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Chance Sharpe was seeing
red! The sleazy weasel who held the title to his riverboat,
Wild Card, had stolen it
all-nice and legal—for $200 in back taxes. The details apparently
had slipped through a few greased palms. In a town where graft and
government walked hand in hand, Chance figured he’d better look for
justice outside the courtroom. The varmint was selling Chance’s
boat for a very large profit, but the man had a greedy streak. And
Chance knew just how to make that greed work – to get the
Wild Card back – all nice
and legal.
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This one’s for Richard Potter – on second
try.


Chapter One

Chance Sharpe sucked in a long, steadying
breath and told himself this was not a matter of life and death. He
lied. The next few minutes meant the difference of either resuming
his life as a gambler on the Mississippi River or else meeting an
abrupt end to that life, dangling from a hangman’s noose.

The bailiff’s voice rang through the
courtroom: “All rise.”

With the others gathered before and behind
the bar, Chance stood. His gaze traced over the room, alighting on
the wide windows that opened onto the freedom outside. After a week
waiting behind bars for this hearing, the New Orleans streets
looked so close—and so far beyond his grasp.

The sudden urge to dart for the windows and
fling himself through the glass panes into the warm light of a late
summer’s day swelled in his breast. He quelled it. If the need for
escape arose, his would come with cool methodical planning and not
in a moment of desperation.

Standing beside the gambler, Philip Duwayne
reached out and firmly squeezed his friend’s shoulder. Chance
glanced at the young attorney, sensing that Philip could almost
read the thoughts awhirl in his client’s head.

“Just a few more minutes
and it will be over,” Philip whispered.

In spite of the reassuring tone, Chance
found no comfort in the finality of his friend’s words. He ran a
finger beneath the collar of his white shirt, his necktie suddenly
feeling tight and constricting about his throat.

“It will be over” evoked a
gruesome image of the gambler swinging from an executioner’s rope,
his neck abruptly stretched an unnatural inch or two longer.
Dancing in a hangman’s noose, branded a murderer, was not the end
he would have chosen for his life—especially when he had been
neatly framed for that murder.

The irony of his predicament twisted his
lips in a cold humorless smile. To be certain, he had not led a
spotless life, but to die for another man’s act...

I’m not going to
die. He tried to push the dark thought
aside, but it didn’t help. Doubt niggled back to haunt
him.

He felt like the king of fools. Why hadn’t
he ridden west to California when he had the chance, instead of
returning to New Orleans? Of what concern was a gambler to the law?
The phrase “Justice is blind” was deep rooted, and truth often had
nothing to do with the way justice’s scales tilted. Justice now
weighed his claim of innocence against the fact that he had been
discovered beside the lifeless body of New Orleans stockbroker
Wilson Morehead with the still-smoking murder weapon in his
hand.

Morehead had been shot down in cold blood
outside Chance’s hotel room by a disgruntled young Texan, Gavin
Borland. Moving to stop the escaping killer, Chance had lifted
Borland’s fallen pistol from the floor—which was when every other
person on the hotel floor had stepped from his room to find the
gambler kneeling over the body, gun in hand.

Jailed by the New Orleans police, Chance had
broken out of his cell and trailed Borland across Louisiana and
Texas. When he had finally caught up with the killer, however, he
found himself on the wrong end of Borland’s gun.

He would have died beside the Brazos River
had it not been for Clint Borland, Gavin’s brother. The older
Borland, a duly sworn Texas lawman, had shot his own brother,
saving Chance’s life. Clint had then ridden back to New Orleans
with him, hoping that his testimony would be enough to dismiss the
murder changes against the gambler.

The hearing here today would determine if
Clint’s faith in the legal system had a solid foundation, or was
made of sand.

“Having
taken...”

The rumble of a man clearing his throat
interrupted the words and drew Chance from his thoughts. His gaze
shifted to the front of the courtroom. Judge Harlan Turner had
taken his seat and was staring over the rims of spectacles, his
eyes shifting between the prosecutor and Philip Duwayne.

Turner cleared his throat once more and
began again: “Having taken the testimony and evidence into
consideration, I have duly deliberated and reached my
conclusions.”

Chance stared at the snow-haired,
black-robed judge. The man’s facial expression lent no hint as to
what those conclusions were. Nervously, the gambler shifted his
weight in his chair.

“While I can not disregard
the testimony of those men and women who discovered Chance Sharpe
beside the body of the murdered man with a gun in his hand, I do
give it little weight.” Judge Turner glanced at the prosecutor.
“Jesse, as you well know, eyeball witnesses sometimes only see what
they think they see, missing important details. In this case the
possibility is that the real murderer was running down the stairs
while they gawked at the accused here.”

Jesse Schuette, the prosecuting attorney,
sagged beneath the judge’s words.

Turner then looked at Duwayne. “At the same
time, counselor, your client found himself in one damning
situation. Even in the excitement of the moment, I find it
difficult to believe that not one of the twenty men and women who
found Mr. Sharpe at the deceased’s side didn’t hear Gavin Borland
darting down the stairs.”

It was Duwayne’s turn to go limp. Chance’s
heart tripled its pounding. Turner still gave no indication as to
how he would rule.

“Nor would I usually give
much weight to the testimony of a brother against his brother.
Men—especially those who admit to shooting down their own kin—are
far too common these days,” the judge continued. “However, in the
case of Clint Borland, I can not discount the fact that this man is
a duly sworn law officer of the State of Texas. The documents
provided by our sister state show him to have a spotless
record.”

Turner settled back into his chair and
stared at Chance. “But the one thing that weighed most heavily in
my decision was the fact that you returned to New Orleans, Mr.
Sharpe. Only an innocent man would even consider returning to face
murder charges when he was so far from the arm of the law. An
innocent man—or maybe a crazy man.”

The judge’s gaze moved to the papers before
him on the bench. He shuffled them a moment, then pronounced, “As
to the charges of murder pending against Chance Sharpe, they are
dismissed.”

A long-held breath escaped Chance’s lips in
a loud sigh of relief. Duwayne’s head jerked to his client, a grin
beaming from ear to ear.

“Which leaves us with the
charges of escaping from jail and unlawful flight.” Turner glanced
back at Chance. “Both are serious charges and carry possible prison
sentences should a man be convicted of either.” The relief that had
coursed through his body an instant ago transformed to panic. Had
the murder charge been dismissed only to leave him facing the
lesser charges?

“The accused has admitted
that he overcame two guards and escaped from jail. However, there
are technicalities that muddy the word of the law a bit. Mr. Sharpe
had not been charged with any crime when he was incarcerated. As
the officers who have testified before this court have repeatedly
said, the accused was merely being retained for questioning. In
light of that fact, the escape charges are dismissed.”

Chance allowed himself another sigh of
relief, though with reservations.

“In that light I also
dismiss the unlawful flight charges,” Turner added. “However, there
still remains the matter of public property that was destroyed in
Mr. Sharpe’s escape.”

“Destroyed property, your
honor?” Duwayne questioned.

“A matter of a mattress
within your client’s jail cell,” the judge replied. “Mr. Sharpe, as
he has admitted, set the mattress afire to aid him in his escape.
And that mattress was public property.”

The attorney’s eyebrows arched in question
when he looked at Chance.

“For such wanton
destruction of private property, I hereby fine Mr. Chance Sharpe
five hundred dollars. Pay the bailiff and your client may go free.”
Turner slammed down his gavel, bringing the case to an
end.

Philip started to protest. “Your—”

He was silenced as Chance reached out and
grasped his shoulder. “Let it be, Philip. Pay the bailiff and get
me out of here!”

“But five hundred dollars
for a bug-infested, straw mattress? It’s outrageous. I can’t let
him get away with that! I’ll—” Philip sputtered with
indignation.

“You’ll pay the bailiff
the money, and we’ll get the hell out of here before the judge
decides to increase the fine,” Chance said. “Five hundred is little
enough to keep the wheels of justice well oiled.”

Philip’s lips parted as though he intended
to protest further, then he nodded, dug inside his coat for a
wallet, and walked toward the bailiff.

Chance grinned. Five hundred dollars was
outrageous. But a man in his profession quickly learns when a man
sitting across the table from him is holding four aces. Judge
Turner held such a hand.

The five hundred was nothing when compared
to his spared neck. In this case it was easier to toss in his cards
and pay his losses. He walked away a free man and the local
officials received enough green to line their pockets and keep them
happy.

“I reckon it’s time I
started back west, Chance,” a voice with a thick Texas accent
drawled behind the gambler.

Chance turned and faced Clint Borland. The
Texan had already tugged a wide-brimmed hat atop his head, which
hid the features of his face.

“Going?” He stared at the
man in disbelief. “But I’ve a celebration planned for tonight! You
can’t go. Not after all you did for me.”

“It ain’t you, Chance,”
Clint said, his eyes drifting to the floor. “It just wouldn’t set
right with me celebrating, what with Gavin dead.”

“I understand.” Chance
reached out, grasped the Texan’s hand, and shook it. “Is there
anything I can do for you?”

Clint shook his head. “Your men, Captain
Rooker and Henri Tuojacque, done seen to everything I’ll need—set
me up with a pack mule and enough supplies to take me all the way
to California and back.”

“There’s nothing
else?”

“Except look me up next
time you’re down Texas way.” Clint grinned, then turned and walked
from the courtroom.

Chance watched the man, once more struck by
the complicated interior that was hidden by Clint’s simple facade.
Had they met under different circumstances, they would have become
fast friends, of that the gambler was certain. Perhaps in the
future they would have that opportunity.

“I paid the fine,” Philip Duwayne said,
coming to his friend’s side. “You’re a free man.”

“Then why are we standing
here? I want to see the Wild Card,
then I’ve got a night of celebrating ahead of
me!”


Chapter Two

Home! The warmth that flooded Chance’s breast stemmed from his
surroundings rather than the steaming wooden tub of soapy water
from which he stepped.

His cool blue eyes sparked
with pride as they traced around his riverboat stateroom while he
toweled his raven black hair dry. Less than half a year had passed
since he had won the elegant side-wheeler the Wild Card from Tate Browder in a
poker game. Yet in that time, he had come to think of the graceful
river lady as his home.

After the long months spent tracking down
Gavin Borland, it was damned good to be home! If he had anything to
do with it, a month of Sundays would pass before he was separated
from the love of his life for so long again.

Naked, his lean, muscular body aglisten with
droplets of water, he stepped to a mirror hung on a dark- stained
wall above a small table laden with washbowl, shaving mug, and
razor. He worked up lather in the mug with a brush and spread it
over his cheeks and neck. The razor’s keen edge quickly removed the
hint of stubble shadowing his face, and a splash of brisk
astringent set his cheeks atingle and removed the last traces of
the jail’s stench from his nostrils.

Atop his brass bed lay a clean, pressed
white shirt with ruffled collar and cuffs; beside that, a deep
burgundy-hued suit and silk vest to match. Dressing was almost a
sensual thrill; clean clothes were a luxury denied him during his
week behind bars.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, he tugged on
a pair of black, round-toed boots polished to a mirror’s shine. For
others of professions less hazardous, this might have completed
their daily attire. For Chance, whose livelihood came from the roll
of dice, the deal of cards, and the spin of the roulette wheel,
there were certain accessories that could not be overlooked—that
was, if he was to continue living.

He slipped a walrus ivory-handled,
razor-honed stiletto into a sheath sewn inside the top of his right
boot. Beneath the waistband of his breeches, he tucked a .44 Colt
revolver with a sawed-off one-inch barrel. The vest he wore neatly
covered the belly-gun’s slight bulge. Lastly he nestled a .22
Wesson derringer, hung on a gold watch fob, into a pocket of his
west.

Although none of the weapons was meant for
distance, they were deadly at the short range that separated men
across a poker table. On more than one occasion all three had
served to save his skin.

Settling a high-crowned, wide-brimmed hat
atop his head, slightly tilted to the right, he moved to a safe
hidden behind a painting on one of the walls. Shifting the tumblers
through the right combination, he swung the door open and grinned
with surprise.

Three bundles of bills,
ten thousand dollars in each, were piled inside. Captain Bertram
Rooker and the Wild Card
had made a handsome profit during his long
absence. Two of the bundles went into a coat pocket. These would be
turned over to Philip Duwayne for deposit in Chance’s bank
accounts.

The third was broken. Five thousand went
into the gambler’s wallet and the remainder into another coat
pocket to cover the expenses of this evening’s celebration.

Chance smiled. Rivermen were a thirsty lot
and known to celebrate with their fists as well as their thirsts.
Five thousand should more than cover any broken mirrors or
shattered chairs and tables that the Hotel Burgundy might suffer
before the morning sun rose.

The gambler winked at himself in a
full-length mirror as he strode from the stateroom. Outside was a
world of regained freedom, and he was prepared for whatever hand
life dealt him.

 


“It’s good to have you
back, Chance!” Captain Bert Rooker tossed down a shot of bourbon,
then grinned from one ear to the other. “The Wild Card wasn’t the same without
you aboard. Things were a mite too quiet.”

Chance lifted his glass of
champagne to the Wild Card’s
captain. “I consider that a compliment,
Bert.”

“Just a fact,” the short,
square-built man answered in a voice that sounded like gravel
grinding together. The captain ran a hand over salt-and-pepper
mutton-chop sideburns. “Seemed almost like a ghost boat it was so
quiet. Not that our passengers minded, you understand.”

Chance smiled. Bert Rooker was a
river-toughened man who wasn’t given to compliments. When one
slipped from his lips, he quickly tempered it.

“The rest of the crew
appears to be enjoying your return, Chance,” said Philip Duwayne,
who sat on Chance’s right at the table. The young attorney waved an
arm around the Hotel Burgundy’s casino. “I believe they intend to
drink New Orleans dry before the night’s over.”

“Aye.” Bert nodded
sternly. “They’ll regret it come seven tomorrow morning when we
head upriver. You’ll never hear so much moaning and
groaning.”

“You can handle a few
headaches.” Chance made a mental note of the Wild Card’s departure time; the last
thing he wanted to do was miss his own boat in the morning. His
gaze then moved around the casino.

At the bar, with a woman on each arm, stood
Henri Tuojacque. The handsome young pilot divided his attention
between the enticing women and a bottle of champagne. The months
Chance had spent in Texas tracking down a murderer had not lessened
Henri’s roguish streak. The gambler chuckled inwardly. The young
Frenchman would one day mature into a taller version of Bert
Rooker—if someone didn’t slip a knife in his back before then.

However, when it came to
working the sticks, as the wheel of a riverboat was often called,
there was no better pilot to be found along the Mississippi than
Henri Tuojacque. Nor could Chance think of a man he would rather have at his
back in a fight,
unless it was Bert.

The gambler’s gaze shifted
to a table set in the corner of the spacious room. There sat Katie
MacArt, the riverboat’s bartender, with several of the
Wild Card’s waitresses.
While obviously enjoying the spectacle before her, the red-haired
beauty was far too proper to join in the revelry.

Not for the first time,
Chance wondered what passions lay dormant within Katie’s breast.
During his months as the Wild
Card’s owner, their relationship had been
strictly business. But one day, he would have to discover just what
was hidden behind Katie’s cool exterior.

His gaze caught Katie’s sparkling emerald
green eyes. She grinned and waved. A slight red blush kissed her
cheeks and her own gaze rolled shyly to the table when Chance’s
eyes caressed her beauty beyond the point of a polite casual
glance.

The gambler grinned as he turned from the
young woman. Yes, one day he would definitely have to get to know
Katie better!

“I’m surprised your crew
hasn’t run off all the hotel’s patrons,” Philip said, then sipped
from his own glass of champagne.

“They feel the
excitement,” the gambler said of the casino’s customers. “If
something happens tonight, they don’t want to miss it.”

Chance’s gaze traveled over the gaming
tables. His attention was caught by a pair of jet black feminine
eyes that locked to his and lingered there. Curled tresses, as
midnight black as those eyes, loosely framed a classical oval face.
Lips, as red as rubies, upturned slightly in a silent
acknowledgment of his unspoken interest before those enchanting
eyes returned to the roulette table.

Philip noticed the direction of his friend’s
gaze. “Her name’s Charlette Blasingame. She’s visiting New
Orleans.”

“Visiting New Orleans?”
Chance glanced at the lawyer, then looked back at the shapely woman
in a black lace gown as she placed a red chip on the roulette
table.

“She and her brother,
Howard, are down from Baton Rouge,” Philip said. “Rumor has it
they’re seeking a bank loan.”

The attorney explained that the brother and
sister had managed to retain their family plantation after the
Civil War—barely. With cotton prices hitting rock bottom, they were
now faced with the possibility of losing their home and land.

“If he can raise the
money, Howard wants to make money crops out of rice and
sugarcane. If he
can raise the money.”

“There’s a problem?”
Chance studied the tall, graceful young woman. She was just as
interesting from the back side as she was from the
front.

“When it comes to banks,
there is,” Philip replied. “Bankers are like wolves on the scent of
blood. Why help out struggling farmers when there’s more to be made
by snatching up their land and reselling it?”

Chance needed no further explanation.
Carpetbaggers had descended on the South following the war and
still preyed on her like vultures. While he had worn Union blue
during the War Between the States, he felt no pride in the
situation that now existed.

Charlette Blasingame turned slightly and
glanced over a creamy shoulder at the gambler. Chance tilted his
head toward her. Another smile lifted the corners of the young
woman’s mouth as she returned to the spinning wheel.

“The Blasingames used to
be an influential family,” Philip said. “There’s the possibility
Howard might be able to find a personal loan. But the banks here
won’t help him.”

Chance grimaced as he looked back at his
companions. It was a hard future to face, but the South was filled
with nothing but hard futures. Men and women did what was needed
and survived the best they could.

“She seems to have an eye
for you.” Bert nodded across the room. “Miss Blasingame just took
another gander in this direction.”

The gambler lifted his glass and drained it.
“Philip, if you don’t mind, I think it is time Miss Charlette
Blasingame and I were introduced.”

“There’s a certain magic
that seems to hang in the air.” Charlette Blasingame leaned on the
wrought-iron balustrade and stared over the French
Quarter.

“It’s called New Orleans.”
Chance walked from his hotel room onto the small balcony with two
glasses of champagne in his hands. He handed one to his lovely
companion and lifted the other in a toast. “To the
night.”

“And the French Quarter.”
Charlette sipped at the wine. “There’s a deliciously wicked feel
here. Can you sense it?”

He nodded, moving beside the woman, feeling
her warmth as their shoulders brushed. The French Quarter was the
oldest section of New Orleans. Here both the French and Spanish had
made their city. When the Americans had arrived, they had built
their homes and businesses across Canal Street, labeling those who
lived in the French Quarter as beneath them.

No respectable man or woman would enter the
Quarter during the day. But with the cloak of night, they slipped
into the narrow streets to find the pleasures they desired, whether
it be a lover purchased for a few hours of passion or narcotic
dreams inhaled from an opium pipe.

For Chance, the French Quarter offered
casino atop casino in which he might ply his trade while within the
Crescent City. It was here he maintained a suite in the Hotel
Burgundy to accommodate him. And it was to that suite he had
brought this raven-tressed beauty.

“It is magic, isn’t it?”
Charlette’s dark eyes lifted to him as she sipped the last of her
champagne.

“The magic I feel is much
closer.”

Chance took her empty glass and placed it
atop the balustrade with his own. He then reached out and lifted
her chin with a finger, his lips lightly brushing across the
redness of her mouth. “Much, much closer.”

There was no moment of coy hesitation when
his mouth moved to hers. As his arms slipped around her
wasp-slender waist, her lips opened and her tongue met his. Her
body willingly melted against his.

“I’m a woman of certain
passions, Chance. I’ve no need to be romanced in the moonlight.” A
husky, breathless quality filled her voice when their lips parted.
Her gaze darted to the balcony’s open doors and the bed beyond the
threshold. “You brought me here for a reason. I came for the same
reason.”

With that she slipped from his embrace and
stepped into the bedroom, her jet eyes beckoning him to follow.
Without a word she turned back the bed’s covers, then pivoted and
stood facing the gambler.

“Some men prefer removing
a woman’s clothes, like a child delights in unwrapping Christmas
presents. Others prefer watching a woman as she sheds her
garments,” she said, her eyes remaining locked to Chance’s. “You
strike me as a man who enjoys watching a woman, Chance.”

In truth, he enjoyed both, but Charlotte
didn’t give him the opportunity to answer. Her arms tucked behind
her back, fingers freeing hooks and eyes. Like a dark cloud of
lace, her gown slipped from her shoulders, over the womanly flare
of her hips, and settled around her ankles.

“It’s also easier this
way,” she said, obviously delighting in his caressing gaze. “No
awkward fumblings, no torn buttons.”

One by one the layers of her ruffled
petticoats and undergarments fell away to join the black gown on
the floor. A proud gleam
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