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Rip Campbell rode out of Mexico, from down Madera way, near the Laguna Babicora, with four hard-riding farmers and a mob of Garcia riders smoking on his trail.

It might not have been so bad if the Garcia clan hadn’t been lords of that wild empire west of Chihuahua City and the frowning peaks of the Continental Divide.

A place where generations of ragged peons had taken the dust before any Garcia, and the he-wolf of them all, haughty old Tio Garcia, gave life and death as he saw fit, had been no place for a lone gringo to start a flirtation, harmless though it was, with a guarded Garcia senorita.

But who would have thought the fierce pride of the Garcia would have considered it a matter of death?

Or who would have suspected that the girl’s two younger brothers, the twins, Jose and Juan, would take it on themselves to guard the honor of the Garcia by waiting in the moon-drenched shadows under their sister’s window?

Rip Campbell hadn’t.

It was perhaps justice—if you were an Garcia.

But young Jose made the mistake of missing with his first shot and Rip’s roaring gun cut the shadowy figure down before Rip knew who it was.

Guadalupe Garcia screamed behind the bars of her dark window— and abruptly hell sizzled around that part of the town. Dodging away through the night, Rip suddenly realized that the border was a long way off and the Garcia were masters of an empire in any direction.

He cursed himself as he ran.

“You’ve done it now, you thick- skulled boracho!” he muttered. “The old wolf himself thought them high- stepping young dandies were where the sun came up! He’ll have my hide peeled off in strips and horses pull me in two! Hell, Rip, don’t you never get any sense?” Rip’s horse was at a cantina hitch rack on a corner of the plaza. Loitering Mexicans stared in astonishment as the gringo came plunging out of the night, jerked the reins free, pitched into the saddle and spurred away.

A rifle and cartridges were in the adobe room beyond the plaza where Rip was staying.

He stopped there.

Bedroll, warbag and pack horse would have to be left.

He halted as he was leaving the room and jumped back for a canteen.

Tumult had reached the plaza when he got outside again.

Men were shouting, horses were tramping.

And high, thin, shrill, above all other sounds came the scream of a frenzied man’s shout.

An old man’s shout that cracked with age and fury as it screamed death to the gringo.

That would be old Tio Garcia himself!

That would be the fierce old wolf whose rages cowed everyone! Death to the gringo!

And death it would be for Rip Campbell unless a miracle happened! The Border was a long way off.

Scrub land and mountains, deep frowning barrancas, stony desert country with a few widely separated and hidden water holes, would have to be crossed.

Rip was grim, unsmiling, as he spurred past the adobe houses, past the last of the brush and cactus corrals, past the wildly barking dogs and the rippling shallows of the little creek into the open country.

They followed him, of course, as fast as they could get horses saddled.

And with them would be the four tough little farmers who had ridden in the day before.

If there had been a hundred farmers they all would have followed; the Garcia were heeded as far away as the city of Mexico.

Rip damned himself, damned the lush bright moon, damned the lazy sweet madness ; of Mexico that caught a man and held him until he got into something like this.

And all the time he was riding furiously into the endless leagues of country stretching ahead into the northeast.

No use to head anywhere else.

They’d know well enough he was making for the Border, and every lost hour gave them time to close the country ahead.

The only safety was the Border.

Ride them out, ride them down, ride longer, harder, with less food, less water, less sleep.

Keep ahead of them through fresh country where the word was not yet out that the Garcia wanted the death of the lone gringo who rode into the north.

A man would try a journey like that only when death was sweeping at his heels.

And death was following now.

Rip reined up and heard it in the yelping cries, the pounding hoofs far back in the night.

They couldn’t see him despite the brightness of the moon.

But if they drew close, if his horse stumbled, if something happened to put him afoot, they’d have him there in their sights as plain as day.

That moon!

That damned bright Mexican moon that shone so brightly for lovers and equally as brightly for death!

No, they couldn’t see him—but they knew well enough he was heading for the Ojo Azul trail and the pass through the mountains to San Miguel, and the hills, the grasslands, the deserts on beyond. Rip cut hard with the rein ends and was thankful his horse was rested, fed, watered.

While the moon hung high and the night rolled past, he had to draw ahead of the pursuit, so that sunrise would find him out of sight. After dawn they’d fasten like leeches on his trail

They’d follow like wolves on a blood sign.

And if they got him, they’d show no more mercy than wolves would show a wounded beast.

Rip spurred his horse.

This was all Garcia land stretching ahead to the watershed of the mountains to the east and far on into the north.

Old Tio Garcia had never laid eyes on some of his sheep and cattle herds that ranged far in the north.

Hour after hour Rip rode, past midnight and into the chill hours before dawn.

At last the mountains reared high and black beside the trail and the howling of wolves was the only sound.

The moon was down when he rode through the pass and took the downward slope through blackness.

The faint gray dawn was in the east when he stopped for a moment to water his horse and fill the canteen at a little stream tumbling out of the mountain.

Just before midday Rip looked back from a hill crest and saw a yellow column of dust far behind on the horizon.

He smiled grimly and went on, searching the rolling country with red-rimmed eyes.

A couple of hours later he saw grazing horses with saddle marks.

He untied his rope and rode easily toward them.

A bit of maneuvering, a quick hard run, and his rope settled on a wiry chestnut.

The horses were part of some hacienda’s caballado.

The chestnut let itself be saddled without too much fight.

Rip scattered the horses and rode on at a fresh gallop.

It had to be this way; a man could ride and keep riding, but he had to have fresh horses.

You could be sure the farmers and those riding with them would change as often as possible.

Rip rode hard that afternoon and roped another horse an hour before dark and changed again.

Rabbits were plentiful, and he was hungry.

He shot the head off one, and at the first water tied the horse and had a tiny fire going in a minute.

He cleaned, washed, halved the rabbit, spitted the pieces on green sticks over the fire.

He watered the horse, filled the canteen, stripped to the waist and washed.

In twenty minutes Rip was wolfing the half-cooked rabbit meat as he rode on.

Water, rest, food helped mightily the night ahead.

Shortly before dawn, Rip circled wide off the trail, rode back a quarter of a mile, looped his arm through the reins and lay down where the sun would strike his face.

When the first blazing rays awoke him he was back in the saddle. Never had Rip Campbell made a ride like this.

That yellow dust haze back on the horizon was the last sight of the pursuit; yet he knew they were back there doggedly holding the trail, hoping he’d crack under the strain, rest too long or find himself afoot.

While he was in Mexico the Garcias would be trying to come up with him.

They were that way, and the shrill, screaming wrath of old Tio Garcia would ride with them.

A long time—a thousand years—later Rip came out of the heat and thirst of the Chihuahua desert to San Andres, on the Rio Grande. He was sleeping in the saddle when he rode into El Rip.

He stabled the horse, rented a hotel room, fell across the bed and slept the clock around three times.

So Rip Campbell came across the Border after three years, younger than he looked, slender and fined down to a leather gauntness, with gold in his money belt and a fire of wry humor in his eyes as he looked back on the ride out of Mexico.

“Never again, partner,” he promised his gaunt reflection in the hotel room mirror.

“Women make trouble and this last filled your boots for a long time. Wah! It looks good here after frijoles, tortilla and dried goat meat.”

A few days later Rip’s gold was cut in half and he knew a stranger was in town.

Near midnight of the third night, Rip left a saloon, sucked in the crisp night air to clear up the last two drinks, and walked around the next corner on his way to the hotel.

He had not gone more than fifty yards when a voice across the street roared.

“Look out behind you over there, stranger!”

Rip jumped to one side and whirled.

A down-striking knife missed his back and slashed through the flesh of his right arm.

And a man was on him in a furious attack, spitting furiously in Spanish, “For Jose Garcia, gringo!”

That cleared Rip’s head faster than the danger!

The Garcia’s again!

He might have known they wouldn’t forget!

He struck the arm away as the knife slashed in again, through the coat sleeve only this time.

When the knife wrist whipped up for another try, Rip caught it. From the comer of his eye he saw a second man plunging in with a drawn gun.

Two of them, and there was a third in the background!








  
  
  CHAPTER TWO

  
  









Rip wrenched at the wrist, whirled around until his back was to the adobe building wall, kicked the attacker away from him into the third man, and streaked for his gun.

But the slashed arm had a cold numb feeling that half crippled it.

The gun muzzle was just clearing the holster when the second man fired.

Rip felt the slam of the bullet knock a leg back from under him.

Then his own gun roared twice and the shadowy figure lurched back with arms flying up.

At the first blast of gunfire the other two men plunged away into the shadows clustering darkly here along the side street.

Rip threw two shots after the uncertain targets.

The buckling leg made his aim uncertain and they kept on.

Out in the street another gun blasted out.

Rip, supporting himself against the wall, swung his gun that way. And the same bull-like voice he had heard before, roared.

“Hey, don’t you open up on me! I’m trying to help you!” “It looked like the moon had started raining Mexicans,” Rip said wryly as the man came toward him.

“Mexicans, huh? Might have known it! I was standing over there trying to make up my mind what to do when I saw the three of them ease around the corner after you. They looked ornery, like they might be stalking a drunk.”

“Only a half drunk,” said Rip.

“I didn’t know, stranger. But when one of them went out ahead of the others, like he was ready for business, I yelled to you. Say, you sure exploded all over them! This fellow don’t look like he wants any more of it.”

A match blazed out.

The stranger bent over the figure that had collapsed on the street. He whistled admiringly as he flipped the match away.

“I guess he don’t want any more. You got him through the neck and the heart! One hole might be lucky, but two makes you out handy and quick with your lead, stranger. He’s a dead one, all right.”

“Uh-huh,” Rip agreed. “He’s gone. How about giving me a hand? He put some lead in my leg.”

Other men were running around the corner to find what the shooting was about.

And when the stranger’s hand touched Rip’s arm, it jerked away.

“Lead in your leg? What in the hell did he put in your arm? You’re bleeding like a butchered beef!”

“Knife cut,” said Rip. “I guess I’d better get to a doctor before most of me leaks away. You can tell the law how it happened, I guess.” “I’ll tell them plenty and lead a bunch out to find the other two! There’s been too many drunks robbed and handled roughly around town lately, they tell me. A few Mexicans strung up may stop some of it! Did you get a good look at either of the others?”

“No,” said Rip. “It’ll probably be a waste of time looking for them. How about getting me to a doctor?”

There was no lack of help, and no uncertainty as to what to do. Wounded men near the plaza were no novelty.

Two of the gathering crowd locked hands and carried Rip around the corner and down a block to a doctor’s office.

The medico took one look and got to work.

The slashed arm was easy to sew up.

But a big hole had been tom in the back of the leg.

“Stranger in town?” the doctor said. “Well, a hotel room isn’t the place for you. We’d better take you over to the Catholic Sisters and let them nurse you after I get this leg bandaged.”

“If he’s short on money, doc,” the bull-voiced stranger offered, “I’ll settle with the Sisters for his nursing.”

“I’ve got money,” said Rip, gritting his teeth against the pain. “And thank you kindly for the offer.”

In the lighted doctor’s office he was getting his first good look at the stranger who had helped him.

Iron-gray hair, a deep chest, a wide strong mouth under a crisp black mustache.

And dark eyes that apparently were never still—eyes with a fiery restlessness that snapped and challenged good-naturedly from sheer force of habit, if a man could judge offhand.

Rip was weak, listless when they got the bleeding stopped and the wounds bandaged.

He told them where his hotel room was, drank something in a glass that the doctor gave him, and let them put him on a stretcher and carry him through the streets to the adobe building occupied by the Catholic Sisters.

The doctor’s drink must have contained a sleeping powder.

Rip was only vaguely aware that he was put between the cool clean sheets of a comfortable bed.

The next thing he knew it was another day, and a smiling nun was waiting on him.

Fever made the first day uncomfortable; the second day Rip felt better, and a smile spread over his face when a nun ushered the bull-voiced stranger into the room.

“I was hoping I’d have a chance to say thanks again,” Rip said. “Don’t mind,” the stranger chuckled. “I came in to say good-by and tell you I’ve got a job waiting if you ever get around to needing one. Grayson’s my name, and I can be found over by Birch Pass, in western New Mexico. If you don’t know that part of the country, anybody around Three Forks can direct you to Birch. I own the Birch mine.”

“Thanks again, but the first and last time I tried mining, I swore off for good. Pick and shovel work don’t suit me,” Rip said good- naturedly.

“I’ve got work for any kind of a man,” Grayson declared. “And the better they like trouble, the faster I’ll hire them. I liked the way
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