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A HOT, DRY WIND MOVED THROUGH THE CANYON, PUSHING before it a billowing puff of red dust. The cloud of dust lifted high and spread out wide, making it look as if there were blood on the sun.
They were headed for the town of Afton, where, they had been told, they would find a woman named Cat Clay.
 
“SHE WAS TOOK FROM ME, AGAINST HER WILL, BY SOME outlaws,” Marcus Kirby told them. “For a long time I didn’t know where she was, but I just heard from a fella who says that he seen her workin’ in a saloon over to Afton. I’ll give you boys two hunnert and fifty dollars apiece to go over there and get her. Fifty dollars now . . . and the rest when you bring her to me.”
“You say she’s working in a saloon?” Win asked.
“Yep.”
“If that’s the case, she’s probably not being held against her will.”
Marcus shook his head. “No, I don’t reckon she is,” he admitted. “Not now, anyways. But the thing is, I figure that over the last year . . . that’s how long it’s been since she was took . . . she’s prob’ly had to do some things she ain’t proud of, you know, to stay alive. I reckon she thinks I won’t be a-wantin’ her anymore. Only, that ain’t true. I want you to tell her that. And tell her that, no matter what she’s done, I forgive her.”
“What if she doesn’t want to come back?”
“Then I want you to bring her back anyway. That’s what I’m payin’ you boys for.”
“You might be forgiving her,” Win said. “But if we bring her back by force . . . she may not be all that forgiving of you.”
“You just take your money and do your job. I’ll worry about that.”
“All right, give us the money. If she hates your guts when we bring her back, it’s no skin off our ass,” Win said.
Normally, neither Win nor Joe would give a hoot in hell about Marcus Kirby’s love life. But the two hundred fifty dollars apiece he offered them came at just the right time. The brothers were down to their last few dollars, so despite their initial dislike of the slimy little man who hired them, they accepted the job.
 
THEY HAD STARTED ON THEIR JOURNEY THE DAY BEFORE and, after two days of hard riding, were figuring to make Afton before nightfall.
“Hey, Win,” Joe called out, shortly after they rode into the canyon. “Hold up a minute, will you? I gotta take a leak.”
It was a peaceful moment. Win got off to adjust the cinch on his saddle while Joe tried to direct his stream to knock a fly off a mesquite branch.
The peace was shattered when Win heard a bullet pop by his ear, then ricochet off a nearby rock to fill the little canyon with its whine.
“Son of a bitch! Someone’s shooting at us!” Win shouted.
Win and Joe Coulter had been under fire many times before . . . beginning with their days of riding with Quantrill during the Civil War. Because of their experience, they didn’t have to waste time asking what was going on, nor looking at each other in confusion. They knew exactly what was going on, and they knew what to do about it. Simultaneously, they pulled their rifles out of the saddle sheaths while slapping their horses on the rump to send them out of the line of fire.
“He’s up there,” Win said, pointing to the top of the denuded wall of the red mesa. When Joe looked in the direction Win was pointing, he saw a little puff of smoke drifting away.
“Yeah, I see him,” he said.
Even as they were looking, there was another puff of smoke, followed by the rifle’s report, then, a fraction of a second later, another bullet striking rock near them.
“There’s only one way we’re going to get him out of there,” Win said.
“I know,” Joe answered. “We’re going to have to go after him.”
“One of us needs to get to the rocks over there,” Win said, pointing to a collection of boulders which were located near the base of the cliff.
“One of us?”
“That’s the best place to provide cover for whichever one of us is going to climb up the side of the cliff.”
“You know I can’t climb up that wall. I’m afraid of heights,” Joe said.
“It’s your choice, Little Brother. Climb up the side of the cliff . . . or haul your ass across the open to get to those rocks over there.”
Glaring at his brother, Joe got up, took a deep breath, then ran toward the rocks in question. “Ooooooh shit!” he yelled as the bullets popped and whined, kicking up dirt all around him. Finally, with a dive that covered the last five yards, Joe made it to the rocks.
Once behind the rocks, Joe turned to look back toward his brother, giving him a little wave to let him know that he was all right. Win nodded, and Joe, now in position, began firing up toward whoever had been shooting at them.
Win looked around, then saw a possible way up the side of the canyon wall. He followed it with his eyes and saw that it led all the way to the top. Except for a few gaps, it offered cover and concealment for anyone who might climb it. It was obvious that the assailant hadn’t noticed it, or he wouldn’t have taken the position he now occupied, for if someone successfully negotiated the climb, he would be on top of the mesa . . . behind the shooter.
Win began to climb. Although the route had looked passable from the ground, climbing it proved to be very difficult. He’d been at it for nearly half an hour, and it didn’t seem as if he had gained so much as an inch. However, when he looked back toward the ground he could see that he was making progress, for by now he was dangerously high.
All the time he was climbing he could hear the steady exchange of gunfire between his brother and whoever it was that attacked them.
Win clung to the side of the mountain and moved only when he had a secure handhold or foothold . . . tiny though it might be. Sweat poured into his eyes and he grew thirsty with the effort, but still he climbed. Then he came to a complete stop. There was no place to go from here. He hadn’t noticed this gap from his observation on the ground.
“Damn,” he swore under his breath, looking around. “Now what?”
From his position behind the rocks, Joe saw that his brother had stopped climbing. At first, he wondered why, then he realized that Win must have run out of hand- and footholds. He realized something else, as well. Though much of Win’s climb had been shielded by a long, vertical spur of rock, he was no longer shielded. If whoever it was shooting at them happened to glance over and look in the right place now, he would see Win. He would not only see him . . . he would have a very easy and totally unrestricted shot at him. And, because Win was having to hang on with both hands and both feet, there would be absolutely nothing Win could do to defend himself.
“Big Brother, you do get yourself in some terrible fixes,” Joe said as he fired again, hoping to keep the assailant sufficiently occupied so that he wouldn’t notice Win.
 
WIN DECIDED THAT HIS ONLY HOPE WAS IN BACKTRACKING several feet, then starting up one of the other chutes. This he did, and though the going was very difficult, he was managing to climb again. Above him was nothing but the uninviting rock-face of the cliff. Below him was a sheer drop of more than 150 feet to the rocky canyon floor.
Win continued his climb, working hard to find the handholds and tiny crevices by which he could advance. Sweat poured into his eyes and slickened the palms of his hands, but still he climbed. He reached for a small slate outcropping, but as he put his weight on it, it failed. With a sickening sensation in his stomach, he felt himself falling.
His stomach leaped into his throat as he started to fall, and, reflexively, he reached out to grab the first thing he could. It was a juniper tree. With one hand, he managed to grab the tree and stop his fall. He was slammed against the wall, feeling the rocks scrape and tear at his flesh. He flailed against the wall with his other hand until he managed to get a hold.
After catching his breath, Win began to climb again. After two minutes of climbing it began to get a little easier, then easier still, until finally he reached a ledge which showed signs of having been a trail at one time, possibly a trail which had existed until erosion took the bottom part of it away. The trail improved and widened until he could walk upright. Shortly after that, he made it to the top.
 
WIN SAW THE ASSAILANT THEN, NO MORE THAN twenty-five yards away from him, peering down toward the canyon floor, totally unaware that Win had reached the top.
“Lookin’ for someone?” Win asked casually.
“What the hell?” the gunman gasped, spinning around. “How’d you get up here? They ain’t no way a mountain goat coulda come up.”
“I’m not a mountain goat,” Win said. “I’m a Missouri mule.”
The two men stood on top of the mesa, silhouetted against the brilliant blue sky. Because the assailant had been using his rifle, both now had their pistols holstered, and for a moment they formed an eerie tableau, a moment frozen in eternity.
“Hell, let’s do it,” the assailant said, his hand dipping for his gun even as he spoke.
The assailant’s gun didn’t even break leather before Win’s gun was out and booming. Win’s bullet hit him in the chest, and the assailant stood there for a moment, looking on in total surprise. He tried to take a step forward, lost his balance, then fell.
Holstering his pistol, Win moved quickly to him, then stood, looking down at him.
“Why’d you ambush us?” he asked.
“I seen that fella back in town give you some money to bring Cat back to him. And I know there ain’t no way the Boss Man is goin’ to let her go, so I figured I might as well have the money for myself.” He coughed, and a little trickle of blood came from his mouth.
“Who’s the Boss Man?”
“You try ’n bring that girl back, you’ll find out who the Boss Man is,” the assailant said.
“Win! Win, you all right?” Win heard Joe’s voice calling anxiously.
Win raised up, then walked over to the edge to call down. “I’m all right, Joe. Round up our horses. I’ll be right down.”
Win walked back over to the assailant. “I’m goin’ to have to leave you here,” he said. “Anybody in town you want me to tell about you?”
Even as he was asking the question, though, he knew it would go unanswered. The would-be robber was dead.
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WHEN THE BOYS REACHED AFTON THEY BOARDED THEIR horses, then went across the street to the hotel.
“The way I figure it, folks aren’t likely to be all that cooperative with someone who comes in and just starts asking a lot of questions,” Win said. “I think we should take our time and just look around for a while.”
“You’re probably right,” Joe agreed. “What say we start by having a little supper?”
“All right,” Win agreed.
They had supper in the nearest restaurant, then, while Joe had a second dessert, Win decided to take a walk around the town.
It was dark now, and the street was lighted only by spills of yellow from the open doors and windows of the saloons and cantinas. High overhead, the stars winked brightly, while over a distant mesa the moon hung like a large, silver wheel. He could hear music: the thrum of guitars; a lilting song in a language he couldn’t understand; and from somewhere, the single, clarion sound of a trumpet.
When Win reached the end of the street, he turned and started back. That was when two men with knives jumped from the shadows between the buildings and attacked. He responded quickly, avoiding one blade, but catching the tip of the other in his side. One inch closer and he would have been disemboweled.
The knife wielders were good, but both were wearing white peon shirts and trousers. Because of that, they were easy to see—and to avoid, despite the darkness of the street. One of them moved in to try to finish Win off, but Win dropped to the ground, twisted and thrust his feet out, catching the attacker on his chest, driving him back several feet. The other one moved in, keeping Win off his feet and away from his gun.
The assailants were skilled and agile. But they were small, giving Win a considerable advantage in strength. Win sent a booted foot whistling toward one of them, catching the man in the groin. Then he lunged upward and rammed a hard fist into the teeth of the other man. He felt the man’s teeth loosen and crack.
The assailant screamed, then dropped his knife and reached up to his mouth. The other man ran to his partner and pulled on him, breaking off the fight. They ran around the corner and disappeared into the shadows before Win could get a good look at them.
“Mister,” a pained voice called from the shadows of a nearby building. “Help me, mister.”
“Where are you?”
“Over here, on the ground.”
Disregarding his own wound, Win moved into the shadows. There he saw a man on his hands and knees, trying to rise. Win helped him to his feet.
“Much obliged,” the man said. “Those two jumped me and woulda robbed me if you hadn’t come along to pull ’em off me.”
Win chuckled dryly. “Hate to disappoint you, mister,” he said. “But I didn’t pull ’em off you. They jumped me.”
“They musta thought you was comin’ to my rescue,” the man said. “And, whether you meant to do it or not, it all comes out the same. Could you . . . could you help me back to the hotel?”
“Sure, be glad to,” Win said, taking the man’s arm around his shoulder and walking with him for support.
“The name’s Clark, John Henry Clark,” the wounded man said. “I own the Tumbling C Ranch. Ever heard of it?”
“Can’t say as I have,” Win admitted.
“It’s some west of here. I come into town from time to time for supplies, and the two Mexes must’ve seen me over at the general store when I was puttin’ in my order. I guess they figured that if I had enough money to pay for the supplies, I would have enough money to steal.”
“Do you?”
“Have enough money to steal, you mean?”
“Yes. Because if you do, and you have it on you, part of this is your own fault.”
“It doesn’t take much money to tempt someone like those two galoots,” John Henry replied. Win noticed that his question had gone unanswered, and he smiled. Perhaps the man wasn’t as incautious as it first seemed.
“By the way,” John Henry continued, “if you’re interested in work, I’d be glad to sign you on.”
“Thanks,” Win said. “But right now, I’ve got a job.”
“Doin’ what?”
“Lookin’ for someone. A man has paid my brother and me to find a woman and take her back to him. The woman’s name is Cat Clay. She’s supposed to work in one of the saloons here. Ever heard of her?”
John Henry shook his head. “No, I can’t say as I have,” he said.
“Anyway, I have to confess, I’m not cut out to be a cowhand,” Win added.
“No, I don’t expect you would be. At least, you don’t have that kind of look about you,” John Henry said. “That makes it all the more probable that you might be just what I’m looking for.”
“Now I am curious. You said you own a ranch. If you aren’t looking for a cowhand, just what are you looking for?”
“I’m looking for someone who isn’t afraid of a fight and who is good with guns.”
“Those kind of men can be dangerous,” Win warned.
“It would take that kind of a man. The job I’m wanting him to do is dangerous,” John Henry said. “Ah, here is the hotel. Again, I thank you for helping me.”
“Glad I could be of service.”
John Henry wanted to go the last few yards on his own, so Win let him do it, though he did follow him into the lobby.
“Father!” a woman’s voice called, and Win looked up to see a beautiful young woman standing halfway down the stairs. She was tall and slender with blond hair and blue eyes. She hurried across the lobby to her father. “What happened? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” John Henry said. “Thanks to this gentleman,” he added, pointing to Win. “Two Mexican hombres jumped me, intent on cuttin’ my throat and robbin’ me, I suppose. But this fella come along and run them off. Mister. . . uh, you know, I don’t believe I caught your name.”
“Coulter. Win Coulter.”
“Mr. Coulter, this is my daughter, Rose. Rose, meet Mr. Coulter.”
“I’m very obliged to you for saving my father, Mr. Coulter.”
Win smiled. “Well, Miss Clark, much as I would like for you to think I’m a hero, I have to confess that I was drawn into the fracas. I was just walking around, polite as you please. They jumped me before I even saw them.”
“And yet you beat them off? That’s all the more reason to . . . oh . . . you’re hurt!”
Win didn’t realize it, but by now he made quite a sight. He was holding his hand over his belly wound, but the blood was seeping around his fingers. That had been going on for several minutes and, by now, his cotton shirt and denim trousers were soaked with blood.
“Where are you staying? Do you have a room?” Rose asked.
“Yes, ma’am,” Win said. He waved his hand and the blood shined red in the soft light of the hotel lobby. “I got one right here in the hotel.”
“Go up to your room, quickly,” Rose said. “What number is it? I’ll get some things and come tend to your wound.”
“It’s number twelve,” Win said. “And it might be a good idea to lie down at that.”
As Win started up the stairs, he discovered that the wound was bothering him more than he’d first thought. He had to stop halfway up and lean against the wall to get his breath. When he went on, he left a stain of blood on the wall.
Once inside his room, he ripped the bedsheet in two and wrapped it around his side, pressing it tightly against his wound. When the crude bandage was in place, he lay on the bed, closed his eyes, and fell asleep.
 
WIN OPENED HIS EYES. SOMETHING HAD AWAKENED HIM and he lay very still. The doorknob turned, and Win was up, reaching for the gun that lay on the table by his bed.
He moved as quickly as a cat, forgetting the wound in his stomach. But the wound didn’t let him forget, and he sucked in a gasp of air through clenched teeth as a bolt of pain shot through him.
Moving despite the pain, Win stepped to the side of the door, while at the same time cocking his pistol. Naked from the waist up, he felt the night air on his skin. His senses were alert, his body alive with readiness.
Win could hear someone breathing on the other side of the door. A thin shaft of hall light shot underneath. From somewhere in the night, a guitar played and someone laughed. He got a whiff of the scent of lilacs then, the same scent he had noticed earlier, and he smiled as he remembered the girl’s promise to come see to his wound.
“Miss Clark?” he called.
“Yes. Are you awake?” Rose called back.
Win eased the hammer down on the pistol, then opened the door to let a wide bar of light spill into the room. The hall lantern was backlighting the thin cotton dress the girl was wearing, and he could see her body in shadow, beneath the cloth.
“Come on in,” Win invited, stepping back to let her inside. He lit the candle on his table and a golden bubble of light illuminated the room.
Rose held up some bandages and a jar of salve. “I have come to tend to your wound, if you’ll let me.”
“All right,” Win agreed. He took away the bandage he had made from the bedsheet, then lay back on his bed and loosened his belt. He slid his trousers down a few inches, exposing the entire length of the wound, while at the same time showing the top of a thick bush of pubic hair.
“Oh, I, uh . . .” Rose said, turning her head away in embarrassment. But even as she did so, Win noticed that she sucked in a quick gasp of air. He had seen that reaction in women before, and he knew what it meant.
“How does it look?” Win asked.
“I don’t know,” Rose answered. She was still looking away.
Win chuckled. “I don’t suppose you would know. You can’t tell without looking,” he said. He took her arm and pulled her down so that she was sitting on the bed beside him, then he put his hand to her face and turned it toward him, feeling the heat in her skin. He looked deep into her eyes then, and saw curiosity and want, mixed with a touch of shame and fear.
“My wound is down there,” he said.
Rose held his gaze for just a moment longer, then she looked down at his wound, at his flat stomach, then, gently, she reached out and touched him. Her fingers felt cool.
“I had better clean it,” she said. She walked over to the chifforobe where a basin and a pitcher of water stood. Pouring water into the basin, she brought it back to the bed and began gently bathing his stomach. Within a few minutes she had washed away all the dried blood and was now looking at the cut. It was thin and clean.
“What do you think?” Win asked.
She put her hand back on his stomach and left it there. The feel of it set Win’s blood boiling.
“The, uh, wound is really not that bad
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