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A meat shortage on board
the Wild Card leads
Chance ashore for game in the Dakota wilderness, and into an
adventure he may never forget … if he lives to remember
anything!

After a savage mauling at
the claws of a grizzly bear, Chance falls prey to a pack of
half—crazed vigilantes who mistakenly make him a guest of honor at
a necktie party for a local murder.

Escaping with his neck lands
the gambler penniless in the frontier hellhole of Beltin,
Dakota—smack—dab in the middle of an all—out war with the real
killer’s clan—the mongrel-mean Ransom family.

















 


For John and Diane Rochelle—with a wish for
only the best.

 



Chapter One

 


Decay hung in the air. The sickeningly sweet
smell of putrid flesh floated just beneath the disguising rich
aroma of coffee beans, a dusty trace of flour, a spicy hint of
peppers, and the tempting tartness of dried apples. Through this
mélange of odors Captain Bert Rooker led the riverboat gambler
Chance Sharpe.

“You smell it, don’t you?”
Captain Rooker’s dark eyes darted to his companion.

“A hint,” Chance agreed,
then motioned the square built man deeper into the dimly lit supply
room.

The black suited gambler
barely kept his irritation in check as he followed the captain
toward three barrels near the back of the room. Although he did not
deny the deep personal satisfaction that stemmed from his ownership
of the elegant side wheeler the Wild
Card, sometimes the mundane responsibility
required of a riverboat proprietor
seemed to outweigh the pleasures. After all, a
gambler was meant to ply his trade at the green felt covered gaming
tables and not in a ship’s
pantry.

“The chef found ’em not
more than fifteen minutes ago and came right to me.” Bert Rooker’s
gravelly voice contained a touch of irritation of its own. “Should
have double checked these before we pulled out of Fort
Buford!”

Chance wasn’t certain who
Bert indicted for not checking the supplies. Less than a year had
passed since the gambler had won the Wild
Card in a poker game. The ins and outs of
exactly what was expected of him remained a vague gray in certain
areas. If he had somehow overlooked one of the numerous duties of a
paddlewheeler owner, he was certain the captain would not hesitate
to set him straight on the matter. No one had ever accused Captain
Bert Rooker of being shy and retiring.

Another man might have found Bert’s blustery
and overbearing manner offensive. Not so with Chance Sharpe; in
their months together aboard the steamer, the gambler had come to
respect the captain’s experience tempered opinions and value him as
a loyal friend. Even with a foul temper and mouth to match, Chance
wouldn’t have traded the man for any other captain on the
river.

Standing at five foot eight, Bert Rooker was
all overman, suckled at the breasts of the nation’s mightiest
rivers, the Missouri, Ohio, and Mississippi. All his life Bert had
faced the challenge of the river’s current, refusing to back down
or be broken by its constant dangers. It was a life that forged a
backbone of steel and a body as solid as granite. When it came to a
fight, there was no better man to have at one’s side or back.

Bert reached the first hogshead, lifted the
lid, and tossed it aside. The tops of the remaining two barrels
were discarded with equal ease. The effluvium of rotting meat
filled Chance’s nostrils. His head jerked back, and his stomach
churned from the overwhelming stench.

“A mite ripe, ain’t it?”
Amusement laced Bert’s tone at Chance’s reaction. “One dried beef
and two salt pork— they were ail sealed tight until the chef opened
’em. That’s why they weren’t noticed before now.”

Chance looked back at the barrels. “A mite
ripe” was an understatement. One hogshead of salt pork was crawling
with maggots!

“What about our other meat
supplies?” The gambler’s black eyebrows arched in question over
steel blue eyes.

The captain scratched at a thick salt and
pepper mutton chop sideburn that hid half of the left side of his
face. He then tilted his head to the right, toward two smoked hams
that dangled from hooks on the supply room wall. “You’re looking at
’em. That’s why I interrupted your poker game and brought you here.
There ain’t enough ham to feed the boiler deck passengers tonight,
let alone handle the crew.”

Chance frowned. Riverboat
travel wasn’t the luxurious journey along the nation’s rivers as
popularized in cheap fiction. The thundering pounding of the steam
engines was deafening both day and night. Even aboard a lady as
magnificent as the Wild
Card, accommodations were small and
cramped, with the majority of staterooms no larger than fifteen
feet by ten feet.

However, the one thing
the Wild Card offered was excellent cuisine, something often lacking aboard
other paddlewheelers. Three times a day passengers were treated
like royalty in the steamer’s main cabin, feasting on meals
prepared by the finest chefs on the river.

Nor did the
Wild Card’s crew of
roustabouts fight for sustenance from the “grub pile,” scraps left
over from passengers’ meals, as was the case on every other boat on
the river. Chance had eaten from the grub pile too often as a young
boy when he had run away from his father’s Kentucky farm to seek
his fortune on the river. His crew ate hot meals three times a
day.

“Suggestions?” The gambler
turned from the two hams and stared at his friend.

“There’s a new moon
tonight, so we won’t be running the river,” Bert replied. “I’ll
pull into the bank and moor a couple of hours early. We can send
men ashore to hunt for game.”

Chance nodded; fresh meat would be welcomed
by all aboard. “Count me among those going ashore. I could use the
opportunity to stretch my legs.”

Chance squatted beside a patch of moist dirt
and pointed to the hoofprint at its center. “A deer—and a nice
plump one from the deep cut of the track.”

“I wouldn’t argue with a
venison steak to sink my teeth into.” Tulley Young grinned while
the gambler stood and cocked the six shot Colt revolving rifle he
carried.

The eighteen year old roustabout followed
Chance’s lead and thumbed back the hammer of the Sharp’s breech
loader in his hands. He then glanced over his shoulder. “How far
you reckon we’ve come, Mr. Sharpe?”

“Chance,” the gambler
corrected while he tugged a wide brimmed black hat securely atop a
head of raven black hair. “No more than five miles. We’ve only been
gone two hours.”

His gaze surveyed the
Dakota Territory forest around them. Although most of the trees
stood leaf barren in the late autumn afternoon, he could not see
the Wild Card— or
even the Missouri River. His eyes lifted to the gray blanket of
clouds that covered the sky. Enough daylight remained to track the
deer for another half hour and return to the paddlewheeler before
dark.

Chance smiled; a nice, fat
buck would be a welcomed prize. Except for a covey of quail that
took wing and flew beyond range before either Tulley or he
shouldered their rifles, they had trekked through the unfamiliar
Dakota forest without sighting a hint of game. Nor had the gambler
heard any report of shots fired by the eight other hunters from
the Wild Card who
searched the wood for fresh meat. If the others’ luck was as bad as
Tulley’s and his, the Wild
Card’s passengers would go meatless
tonight. The possibility didn’t set well with the gambler. Venison
steak and backstrap would assure the riverboat maintained its
reputation for fine cuisine.

If not
fine, at least
adequate, Chance mentally corrected while
he fastened the top buttons of the fleece lined leather coat he
wore. The late afternoon wind held the bite of coming winter in its
teeth.

“I’ll take the lead, if’n
you don’t mind, Mr. Sha— Chance?” Tulley glanced up the ridge on
which they stood. “It’s been a year since I last held a rifle. I’d
like to get the chance at bringing down a big buck.”

The gambler motioned the young roustabout
higher along the ridge with a wave of his hand. “I don’t care which
of us gets the deer, just as long as one of us does.”

Tulley grinned broadly with obvious delight
and started up the incline. A smile touched the corners of Chance’s
mouth. Tulley’s eagerness reminded him of himself when he and his
father had hunted the Kentucky woods. This, however, was not
Kentucky; it was the Dakota Territory.

Chance’s eyes once more shifted over their
surroundings. The gambler and young roustabout hunted rugged hills
that strained upward toward the gray sky, trying to be mountains.
No more than a thousand feet from base to crest, the hills were an
incongruity of gently rolling mounds and abrupt jagged crests of
bare, weathered rock. Sprinkled here and there amid the skeleton
stark leafless trees were an occasional pine, fur, or juniper,
their green needle coats looking out of place among the late autumn
grays and browns.

Four steps ahead of the gambler, Tulley held
up a hand and halted. He knelt and pointed to another set of deer
tracks that led to the right. Standing, the roustabout signaled
Chance after him as he followed the deer’s trail.

The forest thinned and opened before the two
hunters when they circled to the western side of the hill. The
trail they followed narrowed to a four foot wide ledge. Tulley
knelt again, pointing to the tracks that led across the rock and
dirt path.

“The deer came this way,”
he whispered when he stood.

Chance glanced to the right and a sheer drop
two hundred feet below. A few hardy junipers clung tenaciously to
ragged outcroppings of rock along the face of the cliff, but other
than that there were no obstacles all the way to the talus strewn
forest floor below.

When the gambler’s gaze returned to the
ledge, he nodded for the roustabout to continue. With a four foot
width the path could easily accommodate a horse and rider; it
offered no difficulty to two men on foot, even if they walked
abreast.

“More’n one deer’s been
this way.” Tulley tilted his head to the well-worn trail. “Looks
like this is a regular path for deer in these parts.”

“Right now, one deer will
do quite ni—”

The rustle of underbrush at the opposite end
of the twenty foot ledge drew the gambler up short. The broad,
shiny, evergreen leaves of a tight clump of cherry laurels shifted,
a movement that was not caused by the constant wind.

Tulley’s eyes gleamed with the light of a
hunter who sensed the nearness of his prey. In a half crouch with
the Sharp’s held level at his waist, ready to be snatched to his
shoulder in the blink of an eye, the roustabout edged silently
along the ledge toward the dense wall of broad leafed evergreens.
Wary of the crunch of stone beneath the soles of his boot that
might frighten away the animal they stalked, Chance cautiously
moved after his young hunting companion.

A bestial roar echoed off the high rising
hills an instant before death tore its way through the fragile
barrier of cherry laurels—death in the form of a thousand pounds of
savage grizzly bear!

Standing three and a half feet at the
shoulders, the brown furred monster charged on all fours. Saliva
streamed from yellowed fangs as its maw gaped wide and another
thunderous roar tore from its massive chest and throat.

Tulley’s rifle was halfway to shoulder when
the grizzly struck. A black clawed paw lashed out at the still
crouching roustabout. There was no time or space to avoid the
beast’s attack. With the full weight of its shaggy body behind the
blow, the bear’s paw landed solidly against the left side of the
young man’s neck. Crimson sprayed the air as claws rent vulnerably
exposed flesh.

Yet, it was not those tearing claws that
brought death; it was the sheer power of the blow. A horrible
crack, the sound of Tulley’s snapping neck, filled Chance’s ears as
he jerked the Colt revolving rifle to his shoulder.

As though its primitive instincts told it
that the crumpling roustabout no longer presented a danger, the
grizzly rose to its hind legs. With yellow fangs snapping, it
charged.

Fighting past the panic that threatened to
rob him of control, Chance took bead on the massive, furred chest,
aiming for the beast’s heart. His finger curled around the trigger
and squeezed.

Nothing! The rifle’s hammer clicked hollowly
on a dud load within the chamber. The gambler’s thumb arched up to
recock the weapon, to advance the cylinder to the next round.

His thumb never touched metal!

In a speed that belied its bulk, the grizzly
crossed the space separating Tulley’s body and the gambler. Its
left arm raked out, slamming into Chance’s right side. Claws dug
deep as they slashed through leather, fleece, and flesh.

A cry of surprised pain tore from the
gambler’s lips as the impact lifted him from the ground and hurled
him into the rocky hillside. Unable to maintain his grip on the
rifle, the Colt flew through the air and thudded to the ledge’s
dirt ten feet away.

Pushing the warm, sticky flow of blood that
trickled down his side from his mind, Chance shook his head to
clear the dazed blur from his eyes. Just in time to see the still
reared grizzly pivot and swipe out with its right paw again.

The gambler didn’t think but acted. Shoving
from the wall of rock at his back, he forced rubbery legs to dart
to his right, away from the descending blow.

The gambit would have worked—had it not been
for the snarling monster’s unseen left paw. Tearing claws ripped
into Chance’s left shoulder, opening coat and flesh.

This time the gambler’s feet managed to hold
their contact with the ground as the hammering impact sent him
reeling. Teetering at the brink of the sheer two hundred foot drop,
he regained his balance and turned to face the roaring death that
charged down on him once again.

With no escape to the rear, Chance took the
only path open to him—he ran directly at the grizzly. His hope was
that the beast would be so startled by the unexpected maneuver that
it would retreat and give him the opportunity to dive for his
fallen rifle.

That hope died at the end of a clawed paw
that slammed directly into the center of his chest. Again the
bear’s strength lifted him from his feet and hurled him through the
air. Only this time there was no hillside to halt his flight. There
was nothing but empty air as the gambler was flung over the
ledge.

 



Chapter Two

A rush of adrenaline set Chance Sharpe’s
heart and temples around like booming bass drums as he tumbled head
over heels in a slow roll beyond the edge of the ledge. In the next
instant there was calmness.

His past life did not flash before his eyes;
regrets of things left undone did not flood his mind. Instead a
sense of peace suffused his brain and mind—the peace of a man who
accepts the inescapable inevitability of his own mortality.

That and an overwhelming awareness of
everything around him, as though his senses sought to drink in the
surrounding world in the few moments that remained before his body
was shattered on the forest floor two hundred feet below. The acrid
odor of his sweat and the warmth of the blood flowing from his open
shoulder and side mingled with myriad forest smells. Every inch of
his body was alive with the electric feel of his clothing against
his skin, the force of the air as he plummeted downward. His ears
heard the wind, the songs of birds, and frustrated growls of the
grizzly above him. The gray of the overcast sky melted in the
autumn browns and yellows before his eyes as he cartwheeled ever
downward.

Nor did death come quick and clean. Time
stretched about the falling gambler, seconds crawling by like
minutes. Like a drunkard in alcoholic euphoria, Chance’s brain
numbed itself in preparation for that final instant of life. He
transformed into a soaring eagle that rode the lofty currents of
the air. He would fly forever!

The burning sting of juniper needles against
his face snapped Chance back to reality. He crashed head first into
one of the wind twisted, stunted trees that had rooted itself into
the rocky face of the hill. Refusing to admit the searing pain that
lanced at his side and shoulder, the gambler threw open his arms;
his hands went wide, grasping.

And found purchase!

Like vises, his fingers clamped about bushy
limbs. Supple wood bent—bowed and sagged—and held! Violently
Chance’s body jerked around; his arms threatened to tear from their
sockets. He slammed into the unyielding rock. A cry of pain
wrenched from his lips. Yet he held! His hands refused to release
the life saving holds they had gained.

Risking a quick glance below, the gambler
estimated he had fallen but twenty feet before snagging the scrubby
juniper. Death still loomed beneath him. He had been given a
reprieve; now it was up to him to make the best of it.

The panic he had avoided until now ate at
his mind as his eyes searched the granite face of the cliff.
Nothing! Except for a narrow crack in the rock in which the juniper
had rooted itself, there was nothing. No hand holds, no eroded
holes for his booted feet—nothing! Fate had given him this stay
only to cruelly deny a pardon from his decreed sentence of
death.

Nor was the reprieve to be more than mere
seconds. Chance’s fingers slipped. Grasping with every ounce of
strength he could command from his hands, he clung desperately to
the springy juniper limbs. The tree’s needles, like a thousand
pins, dug into his palms. Blood oozed from those small cuts, acting
like lubricating oil. Inch by inch he slipped, unable to stop the
inevitable.

It can’t end this way! Chance’s brain railed in the face of death. Releasing his
right hand, he strained up to grasp a new, secure hold.

It was a mistake. The grizzly’s claws had
taken their full toll. His left arm and shoulder would not support
his weight. Like a rope burning across his palm, the juniper’s
needles tore into his flesh as he slipped and once again plummeted
toward the forest below.

Thirty feet he dropped, slamming back first
into another of the stunted trees. Again his arms embraced the
needled limbs; his bleeding hands clenched shaggy barked branches.
All to no avail—the roots of the precariously perched juniper
ripped from the face of granite!

Head over heel, he tumbled again. He crashed
into three more of the junipers, each snapping beneath his weight
before he plunged into the top of a pine that pushed from the
forest’s floor. Like the junipers, the tree’s upper branches popped
and cracked to give way beneath their unexpected burden.

Chance’s arms flailed; hands searched for
purchase. He twisted and turned while he crashed through the long
needled pine, desperately seeking a branch strong enough to support
his weight. His fingers found wood but lacked the strength to grip
the rough barked branches.

Pain exploded in his head. Red swirled
before his eyes, pinwheeling into a flaring yellow that burst into
searing white. Then the blackness of oblivion descended, and there
was nothingness!

He heard the groan for
long minutes before recognizing the sound as his own pitiful
moaning. Alive. Realization penetrated the agony of his pounding head.
I’m alive.

The gambler forced his eyelids to open. A
rushing, swirling blur of muted autumn colors spun out of control
before his eyes. He blinked but could not steady the insane
maelstrom. Lifting a hand, he tried to wipe at his eyes.

 


The movement was a mistake, he realized too
late. His body, draped over a pine limb, slipped. Once more he
fell. This time there were no branches to break his tumbling fall.
Granite talus dug into his body when he struck the ground. Again
pain erupted in his head, only to be swallowed by darkness for a
second time.

Cold! He recognized the sensation that dragged him upward from the
well of unconsciousness, through the throbbing agony that possessed
his body. Cold!

Shivering, he tried to pull himself into a
ball to fend off the biting cold. A cry writhed from his lips.
Unbearable pain seared like a white hot brand through every cell of
his body. The cold could be endured, not the pain. He lay still,
slipping back into the blackness.

His body burned. Where ice had dwelled now
reigned fire. He remembered the cold and wished for its return.
Above all he remembered the unrelenting pain that came from
movement.

How many times had he awakened and foolishly
tried to move? He had lost count, nor did it matter.

He caught that thought and held it. It did
matter. He had to move—had to find...

Find what?
It eluded him, concealing itself in the pain fog
that swirled inside his head. Something or someone was waiting for
him, but he couldn’t remember.

Have to find it.
He grasped this thought and clutched it
close. Have to find it.

In spite of the feverish flames that licked
through his body he shivered. To find the evasive “it,” meant that
he had to move—must move!

But that also meant facing the agony.

No. Tears welled from his eyes in denial of what lay before
him. No, please, no!

The undefined “it” would not be denied. It
was life and death itself. He had to find it—if he were to live. He
had to move, had to stand and find whatever waited for him.

So he forced himself to move. Beginning with
the individual fingers of his hands, he twitched them one after
another. Assured they were merely bruised rather than broken, he
lifted his right then left hand. There was pain, but he could
endure it.

His right arm moved. However, the fiery
agony of his left had to be avoided at all cost. He then
concentrated on his legs. Both ached and throbbed, yet he could
detect no shattered bones.

Left arm, right side,
head, he recognized the centers of pain in
his body, pleased with what seemed a major accomplishment.
Protect them—and move.

Gritting his teeth to fight back the
bombardment of agony that screamed from the muscles of his body, he
moved. Cautiously he sat up, waited endless minutes, then found the
strength to stand on wobbly legs.

Now open your eyes,
he ordered himself; time had come to walk out of
the darkness.

He did; it didn’t help. Blackness still
enshrouded him!

Blind! Terror twisted inside his fever burning brain.
I’m blind!

Panic overrode the pain. Right arm groping
the darkness surrounding him, he stumbled forward.

“No!” the single syllable
came as a whimper from his lips. How cruel could fate be? How could
he find the thing awaiting him if he could not see?

Chance’s feet quickened their panicked
shuffle. Blind or not, he had to find whatever it was that waited
for him. He had to!

The ground slipped out from under his boots.
Blinded he went down, flailing the air with his good arm.
Somersaulting, he fell back into unconsciousness.

 


The darkness dissipated in the gray ness of
morning. Blindness had not robbed his eyes of light, he realized as
he stared at the overcast sky, but merely night.

He slowly rose to his feet again and began
to walk. The thing that waited for him was still out there, and he
had to find it.

The demon crouched on its haunches atop a
birch limb no thicker than a man’s finger. In spite of the
creature’s massive size, that tiny limb neither sagged nor cracked
beneath its bulk.

“Welcome to Hell, Chance.”
The demon’s words hissed from tightly drawn lips of red mottled
with glowing purple. “I’ve been sent as your guide.”

“Guide?” The gambler
leaned against the trunk of an autumn barren aspen to support his
fever ridden body. “Hell? Am I dead?”

The horned demon laughed like thunder, his
long, spiked green tail twitching. “Of course you’re dead! No
living creature is expected to endure agony such as that which
gnaws at you.”

“Hell,” Chance repeated in
disbelief.

“Come.” The demon rose on
the thin branch, stretching to its full height. Leathery brown
wings crawling with lice spread from its back. “We’ve tarried here
far too long. The Master summons you before him!”

Without warning the hellish creature
launched itself into the air, hurling directly for the gambler with
taloned hands outstretched to snare its prey.

“No!” Chance screamed. His right arm swung out, fist balled to
smash into his tormenter’s broad, flat nose.

Before knuckles contacted leathery flesh,
the demon evaporated into thin air. One instant it was there, the
next only the forest remained.

“Fever dream,” Chance
mumbled while he clutched himself and shivered. The fire that
burned in his wounds was now devouring his mind, plaguing it with
delirium.

Pushing from the aspen’s
trunk, he started forward again. There were no demons, he assured
himself. At least, not in this
forest. The homed creature was merely his
mind playing tricks on him, trying to keep him from the thing that
waited for him... out there somewhere. He couldn’t let that
happen—couldn’t!

The howl of hounds echoed in the woods
behind him. Twisting around, Chance stared in horror. Not “hounds”
but one gargantuan dog charging from the trees. The baying voices
that filled Chance’s ears came from the creature’s three heads!

Pivoting, the gambler ran.

Morning found him huddled beneath a mound of
dried leaves he had scraped over his body to fight off the night’s
cold. Weak and shaking, he stood to peer at the flat gray of the
clouds that blanketed the sky. He remembered three such mornings
with their unbroken clouds, but he knew there had been more. Just
how many escaped him.

As did his reason for being in this never
ending forest. Something had driven him through the featureless
maze of trees, but he no longer could bring that into focus. Now
only one thing brought his shuffling feet to motion, the primitive
drive to slake the parched burning in his mouth and throat. Without
water, he was a dead man—if he wasn’t already.

He stood ankle deep in the icy water before
his fever clouded mind recognized the clear running stream. For a
moment, he stood staring down at the crystal current that eddied
around his scuffed boots. Then he sank to his hands and knees to
lower his face to the cold water. Like some wild animal he slurped,
drinking as fast as his lips and throat could work.

Gradually the burning in his throat
subsided. With a grateful sigh, he lifted his head and sat back on
his heels. The water was good and sweet tasting. He would rest,
then drink again, sating the consuming thirst.

He blinked. Something moved beneath the
water. There across the stream’s rocky bottom it scampered. His
right hand eased forward, fingers extended wide under the water.
Inch by inch he moved closer until his open hand scooped down to
enclose a crayfish.

Like a child with a pilfered sweet from his
mother’s cookie jar, the gambler clutched the crawdaddy to his
chest while he stood and splashed his way to the stream’s bank.
There he settled atop a patch of moss and opened his clenched fist.
The crayfish’s antennae twitched, sensing open air. Its pinchers
opened and closed.

Mudbug.
The word thrust into Chance’s mind. Someplace at
some time he had heard a crawdad referred to as a mudbug. Where? He
couldn’t remember. However, he was certain that he had eaten these
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