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The Home of Great Western
Fiction!


Fifty mail-order brides
aboard the riverboat Wild Card
are bound for Montana territory ... courtesy of
the New Orleans jail!

While Chance Sharpe has his
hands full keeping the lively ladies from turning his paddle
wheeler into a floating house of pleasure, real danger stalks the
riverboat. An unseen killer is ransacking the Wild Card’s staterooms ... and leaving
a trail of blood behind. When a band of confederate river-raiders
adds to the mayhem, Chance gets the feeling that his cargo might
just be more precious than he realized. It’s gonna be a long
trip.

But he’s cool-headed,
hot-blooded … and always in the winner’s circle. He’s Chance, a
legend in his own time on the big river paddlewheels. Whether it’s
cards or women, he plays hard and wins big.
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This one’s for Robert E.
Vardeman—who sent JimBob Puter And James Vardeman—who painted the
Lone Star on his face!


Chapter
One

A fist the size of an island, sprouting a
tangled forest of black hair beneath each mountainous knuckle,
sailed through the air on a direct course for the bridge of Chance
Sharpe’s nose.

The riverboat gambler deftly bobbed his head
to the right to avoid an untimely and highly painful meeting
between that meaty hammer of flesh and his face. Nor did his
evasive action come an instant too soon: the blow sliced through
the air a mere hairbreadth from his clean-shaven left cheek.

The hint of a smug smile uplifted the
corners of Chance’s mouth as he mentally patted himself on the back
for his ability to so artfully dodge the unexpected attack. The
expression evaporated in a contorted grimace of pain.

So intent had he been on evading the
hard-thrown right the black-bearded, barrel-chested sailor sent
toward his face, that he completely overlooked an uppercut left
that buried itself in his gut!

The force of the solid impact drove the air
from the gambler’s lungs in a loud gust that robbed Chance of the
groan rising in his throat. He didn’t have time to consider the
loss as he doubled over, gasping. The sailor’s sledgehammer of a
right jerked up and slammed down—directly between Chance’s shoulder
blades.

The gambler collapsed to the wooden floor of
New Orleans’s Red Queen Cafe. A mountain of muscle in seaman’s togs
strode over his prostrate form, growling and snorting like a bull
gorilla preparing for battle: “The Frenchman! Where is that skinny,
little runt? I’ll tear him limb from limb! I’ll break his
good-for-nothing neck! I’ll rip out his heart! I’ll crack his skull
open like a coconut. Then I’ll kill him!”

Chance regained enough breath to groan. His
head rolled to the side on the gritty floor, and his steel blue
eyes blinked open, trying to steady the spinning maelstrom of
colors that swirled about him.

Why? he bemoaned. Lord, why don’t I
ever learn? Never, but never interfere in another man’s fight—especially when a
woman’s involved!

A mere fifteen minutes ago he and riverboat
pilot Henri Tuojacque had entered the Red Queen Cafe, one of the
French Quarter’s most renowned—and infamous—gambling dens. The
intent, at least for Chance, had been to spend a leisurely night
courting Lady Luck at the Red Queen’s poker tables. He had assumed
that Henri held similar ideas.

He had been wrong—painfully so!

Five minutes after walking into the Red
Queen, the handsome young riverboat pilot had introduced himself to
a fetching blue-eyed blonde. Although Chance admitted those
sparkling gemlike eyes were quite beguiling, he was certain that
Henri had been drawn to the woman’s other less than subtly exposed
charms.

Decked out in black lace, the tempting
morsel of feminine beauty had chosen an evening’s attire designed
to send the blood of every male between age thirteen and the grave
boiling feverishly high. Not only did her dress sport a plunging
neckline that left no doubt as to the true expanse of her bountiful
breasts, but the dress’s hem provocatively rose to fully expose her
ankles, even allowing a titillating glimpse of smoothly rounded
calves.

Ten minutes after their arrival, Henri and
the blonde, dispensing with the usual lengthy period required to
make each other’s acquaintance as deemed by polite society, had
struck up an intimate friendship. Arms wrapped around each other’s
waists, they stood at the Red Queen’s bar, somehow managing to sip
champagne in between nibbles and kisses to each other’s necks.

After thirteen minutes Quaker Jack entered
the Red Queen, returning from a visit to an alley to relieve his
bladder of half a night’s beer drinking. The black-bearded Boston
sailor reconnoitered the gambling den with a hasty glance. The
shadowy scowl that twisted his rough-hewn features testified to the
fact that he was aware that another man had stolen his lovebird for
the evening during his short absence.

Quaker Jack’s dark eyes narrowed and blazed
with anger. His fists clenched into white-knuckled hammers. A
bestial growl rolled from chest and throat, leaving no doubt that
his name was that—just a name, not an indication of his religious
affiliation.

Chance saw all this—Henri didn’t. The
charming riverboat pilot was too busy nuzzling the perfumed neck of
his newfound blonde friend to notice anything but the obvious
promise of a night of carnal pleasures.

Chance saw and should have, known better,
especially since Quaker John towered at least six inches over his
own six-foot height; not to mention the fact that the
barrel-chested sailor’s muscular, bearlike frame easily made two of
the gambler, who had never been accused of being a small man.
However, he couldn’t allow an unsuspecting friend to be pounced on
and mangled before he ever knew what hit him.

With only fourteen minutes gone since
entering the Red Queen, Chance interposed himself between the
seaman and Henri, intent on giving the riverboat pilot the
opportunity for an expeditious retreat.

A brief fifteen minutes
since arriving at the gambling den, the gambler lay on the floor
with dirt clogging his nostrils and pain knotting his
gut. I should have known
better!

Pushing to his elbows, Chance shook his head
to toss aside the fuzzy curtain of pain clouding his eyes. Quaker
Jack stalked through the crowd packed into the Red Queen, shoving
man and woman alike from his path.

“Nobody lays a hand on my
Velma.” The voice rumbling from his throat was roughly akin to the
grating of steel chains on rock. “No man touches my Velma, except
me.”

Three strides from Henri, who still stood
lost in the blonde’s charms and oblivious to approaching disaster,
the sailor’s arms rose, outstretched toward the riverboat pilot.
Quaker Jack’s thick fingers splayed wide, then crooked inward like
the rigid talons of a beast of prey ready to ensnare an
unsuspecting rabbit.

“You hear me, Frenchie!”
the sailor roared. “No man touches my Velma!”

Quaker Jack’s left hand descended, clamping
firmly to Henri’s shoulder. He jerked the young pilot around to
face him.

Henri spun about with surprising grace and
balance. Even more startling was the champagne bottle he held in
his own right—which he deposited solidly atop the seaman’s
skull.

A shower of shattered green glass and pale,
frothy wine sprayed the air to shower over Quaker Jack’s head. The
mountain of a man blinked in obvious confusion, staring at Henri.
Then he swayed, and his fingers went limp, losing their grip on the
pilot’s shoulder. Heavily his arm fell to his side and dangled
there. In the next instant, the seaman’s eyes rolled back in his
head, his knees gave way, and he dropped face first to the
floor.

Chance stared in disbelief at the felled
man. Unstirring, Quaker Jack lay with his cheek pressed against the
wooden boards. His breath came in a deep, gentle rhythm like a baby
fast asleep in his cradle.

Chance blinked when he rolled to his
backside and continued to stare at the unmoving man. He groped for
his fallen, wide-brimmed, black hat, found it, and tugged it firmly
atop his head.

He glanced back to the bar where the young
riverboat pilot was once more fully engrossed in the blonde’s
feminine charms as though nothing had happened. Chance massaged his
still-aching stomach. Henry had had the situation well under
control all of the time; he hadn’t needed the gambler’s assistance
to begin with.

I wish to hell that he had
given me a signal! It would have made things a damned site easier
on my belly.

“Somebody drag ’im outta
here. Don’t want ’im cluttering up the place,” the owner called out
in a thick Cajun accent from behind the bar.

“Don’t nobody touch him!”
a high-pitched voice ordered from the Red Queen’s smoky shadows.
“Get up, Jack! Don’t just lay there. Get up. You can’t let him get
away with that! Get to your feet and show him the way it
is!”

As Chance pushed to his feet, he saw a man
no taller than five-four shove away from a blackjack table tucked
into a dim corner. The man’s clothing marked him as a sailor, and
the concern in his eyes labeled him as a friend of the unconscious
Quaker Jack. The short seaman’s gaze shifted from the fallen man to
Henri.

“Nobody does that to a
friend of mine and gets away with it!” the sawed-off sailor shouted
at the top of his lungs. “I’ll finish what Quaker Jack
started!”

“Sit down, Shorty,” a man
beside the seaman urged. And went ignored.

The sailor snatched a mug of beer from the
blackjack table and hurled it across the room. Missing the back of
Henri’s head by two feet, the mug slammed into and shattered a
five-foot mirror on the wall behind the bar.

“I’ll kill the son of a
bitch!” the Red Queen’s owner raged. He grasped the edge of the bar
and leaped upward, intent on hurtling over it.

And would have made it, were it not for the
fact that the heel of his right boot sent a half-empty whiskey
glass flying into the air.

“What the hell!” A
mustachioed man in a wide-brimmed hat jerked back as the glass
struck his chest, spilling whiskey down the front of his white,
ruffled shirt. “You bastard, that was good likker—too bits a
shot!”

Before the gambling den’s owner touched the
floor, the irate man grasped the proprietor’s collar and belt and
sent him sailing into a nearby poker table. Wood splintered; cards,
chips, and coins showered into the air.

In the next instant, fists were flying.

Chance groaned inwardly. The fight was not
over—not by a long shot. It had just begun—in all-out,
every-man-for-himself, jaw-break chaos!

The passing of one heartbeat transformed the
Red Queen into a battle zone. Quaker Jack’s friend Shorty lacked
the size and muscle to match his mountainous companion’s fists in a
brawl, but the man had a set of teeth like a steel trap. These he
had firmly set into the arm of the man who had urged him to return
to his seat at the blackjack table. Like a stubborn bulldog, Shorty
retained his toothy hold while the man jerked and shook his arm
from one side to the other, all the while howling in agony.

Chance sidestepped a red-shirted Cajun who
rushed him from the shadows to his left. The toe of a polished boot
applied to the man’s rump sent the impetuous man head first into
the far wall.

The unfortunate Cajun didn’t have the
opportunity to sink to the floor and pass out. A black-tressed
barfly leaped atop him, slapping and clawing at his face while she
cursed the man for cheating her out of the price of an evening’s
pleasure in her bed,

A redhead, outweighing the first woman by at
least a hundred pounds, attacked from the back, screaming, “Let my
Johnny alone, you dried-up hussy!”

As strands of black and red hair flew,
Chance turned away just in time to duck a fist thrown at his face.
His own fists slammed one-two into the heavy gut before him. His
attacker groaned and doubled over. The gambler snapped a knee into
the unknown assailant’s face. The man tumbled back head over heels,
finally collapsing beneath a table without Chance’s ever getting a
glimpse of his face.

Nor did Henri continue to go unscathed. Two
men, one to each side, busied themselves trying to drive a punch
through the pilot’s quick defenses.

One and a half
men, Chance corrected himself. One of
Henri’s opponent’s attention was partially diverted by the blonde
who repeatedly battered the side of his head with a small, beaded
evening bag. Although ineffectual, the purse provided enough
diversion for the pilot to concentrate his efforts on the man to
his right, and lay him out cold with a right to the jaw.

Chance’s own jaw exploded in hot pain. The
gambler reeled beneath an unseen blow. Staggering, he shook his
head to clear his vision—just in time to see a fist sailing
directly for his face. He dodged to the right, then wove to the
left. His own fists struck, first into the face of a man with
bloodshot eyes, then into his gut. Groaning, Chance’s unnamed
attacker stumbled shoulder first into the bar, retching.

A whistle!

Chance’s head jerked to one side. Above the
fleshy thuds of connecting fists, the shattering of glass, the
groans and moans of injured men, he heard the distinctive shriek of
whistles!

Police! The gambler needed nothing more to tell him that New
Orleans’s boys in blue were rushing to quell the riot raging within
the Red Queen.

Ducking beneath a chair that hurled through
the air in search of a target, Chance sidestepped a man in a pea
coat who charged with both arms open wide to ensnare him. He bobbed
to the left, and a well-placed boot to the crotch dismissed another
man, who brandished a broken whiskey bottle.

Halfway to the bar, arms encircled his
ankles. Balance lost, he tumbled forward; his arms shot out, barely
breaking his fall. Chance rolled and broke the grip about his
legs.

“You’re the one who went
after Quaker Jack first.” Shorty pushed to his knees and glared at
the gambler. “Now you’re going to get—ugh!”

Chance’s right leg lashed out and smashed
into the sailor’s chin. The blood that stained the sides of the
man’s face was too harsh a reminder of Shorty’s trap like teeth.
The gambler hadn’t given the man an opportunity to employ them; he
had simply kicked out and robbed the seaman of consciousness.

Regaining his hat again, Chance stood and
stumbled to the bar. Henri, his face bearing several angry-looking
welts, drove his right fist and then his left into the nose of his
second attacker. As the man crumpled to the wooden floor, the
gambler reached for his friend’s shoulder.

And got a faceful of beaded purse for his
effort.

Backstepping, Chance caught the blonde’s
wrist before she could swing the bag again. His fist balled, his
arm jerked back—He caught himself! Barroom brawl this might be, but
a woman was a woman, and he was a gentleman. A gentleman never
struck a woman, no matter what the circumstances!

The gambler’s hand snaked out. His fingers
hooked beneath the neck of the woman’s dress and wrenched down.

Black lace ripped; ripe, pink pendulous
breasts popped free of their tight confinement; and a startled
feminine cry filled the air. Purse forgotten, the blonde clutched
herself with both arms in an attempt to conceal the fleshy
treasures Chance had exposed.

It would have taken another pair of arms to
successfully complete the chore. That fact drew the attention of a
wide-eyed, snaggle-toothed, bald-headed man who abandoned the fight
to come rushing toward the blonde with hands open wide, ready to
lend them to the task.

“Such a waste, my friend”
Henri said with a wistful sigh while he watched the blonde-tressed
beauty run screaming from her would-be assailant. “It would have
been a night to remember for the rest of my life!”

“It still might be, if we
don’t get the hell out of here,” Chance answered with no attempt to
hide his disgust. “Listen—the police!”

The piercing whistles sounded closer
now.

“Aye, I do believe you’re
right.” Henri nodded to a door at the back of the Red Queen. “I
believe that we have overstayed our welcome. Shall we
go?”

“Exactly my sentiments!”
Chance followed his friend through the door into a dark storeroom.
After stumbling over kegs and crates, they found a door that opened
onto an alley.

The police whistles were quite distinct now,
as was the sound of boots on brick streets. Chance’s head jerked
from side to side. The footfalls said that New Orleans’s finest
would soon close off both exits to the alley—and their escape!

His gaze fell on a drainpipe attached to the
wall beside the door. “Climb!” He pointed to the pipe. “Get to the
roof!”

Two minutes later, Chance crawled to the
flat roof behind Henri. Below, police rushed into the alley to
await the Red Queen’s patrons who attempted to elude the net they
cast about the gambling den.

Henri scooted to the edge of the roof beside
the gambler and peered below. Two officers, one on each arm,
escorted the bare-breasted blonde to a horse-drawn paddy wagon that
stood at the end of the alley.

“It would have been a
memorable night.” The riverboat pilot sighed again. “A very
memorable night! It almost makes one wish he were in that wagon
with her.”

Chance rolled his eyes and shook his
head.


Chapter
Two

Chance pushed to his elbows and surveyed the
night shrouded alley and street below. Here and there an occasional
carriage trundled by on the brick street. On each side of the
narrow thoroughfare, men and women moved through the bright glow of
streetlamps into the shadows and back into the flickering
light.

More important he saw no sign of New
Orleans’s men in blue. An hour had passed since the last paddy
wagon had pulled away, but the gambler remained cautious. It wasn’t
beyond the local authorities to allow a few of their number to
linger nearby in the hope of nabbing any who might have escaped
their raid on the Red Queen Cafe. In this particular case, his
concern centered on the apprehension of one riverboat gambler named
Chance Sharpe and a young pilot called Henri Tuojacque.

Chance would have given even odds on the
looseness of the Red Queen’s patrons’ tongues. Although the men and
women living in the French Quarter had little use for those who
wore tin badges on their chests, there was always the possibility
that someone from the gambling den was in a cooperative mood this
night. If so, the police surely knew the names of the two men who
had inadvertently started the small riot—again, one Chance Sharpe
and Henri Tuojacque!

By morning, this night would have supplied a
myriad of crimes, minor and major, to completely erase the barroom
brawl from the authorities’ minds. But for now, the gambler was
certain the free-for-all sat at the top of the constabulary’s list
of major violations for the evening. They would undoubtedly regard
it a feather in their caps to capture the two instigators.

“See anything?” Henri
asked casually while he lay on his back atop the flat roof with
both arms crossed beneath his head as a pillow.

“The street appears to be
clear, but I expect it would be prudent...” Chance’s voice trailed
off, and his head cocked to the right.

In the distance came a
familiar clip-a-clop rhythm of hooves on brick. A smile touched the corners of the
gambler’s mouth. The gait of an individual horse was as discernible
as the footsteps of a man, especially for one whose ears were
attuned to such sounds. Chance knew that brisk rise and fall of
hooves.

He peered along the narrow avenue below. The
hint of amusement at the corners of his lips lifted to a true
smile. His ears had not failed him. Head arched high and tail
lifted, a dappled gray mare moved through the semicircles of light
the streetlamps cast on the brick street. Behind her came the black
taxi she pulled. The fringe around the carriage’s top rippled with
her every stride.

Homer! Chance grinned when his gaze centered on the hack’s driver.
Although the hat the man wore might change from day to day—tonight
a top hat of green silk—a flower poked beneath the hatband did not.
It was that ever-present, colorful blossom that distinguished Homer
A. Lincoln from every other cabby in New Orleans.

“Time to move.” Chance
nudged Henri. “Homer’s down there.”

Henri didn’t question his companion. He
scrambled to his knees and scooted to the roof’s edge. Finding the
drainpipe, he started toward the alley below.

Chance followed right behind him, grateful
for the cabby’s quick wits. The gambler paid the ex-slave a fifty
dollar-a-month retainer for the man’s services while he stayed in
New Orleans. Homer had obviously seen the police’s approach while
he had waited for his employer outside the Red Queen and had
managed to keep his own nose clean. Now the cabby came back
searching for the gambler.

Reaching the ground, Chance and Henri
quietly moved to the mouth of the alley and waited in the shadows
until Homer and his cab were half a block away. They then stepped
onto the street and hailed the man.

“Whoa, Bad Bad,” Homer
called to his mare while he hauled back on the reins. He grinned
ivory from ear to ear while Chance and Henri darted into the cab,
sinking into the leather-covered seat. Homer clucked Bad Bad
forward. “Ain’t nobody seen you, Mr. Chance. They’s two police
around the corner ahead, but they’s talkin’ to a couple ladies of
the evenin’.”

“You’re a good man,
Homer.” Chance allowed himself a mental sigh of relief. “Take us
back to the Wild Card. It’s time to call it a night.”

“Call it a night?” Henri’s
head jerked around. “But the hour’s still early and—”

“Back to the
Wild Card, ” Chance
repeated, ignoring his friend’s protests. The night had already
been exciting enough for both of them.

 


Chance winced when Katie MacArt placed a
slab of raw beefsteak against the left side of his jaw. She
chuckled, lifted his hand, and placed it atop the cool meat so that
he could hold it in place.

“It isn’t that bad,
Chance.” The redheaded bartender leaned forward and stared him in
the eye. “You have a bit of a lump there, but if you keep the steak
on it a while, it won’t even bruise.”

Chance grimaced and
nodded. The gambler’s relationship with the woman was strictly
business, but he was finding it devilishly difficult to keep his
gaze from probing the inviting cleft of Katie’s breasts exposed by
the plunging neckline of her dress. Katie was the bartender aboard
the Wild Card,
the only woman to hold such position on a Mississippi paddle
wheeler.

She was also a very beautiful young woman.
In the few short months since Chance had won the side-wheeler in a
poker game, he had found it increasingly difficult to ignore that
fact. He watched her when she rose and crossed the cabin to Henri.
She dipped the end of a white cloth in a bowl of warm water and
began to dab at the small cuts on the pilot’s face.

Katie’s hair wasn’t a fiery red, but a deep,
silky chestnut. Her eyes were like clear, sparkling emeralds. Nor
could the layers of petticoats beneath her forest green velvet
dress hide an alluring hourglass figure.

More than one of
the Wild Card’s
male passengers had misjudged the woman’s flashing smiles and
natural openness as an invitation to her bed. It was a mistake they
made but once. Katie’s quick Irish temper put them in their proper
place in the batting of an eye. When Katie said, “I’m not that kind
of a girl,” she meant it.

Still, Chance often found his imagination
wandering to Katie and what it might be like between her and him
should either decide to step beyond the boundaries of their
business arrangement. If reality were but half as good as the
fantasy, it would be a memorable occasion.

“Now that you’ve had your
share of pampering, would either of you care to tell me what
happened?” Even the gravelly roughness of that voice could not
disguise its bite of sarcasm.

Chance glanced to the man
standing by an open cabin window that overlooked the prow of the
riverboat Wild Card. The gambler lifted his eyebrows and rolled his eyes to the
pilot. “Ask Henri. He can tell you better than I.”

Captain Bertram Rooker shifted his
five-foot-eight frame and looked at the young pilot. The cut of the
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