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          Washington D.C., 1884
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      “You understand you’ll be on your own?” questioned the director of the Secret Service.

      “Yes sir, I understand,” replied Cody Jarvis as he stood at ease in front of the director’s heavy oaken desk, feet apart in a parade rest stance with his hands clasped behind his back.

      “If you get into trouble, the agency will disavow any knowledge of you or your actions.”

      “Yes sir. I’ll manage.”

      “Jarvis, your knowledge of the region and past military experience make you the perfect candidate to infiltrate and uncover the land fraud and counterfeiting in Wyoming.”

      “I’ll do my best, sir,” Cody answered.

      His eyes shifted to the scene outside the office window. A woman sitting atop a buckboard wagon with a young child beside her, a boy no more than four or five years old, argued with a soldier on the street below. Memories suddenly flashed through Cody’s mind of his own mother on their Missouri farm. His father gone, serving with the Union Army. Cody witnessed his mother argue for her life with a Confederate bushwhacker ransacking their home. Her screams had seared his six-year-old psyche.

      “Are you listening, Jarvis?”

      Mentally shaking himself, he returned his attention and focus on the solemn expression of his director.

      “The President wants this matter taken care of before he can support territorial Wyoming’s bid for statehood. Where are you planning to start?”

      “Cheyenne. . . where my reputation precedes me,” said Jarvis, his lips set in a firm line.

      “Just get the job done.”

      Cody placed his Stetson firmly on his head, saluted the director then spun on his right heel and strode out of the room.
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          Deer Springs 1884
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      Wide prairies stretched for miles across the Wyoming plains, striped with deep ruts gouged into the land by oxen-pulled wagon trains crossing the Oregon Trail. The rugged countryside waved a sea of grass across its Great Plains, then ended in fierce mountains with towering peaks that rose sharply on the distant western horizon.

      The wild land offered a home to roaming buffalo and longhorn cattle that grazed on the open range. At least it was until settlers dotted the landscape with their sod huts and rough-hewn log cabins as they staked claim to parcels of the rich land.

      To encourage the western expansion, the federal government had passed the Homestead Act which granted parcels of public lands, normally one hundred and sixty acres, to any United States citizen willing to farm or settle on the land and reside there for a minimum of five years. As long as a person was at least twenty-one years old, they could file an application for deed to the land, make improvements, and claim it for their own. Women had the opportunity to own land and were motivated to relocate to the territory that had provided them with voting rights in 1869.

      A constant train of hopeful pioneers and immigrants in heavy Conestoga wagons trekked westward looking for the promised land or fame and fortune. Many gave up; many died along the way. Many more simply settled wherever they broke down and took advantage of the land grants if they could. It was a situation ripe for opportunity and also ripe for corruption in the hands of the right person.

      Cody Jarvis sat back in his saddle as he paused and scanned the horizon before him. Waves of heat radiated off the torrid earth. The hot air stifled both man and beast. He pushed the brim of his hat off his forehead with the tip of a forefinger and wiped a sweaty brow with the cuff of his sleeve. Dragging fingers through thick black hair, he pulled the bandana off his neck. He was tired and dirty, covered in over a week’s worth of grime from riding the trail between Cheyenne to Ft. Laramie and onto Deer Springs. Cody scratched his itchy cheek, dark with a thick growth of black beard. He looked every bit the lone outlaw gunslinger.

      He studied the rough shod town of Deer Springs that rose out of the prairie like a boil on the backside of humanity. The horizon contained outlines of haphazard wooden buildings of varying sizes and heights; two large tents also provided temporary shelter. Crude sod huts and a few roughly constructed log structures dotted the surrounding land. A few head of cattle grazed nearby.

      “Probably homesteaders staking a claim,” thought Cody as he surveyed the frontier dwellings.

      “Come on, Lightning, just a bit farther.” He nudged his horse forward with a thump of his heel and steered clear of the homesteaders by circling around unseen, north of town. After a month’s investigation, he had followed the trail of money in Fort Laramie, and now that trail had led him to this God-forsaken frontier town.

      Jarvis slowly crossed a wide pasture of parched grasses. He neared a shallow stream and had no problem coaxing his thirsty bay forward; dismounting, both horse and man gulped the cool rippling water. Cody stretched out on his belly at the edge of the stream; splashed his sweaty face then cupped his hands to drink more of the clear water. He rinsed his bandana in the cold water and tied it around his neck again. Forcing himself to his feet, he slapped his hat against a chap encased leg, knocked a layer of dirt and dust from the brim, then mounted up. He settled the Stetson low on his forehead to shade his blue eyes from the glare of the setting sun. Perhaps in another hour or so he could slip into town unnoticed in the dark; find a place to bed down and get some much-needed shut eye.
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        * * *

      

      An off-key piano played loudly behind the closed doors of a saloon at one end of the street. Raucous laughter and loud cursing floated out an open window of the local bawdy house. Cody listened as he surreptitiously slipped into the north side of town where the buildings sat further apart and little light shone between. If it was possible, Deer Springs appeared worse up close than from a distance. The town, if you could call it that, appeared to be a haven for every kind of low-life drifter and criminal type with little evidence of any law presence.

      Cody clung to the shadows. His hand rested on the butt of his revolver, eyes searched murky shadows, as he slowly walked his tired mount. An empty stable beckoned. One door hung open, and Cody made his way into the dark structure. He tied Lightning in an empty stall, unsaddled him, then dumped his saddle blanket and rig onto the hay covered ground and soon followed it. Stretching out, he rested his head on the saddle’s apron and placed his gun within easy reach then closed his eyes. He was asleep within minutes.

      Faint morning sunlight filtered through cracks in the wooden walls; flies buzzed within the horse stalls. Years of living rough, with his life depending on his instincts and gun, caused Cody to waken immediately when he heard the barn door creak, followed by muffled footsteps. His hand curled around the grip of his Colt, a finger on the trigger as he feigned sleep and listened carefully. The footsteps neared then stopped.

      “Hey there, young feller, you can’t sleep in here,” a hoarse voice warned as he nudged Cody’s booted foot with his own.

      Cody peered through narrowed eyes. What he saw was an elderly man, back humped with age and years of hard living, sparse gray hair barely covered the bald head. The man’s face wore grizzled whiskers over leathery skin, weathered and wrinkled, but with eyes still alert and watchful. Cody exhaled and relaxed his grip on the revolver; he perceived no danger from the old cowhand. He rolled to his side and slowly got to his feet.

      “Sorry pardner. No harm done. Got into town late and didn’t know where else to bed down,” Cody Jarvis informed the man.

      The man studied Cody; his eyes traveled from the soft leather chaps and denim pants to the shirt covered in sweat and grime. His eyes stopped at the gun belt strapped low on the hip and the pair of smooth-handled Colt .45 six-guns resting in their holsters.

      “This here’s my place. I don’t want no trouble.”

      “I don’t plan on starting any. This town got some place where a man can get a decent night’s sleep without interruption?” Cody asked as he slapped the rim of his hat against his leg.

      “Maybe. Come far?”

      “Far enough. Can I board my horse with you? I’m willing to pay two bits for a bucket of water and feed.”

      “Yeah, I reckon that would be okay.” The old codger paused and sized up the stranger again. “You take yourself down to Clara’s boarding house just past the mining office; tell her Clem sent you. She’ll set you up with a bed and place to wash up,” the old man rasped.

      “Thanks. Much obliged. My rig safe to leave with you?” Cody asked as he hefted his saddle and blanket and slung them over a stall partition. He removed his saddle bags and rifle; tossed the bags over his left shoulder and carried the rifle with his left hand. His right, gun hand, he kept free.

      “Sure ‘nuf. Don’t believe I caught the name,” Clem stated with a lift of his eyebrow.

      “Don’t believe I tossed it. It’s Jarvis. Cody Jarvis. And this here’s Lightning. Thanks Clem,” he replied as he flipped a silver quarter to the man’s out-stretched palm.

      He left the stable and slowly headed out of the alley then stepped up onto a raised wooden boardwalk that traveled past store fronts and taverns. This early in the morning, only a pair of settlers and their womenfolk moved about. Cody tipped his hat to one of the bonneted ladies as she entered the general store. Pausing, he glanced inside before he passed. Barrels of grain, flour and sugar sat among burlap sacks of feed and farming implements. Shelves and boxes filled one entire wall of the store; bolts of colorful cloth, ready-made clothes, canned goods and mason jars, buckets of nails and screws crammed every open space. The center of the floor space contained two tables laden with fresh produce, a couple baskets of eggs, pungent cheese, and salted meat.

      The clerk stared at Cody as he lingered by the door; a frown wrinkled his brow as he gave Cody the once over. Cody nodded and moved on. He scanned the painted signs as he strolled past various buildings and noted the sheriff’s office across the street from the Silver Spur saloon. Finally, he spotted a narrow structure with a single glass window in front; a small placard propped in the window’s corner proclaimed Deer Springs’ Mining Office.

      Moving past the office, Cody knocked on the next wooden door. The chipped blue paint stuck to his knuckles with each loud rap. Cody rubbed his hand on the seat of his pants and waited for the door to open.

      “I’m comin’, hold your horses,” bellowed a woman’s gruff voice seconds before she cracked the door open and peered out the narrow slit. “Who’re you? Whatcha want?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Morning ma’am; name’s Cody Jarvis. Clem down at the stable said you might have a room to rent.”

      A heavy-set woman, with matted gray hair pulled back into a severe bun and wearing a plain dark dress, swung the door wider. She looked him over. “Come on in. If Clem sent you, you must be all right.”

      “Thanks. Feel like I’m wearing half the Wyoming territory on these clothes. Got a tub I can soak in; remove some of this grime? Been awhile since I’ve had a hot bath,” said Cody. His eyes scanned the one large room. The place was clean yet sparse, with only mismatched seating for four around the wooden table that graced the center of the room. He noted the faded but clean gingham tablecloth and the threadbare woolen rug on the floor. The smell of strong coffee hung in the air.

      “Yeah, I can fix ya up. How long ya stayin’? And you can call me Clara. We ain’t too formal here.”

      “Thank you, Clara. If it’s all right with you, I’ll stay awhile. Don’t know yet how long, maybe couple of months.”

      “Well, seein’ as you’re fixin to stay awhile, I’ll charge you only six dollars a month for the room and board. I normally charge more. I cook what vittles I find for breakfast and supper. You ain’t one of those fussy eaters, are you? And I don’t take none of that paper money, only silver or gold. Okay?” Clara asked unblinking, her eyes studying him, waiting for a reaction.

      “Sounds fair to me.” Cody reached into his front pocket and withdrew three gold dollar coins and offered them to the woman. “Here’s two weeks’ worth; I’ll pay the balance of the month later. That do?”

      Clara accepted the coins, smiled at Cody, then tested one coin by biting it with the few teeth she had left in her mouth. Satisfied that the gold was genuine, she opened a drawer in a small desk that stood in one corner, removed a key and handed it to Cody.

      “Top of the stairs, second door on the left is yours. I’ll heat some water for that bath.”

      Cody clasped the key in one hand as he hoisted his rifle and saddle bags then climbed the stairs. He glanced down the upper hallway and made note of the number of doors before unlocking his own room. His eyes quickly scanned the meager space, taking in a lone chest of drawers and a single bed that supported a mattress with more lumps than a bowl of oatmeal. At least the blanket and pillow appeared clean, albeit a bit frayed.

      Cody crossed the wooden floor and moved to the narrow window that overlooked the dusty street. Standing to the side, he cautiously lifted the yellowed and cracked window shade to peer across the street and both sides of the building. He had a good view of the Silver Spur and could look down onto the entrance of the mining company office. Cody smiled to himself, pleased with the location.

      Now to see to that bath. He hung his hat on the bedpost and unbuckled his gun belt, withdrawing a Colt and laying it on top of the chest within easy reach. The gun belt followed his hat to dangle from the other post. He shucked his boots and wiggled toes that hadn’t been free for over a week. Felt good to stretch. Cody peeled off his shirt and bandana, socks and belt, but left his jeans on. He tucked the wad of dirty clothes under his arm as he grabbed his Colt and sought the location of the tub awaiting him.

      He padded down the stairs and found Clara in a small alcove located off the rear kitchen. He watched her pour a large kettle of hot water in a copper hip bath already half full. Steam rose from the inviting bath water.

      “Can I help with that?” he asked as the woman bent to pour the heavy kettle.

      “That ought to do it. You holler out if you need more,” Clara told him. She paused in her chore to ogle the man’s bare chest with its thick black furring that led in a line below his belt. Clara noted a thin scar crossing taut muscles. Her brow raised along with her curiosity, but she knew better than to ask. Still, she wasn’t so old that she couldn’t appreciate the sight of a handsome, able-bodied man.

      “I’d like to use this water when I’m done to wash up some clothes, then I’ll empty it for you if that’s okay,” Cody said. He laid his gun on the floor next to the tub within easy reach.

      “Suit yourself,” Clara replied as she left the tiny room and closed the door.

      Cody stripped off his jeans and lowered himself into the hot water. He had to pull his knees up to his chest to fit within the tub but at least he could soak most of his body. A bar of lye soap and a rag waited on a stool next to the tub; Cody reached for the harsh soap and scrubbed away miles of thick trail dust.

      Steamy hot water relaxed his tired body as Cody allowed himself the rare luxury of letting his mind drift. He’d been following the money for weeks, tracking smugglers and leads that kept pointing to one man. And now he felt close. He was sure of it. Time to put his plan into action.
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      Cody browsed through the stack of denim pants on the shelf of the general store, selected a pair his size then turned his attention to a rack of cotton shirts. Female twittering caused him to look about the shop. His eyes found a pair of young girls staring at him unabashedly, their cheeks blushed prettily as their eyes locked with his. Cody raised a palm to rub his own pink, clean-shaven cheeks and wondered if that was what the teens snickered over. Perhaps just a young woman testing her wiles on an older man? The girls appeared to be barely out of the nursery. Shaking his head, he returned to the task at hand and felt positively ancient in their company.

      Cody laid the pants and black cotton shirt on the counter, added a pair of cotton socks and on impulse, selected a peppermint stick candy to his purchase. The clerk behind the cash register coughed lightly and raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

      “How much?” Cody asked as the clerk bundled the clothing in brown paper and tied it with a string. Cody picked up the peppermint, sucking on one end; he clenched it between his teeth.

      “That’ll be four-fifty, mister.”

      “Here you go,” Cody said as he handed the clerk both coin and paper currency. He watched the clerk count the money carefully before he dropped it into a cash drawer under the counter.

      Cody tipped his hat to an older woman and smiled at the two young girls who twittered and giggled as he left the store. A woman with a brood of children clinging to her skirts marched toward him on the narrow wooden boardwalk. Cody stepped down into the street to allow her to pass unhindered. Hot, noon day rays bounced off the storefront’s glass, shooting arcs of white light. Cody tilted his Stetson forward on his brow to block the sun’s glare from his eyes. He started toward the Silver Spur saloon then stopped midway when he heard his name shouted.

      “Jarvis! You yellow-bellied snake, turn around,” a loud voice snarled. The cowboy stood in the middle of the dusty street and stared defiantly at Cody.

      Cody turned to face the threat. He recognized Boyd Wilson, a low life criminal… hard to forget. Cody had been responsible for sending Wilson to prison ten years ago when they both had served in the army. The problem now was what Wilson was doing in Deer Springs. The last thing he needed was his cover blown.

      People paused outside stores; a couple of wranglers stepped out from the saloon to watch the drama unfolding in the street. Swirls of dust blew up, a lone tumbleweed bounced against the wooden walk while the sun beat down mercilessly.

      “I always knew I’d find you one day,” growled Wilson. His hand slid to his gun holster. His fingers hovered above the hilt.

      Cody narrowed his eyes and coolly studied the man before him. His own right hand hung deceptively relaxed while his left still held the tied paper package. The stick candy protruded from his lips.

      The glare of the sun pierced Wilson’s eyes. He blinked then reached for his gun. It was over in a split second.

      Smoke spiraled from the barrel of Cody’s Colt, still pointed at the man lying crumpled on the street before him. He slowly slid the revolver into its leather holster and calmly walked toward the saloon, pushing open the swinging doors. He didn’t bother looking back at the dead man.

      The wranglers watching outside followed him in. A few heads turned his way. Most men were unconcerned and resumed conversations or their drinking. Four men seated at a round table in the corner concentrated on their poker game and never bothered to look up at the intrusion of the stranger. Death in Deer Springs was a common occurrence.

      Cody found an empty chair at a lone table, positioned the chair back against the wall and dropped his package onto the floor. He flicked the last piece of peppermint candy into a nearby spittoon. The bartender sauntered over, a bored expression on his face.

      “What can I get cha?”

      “Beer for starters. Got any food?”

      “Guess I can fry you up a beef steak and some taters if you’re hungry,” the man offered.

      “Sounds good; make that steak medium rare but bring me the beer first,” Cody ordered.

      “Comin’ right up.”

      Cody leaned back, pushed his Stetson off his forehead and surveyed the men scattered about the room. His eyes shifted to the saloon doorway as three more men entered. Two hung back, mincing their steps as they followed their leader—from all appearances, the man in charge. He didn’t dress like a common cowboy. He wore a fitted waistcoat with dark trousers and a white shirt. Oil slicked back his black hair but the temples and walrus mustache both displayed signs of graying. The clothes and hair reminded Cody of a southern plantation owner or perhaps a riverboat gambler but the cold steel evident in his eyes betrayed the first, more civilized image. He paused and regarded Cody. His two minions stopped short, nearly running up the heels of the man. He turned and scowled at them; they shriveled in his glare, stepped back, then hurried over to the bar.

      Cody watched the fancy dressed dude strut toward him. Steely eyes studied Cody as he slid a chair over to the table and made himself at home. Both men faced each other, silently sizing each other up.

      “Mind?” His attitude clearly stated he didn’t care if Cody did.

      Cody calmly struck a match on the underside of the table and lit a cigarette. He took a couple pulls and exhaled slowly, then stretched his legs out before him and stared at the man.

      “You’re new in town.” It was a statement not a question as he scrutinized Cody’s appearance.

      “Just got in.”

      “You cost me a good man, mister. What’s your name?”

      “Jarvis, Cody Jarvis. That piece of scum worked for you? Can’t say much for your choice of employees,” he sneered and flicked his cigarette ash onto the floor.

      “He had his uses. You owe me, Jarvis. What are you going to do about it?”

      “Depends. Who are you? You offering me a job?” Cody asked as he studied the speculating gleam in the other man’s eyes.

      “Seems I’ve heard tell of a gun for hire down in Laramie, or was it Cheyenne, by the name of Jarvis. That you?”

      “Maybe. Like I said, who’s asking?”

      “I’m Zachary Logan. I run things in these parts. People usually check with me before stirring up any trouble.”

      “Wasn’t much time to ask permission; if you know what I mean? Next time I’ll try to ask first.” Cody said in a low voice and only took his eyes away from Logan’s face when the barkeep set his beer down. Cody took a thoughtful sip of warm beer then broached Logan.

      “So, you run things around here, huh? What, like the mayor or sheriff?” Cody scoffed.

      “Hardly. I’ve got a cattle ranch west of town, the Diamond Bar. Plus, I own this saloon and the mining office. We’re a small town and don’t like it when strangers come in and cause trouble.”

      “Sorry, but Wilson and I just settled an old beef. I didn’t even know the cowpoke was here.”

      “Hmm, well, I could use a man like you, somebody good with a gun.”

      “Why? Cattle ranching doesn’t normally involve shooting.”

      “We’ve, ah, had some problems with rustling. My men keep watch on the herd and oversee the sale of those beefs. Lots of money can change hands around here; I have to protect my interests,” Logan stated as he stood. “Think it over Jarvis. You want a job? Come see me.”

      Cody nodded as his plate of food arrived. “I’ll do that. Get back to you in a few days.”

      He watched as Logan joined his men at the bar, swallowed a shot of whiskey then walked toward a rear door of the saloon.

      “Hmm, maybe Logan’s office?” speculated Cody. “Bears looking into.”
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      Boyd Wilson’s body lay on the planks of a rickety buckboard wagon. Two men measured his length for the undertaker then scratched a number on the sole of Wilson’s boot with a piece of chalk. A single horse slowly dragged the wagon toward the end of the street where a pile of wood spilled out of a three-sided lean-to. Deer Springs’ idea of a funeral parlor.

      Cody watched the lumbering procession as he left the Silver Spur, scanning the street and the movements of the town’s citizens. He looked up as windows were thrown wide open on the second floor of Dollies Darlins, its red painted clapboard siding leaving no doubt as to the nature of its business. Feather ticks hung across the open frames, airing in the hot sun. A scantily clad female leaned against the bedding, waved invitingly to Cody below then giggled as he tipped his hat to her.

      He stepped off the boardwalk, headed to the stable, when a door slammed loudly. Cody spun about by reflex, bent at the waist; his hand reached for his gun. A short man wearing a tin star on his chest rushed toward him. Cody paused, straightened, and waited warily.

      “Stop right there, mister. You responsible for that?” he demanded with a finger pointed toward the creaking buckboard.

      Cody quickly studied the flushed face, heavy jowls and balding head, then took note of the portly belly hiding the man’s waistline and the gun belt hanging below. He waited for the fella to catch his breath before turning to answer him.

      “Yeah, I shot him. It was self-defense; he drew first.”

      “I’m Sheriff Ned Connor. I run things in this town; I don’t like strangers causing trouble and shooting respectable citizens. What’s your name?”

      “Cody Jarvis. Like I said, he drew first.” Cody peered at the lawman and spat onto the dusty street.

      “You got witnesses to back up that story?”

      A crowd gathered along the boardwalk to watch the theater before them, hoping for more gun action to liven their dreary day. Cody spotted Zachary Logan among the onlookers. Logan casually leaned against the saloon wall, one foot propped on a wooden bench as he too watched the sheriff and the gunslinger.

      The sheriff noticed the growing throng then nervously glanced toward Logan.

      Cody caught the movement from the corner of his eye and saw Logan imperceptibly nod to Connor. Hmm, like that, is it?

      The sheriff took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, as if he were making a big decision.

      “Well, seems like there might be enough people to back up what you say is true. I’m gonna let you off with a warning. But I won’t tolerate any more bloodshed. You got it?”

      The sheriff flexed his shoulders and pulled himself erect. Connor tried to increase his stature and provide an imposing impression on the crowd and the cock-sure whelp before him.

      “Got it. Is that all, Sheriff?” Cody asked as he tried to keep the disgust out of his voice. Without a doubt, he just witnessed who ran this town, and it wasn’t Connor.

      “I’ll be watching you, Jarvis. Remember that.”

      Cody turned, ignoring the man, and continued his way toward the stables to check on his horse and maybe have a conversation with old Clem. As he entered, the cool shade of the stable felt good and was a welcome respite from the scorching heat of the afternoon. Cody took a moment to allow his eyes to adjust to the shadows of the barn. He moved over to the stall holding his horse and dropped his parcel onto the floor. The loyal chestnut bay snorted and nuzzled Cody’s out-stretched hands. Cody lovingly stroked the horse’s nose and caressed its head.

      “How you doin’ boy? Clem treating you good?”

      “Sure am, young fella.”

      Cody turned at the sound of the old man’s voice.

      “Just finished brushing him down. Don’t he look good?” Clem guffawed then continued on more seriously, “Here tell you had some excitement.”

      Clem stepped out of the dark and stood next to the stall. The bay snickered as Clem opened his palm to reveal a slice of apple. The horse chomped his treat appreciatively.

      “News travels fast,” Cody said as he rubbed Lightning’s head and scratched behind his ears.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t imagine folks will shed any tears over the likes of Boyd Wilson. Good riddance, I say… just one less Logan henchman.”

      “Hmm, Logan, I met the man. What can you tell me about Zachary Logan? He seems to be the guy in power around here.” Cody studied Clem’s face, waiting for a response.

      “The man’s a weasel. Cheats honest folk and hires a bunch of outlaws to take what he wants,” Clem declared and spat on the stable floor as if to emphasize his point.

      “What do you mean, he cheats honest folk? He told me he ran a cattle ranch and the saloon. He been in Deer Springs long? Sounds like he’s just a smart businessman,” Cody said, trying to rile Clem.

      “If you think stealing land and killing some of those sodbusters is just good business, well fella, then you ain’t the person I thought you were.”

      “Hold on now Clem. Just who do you think I am?” Cody asked. His eyes continued to study the old man.

      “I think you’ve come to clean up this town, that’s who. You got that lawman look about you. I can spot ‘em a mile away,” Clem stated and stared Cody in the eye, daring him to deny it.

      Cody shifted his stance, patted Lightning again, and gazed at the dust motes floating above shafts of sunlight, then turned to Clem, making a decision he prayed he would not later regret.

      “I need your help Clem.”

      “I knew it!” Clem exclaimed as he slapped his thigh with his battered hat then cackled in glee as he danced a little jig in the scattered straw.

      “I’m trusting you to not tell a soul. My life depends on it. As far as you know, I’m just one more gunslinger. Got it? I may have to do things you won’t like or even understand, stuff that won’t sit right, but I’ve got to get close to Logan to learn what kind of operation he’s running.”

      “What can I do?” asked Clem.

      “Just keep your ears and eyes open and your mouth shut,” Cody instructed.

      “What do you need to know?”

      “When did Logan arrive in Deer Springs?”

      “Um, dunno, maybe about three or four years ago. Him and two other dudes rode into town. Next thing I heard tell, he had won the deed to the Silver Spur in a poker game with Joe Peterson. Just took over the place; lock, stock and barrel.”

      “Where’s Peterson now? I’d like to talk with him.”

      “Dead. Logan shot him. Ole Joe accused Logan of cheating in that poker game, said he wasn’t going to give over the Spur. Joe drew his gun on Logan and that was that.”

      “Uh huh, I think I get the picture. That kind of transaction happens frequently, I take it?” Cody asked.

      “Decent folks don’t stand a chance. Settlers that file a claim and try to build up a homestead, they wind up losing the land and move on, or get buried under it.”

      “Thanks Clem. Guess that’s what I needed to know.” Cody flipped a coin to the old codger and gave Lightning’s nose one last rub. “Give him an extra bag of grain tonight, Clem. He’s the closest thing I have to family.”

      “Be careful out there, young fella.”
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      The smell of flapjacks on the griddle and bacon sizzling in the pan greeted Cody as he descended the boarding house stairs the next morning. Clara poured him a mug of coffee and slid a full breakfast plate in front of Cody.

      “Smells delicious, ma’am, fit for a king. Thank you,” Cody said with a smile for the woman.

      “Eat up; there’s plenty more. Reckon those clothes of yours are dry on the line by now. I’ll leave ‘em in your room,” Clara offered.

      “Thanks.”

      Looking pointedly at his black shirt and creased blue-jeans, Clara commented, “Of course, those new duds you’re wearing look mighty fine.” She laughed as she set the coffee pot back on the stove.

      “Everyone else already eat?” Cody asked, choosing to ignore her mention of his clothing. He glanced around the empty room.

      “Just got one other boarder, a schoolmarm who ate and hurried over to the schoolhouse this morning. Had one other gent staying here, but he left. Said he didn’t want to stay under the same roof with no gunslinger.” She raised an eyebrow and gave Cody a meaningful stare.

      “Sorry you lost business on my account; promise you there won’t be any gun play here. I don’t plan on bringing trouble to your doorstep,” apologized Cody with a sincere look.

      Clara studied Cody’s face and decided she would trust him. She nodded, then headed toward the washroom and outdoors. Clara picked up the clean clothes, stiff from drying in the blistering sun yesterday and folded the pants and shirt. She gathered up some of her own things, noticed the dining room was empty and Cody’s plate sitting in the sink, then proceeded upstairs. Knocking once, in case Cody was inside, she eased the door of his room open. A quick peek confirmed the room was empty. She placed the folded clothes on the bed.

      “Humph, sure is tidy for a gunslinger,” voiced Clara to the vacant room. Bed made, clothes hung on the peg and just a single hairbrush rested atop the chest. “He don’t make no fuss.”

      She shut the door, clicked the lock and went about her business.
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        * * *

      

      Cody entered the mining office next door. The narrow room barely had enough space for a battered desk and two chairs. A map of the region hung on one wall and a pair of dented metal filing cabinets stood against the other. Cody noted a squat safe tucked into the corner behind the desk.

      He moved to study the map with its red and blue markings and circles drawn across the land. A slight sound behind him drew his attention to a thin, gray-haired gentleman wearing a stained shirt that might have been white at one time and loose-fitting trousers held up by suspenders clipped to his waist and draped across bony shoulders. He stood in the doorway leading to a back room.

      “Can I help you?” the man asked. Sweat glistened on his forehead; his beady brown eyes, framed by a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles, scrutinized Cody.

      “Howdy,” Cody greeted in a too loud voice with a broad grin. “I’m fixin’ to do some prospecting.” He held his hat behind him and bounced from side to side.

      “That so?”

      “You the man I speak to about available land and filed claims? Wouldn’t want to be accused of stealing or claim jumping,” Cody stated as he turned his back on the gentleman and returned his attention to the map on the wall. “What’s this blue circle mean?”

      “I’m Clyde Olson; I run the mine office. The blue circles are legal claims filed with this office.”

      “Hmm, reckon you’re the right person to see then. What do the red lines mean?” Cody asked as he held his hat in hand and scratched his head, pretending to be baffled.

      “Red lines indicate potential veins ready to prospect.”

      “Whoa, I gotta get me one of those!”

      The clerk silently snickered at this dumb cowpoke standing before him. He’ll make the perfect sucker. Clyde could already hear the praise Zachary Logan will heap upon him for unloading another parcel of worthless land and producing a huge profit in the bargain. This yokel, in his unmistakably new store-bought clothes, had to be the perfect mark.

      “What do I gotta do?” asked Cody. He grinned at the man then peered at the map, running his fingers along the red lines, squinting to read the identifying landmarks.

      “Just sign this here agreement and pay the asking price for the land. We’ve got some very promising parcels just waiting for the right person to work them. Why, I bet you’d strike gold or silver in no time at all,” Olson went into his sales pitch persona.

      “Gosh, that sure sounds excitin’. I’ll have to chew on it a spell,” Cody said. He pumped Olson’s hand and left the mining office before the clerk could digest what had just happened.

      Cody slipped back into the boarding house and took the stairs two steps at a time. He hurried into his room and opened the bottom chest drawer, withdrew a rolled-up map then spread it open upon his bed. He grabbed a pencil and began recording the marked parcels he had memorized from the mining company map. Some of the land designated for sale appeared to be located on Arapaho Indian reservations. Cody realized that Logan not only swindled settlers out of their homestead claims, but he was also selling pieces of federal land reserved under Indian treaties. No doubt many a poor unsuspecting miner forfeited his money, claim and possibly his life when the Arapaho expelled him off their property. Logan’s operation encompassed more than Cody had realized.

      Cody rolled up his map, tucked it inside his shirt, and locked his door behind him. He stepped into the alley between Clara’s and the mining office and headed toward the stable, keeping to the seclusion of the back streets. The sun burned a hole in the sky overhead; a heavy haze hung in the air enough to take a man’s breath away. The heat was oppressive. Cody entered the barn from the rear, startling old Clem with his silent entrance.

      “Scared me half to death. You move as quiet as an Injun,” Clem complained.

      “Sorry Clem. I just came to get Lightning; didn’t see the need to announce it to anyone in town that might be watching.”

      Cody approached the horse stall and patted the stallion on his nose. The scent of sweet green hay clung to the cool shadows of the barn. He brushed the huge bay then tossed a blanket onto his back, followed by his saddle. He buckled the girth and snugged the cinch. Lightning stood still, accustomed to his tack and the touch of his master. He snorted once; eager for the freedom to run and flex his muscles.

      Cody chuckled and patted his steed affectionately. “All rested up and raring to go, huh fella? Well, let’s explore some of this territory. See you later Clem.”

      Cody led Lightning out the rear door of the stable then swung up into the saddle and with a nudge of his heel, horse and man trotted off.
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      Cody circled Deer Springs, giving it a wide berth, then headed north toward the foothills. Lightning stretched his thick muscles and galloped freely across the open land; Cody gave him his head until they had covered several miles. He was curious to have a look at some of the land marked on his map. The more distance he put between himself and the town, the more relaxed he felt. He sat back in the saddle and scanned the horizon. To his east, he saw cattle grazing in small herds; a split rail fence created a horse corral attached to a barn that looked more like kindling wood than anything solid.

      He steered clear of the homestead with its log cabin; smoke curled above the chimney and laundry hung on a rope line. He respected the folks who put down roots and sacrificed their all to build a life for themselves in this wild land. Maybe some day he’ll own a ranch, have a family, but that future seemed decades away. Assuming he survived this mission.

      Cody stood in the saddle and peered across the vacant space. The land stretched as far as the eye could see. The Wyoming Territory resembled his time spent with the Army at Fort Lyon in Colorado on the Frontier, fighting Indians and trying to maintain order with a handful of soldiers spread over the vast terrain. Living off of baked beans and hardtack or whatever game a man could snare, it was a hard life and a lonely one for a soldier.

      Cody shook his head to clear the cobwebs and the path his mind was taking. No time for dreams. He rode further north, stopped once to check the landmarks indicated on his map, then got his bearings and continued. The afternoon wore thin, and dusk colored the horizon when Cody spied a cluster of tents gathered around a wooden sluice in a small stream. A trio of placer miners worked the land with pickaxes and shovels. They sifted the dirt and rocks into the water sluice, as they searched for nuggets of gold or silver ore.

      “Hello in the camp!” Cody called out as he rode into their camp. In the twilight, he appeared as a dark shadow. “Howdy. That coffee I smell? Can you spare a cup?”

      Without waiting for an invitation, Cody dismounted and tied his horse to a tree branch near the stream where Lightning could drink his fill. He sauntered into the open circle of firelight and approached one of the grizzled prospectors.

      “Pot’s hot, pour your own. I’d tell you to make yourself at home, but you seem to have done that already,” one man stated with a smirk.

      The gray-haired, prospector held out his hand to Cody. “Hank Jergen. This here’s my son Willum.” He pointed to the man climbing up the riverbank and walking into camp. “That’s my partner, John Woods.”

      Cody shook the man’s hand, scrutinized his face and the other two men. “Nice to meet ‘cha. Cody Jarvis.”  He turned to shake the other man’s hand.

      “You lost, mister?” asked John Woods indignantly. He scowled at Cody as he reached for his canteen of water.

      “No, not exactly. Just trying to get the lay of the land so to speak. I heard tell a man might get lucky around these parts. They say there’s gold and silver ripe for the picking. That true?” asked Cody as he studied the faces before him.

      “You’re a fool. Think we’d be digging all day like slaves if them there riches were just scattered on top the ground? Somebody been telling you lies, buddy,” said Willum.

      “Well, I’m right sorry to hear that, boys,” Cody said. “Reckon I’ve been told a tall tale.”

      The three men glared at him suspiciously. Cody squatted by the campfire and poured coffee into a tin cup. He took one sip, swallowed hot liquid that tasted more like tar than chicory and coughed hard.

      Hank Jergens laughed and slapped Cody on the back, “Bit strong for you? That pot’s been cookin’ for three days now. Makes a man’s hair stand on end, but it keeps us awake during the night and that’s what we need.”

      “What makes you want to stay awake all night, old timer? You afraid of claim jumpers?” Cody asked.

      Before the man could answer, a bullet whizzed past Willum’s head and struck one of the burning logs. Chunks of wood exploded, and sparks flew into the air. Cody automatically drew his gun and rolled to his side while the three miners ducked for cover behind anything solid. Cody peered into the fading daylight and listened. No sounds of approaching riders or men crawling stealthily toward camp could be heard. He slowly slid his Colt back into his holster and turned to the others.

      “Think that just answered my question. Happen often? Do they ever hit anything or just harass?”

      “John got hit in the shoulder once, but we don’t scare off. This is our claim, and we aim to keep it,” said Hank.

      “So, I see. Somebody must think you’ve got a valuable mine if they keep trying to scare you fellas off.”

      “We do all right. Like I said, it ain’t lying around. You gotta work for what silver you find.” John Woods spat onto a burning log, his saliva mixed with tobacco juice sizzled and crackled in the embers.

      “Maybe I ought to rethink this mining stuff; appears to be hard work and dangerous to boot,” Cody said with a laugh.

      “You don’t look the type to scare off easily,” Willum commented.

      “I’m not, but I’d like to think I have enough common sense not to risk my neck for a piece of rock.”

      “Humph, what are you really doing out here, mister? You ain’t lookin’ to stake a claim,” John Woods stated as he stared at Cody, refusing to break eye contact with him.

      “Like I said, boys. I’m just exploring the area.”

      “You don’t say,” Hank said in a dry tone.

      “Well, thanks for the coffee and the company. Reckon I’ll move along,” Cody said. “Good luck to you.”

      Cody untied Lightning and mounted up, turning south, back toward Deer Springs. It was late when he hit town and left the bay in the stable. He needed a hot meal and a good night’s sleep to consider what he saw and learned today. But first a visit to the Silver Spur was in order.
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      A thick layer of cigarette smoke clung to the fetid atmosphere of sweaty, unwashed bodies milling about the bar and within the confined interior of the saloon. A full day’s sweltering heat had intensified the stench. Cody swallowed hard, wished he didn’t need to breathe briefly, and narrowed his eyes against the stinging smoke as he stepped up to the bar.

      “Beer,” he ordered. The bartender, Kelly, filled a pilsner glass with the frothy ale and slid it across the wooden surface. Kelly studied the stranger, trying to recall where he had seen the man before, sure his face was familiar. It’d come to him.

      Cody took a large gulp of the lukewarm liquid then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He rested one foot on the brass bar rail as his eyes scanned the mirror hanging behind the bar, allowing him to watch the commotion at his back.

      “Jarvis, just the man I was looking for,” Zachary Logan stated as he closed the rear office door and strode toward Cody.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Have you considered my offer?” Logan asked. He struck a match and lit his cigar, peering at Cody through the spiraling smoke.

      “Maybe. Let’s just say, I’d like to hear more.”

      “Come out to the ranch tomorrow morning; I’m about five miles west of town. I’ve got a small spread, only sixteen hundred acres, but I plan on expanding.”

      “I’m not a cowhand. I don
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