage to help Chance from the
cab.

“Want me to wait, Mr.
Chance?” Homer called down as the gambler started for the
mansion.

Chance turned back and shook his head. “If
you’re back here by two in the morning, I think that will be more
than satisfactory, Homer.”

“Two this morning, and
I’ll be waitin’ on you.” Homer tilted a hat decorated with a red
rose and clucked his mare alive again. “Gitup, Bad Bad.”

Chance watched the driver and cab depart for
a moment, then turned back to the massive home. Home and his cab,
for a fifty-dollar-a-month retainer, were in Chance’s employ
whenever the gambler came to New Orleans. At all other times, the
ex-slave was an independent businessman. While it would have been
within the bounds of their business agreement to keep the man
waiting for him for as long as the game lasted, the gambler saw no
reason to deprive Homer of an evening’s earnings in fares.

“You slimy
bastard!”

Chance’s right hand rose to the slight bulge
of the Colt concealed beneath his vest. His head jerked from side
to side to locate the source of the loud outburst.

“You know you can’t get
away with this, don’t you?”

Twenty feet to the gambler’s left, a young
man in a brown, disheveled suit stood shouting into the face of a
middle-aged man wearing a well-tailored black suit. The younger man
punctuated each word with a forefinger jabbed in the older’s
chest.

“I know what you did. You
robbed me. Thought I was some stupid backwoods Texan you could take
for every cent he had!” The young man, whom Chance had never seen
before, continued: “But you can’t get away with it. Not when you’re
dealing with me!”

“We’ve been over this
before. There’s nothing I can do,” the older man replied. “Now I
must ask you to leave. I have guests to entertain
tonight.”

The second man turned from the younger. The
face bathed in the house’s lights revealed the silvered temples and
thin facial features of Chance’s host, Wilson Morehead. Pulling the
cigar from his lips, the gambler hesitated for a step. He was
uncertain whether he should continue to the mansion’s entrance,
ignoring the argument, or greet Morehead and extricate him from an
obviously unpleasant situation.

The young man, his handsome features twisted
in rage, made up Chance’s mind. The man reached out, grasped
Morehead’s shoulder, and yanked the stockbroker around. Before
Morehead could steady his balance, the younger man struck with a
balled right fist that slammed into the left side of the older’s
face.

Morehead staggered, swaying left, then
right. His knees wilted, but did not collapse. Somehow the
stockbroker managed to retain his footing in spite of the impact of
that unexpected assault.

In quick long strides, Chance crossed the
graveled distance separating him from his dazed host. Without a
word he imposed his six-foot frame between Morehead and the young
man.

“What?” The man in brown
froze, his right arm hitched back for another blow.

In the light from the mansion’s windows,
Chance glimpsed a wide-eyed face that could not have seen more than
nineteen years. That face, framed by thick wavy brown hair, as well
as a youthfully trim body that rose to a height equal to Chance’s,
was certain to set the hearts of young belles aflutter while
awakening secret thoughts that could never be discussed with
mothers.

“Who in hell are you?” The
young man’s eyes narrowed to suspicious slits. However, his poised
arm relaxed and lowered. “This ain’t no business of
yours.”

“A guest of this house,”
Chance answered. “And it becomes my business when I witness my host
struck from behind by a man whom he’s asked to leave.”

“Chance? Chance Sharpe?”
Wilson Morehead questioned in a shaky voice.

The gambler turned to face the
stockbroker.

“There’s no need to become
involved. He caught me off guard,” Morehead continued. “I can
handle the situation.”

“The only one who’s
handling anything is me!” This from the young man in
brown.

At the rustle of a coat being shoved aside,
Chance spun around to face his host’s assailant again. The man
slipped a long-barreled Colt from a holster at his waist and
leveled the revolver at the gambler.

“A man should have more
sense than to stick his nose into another man’s business.” The
man’s thumb arched toward the six-shooter’s hammer, ready to cock
the weapon.

Chance acted, rather than thought.

Using the middle finger and thumb of his
right hand, the gambler flipped his lit cigar upward. The black
saber struck the young man’s face in a shower of ember red
sparks.

“Son of a—” The young
gunman jerked back in surprise. His arms shot up to fend away the
cigar-born comet.

A quick stride brought Chance directly in
front of his would-be assassin. He grasped the man’s gun hand in
his left and dug a grinding thumb into the soft underside of the
man’s wrist.

The brown-clad assailant yelped in sudden
pain. His right hand flew wide, and the Colt dropped to the ground.
The spitting curse that started to hiss from his lips died in an
abrupt gush of lost wind as Chance buried a right into the man’s
stomach. The gambler followed through by releasing the young man’s
arm and landing a balled right fist to an exposed chin.

The second impact sent the disarmed gunman
reeling back. He stumbled and staggered, then collapsed to the
gravel. For moments he lay there gasping for breath, slowly
gathering his wits and strength.

“Who the hell are you?”
the young man managed to finally say. His dark brown eyes darted
around, alighting on the Colt three feet from where he
lay.

Before he could even consider trying for the
weapon, Chance stepped forward and kicked the revolver into the
night’s darkness.

“You bastard!” The young
man leaped to his feet and came at the gambler again.

Ducking a blow meant for his face, Chance
lashed another right into the man’s gut and then followed through
with his left again.

Once more the man in brown staggered back,
this time retaining a wobbly balance. A thin trickle of red oozed
from the corner of his mouth. Hate glared in his narrowed eyes
while his fists balled for a third attack on the gambler.

Chance took a step forward, preparing to
meet the man before he had a chance to throw another punch.

With a whimpering gasp, the young man’s eyes
went wide and fear washed across his handsome features. In the
batting of an eye, he turned and ran. His fleeting form was quickly
swallowed by the night.

“I think your unwanted
guest finally decided to depart.” Chance turned back to his host,
running a hand through a full head of raven black hair.

“Thank you.” Wilson
Morehead smiled weakly. “It’s not the usual welcome a guest
receives at my door. I apologize for such a rude
greeting.”

“No need for an apology,”
Chance said, chuckling as he scooped his wide-brimmed hat from the
ground, dusted it off, and settled it atop his head. “Who was he?
One of your daughter’s unwanted suitors?”

“Nothing so simple,”
Morehead answered with a shake of his head. “His name is Gavin
Borland. I did business with his father before the war. Ten years
of wise investments helped make Borland quite a wealthy man—as well
as making a handsome profit for myself.”

The stockbroker explained that the older
Borland had been killed during the Civil War, leaving his family
with a small fortune. Gavin Borland, his youngest son, had come to
New Orleans from Texas with that money a year ago.

“He came to me as had his
father,” Morehead explained. “Only the son wasn’t the father. The
boy didn’t want investments, he was looking for get-rich-quick
schemes. In spite of my advice and objections, he squandered his
family inheritance on everything—from outlandish inventions to wild
expeditions into the jungles of South America in search of lost
Inca gold.”

“Now he’s penniless and
blames you for his losses,” Chance said, recalling that Gavin
Borland had labeled Morehead a thief.

“Exactly.” Morehead’s head
moved sadly from side to side. “Gavin’s received several wires from
his brother back in Texas, inquiring into the investments he’s
made. Apparently he can’t reveal the truth.”

“So he’s looking for a
scapegoat to blame for his own stupidity.”

“A telegram he received
today set him off tonight,” the stockbroker said. “That and a
bellyful of whiskey.”

The gambler glanced to where Gavin Borland
had disappeared into the darkness. “I don’t believe he’ll be
bothering you again tonight.”

Morehead smiled in obvious relief. “Nor
should we allow him to disturb our thoughts. The others guests are
inside waiting to meet the man who exorcised the phantoms of
Craddock’s Bend. Shall we go inside?”

As his host waved an arm toward the mansion,
Chance smiled and started toward the door a butler held open for
them. Gavin Borland was totally forgotten as the gambler’s thoughts
turned to his reason for being there—poker!


Chapter Two

The game was simple draw poker, jacks or
better to open, five-dollar ante, no betting limit. At nine o’clock
the first hand had been dealt. With the gray glow of predawn
filtering through the room’s draperies, Wilson Morehead now
shuffled the last hand of the night-long, nonstop play.

Chance Sharpe leaned back in his chair and
shoved a loose shirt sleeve back above his left elbow. Like the
other six players seated around the green-covered table, he had
long ago discarded his coat and rolled up his shirt sleeves.

Lifting a crystal glass from the table, he
downed the remainder of a shot of bourbon, his second during the
course of the evening. The gambler’s first rule was that alcohol
and cards did not mix. When at a poker table, he drank no more than
a shot or two—enough to be polite, but leave his brain clear.

His gaze wandered over the spacious library
in which the game was played while Wilson passed the deck to his
right for the cut. The darkly polished mahogany bookcases that
lined all four walls were filled with neatly arranged volumes bound
in matching leather.

One day, my own library will be
like this.
The gambler felt a tingle of jealousy at the wealth of knowledge
the stockbroker had amassed in a single room. The lone shelf of
books within Chance’s cabin on the Wild Card was sadly lacking, when compared with all
this.

After the call of gold had cut short his
college days in 1849, Chance had discovered an insatiable hunger
for the printed word. To possess a library this vast had become a
dream he hoped to fulfill one day in the near future. The books
aboard his riverboat—all first editions—were the meager beginnings
of that collection.

The fall of the first card that Wilson dealt
to the man on his left brought the gambler’s attention back to the
table. The third blue-backed card to come from the deck dropped in
front of Chance. As poker etiquette ordained, he left the card
untouched, waiting until his host had completed the deal before
lifting the hand.

In a tight fan, Chance opened the cards and
read their faces: queen of clubs, jack of clubs, ten of clubs, nine
of clubs, eight of hearts.

While others might have considered
discarding the single heart, trying for a straight flush, the
possibility never entered his mind. The odds were roughly
twenty-three to one of being dealt either a king or eight of
clubs—far too risky for a man holding a pat straight.

Sam Robinson, another New Orleans’s
stockbroker, opened the betting on Morehead’s left: “I’ll get
things going with ten.”

James Faraday, owner of a local hotel, saw
the bet without a word. In turn, Chance tossed in ten, then watched
the next three players do likewise. Morehead raised the pot another
ten when the betting reached him.

Both Robinson and Faraday called, as did
Chance. However, Raymond Nordeen, a local railroad man seated to
the gambler’s left, folded. Bill Carson, a New Orleans’s banker,
also tossed in his hand. Another ten dollars was placed into the
pot by Harmon Neal.

For a moment Wilson Morehead’s fingers
settled atop the stack of bills before him on the table as though
he had hoped for another raise. Instead he asked, “Cards,
gentlemen?”

Morehead’s dark gaze drifted across the
table to settle on the riverboat gambler. Chance’s cool blue eyes
met the stockbroker’s stare, recognizing the challenge held
there.

It had been the same since the first hand of
the game.

For some reason his host had singled out the
gambler as though he intended to prove his prowess by cleaning
Chance out.

If that was truly his purpose, he had failed
miserably throughout the long night. Chance had begun the game with
a thousand dollars. Three thousand now sat on the table before
him.

“I’ll take three cards,” Robinson answered,
the move of an inexperienced player. The stockbroker drew to
improve a pair that had to be at least jacks or better since he
opened the betting. A man with a better understanding of the game
would have asked for only two cards—a ruse to make those around the
table believe he held three of a kind.

Faraday repeated the mistake, also asking
for three cards. No spark of hope came to either man’s eyes when











































tmp_8d83d548aa94747d3301cb11c623ce50_bb0iao_html_2a1b54f9.jpg
PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





tmp_8d83d548aa94747d3301cb11c623ce50_bb0iao_html_m4698c198.jpg
CLAY TANNER

CHANCE 3:
DEAD MAN'S






cover.jpg
3

Fechon

2





