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"Here's another print from your Pa's horse, Andy," Hasty said as he pointed toward the iron shoe impression in the midst of the hoof marks from our stolen cattle.

I looked down to where he pointed. "Yeah, that's his horse. We're still on the right trail. It looks like there's some buildings ahead. Maybe he's there," I said, hoping the worry I felt didn't show in my voice. We'd left the cattle drive near two days ago, looking for my Pa, Pecos Quinn, who'd gone off alone after the rustlers who took a dozen or so of our longhorns during the night. The rest of us were told to keep pushing the herd north, but when Pecos didn't return, I went after him with Hasty, the only guy on the cattle drive younger than me. 

My eyes followed down the trail to where he'd pointed. "It ain't much of a town, Hasty."

"It looks a lot like Brantlyville back on your ranch."

"That wasn't much either. It was only three buildings. I grew up there."

"I can see four," Hasty told me. "But maybe there's another one or two."

"We'll be there before dusk. I hope we find Pecos."

We picked up our pace, after riding day after day on the dusty, windblown trail, a town this far out in the hot, dry prairie seemed inviting. Maybe it had a place to eat. A meal of home cooked chow would be welcome after weeks of pushing ornery cows along and eating mostly beans and whatever game we could snag without starting a stampede from our gunfire.

"Maybe they even have a hotel. We could sleep in a real bed tonight," Hasty suggested.

"Having a pillow instead of resting my head on a saddle would be great," I added.

“I almost forgot what a soft featherbed feels like,” Hasty admitted.

"Don't get too cozy. Our job is to find Pecos," I shot back.

"I'd settle for a good supper," he went on.

"You and me both."

By the time we rode into the tiny collection of buildings the sun had sunk below the distant mountains. A stable on our left, with a sharp lean to the south, looked ready to fall over. Next to it a sign said "Gun Smith" and under it "Sharp's Rifles." The shop was dark and had a closed sign hanging from a nail in the door. 

Across the road stood the two-story Smalley's Hotel, with a sign in faded red paint boasting of "Likker and Eats" nailed over the open door.

"Looks like this is the place to go here," Hasty said.

"I don't see any better offer," I replied, not impressed with the rundown looks of the place. I got to the ground and tied the buckskin I was riding to the rail and, with Hasty behind me, walked into the hotel. I stopped just inside to let my eyes adjust to the darkness. There were no lamps here, not even a candle burned.

"Howdy fellers," a deep voice came from the rear just as I heard a match strike and then saw the flare of the flame. A tall, heavyset man fired up a lantern over a bar on the back side of the room and light filled the place. Stairs led up from my right and there were four tables across the floor. The barkeep picked up a bottle and pushed two small glasses our way.

I didn't drink and was about to stop him when Hasty tossed a coin on the bar. 

"Thanks, Mister," he said eagerly. "It's been a long, hot ride." He took the first shot the man poured and tossed it back eagerly then pushed the glass over for a refill.

I left my shot on the bar. "The sign says you serve food. We could use some supper."

"We got stew tonight," he answered as he refilled my friend's glass.

"That's sounds great," Hasty exclaimed. "I'm hungry enough to eat a horse."

The guy chuckled in a way that made me wonder what was in that stew, but I was hungry too. "We'll both have some," I told him.

"Mona," he yelled, "Two bowls a stew fer two hungry men."

Then he glared right at me. "She'll be right out with yer food," he said to me, and all the while he had a sly smile on his face, like he knew something I didn't.

It made me uneasy. I put a couple of coins on the bar to pay for the food and pointed to a table near the door. "Mind if we wait over there."

"No, not at all. Ya help yourself," he answered, still wearing the grin.

Hasty grabbed the bottle and both glasses and followed me to the table. I took a chair where I could keep an eye on the barkeep. Somehow, he, or the whole place, left me on edge.

Hasty poured another shot from the bottle and tossed it down in one swig.

"Go easy on that stuff. We're strangers and this could be a snake's nest?" I told him.

"You mean—"

"Yeah, I mean keep your mouth shut. If anybody asks, we're looking for a couple of stray cows, nothing more. Understand?"

He put the empty glass down and nodded. "I guess maybe I've had enough."

“It looks like we might have to stay here tonight. We’ll put our horses in the stable and sleep in shifts, with one of us always on watch. We did it the whole drive. We can do it here.”

“Maybe Pecos’s horse’s is in that stable.”

“Maybe, Hasty, but my gut says no.”

“All my gut ever told me was how bad Cookie’s beans were some nights.”

“This is different. It’s more of a feeling. Those cows didn’t just wander off. Somebody took them. But why did they only take a dozen? We wouldn’t have hardly noticed they were missing if Pecos hadn't been on watch that night. He must have seen the rustlers herd them off."

A door on the back wall beside the bar swung open and someone wearing a dress backed through it carrying a tray with two hands. When she turned toward me, I almost fell out of my chair. I'd lived all my life on a cow ranch a long way from anyplace with people, and this had to be the prettiest girl I'd ever seen. And now she had my stew and headed straight toward me.

I sucked in a deep breath and followed her every step on her way here. She only wore a plain blue dress but her breast bulged out at the top and her hips swayed down below and in between her waist looked as small as a water reed. Strands of long sandy hair hung over her shoulders and her bright red lips seemed to invite me to kiss them. I swallowed hard.

She looked straight at me as she put our stew on the table. "Eat up and enjoy, fellows."

"Hi Mona, I'm Andy Quinn. Pleased to meet you," I said before I even thought about it.

The red lips broke into a broad grin. "I'm glad to meet you too, Andy Quinn," she said in a high-pitched voice that seem to come from the angels on high.

Her smile disarmed me. I sucked down a deep breath, but just then the front door flew open and two big, burly men stomped in, each toting a powerful Sharp's 50 caliber rifle and looking for all the world like plainsmen just back from a buffalo hunt.

Mona put a plate of bread on the table, winked at me and turned away. "Evening Bull, Bear. We got beef stew tonight," she called to the hunters. "Can I bring ya'll a bowl?"

"Ya sure can, Honey," the biggest of the two answered her with a lusty leer.

"And Moses," the other called to the barkeep, "we'll have a bottle a that horse liniment ya sell fer likker here."

"Comin' up." The barkeep already had a bottle on the bar. He plopped two small glasses beside it as Mona made a looping path around the two men and headed toward the kitchen door.

"Sit down and shut your mouth, Andy," Hasty told me. "Ya look like ya saw a ghost."

I turned my gaze back from the door Mona disappeared behind and sat. "Did you hear? She said we're eating beef stew." I told him as soon as I could wrestle my mind back from her.

"Yeah, but I'm eating it. I know what beef stew tastes like."

"I wonder if it was made from our cows," I said real soft.

"If I was a betting man, that's how I'd go."

"This isn't poker. Pecos might be around here somewhere."

"And you still want to sleep in this flea bag rat hole tonight?"

"Yeah, it's nicer here than the ground we slept on the whole cattle drive."

Hasty looked doubtful. “I hope they got feather beds.”

“Let’s eat up and then put our horses in the stable.”

The kitchen door banged open again and Mona came out with two more bowls of stew. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her as she put one in front of each of the burly buffalo hunters and joked with them as she did. Then she turned to go back to the door and, as she pushed it open, she looked directly at me. I could swear she winked before she disappeared.

I got up, too on edge to sit. “I’ll talk to Moses about a room.”

“Ya do that. I’ll finish th' stew. Our cows taste pretty darn good.”

“Yeah, don’t they,” I muttered as I walked off.

“Say Moses,” I said at the bar. "My friend and I need to stay here overnight. Do you have a room we can use?”

“Oh sure, th’ two in th' front are empty. Got clean sheets an' towels. Take yer pick.”

“That’s terrific,” I answered. “Can we leave our horses in the stable?”

“You betcha, Sonny. Old Abraham’ll be right glad t’ see ya.”

“I appreciate your help. We should be on our way in the morning.”

“Stay as long as ya like. We don’t get many visitors here.”

His slick smile was met with no response from me. If the guy was a part of the gang who took our cows, he was darn good at acting innocent, but then I'd never met any cattle rustlers before. I smiled back and returned to our table, left a little money for Mona and headed for the door. Hasty pushed back his bowl and followed me out.

We mounted up and rode across to the stable. Light from a lamp shone through one lone window in the front. I handed my reins to Hasty and went inside the stable. A small room on the right must be where the light came from.

I knocked and yelled out for Abraham.

I heard a grunt. "Be right there," someone called back.

After a quick look I found a lantern and lit it. Hasty led the horses in. 

The door I'd knocked on opened and a short, thin man with a gray beard limped out, glanced at our mounts and grinned. "Ya'll need me t' curry 'em an' feed 'em too?" he asked.

"Yeah," I answered. "Take good care of them and give them some oats."

"They'll be fine here. It'll be a dollar each," he told me.

I gave him the money. "We might be here early in the morning."

"Whenever ya want 'em, just ride 'em out if I ain't around."

"Thanks," I said. Hasty and I pulled our saddles off and tossed them over the stall rail. We grabbed our bedrolls, Winchesters and saddle bags then headed back to the saloon.

When we walked in, the two buffalo hunters were still drinking, their powerful Sharps rifles propped up beside them. Two more men now sat at the far end. I could also see the barrels of their big buffalo guns sticking up beside them. Hasty ran up the stairs two at a time and I was right behind him. The steps turned back to the left and met a small hallway that had two doors on our left and two more on the right. They would look out over the front of the building.

I opened one while Hasty peeked in the other. "There's a feather bed in here," he called.

"There's one here two," I answered. Then I stuck my head in the room he was in. "There's not much difference as far as I can tell. The other room has a view of the stable. I like that."

"Are you worried they might steal our horses," Hasty asked.

"Somebody stole our cattle, didn't they?"

"I reckon they did."

We walked to the room with the stable view. "You turn in, Hasty. I want to keep an eye out for a while. Something seems odd about this place. I’ll keep watch for a while."

"They already have our cows. What else would they want from us?" he fired back.

"Maybe they think we'll bring trouble. People will do that to crooks, you know."

"If they take our horses we'll be stuck here, Andy."

"If anybody takes our mounts, I'll shoot them."

"Hey, if they already have our cows. They're guilty a rustlin’, I'd say."

"Pecos always told me a man was innocent until he was found guilty. He trusted people. He respected them, until they crossed him. Then he got even."

"Looks t' me like we're th’ ones who need t’ get even for them taking our beef."

"We're likely to have to shoot them to get the cows back."

I lit a lamp by the door, closed it and threw the latch, then grabbed the only chair in the room and moved it to the window. Meanwhile Hasty tossed his hat on the dresser, pulled off his boots and gun then got on the soft bed. I blew out the lamp, went to the window and took a seat. 

With the room now completely dark, I pulled the drape back and looked out. I could see the whole front of the stable sitting across the main trail from the saloon. The lamp in Abraham's window still burned but otherwise not a living soul stirred outside. 

It wasn't long before Hasty snored softly. The men downstairs sounded like the liquor they were drinking was taking hold. They talked louder and louder. Often yelling at one another. None of this bothered Hasty. He slept on. The bed must be soft.

I continued to sit and wait, convinced deep down that something would happen soon. Then the lamp in Old Abraham's room went out. The light from the stars and a near full moon kept the dirt trail past the stables bathed in soft white light. Then the door from the bar opened downstairs, footsteps crossed the wood porch, a step creaked from the weight of a man. 

Whoever it was walked out past the corner of the saloon and looked up to the window I stared out. The room was dark. I doubted he could see me. He wanted to know if I was awake.

I held my breath and didn't move. He stared long enough to make me worry, then turned toward the stable, took down a lamp hanging by the doors and lit it. Then he hung it up again and headed to the saloon. I heard the stair squeak, the door creak then slam, followed by the tromp of his heavy footsteps as he walked back to the bar. 

There was something up. I was sure. I sat erect and leaned closer to the window. A rider was coming this way fast. Soon he passed the stable and raced to the saloon. The guy looked like a cow man, wearing chaps, a wide brimmed hat and with a bandana covering his face for the dust. He spun his horse in the street then tipped his hat to someone inside the bar and raced back the way he came. Soon after he was gone the men in the bar all left, one after the other, each with a Sharps in hand, and spread out, hiding in the dark beside buildings or behind barrels.

Soft footsteps came from the stairs and I heard a door to a back room up here open then close softly. It had to be Mona turning in just in time to avoid a gun fight, if one should happen. 

I stayed put and kept a close watch. Soon I heard the familiar hoof beats and soft mooing sound from slow-moving cows. It didn't seem like many, maybe a dozen, about the same number they took from us. The men with them were quiet, like they would be this late, and the cattle were calm. My guess was no one followed them. Had Pecos been close on their tail two nights ago? Had someone fired at him with their powerful buffalo gun when he got to town? 

That thought hit me like a rifle butt to the jaw. Pecos could be dead. A shiver started deep in my gut and shot up my backbone bringing a cold chill with it. Then it melted like frost in a hot spring sun. There weren't many cows and they moved slow, toward me. Pecos would have been following them at a safe distance. I eased up to the edge of my chair again, even closer to the window, my eyes hard-and-fast on the trail as the cattle reached the stable.

The first longhorn came into view, followed closely by the rest. One cowboy was riding near the front and another on the drag. Both had bandannas over their faces. That struck me as odd. These fairly few cows didn't make enough dust to call for a kerchief over the drover's face.

It came to me that these two men were rustlers and didn't want anyone to see what they looked like, but it seemed like the men from the bar below were in on this scheme with them so why keep the mask on? Was it because of Hasty and me? It could well be. That jolted the pluck right out of me. If they thought I was after them—and I was—they might try to kill us tonight.

The cold shiver came back in spite of the warm night. I pulled the Colt from my holster to make sure it was loaded and ready to fire. Those buffalo hunters could come hunting for us at any time. They could tromp up the same steps Hasty and I came here on and beat us both into a battered pulp easily and with great glee. Or, they could wait until Hasty and I left and pick us off with their big bore guns from a mile away as we rode out of this one-horse town. 

Then one of the buffalo hunters sauntered onto the trail and into the lamp light from the saloon and headed this way, his big Sharps rifle tossed casually across his shoulder. It seemed clear this man had no intention to do me harm. He only wanted more liquor. My body stopped shivering. I realized these men had no idea that Pecos had been here. If he'd followed our cows, and they came by this place like the last small herd did, Pecos was smart enough to not get seen by any of the people here. They had no clue he'd slipped past them. I felt better at once.

I watched until all of the buffalo hunters were back inside and drinking heavily again. I grabbed my bedroll and spread it out on the floor under the window ready to turn in for the night. The men downstairs were getting louder as they downed more drinks and that suited me fine. It seemed like they'd forgotten all about Hasty and me. 

But I hadn't forgotten them. This must be a well-practiced group. We hadn't been the first herd heading up the Goodnight-Loving Trail this season. There were several ahead of us and more behind, all separated by several days. While this was the first drive Pecos and I had been on, a lot of the men we were with had done this every year since the railroads had been shipping cattle back east. A lot of the cows in our herd belonged to our ranch but several nearby ranches were with us. This small-scale rustling wasn't new to them. A dozen cows was no big deal they said to Pecos when he wanted to chase them down. It was better to move on.

But Pecos wouldn't, so he came after the thieves. And now Hasty and I seemed to be right in the heart of a nest of rustlers. Somewhere close by they must keep the cattle. Wherever that was, I knew that's where I'd find Pecos, and all Hasty and I had to do was follow this small herd to find our cows and the rest of the rustlers. It would be as easy as following a wagon road.

Rather than wake Hasty, I climbed into my bedroll on the floor and curled up, but sleep was hard to find. I dozed off a few times only to snap awake at some new sound. I tossed and turned until early morning when I finally fell asleep, only to jerk alert often from bad dreams.

Someone knocked softly on the door. I shook myself alert and replied, "Just a minute." I wasn't sleeping well anyway and besides the sun as about to come up. A new day was here. While wiping the sleep from my eyes, I stumbled to the door and pulled it open.

Mona stood there, looking as fresh as a handful of fresh picked flowers. "Oh, hi," she began. "I didn't mean to wake you. I wondered if you and your friend would like breakfast. My Pa won't be up for a while and it seems silly to cook just for me." 

Her shy smile filled my insides with a fire I'd never felt before. "Yeah," I mumbled, "I'd love something to eat. I'm powerful hungry."

She broke into a broad smile. "I like to feed hungry men. Come down as soon as you can. Bring your friend with you. I'll fix up a mess of eggs, some beef streak and a pot of coffee."

"That sounds swell, Mona. Last night's soup sure was fine. We'll be there right quick."

That brought a wide grin to her lips. She turned and headed to the stairs. Then, at the top, she looked at me again. "See you in the bar," she said and headed down the stairs.

I went back into the room to find Hasty out of bed and pulling on his boots. 

"I'm glad you're awake," I told him. "We're going to have a hot breakfast with eggs."

"Hallelujah," he reacted. "I ain't had an egg since we started pushing them cows north."

"It's better than getting ambushed by the buffalo hunters from last night."

"Ya got that right, Andy," he replied as he stood and grabbed his chaps and saddle bags.

I picked up my things and we headed down the stairs. In the bar we saw a table near the door with two cups of hot, steaming coffee beside plates with silverware ready for a meal. 

Mona walked out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel. "Have a seat, guys. I'll bring your breakfast as soon as it's ready. Enjoy your coffee."

Hasty looked at me, a grin on his face. I smiled at him, then turned to her, "Thanks Mona, your cooking sure smells great. Eating off a real plate will be a treat for us. We're grateful."

"I try to make things as homey as I can," she called and returned to the kitchen.

My eyes went to the window. I'd noticed movement from across the trail at the stable. Then I saw old Abraham as he pushed open one of the double barn doors. A man, dressed like a cowboy and not a buffalo hunter, rode out into the early sunlight and headed down the trail at a gallop. It was the same direction the cattle had gone last night. 

Was the guy a part of the cattle rustlers? It sure seemed likely. If he was, then was he one of the men with the group that passed through last night? And what did the buffalo hunters have to do with the whole thing? Something smelled like old shoes here.

Right off I resolved to ride down the trail to find out where it goes. The problem would be that if the rustlers were down that way then Hasty and me might be in for an ambush. Still, in order to find Pecos, we would have to scout that trail one way or another. But this was wide open prairie. Even if we rode far off the trail any rustler worth covering his face could see us coming a mile away. We wouldn't stand a chance. 

Then the kitchen door swung open and Mona backed out toting a big tray filled with our breakfast and a fresh pot of coffee. All thought of the trouble we could get in from the rustlers slipped from my mind as I filled my nose with the smells of hot cooked food and my eyes with the sight of this fresh cut flower of womanhood.

By the time Mona made it to the table, I'd forgotten all about the cattle thieves and my eyes were locked on the sway of her hips as she carried our food toward us.

I jumped to my feet as she got close. "Can I help you with that, Mona? It looks heavy."

She smiled wide. "No thank you. I'm used to it. You just sit and wait for your food."

I sat then asked her, "Oh wow, that sure is a lot of food. Will you help us eat it?"

She slid the tray onto the table then looked at me with a frown. "My papa says I'm not to get close to the customers. He doesn't trust strangers. Nobody here does."

"I sure would like to know you better. I've never met a girl like you." 

She looked around real quick. "Well, maybe for a little bit. Papa won't get out of bed for a while," she said, then smiled shyly and pulled up a chair.

I passed her an empty plate that just happened to be on the tray and offered her some of the scrambled eggs she made. She took a scoop and I passed the eggs to Hasty. I held out the chicken fried steak to her. She helped herself and I sent the platter on to Hasty, who gave me back the eggs. I took some and when I put them down Hasty passed me the steak. I got a small piece and put the plate away.
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