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  Chapter One

  
  




Rip Campbell left the Pecos Basin with fifty head of cattle and a dream.

For weeks, he drove high into Arizona badlands, northwest to the border, seeking the Valley of Grass.

Back in the Pecos Basin, they said Rip was touched in the head, with grass to feed all Texas beef.

They didn’t get Rip’s dream.

Texas was fine if you didn’t mind being bounded by ranches after saving a lifetime for your own spread.

To a twenty-eight year old, a lifetime’s a long wait.

Rip dreamed, figured pushing beyond settlements, claiming government land, he’d be his own master.

He saved cowhand salary from Boss Morton’s Lazy L, bought fifty of Lazy L’s best cattle-stock, and pulled out.

A saddle tramp told Rip of the sixty-mile valley of grass, hidden in Arizona hills, no ranch within five hundred miles.

This dream drove him northwest through difficulties.

Just pioneer difficulties—grazing and water search, blind trails—nothing to make a story.

Rip’s story began when he met the Griffith brothers.

He was worried, his herd lean from travel and poor grazing.

High in northern Arizona hills, broken rocky ridges and parched canyons, he wondered if the wanderer lied about the Valley of Grass.

It was supposed to be further north, but the country worsened, hard to imagine lush valleys hidden among bare peaks.

Then, a deep canyon barred his way, a river flowing along its floor. To go north, he had to cross.

He chose west, praying he’d chosen right, to find a trail to lower to the river. In one way, he had.

An hour’s drive, with the sweet smell of water exciting the herd to livelier movement, brought him to a narrow trail which dropped steadily to the canyon floor.

Unfortunately, it also led him to the Griffith brothers.

It was a shock to find the sparkling river water unreachable from this side.

The near bank was a rock ledge, the river twelve feet below.

Cattle bellowed in baffled rage, stamping up and down the bank, water so close yet beyond reach.

Then Rip, loping west along the river, came to a stout wooden bridge, a way to the sloping dirt riverbank on the far side. At the far side, two men appeared.

They strolled across, nodding at Rip.

“Howdy, stranger,” the taller man called.

He was thin, with small black eyes and an off-center nose, giving him a sly, cunning look.

He said, “I’m Cal Griffith. This’s my brother Martin. Good to see a new face. Come far?”

“Heading out from Texas,” Rip said, nodding north. “Looking for grazing country, but need water now. Good to find this river. Reckon I’ll drive my stock across the bridge and let them drink.”

“Sure.” Cal Griffith grinned. “That’s what the bridge is for, stranger. Only cost you a dollar a head.”

“Ain’t no trouble about that,” Rip said, tossing a silver dollar to the tall man.

“Just hold on a minute, stranger,” Cal Griffith said, while his brother grinned. “I said it’ll cost you a dollar a head.”

“I heard you,” Rip said. “I gave you the dollar,. I’ve got no riders, no wife, nobody else at all. There’s only me.”

“You and some cows,” Griffith said. “A dollar a head. How many head are you running?”

Rip had been about to ride back along the river bank, but he reined up, staring at the brothers in astonishment.

Then he laughed. “You’re joking? The Government would never ask a dollar a head for cattle to cross a bridge—”

“This ain’t got nothing to do with the Government,” Griffith said. “This here bridge was built by Lew Hogan, who runs a store up at the mining town of White Ridge. Lew needed the bridge for bringing in supplies, but it cost money to build, see, and if folks want to use it they’ve got to pay.”

“All right,” Rip said, his lean face tight beneath its stubble.

“I’ll pay a fair toll, sure. But a dollar a head is plumb ridiculous. I’ve got fifty head of stock. I sure ain’t paying you fifty dollars.”

“Fifty dollars,” the shorter brother said, speaking at last.

He was younger than Cal, smooth-faced and lazy-voiced. “It ain’t our idea, mister. We just work for Lew Hogan.”

Rip mopped his sweating face with a neckerchief, angry and baffled.

He had to get his stock watered, and soon.

If these robbing polecats insisted on fifty dollars, he’d have to give in.

He couldn’t see his herd die.

At last he said, “All right, dang blast you! Fifty dollars. Make out a promise-to-pay and I’ll sign it.”

“No good,” Cal said, grinning. “Lew always deals in cash.”

“I haven’t got fifty dollars,” Rip said, a cold note of menace in his voice. “I’m Rip Campbell, and back in the Pecos Basin they’d take my word for fifty dollars. I don’t like having my word doubted. You write a bill, I’ll sign it, then when I get to White Ridge I’ll sell a couple of steers for beef and pay Hogan his blood-money.”

“Like hell you will,” Cal said. “Once across the bridge you’d forget the whole thing—”

“Damn you!” Rip cried, anger driving his right hand to the forty-five holstered at his right thigh.

But before his fist closed on the grip, Martin Griffith’s Colt aimed at his head.

Rip’s hand froze.

It had been lightning fast, one of the quickest draws Rip had ever seen.

Slowly, his hand came away, and the smiling Martin spun his Colt and sheathed it.

“Wise hombre,” he drawled. “Now get going, Campbell, because if you ain’t got fifty bucks we don’t want to know you.”

Rip jogged his mount away, seething with baffled rage.

All along that impossible rock bank, the stock were strung out, frantic for water.

There it was, twelve feet away, but might as well have been twelve miles.

The river bank was a sheer wall, and he rode eastward until sundown without finding any change.

Slowly, he headed back toward the bridge, riding in the sun’s afterglow.

He was stifling his rage.

Anger would get him nowhere, and this problem required clear thinking.








  
  
  CHAPTER TWO

  
  






By darkness, he’d done a lot of thinking and formed a plan.

It was a dangerous plan, but he was determined.

The reward was worth the danger, he felt.

Water for his precious fifty head.

To keep his dream alive, he would face any danger.

Now it was dark, maybe half a mile from the bridge, out of sight of the Griffiths due to a canyon bend.

He unpacked and made camp, while his cattle waited along the river bank, bellowing restlessly.

As he smoked, the campfire died.

At his third cigarette’s end, it was embers. Rip slid from his bunk, rolled a blanket to look like a sleeping form, for safety, in case a Griffith came snooping.

Quietly, he left camp and went to the river.

Above, stars shone brightly from a velvet sky, their glow lighting the country with clear blue light, best found in lonely places.

The river gurgled silver below the rocky bank. It was maybe sixty feet wide.

Rip wore his gunbelt, the forty-five holstered, but cartridges removed from the cylinder, and spare slugs left in his bunk.

Wet bullets wouldn’t fire, and Rip’s desperate plan included a wetting.

Leaving his sweat-stained hat on the bank, Rip lowered himself over the side and splashed into the water.

He hadn’t risked a dive into this unknown stream in the dark, but now found he could have.

It was deep, flowing cleanly.

He swam for the opposite bank.

He was a good swimmer, and it wasn’t far, but waterlogged clothing and the forty-five’s weight made him glad to feel the sandy slope of the north bank underfoot.

He was out of the water, resting.

The north bank sloped easily, and here his cattle could stand, fore-feet in water, and drink.

Or they could when he got them across.

That was the problem, one solution.

The stock could only cross by the bridge.

That meant the Griffiths must be put out of action.

Now Rip Campbell was making his way to the bridge to attack—from the rear.

It was a cinch whoever guarded the bridge would face south, alert for movement.

The last thing they’d think of was attack from their side of the river.

On that hope, Rip was acting.

In the glowing starlight, he walked leisurely toward the bridge, water streaming from his clothes, and minutes later saw the grey timber of the bridge shape itself in the night.

Then he saw the tiny hut, or cabin, that stood a little further west beyond the bridge.

All was quiet, save the occasional steer bellow on the other riverbank.

For the bellows, Rip was grateful.

They would keep the guard’s attention trained southward, Rip thought.

He moved silently closer—and saw the glow of a lone cigarette at the southern bridge end.

For long minutes, Rip waited, listening.

He knew two men guarding the bridge wouldn’t remain silent long.

But there were no voices.

He guessed, as he’d figured earlier, they were doing watch for watch, the other asleep in the hut.

Now he moved onto the bridge and began to cross, hoping against creaking timber. Luck was with him, or maybe the heavy half-logs underfoot were too solid to creak.

Soon, he was close enough to see the shape of the man holding the glowing cigarette.

He sat on a box at the bridge entrance, a heavy rail blocking the way.

He seemed a small hombre, and Rip guessed it was Martin, in his estimation the most dangerous of the two.

Rip drew the empty forty-five from his wet holster, and at that moment, the guard seemed to sense danger behind.

He swung round, rising from his box—

“My gun’s out,” Rip hissed. “You’re fast, but not that fast. Soon as you touch your Colt I’ll plug you.”

“What the hell…”

Griffith was backed against the blocking rail, peering at Rip, seeing the starlight glint on the forty-five.

He said, “How’d you get behind me, blast you?”

“Never mind,” Rip said. “Just what I’m going to do next is all you need know. Don’t make a noise. Be nice and sociable and we’ll get along fine. Up with your hands, and turn round.”

The short man obeyed, slowly.

Rip stepped nearer to reach for his gun—then Martin Griffith’s hand suddenly closed over Rip.

He spoke quickly, excitedly. “No you don’t. I’m wise to

























































