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HENCE came the knowledge that built the Pyramids
and the mighty Temples of the Pharaohs? Civiliza-
tion began in the Nile Valley centuries ago. Where
did its first builders acquire their astounding wisdom that
started man on his upward climb? Beginning with naught
they overcame nature’s forces and gave the world its first
sciences and arts. Did their knowledge come from a race now
submerged beneath the sea, or were they touched with Infinite
inspiration? From what concealed source came the wisdom
that.produced such characters as Amenhotep IV, Leonardo da
Vindi, Isaac Newton, and a host of others?

Today it is known that they discovered and learned to inter-
pret certain Secret Methods for the development of their
inner power of mind. They learned to command the inner
forces within their own beings, and to master life. This secret
art of living has been preserved and handed down throughout
the ages. Today it is extended to those who dare to use its
profound principles to meet and solve the problems of life
in these complex times.

This Sealed Book—FREE

Has life brought you that personal satisfaction, the sense of achieves
ment and happiness that you desire? If not, it is your duty to your~
self to learn about this rational method of applying natural laws for
the mastery of life. To the thoughtful person it is obvious that every-
one cannot be entrusted with an intimate knowledge of the mysteries
of life, for everyone is not capable of properly using it. But if you
are one of those possessed of a true desire to forge ahead and wish to
make use of the subtle influences of life, the Rosicrucians (not a re-
ligious organization) will send you A Sealed Book of explanation
without obligation. This Sealed Book tells how you, in the privacy of
your own home, without interference with your personal affairs or
manner of living, may receive these secret teachings. Not weird or
strange practices, but a rational application of the basic laws of life.
Use the coupon, and obtain your complimentary copy.
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quite a few novels by William Hopson.

Two vyears is enough to prove to any
editor just how good he is—because in two years
his readers can tell him so in no uncertain fashion.
Therefore, when you see the name William Hop-
son on our cover, featuring his novel “South To
Chihuahua,” his latest contribution to Mammoth
Western, vou can be sure that here is one of the
best novels of the west we've ever published.
It’s authentic too. Hopson knows what he’s
talking about. He lives down there, he IS a
westerner! Not the story-book kind of westerner,
but a real one. On the opposite page you’ll see
pictorial proof of it. Yes, that’s William Hopson,
and we can vouch for the fact that this 1s no
staged picture, and that it’s the real thing from
the hat down to the beard.

E FIRST met Bill when he walked into our

office and looked anything but western. You
see, he was in uniform then. And all he said was:
“I’'m on leave, and I'm broke, and I want to
remember Chicago as a swell place. Want to
invest ten bucks in a western writer you never
heard of before—and won’t hear from until this
fracas is over?” Well, to hear Bill tell about it,
we gave him the Empire State building. But it
was only ten bucks. But those ten pieces of green
paper bought the heart and soul of Mammoth
Western. 1t bought the real thing., Yes, Mam-
moth Western’s the best damn western magazine
on the stands today because Bill Hopson had a
good time in Chicago while on leave!

DURING the past two vears we’ve published

OW he’s out of uniform, and back out west

where he loves to be. Not forking a bronc,
mind you, but an airplane, which he says, “eats
a hell of a lot of gas while flying upside down.”
That ought to give you some idea of the guy—
it isn’t enough to fly, but he has to do it upside
down! Well, he’s a grand guy, and we like him.
He’s writing grand stories, and right now he’s
committed to three novels a year for us—so you
know what’s in store for yvou in the future!

NOTHER top-notch writer in this issue is
Russell Storm, who writes “Guns for the
Valley.” We can recommend this yarn on the
following counts: It has action; it has real, live
characters; it has emotion; it has plot; it has the
touch of the expert and breathes that “spirit”

we have come to associate with the west in the
romantic corner of our imaginations. You’ll like
Storm, because he’s got what we all want—real
escape.

IFF CHESHIRE might have gone a bit

“moral” on us in his “Mountain Road to
Ruin” but we think you’ll find that there’s a
heck of a sock on that mountain road that has
more to do than just the idea of meeting up
with unexpected natural obstacles, like a boulder
on the trail! This guy Cheshire can make even
a stone live in his stories! Just what the editor
ordered ! |

EMEMBER Berkeley Livingston? Of course

you do. Well, he’s back with “Big Doin’s
at Little Fork” and as usual, it’s a different angle
to the old west. Berkeley has a habit of writing
about the west as nobody else does—and though
sometimes it’s a bit shocking, it doesn’t take long
to swing over to his ideas and find out there’s
something new in the west after all. Clever boy,
that Livingston.

UR true feature articles have proven so

popular that we've decided to put in as
many of them as we can, each issue. This month
we've really hit the jackpot. We've got sixteen
of ’em—count ’em yourself! And each one should
help to make that morning bus ride to work,
or that slack moment when you haven’t enough
time to read a whole story, a pleasure instead
of a bore. And yvou’ll learn something. We did,
when we read them, and we appreciate it.

UR next issue will feature a- novel by Oscar

J. Friend called “Range Doctor” which we
think you’ll find has plenty of guts to it. It’s
the story of a young doctor who goes out west—
and finds that being a doctor there isn’t at all
like being a doctor back east. Sometimes the
correct pills to administer seem to be lead pills,
but vou could never accuse a real doctor of
giving his patients lead poisoning. Trouble 1is,
some of the patients get the idea the doctor needs
pills too—of the lead wvariety. Not exactly an
even battle, but you’ll be interested in finding
out who wins that sort of a fight.

N ADDITION there’ll be some short stories

from top writers and more interesting articles.
Don’t miss the October issue. Rap.
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WILLIAM HOPSON

A real westerner is the author of "South To Chihuahua," featured full-length novel
in this issue. Mr. Hopson in the author of numerous novels of the authentic west.
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If there’s anything cattlemen hate, it’s a

nester. Crenshaw was one, and they drove

him out. But he came back!
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‘hey waited tensely behind the s’rockada Pt -
ror ﬂu assault they knew was coming . .



OM CRENSHAW walked his
horse up the last steep grade.
This was Rattlesnake Pass he
was entering. Beyond Rattlesnake
Pass lay Maikop Valley. And Maikop
Valley was—or had been—home.
Home! The hills of home! Beyond
the mountains rising on the right and
on the left, beyond Rattlesnake Pass,
was home. Maikop Valley was still
home to him although he hadn’t been
there in six years, not since the night
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when he had fled from the valley, fled
through Rattlesnake Pass, riding hell
for leather down this very grade he was
so slowly climbing now.

He had been seventeen years old that
night. He had ridden for a preacher
and had been returning home when he
saw Max Hoffman’s riders circling the
little ranch house where his dead father
lay, circling the house and shooting
through the windows, shooting through
the doors, whooping and hollering, rid-
ing their horses like the drunken, in-
flamed fools they were. It wasn’t his
father, Hoffman’s riders had been shoot-
ing at that night. Oh, no. His father
lay dead in that house, dead of a bullet
through the guts, and those riders knew
it. They were not after his father.
They were after #zm! Only the fact that
he had ridden for a preacher had saved
them from getting him.

Tom Crenshaw had ridden away that
night, had ridden south, toward the
border country. If he stayed in Maikop
Valley, he knew what would happen.
Max Hoffman, with one exception,
wanted no nesters in that broad ex-
panse of semi-arid country, neither
father nor son. Sooner or later Hofi-
man’s men would get him, as they had
gotten his dad.

Now he was coming back, back
through Rattlesnake Pass, back to Mai-
kop Valley, back to Max Hoffman back
to—yes, by God! He was coming back
to her too! Back to shy, sweet, six-
teen-year old Lucy Larkin. Only—the
thought jarred him—she wasn’t sixteen
now. He still thought of her as he had
seen her last, shy sweet, sixteen. But
she wasn’t sixteen now. She was twen-
ty-one, and a grown woman, a woman
old enough for a man to marry.

She would be there, he knew. Her
dad was the one nester in Maikop Val-
ley that Max Hoffman hadn’t burned
out, or murdered, or run off. Tom

Crenshaw had never known why Max
Hoffman’s riders had left the little Lar-
kin ranch strictly alone when everybody
else who tried to homestead in the val-
ley was promptly ordered out. But
Hoffman had left them alone. And that
meant that Lucy would still be there!
His heart jumped at the thought of her.

Tom Crenshaw pulled his horse to a
stop and looked back along the trail he
had followed. He could see the two
wagons all right, the two wagons piled
high with tarpaulin-covered freight, the
driver on the seat, the six mules pulling
each wagon, the saddled horse following
behind each endgate. Briscoe and his"
wife were in the lead wagon, to keep
the dust from blowing back in Jean’s
face. Jack Hepburn was hunched up-
on the seat of the second wagon.

Two toy men and a toy woman riding
in toy wagons piled high with toy
freight. From this height they looked
like toys all right, but these two toy
men and the toy freight in the wagons
had made possible his return to Maikop
Valley. Roy Briscoe, in the lead wag-
on, was all bull-dog tenacity, and Jack
Hepburn, in the second wagon, was all
slender coiled snake ready to strike.
Hepburn was one of the fastest gun-
slingers in the southwest. Briscoe was
not quite as fast with a gun but what
he lacked in speed, he more than made
up in fighting heart. What Roy Briscoe
took hold of, he didn’t let go of.

Two gunmen to meet Max Hoffman’s
men! Two gunmen but not two out-
laws, not two desperados, not two long
riders. Neither Hepburn nor Briscoe
had ever, or would ever, draw a gun
except in defense of his own or his part-
ner’s life. Both had learned the bitter
fact that a drawn gun cannot be put
back into the holster again.

Max Hoffman drew his gun five years
ago. Tom Crenshaw thought. If ke
wants to put it back in the holster and
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keep it there, all right, but I’'m coming
back, and I'm bringing two men with
me.

‘N? OULD Max Hoffman leave the

gun in the holster when he learned
that Tom Crenshaw was back in Mai-
kop Valley and that the nester’s son had
two gunmen with him? Tom doubted
it. Hoffman would remember that his
men had killed this man’s father. That
would be enough reason to start guns
blazing. And when Hoffman learned
why Tom Crenshaw and Roy Briscoe
and Jack Hepburn were in Maikop Val-
ley, he would have still another and
more compelling reason for sending his
hard-riding crew out to murder and
burn.

For they were coming to Maikop
Valley to do the one thing that Max
Hoffman would never tolerate, to home-
stead land, to start small ranches. For
over twenty years Hoffman had fought
the homesteaders and the nesters for
possession of this vast stretch of semi-
arid land, fought them with threats
when threats were enough, fought them
with guns and flame when threats would
not do the job. Considering that, would
he let three homesteaders come into the
valley now?

It ain’t likely,
thought.

His mind went on to the valley be-
yond the pass. Max Hoffman did not
own the land in Maikop Valley. He
held 1t by guns and by drouth. Back
there in those wagons, Tom Crenshaw
had the means to lick the drouth. When
the arid nature of the land was licked,
there could be many small ranches in
that vast stretch of land. Tom Cren-
shaw thought of fat cattle laying in the
shade of cottonwood trees, or ranch
houses with kids tumbling around the
doors. That was what he wanted, what
Hepburn wanted, what Briscoe wanted.

Tom Crenshaw

Briscoe especially wanted that. The
bloom on the cheeks of his wife riding
back there on the wagon seat beside
him, the quietly shining light already
in her eyes, proved there would be kids
to play around the first ranch house
by the time they got it built. |

Let Max Hoffman try to stop them!
Let him try to turn me and my partners
back, let him try to run us off! Tom
Crenshaw thought.

If Hepburn was all coiled snake
ready to strike and Briscoe was all bull-
dog to hold on to what he had, Tom
Crenshaw was both snake and bulldog.
Speed to strike with and the determina-
tion to hold on, he had both!

Ride Max Hoffman down!

He saw the puff of smoke come from
the top of the cliff on the right side of
the trail.

The rifle bullet passed within inches
of his head.

His sixgun was out of the holster be-
fore he heard the crash of the rifle.

Smoke jutted from the top of a flat
boulder on top of the cliff. Tom Cren-
shaw caught a glimpse of the top of a
hat and a rifle barrel thrust over the

.top of the boulder. He snapped a shot

upward. .

It was two hundred yards to the top
of the boulder. The angle was up. All
he had for a target was the top of a hat
and a brown, unrecognizable face
squinting at him along a rifle barrel.
Even before he shot he knew the range
was too great for the slow-moving,
heavy slug from the Colt to find its
target.

The rifle snarled smoke at him again.
For the long gun, the range was not too
great. The bullet screamed downward.
It nipped his horse on the left shoul-
der. The animal, already startled by
the noise of the rifle and of the sixgun,
went straight up. Tom Crenshaw

‘threw himself out of the saddle.
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He hit going backwards on the left
hand side of his horse. For a moment,
as he sprawled backward in the rough
trail, he was afraid the bucking horse
was going to land on top of him. He
scrambled back out of the way. The
horse, feeling its rider gone, snorted and
ran up the trail between the cliffs.

The rifle knocked rocky chips in his
face as a third shot came downward.
Ducking for cover, he snapped another
bullet upward. There was a boulder
beside the trail. A trickle of water had
dug out a hole beside and behind it. He
dived into the hole. A bullet from the
rifle on top of the cliff bounced off the
top of the boulder as he went out of
sight behind it.

“That jasper is sure getting the
range!” he muttered, ducking.

OW many men were on top of the
cliff? One? He had only seen one
but there might be more. There might
be another one across on the other side
of the pass. If Max Hoffman had
learned he was coming back to Maikop
Valley, there might be three or four
men waiting in Rattlesnake Pass.

And Hoffman had learned he was
coming back. The rifleman proved it.

Crenshaw vehemently wished he had
his own rifle from the saddle scabbard.
With a rifle, he could make things
interesting for the man on top of the
clif. But he hadn’t had time to draw
his rifle before his horse had started
bucking. He stuck his head around
the corner of the boulder.

A bullet spatted into the ground be-
hind him,

Were they going to be stopped from
entering Maikop Valley? If a man on
a horse couldn’t get through, the slow
moving wagons would be sitting ducks
for the marksman on top of the cliff.
A bullet in a mule would stop the wag-
ons completely.

“Damn him!” Tom Crenshaw grit-
ted. “He can stop us right here and
we’ll never be able to get into the val-
ley!” |

Down below him, he heard the sound
of drumming hooves. Looking back,
he saw Hepburn and Briscoe riding up
the trail.

His two partners had heard the shots.

They rode like Indians, low and to
the left side of their mounts.

They were riding straight into the
fire of the rifleman on top of the cliff.

Tom Crenshaw took one look at the
two men riding hell for leather up the
trail and he came out from behind the
boulder where he was hiding. The
man with the rifle had to be prevented
from getting a free shot at Hepburn
and Briscoe. The big revolver in Cren-
shaw’s hand boomed and boomed again.
The hat was gone from the top of the
boulder and the rifle no longer slanted
across 1t, leaving him without a target
to shoot at. Aiming at the boulder, he
emptied his gun.

There was no response from the
rifle.

He broke the pistol, ejected the emp-
ty shells, plugged fresh cartridges into
the cylinder.

Still the rifle was silent.

He shot again.

Hepburn and Briscoe slid their
horses to a stop beside him.

“Tom! You all right?” Hepburn
called.

“I'm all right.”

“What’s the shootin’ all about?”
Briscoe spoke.

“There’s a man up there who don’t
like the color of my hat,” Crenshaw an-
swered.

“Cover for me,” Hepburn vyelled.
“I’'m going through and see how he likes
my hat. No, Roy. You stay here with

Tom and cover the top of the bluff
with your rifle.”
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Hooves clattered as Hepburn put
the spurs to his horse. Briscoe yanked
his rifle from its scabbard and slid
out of the saddle.

“Where is he?” he yelled.

“Give me the rifle and I'll show you.”
Crenshaw snatched the rifle from his
partner’s hand, sent a slug screaming
upward. Chips flew from the boulder
where the hidden rifleman had been
hiding but there was no answering shot.
. “Looks like he’s cleared out,” Briscoe

said.

They watched Hepburn ride through
the pass. Later he appeared on horse-
back on top of the bluff where the killer
had lain in ambush. He had gone
through the pass and had ridden up the
easier slope on the farther side. He
waved his hat at them. They saw him
dismount and scan the countryside.
From the top of the cliff all of Maikop
Valley was visible to him.

“Nobody home!” his yell floated
down. “Bring the wagons on through
and I'll cover for you.”

THEY had come to Maikop Valley.

And had been met by gunfire warn-
ing them off. Hepburn’s clear yell sym-
bolized the reaction of Crenshaw and
Briscoe, and, when they went back to
the wagons and told her what had hap-
pened, of Jean Briscoe too.

“Bring the wagons on through and
I’ll cover for you!” Jack Hepburn had
said.

They were going to enter Maikop
Valley. And more than gunfire would
be needed to stop them. '

They stopped the wagons at the end
of the pass. Roy Briscoe got down from
- the lead wagon and gently helped his
wife to the ground. Tom Crenshaw
came up from the second wagon. Above
them on the bluff Jack Hepburn kept
watch.

Maikop Valley lay before them.

It was the first day of May. Fleecy
clouds floated high in the sky. A warm
wind was blowing softly from the south.
Before them, stretching away for mile
after mile, was a gently rolling stretch
of country. Treeless, except for occa-
sional clumps of cottonwoods, the land
stretched away and away as far as the
eye could reach in a series of gentle
undulations, a vast rolling valley sur-
rounded by mountains.

The whole valley was covered with
grass, buffalo grass and blue joint.

Looking at Maikop Valley, Roy Bris-
coe showed excitment. “Golly, Tom!”
he said. “It’s just like you said. There’s
er.ough grass right in front of our eyes
to pasture more cows than we can
count.”

“That’s right,” Tom Crenshaw an-
swered. ‘““There’s a catch, though.”

“But the grass is there.”

“Sure. The spring rains have just
stopped. When the rains come, the
buffalo grass and the blue joint jump
out of the ground almost overnight.
We're seeing Maikop just after the
rains, when it’s at its best. When the
rains stop—"’

“The grass will still be there,” Bris-
coe protested. “It’ll head out and go to
seed when the rains stop. But that
don’t make any difference. Blue joint
headed on the stem will fatten cattle
almost as fast as corn.”

“Sure,” Tom Crenshaw agreed. “But
the cattle have to have water. And the
water isn’t there, not after the rains
stop. There’s only eight natural springs
in the whole valley.”

“Um,” Briscoe said. For a moment,
his face was serious. Then he looked
at the freight on their wagons and be-
gan to grin,

Maikop Valley was semi-arid. When
the rains came, the buffalo grass and

~ the blue joint grew like crazy weeds.

Six weeks after the first rains came,
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Maikop Valley was covered with
enough grass to fatten fifty thousand
head of cattle. Cattlemen, and Roy
Briscoe was a cattleman, seeing this
valley during the spring rains, thought
that here was a cow heaven, here the
beef animal would grow fat in weeks.

Then the rains stopped. The grass
stopped growing. Quickly, hastily, it
headed out, produced its seed. Then it
waited for the next coming of spring.

Cattlemen, seeing this dried grass,
still thought this valley was cow heaven.
It was, almost. Grass was there but
the catch was there too. There wasn’t
enough natural water in the valley for
the herds of cattle the grass would
fatten. Grass unlimited, water short.

N AN area where there was room for

fifty thousand head of cattle, Max
Hoffman ran less than five thousand
head. There was water for that many.
He owned the waterholes. He had had
his men homestead the springs. Con-
trolling the water, he controlled Maikop
Valley.

Each year enough grass to fatten
thousands of head of cattle went to
waste in Maikop Valley.

Tom Crenshaw, seeing Roy Briscoe
look at the tarpaulin-covered freight
and grin, grinned with him. In those
wagons they had the solution to the
water-problem in Maikop Valley.

The solution was a well-digging ma-
chine and two dismantled windmills.
Windmills were not exactly a novelty in
this country, but they were new to many
people. There had never been a wind-
mill in Maikop Valley.

Max Hoffman would not permit
windmills in the valley. Windmills
would bring nesters, little ranchers,
maybe even farmers, homesteaders to
claim the range where grass went to
waste each year.

“We’ll lick the water problem, Tom!”

Roy Briscoe said. “Then we’ll bring
up the five hundred head we've got
down south and turn ’em loose in the
valley. Ten years from now, you and
me and Jack Hepburn will have more
cows that we can count.”

The bulldog note sounded in Roy
Briscoe’s voice as he spoke. He put
his arm around his wife and they both
stood looking down into the far reaches
of Maikop Valley. Tom Crenshaw
knew what the bulldog note in Briscoe’s
voice meant. Briscoe was seeing the
ranch house he would build down there
in the valley, the corrals, the windmills
pumping water, cattle grazing in the
distance, all the sights that went with
a ranch. Most of all, he was seeing
the kids that would play around that
ranch house, the growing kids that
would learn to ride down there in Mai-
kop Valley, the tall sons that would
eventually ride the range with him.
That was what Maikop Valley meant
to Roy Briscoe. And the bulldog trait
in his character meant he would keep
trying to get what he wanted until he
got it, or until he was dead.

The sound of a loping horse came
from behind them. Turning Crenshaw
saw Jack Hepburn riding down the
slope from the top of the cliff. Hepburn
turned his horse into the trail and rode
up to them, then sat his mount and
looked down over the valley.

“Well, there she is,” he said at last.
“All we've got to do to grab a piece
of her for ourselves is to look out for
a man with a home-made firing pin in
his rifle.”

Tom Crenshaw frowned.
he said.

Hepburn grinned and tossed a couple
of empty shells to him. I picked those
up on top of the cliff,” he said. “If you
look close, you can see that the gun that
fired them had a home-made firing pin.”

Tom Crenshaw turned the brass hulls

“What?”
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over in his fingers. They were rim-fire
shells. The firing pin had dug a deep
groove into the rims of each shell. “I
see what you mean,” he said. “But how
are we going to find a rifle with a home-
made firing pin before the man who
owns it finds us?”

Hepburn shook his head. “I can’t
figure that out either, Tom,” he said.
“Well, it looks like Roy and Jean are
ready to go.”’- He nodded toward the
first wagon.

Turning, Tom saw that Briscoe and
his wife were getting back into the
wagon. Briscoe gathered the reins in
his hands, clucked to the mules.

The descent into Maikop Valley had
begun.

HEY camped that night in the

shadow of a little grove of cotton-
wood trees, in the spot that Tom Cren-
shaw remembered as home. It was in
this spot that his father had exercised
his homestead rights. The big three-
room cabin made of split cottonwood
logs had stood here. To this spot John
Crenshaw had brought his motherless
son and had established a home. In
this place John Crenshaw had died.
For three years he had withstood Max
Hoffman while Hoffman moved slowly
from threats to violence.

A thousand memories tugged at Tom
Crenshaw as he rode up to the little
grove of cottonwood trees. For three
years this spot had been home to him
and memories of it were impressed in-
delibly on his mind. He had helped
build the cabin that had once stood
here. He had helped cut the logs, had
helped haul the stone for the big fire-
place, and had helped his father place
both logs and stone in position. He
had helped build the pole corral where
their little string of horses were kept at
night or had been kept, until one of
Max Hoffman’s riders had tossed a

handful of salt mixed with strychnine
over the top of the corral one dark
night. After his father had managed
to obtain three more mounts as a partial
replacement for the dead horses, they
had built a little barn. The barn was
gone too. Weeds and grass were grow-
ing vigorously up through the ash-en-
riched soil where once the barn and the
cabin had stood.

- They set up the tent for Roy Briscoe
and his wife, gathered wood, built a
rude fireplace from the stones remaining
from the big chimney of the cabin.
Then Jean Briscoe began to rattle pots
and pans. As the sun was sinking, the
blue smoke from the little fire rose
straight up into the still evening air.

Thick navy bean soup and flapjacks
and thick slices of bacon, they had for
supper. Then Tom Crenshaw went out
and saddled his horse. Jack Hepburn
came with him.

“Goin’ for a ride, Tom?”

“Reckoned I would, Jack,” Tom an-
swered. He did not say where he was
going and Hepburn accepted his silence
without question. ‘“Look out for that
feller with the homemade firing pin,”
was Hepburn’s sole comment.

Tom nodded. His hand went to the
gun holstered at his hip. He rode away
into the gathering dusk. As soon as he
was out of sight, he lifted his mount
into a long easy lope, a gait that ate up
the miles. He had eight miles to go,
as he remembered the distance. But
long before he reached the ranch house,
night had fallen. The first sight he
caught of the house was a glimpse of a
light burning in the kitchen window.
His heart leaped at the sight.

A light was burning in the kitchen
window of the house where Lucy Larkin
lived! Up until this moment, he had
not realized—he had not let himself
realize—how much she meant to him.
Now he knew that she was the biggest
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lodestone pulling him back to Maikop
Valley. Lucy, sweet Lucy! The mem-
ory of her sweet face and of her shy,
gentle manner rose up in his mind and
he put spurs to his horse to gallop the
remaining distance and to pull up with
a flourish in the front yard.

“Hello!”” he sang out and swung out
of the saddle without waiting for an
answer.

“Coming,” a voice sang out inside.
The kitchen door opened before he
reached it. Mrs. Larkin, Lucy’s mother,
wiping her flour-covered hands on a
gingham apron, peered at him over
steel-rimmed spectacles. “Come in,”
she said. “Come in. I’m just baking
some pies for tomorrow.”

Tom Crenshaw saw she didn’t know
him. “I guess you don’t remember me,’”’
he said taking off his hat.

The steel-rimmed spectacles tilted
down at him. “No, I guess I don’t,”
she answered. ‘“But that don’t make no
difference. Come on in anyhow and
tell me who you are.” She held the
door open for him to enter.

“I’'m Tom Crenshaw.”

“Tom Crenshaw? No!”

“But I am Tom Crenshaw.”

THE eyes behind the spectacles
stared at him with frozen intensity.
“You can’t be,” Mrs. Larkin answered.
“You can’t be Tom. You just can’t be.”
Tom grinned. Her surprise at seeing
him was almost pathetic. But she re-
membered him all right. There was no
doubt about it. And Lucy would re-
member him too. “Why can’t 1 be
Tom Crenshaw?” he asked.

‘“Because Tom Crenshaw is dead!”
Mrs. Larkin whispered.

She thought he was dead. The fact
startled him. “I’m a mighty live dead
man,” he answered. ‘‘Could I come on
in?”’

Holding the door half open, she was

~door.

still standing in it. For a moment she
made no move to let him enter. Then
she stepped aside. “Of course,” she
answered, her voice still a whisper.
“Come in. Of course.”

Her eyes were on him as he stepped
through the door and into a kitchen all
fragrant with spicy smells from the pies
baking in the oven of the big wood-
burning range. A kerosene lamp burned
brightly in a wall holder.

Mrs. Larkin took him by the arm
and led him over to the lamp. “You
want to see who I really am, Mom?”
he said.

She nodded without speaking. Her
eyes went over his face inch by inch.
“You are Tom Crenshaw,” she whis-
pered at last. “We heard—we were
told—you were dead.”

“You don’t want to pay too much
attention to rumors,” he answered. ‘“I’m
very much alive. And now—"" He had
been expecting her to meet him at the
When she hadn’'t come to the
door, he had expected to find her in
the kitchen. But she wasn’t in the
kitchen either. ‘“And now, where’s
Lucy?”

He saw the color go out of Mrs.
Larkin’s face as he spoke. She didn’t
answer. ‘‘Heavenly days!” she whis-
pered. ‘“Tom Crenshaw come back, and
asking for Lucy!”

“Naturally, when I came back, the
first thing I would do would be to come
looking for Lucy,” he said. “Where is
she?”

She twisted her apron in her hands
and looked at him from frightened eyes
in a blanched face. He felt fear rise
in him, a leather noose tightening
around his heart. He had known fear
before, the fear of men and of men
with guns, the fear of death, but he had
never known any fear like this, a fear
that came so quickly and hit so hard.

“Where is she?”



GUNS FOR THE VALLEY 17

“She—" Mrs. Larkin gulped. Words
were forming on her lips but no sound
was coming from her mouth.

“Is—Don’t tell me she’s dead!” he
exploded.

She shook her head. “No. No!
She’s not dead. Tom! Your coming
in here when I thought you were dead
has shocked me so much I don’t know
what I’m saying or doing. You've got
to give me time to catch my breath.
Lucy’s all right.”

“Fine,” A little of the fear went out
of him. Lucy was all right. Maybe
she wasn’t at home right now but she
was all right. That was the important
thing. “Where is she?”

There was silence in the kitchen. The
big clock on the wall ticked slowly and
monotonously to itself. The fire popped
in the range and steam wreathed out
of the teakettle on the back of the
stove.

“Where is she?” Tom repeated.

“Don’t—don’t you know?” Mrs. Lar-
kin whispered.

“No. I don’t know.”

“She—Tom, she’s married! She’s
at her own home, with her husband.”

The big clock ticked on the wall.
The fire sputtered in the range. “Mar-
ried?”” Tom Crenshaw whispered.

Mrs. Larkin nodded. Behind her
spectacles her eyes were suddenly misty
with unshed tears. “Tom, she thought
you was dead. She almost died when
she heard that Tom. For two or three
years she mooned around here like a
sick turkey hen. Her dad and I was
afraid she was going to die. Then she
perked up a little and last year, she
got married—"

TOM CRENSHAW was already

moving toward the door. This
place, this friendly good-smelling kitch-
en, the clock on the wall, the big wood-
burning range, when he entered the

room all of these things had suddenly
brought his memories of Lucy vividly
to his mind. For he remembered her
here in this kitchen, he remembered her
winding the clock, putting wood in the
stove, pouring steaming water from the
teakettle into a tin wash basin. In this
place where the memories of her were
so strong, he had learned one fact that
made these memories foolish: she was
married.

All he knew was that he wanted to
get out of this kitchen, to get away from
this house, to escape these terribly frus-
trating memories. For he had come
back for her. And he had found she
was gone from him. He walked blindly
to the door.

“Tom! Don’t take it so hard. There
are other girls—"

He didn’t hear her. He opened the
door, started out, then paused as an-
other thought struck him.

“Who’d she marry?” he asked.

Mrs. Larkin’s face told him that she
didn’t want to answer this question.
She didn’t want to answer it at all.
“Please, Tom—"

“Somebody else will tell me,” he said
dully, “I’'d rather hear it from you.
Who is the lucky man?”

Still she hesitated, her lips forming
soundless words of protest. He waited.
Finally she spoke.

“Mr. Hoffman,” she spoke.
married Mr. Hoffman.”

“Mr. Hoffman!” Tom Crenshaw
gasped. ‘“Not Max Hoffman! No!
Not him! Not Max Hoffman!”

Mrs. Larkin nodded. “Yes,” she
said. “Max Hoffman.”

“My God!” He stood in the door-
way, his hand on the knob. -“But he’s
sixty years old!” he said explosively.

“Fifty-one,” Mrs. Larkin said.

“Fifty-one or sixty, it makes no dif-
ference. He’s an old man and she is
just a girl. A marriage like that is

“She
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wrong any way you look at it.”

Mrs. Larkin’s lips formed in a
straight line but she said nothing.

“One other question before I go,”
Tom Crenshaw said. “Who told you
I was dead? Was it Max Hoffman?”

A slow nod was her answer.

“I thought so!” he said. “And how
did he tell you I died?”

“He said you and your daddy were
both killed by a bunch of rustlers that
your daddy caught trying to run off
your cows,” Mrs. Larkin answered.

“Thanks,” " Tom Crenshaw said.
“Thanks very much. And will you
sort of forget that I was here tonight?”

A nod was her answer.

He went blindly out of the door. He
had come back after Lucy. And he
had found her married to his deadliest
enemy.

As he stepped out the door a two-
horse buggy turned in from the road
and came to a stop beside the house.
It was a brand-new outfit, the kind of
a rig a man who wanted to make an
impression on his neighbors would buy.
It had everything, even side-lamps.

In the illumination from the side-
lamps, Tom Crenshaw recognized the
two people riding in the buggy.

Lucy - - - No, by God! Mr. and
Mrs. Max Hoffman! .

AX HOFFMAN sat stiff and un-

moving in the buggy. He was a

big man and the fat of prosperity had
made him even bigger. He was wear-
ing an expensive gray hat with the brim
curled at the edges. A heavy gold
watch chain looped across his vest. He
was smoking a long cigar.

Mrs. Larkin had come quickly to the
kitchen door when she heard the buggy
draw up. She knew who was in it and
she knew who had just gone out of the
door of her kitchen. Tom Crenshaw
could hear her frightened breathing be-

hind him. He still had his hat in his
hand. Light from the open door
streamed over him.

Lucy looked at him. “Tom!” she
whispered. “Tom Crenshaw!” She
glanced once at her husband as she
spoke. |

Max Hoffman held the reins very
stifly in both hands and stared in
stunned disbelief at the man standing
just outside the kitchen door and did
not move a muscle. Lucy came out of
the buggy in a flurry of skirts. She
came quickly around the front of the
team. Then her reckless pace slowed.
She advanced toward Tom Crenshaw a
step at a time, her-eyes fixed on his
face as if she was seeing a ghost.

She was taller, her hips were fuller,
her clothes much better than the Lucy,
Tom Crenshaw remembered. But the
same sweet gentle shyness was on her
face. She came close to him.

“Tom!” she whispered. “It’s really
you.” Again she looked at her hus-
band, a quick snapping glance that
seemed to say: ‘“‘You lied to me. You
told me this man was dead. You lied!”

Tom Crenshaw saw the glance. He
was hot and cold inside. He had a
raging furnace in him. And a chunk
of ice as big as the moon. Ice and fire
and fury. The fury raging in him sent
his hand an inch at a time toward his
hip.

Max Hoffman saw the moving hand.
And found his voice. “I'll have you
know I’'m not armed!” he wheezed.

Tom Crenshaw looked at his moving
hand. It was actually fighting him,
struggling with him to reach the butt
of his gun. Behind him he could hear
Mrs. Larkin’s breathing grow more
frantic. And Lucy was staring at him
from haunted eyes.

“T tell you I’'m not armed!” Max
Hoffman hastily repeated.

“You're not?” Tom Crenshaw heard
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himself say.

“No! No. I'm not.”
Tom Crenshaw deflected his hand

away from the butt of his gun. He

hooked the thumb in his belt. He
wondered if the hand would stay there.

It had to stay there! He could not
shoot an unarmed man. He could not
shoot a man in front of two women.
He could not shoot a man in front of
that man’s wife.

And Lucy, no matter what else was
true, was Max Hoffman’s wife.

“Tom!” she was whispering. I
thought—I thought—"’

“So I heard,” he answered.

She looked over his shoulder at her

mother. “You talked to mother?”
He nodded.
“Did she tell you—"" Her voice was

frantic. ‘““Did she tell you how I almost
died?” |

“Yes,” he said.

“You—you don’t seem very pleased
to see me.” '

He looked past her at Max Hoffman
sitting stiffly in the buggy. “You're his
wife,” he said.

“Oh,” she said. Her face began to
change. When she first came toward
him, there had been startled gladness
on her face. Now the gladness was
slowly going away. Before his eyes,
she was suddenly drooping. “So I am,”

she said.

“Tom.”
“Yes'”

ER eyes were on his face. They

were asking him to understand.

They were begging with him, pleading
with him. “Please understand me,
Tom. Please, please, please!”

“T don’t know what there is to under-
stand,”” he said slowly.

“There’s everything.”

“The only thing I understand is
there’s your husband,” he said. “Do

you want me to kill him?”

His thumb came out of his belt and
his hand moved toward his gun.

Max Hoffman flinched and almost
dropped the reins. Lucy grabbed Tom’s
hand.

“No. No, Tom. No.
that between us—"’

He let her push his hand away from

No. With

the gun. “Do you love him?”

(CTom!”

“I want to know, Lucy. Do you love
him?”’

“That’s not a fair question, Tom,”
Mrs. Larkin spoke behind him. “You
have no right to ask her that. Mr.
Hoffman is her husband.” There was

a frantic note in the mother’s voice.
“It’s not fair for you to ask her if she
loves him.”

Tom Crenshaw slowly hooked his
thumb in his belt. The challenge of
Lucy’s mother had bewildered him. He
was all burning ice inside and the ques-
tion he had asked had exploded out of
his icy fury. He saw now that it wasn’t
a fair question and that he had no right
to ask it. Asking a married woman if
she loved her husband! What right
had he to ask such a question?

“I’m mixed up,” he said slowly. “I’m
all torn to pieces inside. A lot of things
have happened too fast for me to know
what to think about them. I'm sorry,
Lucy. I'm sorry, Mom. I don’t want
to make trouble but I'm so mixed up
I don’t really know what I'm doing or
saying.”

He paused and tried to marshall re-
bellious thoughts. “I came back here
loving a woman and hating a man,” he
said, still speaking very slowly. “When
I get here, I find the woman I love and
the man I hate are married to each
other. And two minutes after I find
this out, I run right smack into both of
them.”

“Tom!” Lucy’s eyes were suddenly
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glowing. “You came back here loving
a woman?”’

“Well, it’s a fact,” he said, a little
sullenly. “But don’t mix me up any
more, Lucy.”

“Why do you hate Max Hoffman?”
the girl spoke.

“Why?” The question dazed him.
“I don’t get it, Lucy. I don’t begin to
understand it. Why do I hate him?
Don’t you know the réeason? Have you
heard nothing but lies about this too?
I hate him because his men killed my
dad and tried to kill me. Ain’t that
enough reason to hate any man?”

His voice was all fire and ice. Hear-
ing that voice, Max Hoffman squirmed
on the seat of the buggy.

Lucy shrank away from Tom Cren-
shaw. “No!” she whispered. “I
thought—everybody said—"

“That rustlers did the job?”

“Yes. That’s what everybody said.”

“And Max Hoffman said it louder
and oftener than anybody else!” Tom
Crenshaw spoke. “Well, let him say it
here and now, let him say it again, let
him say it to me.” '

HE STEPPED forward, away from

the girl, stepped toward the buggy.
All around him the night seemed to
freeze. He was not aware of any sound
or any sight except the gray-hatted,
gold-chained, cigar-smoking, successful
rancher sitting behind the flaring lamps
in the expensive and impressive buggy.

“Say it now.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking
about. That’s what everybody said—"’

“And what did you say, you who
knew better than anybody else what
had really happened? What did you
say?”’

Hoffman shivered. He seemed to
slump down on the buggy seat. The
reins rattled on the dashboard from
the effect of his shaking hands. “I'm

not armed,” he whispered. “I’'m not
armed.”

Tom Crenshaw laughed.
damned glad of it you are, too!”
turned to the girl.

“I’'m going now,” he said. “I’ve got
a lot of thinking to do and I’m going to
try to do it.”

She was silent. He turned back to
the man in the expensive buggy.

“Fair warning,” he said. ‘““The next
time you see me, you had better be
armed.”

He paused. “I don’t think I’ll ever
be able to hold my hand away from my
gun again.”

Turning, he put on his hat and
walked to his horse. The starlit night
seemed to crowd in around him with
a thousand voices as he rode away. The
voices in the night said the same words
over and over again and again. Lucy
—Married to Max Hoffman. The wo-
man I love—married to the man I

hate.”

“And
He

Tom Crenshaw never remembered
how far he rode that night or where he
went. The moon rose and he didn’t see
it. Coyotes yapped from the plain and
he didn’t hear them. An owl hooted far-
off and he didn’t know the bird existed.
He let his horse pick its own way.

He had come back to Maikop Valley
with great hopes. Maybe there wasn’t
wealth to be made here in this vast
stretch of semi-arid land but there was
certainly a comfortable living to be
made in Maikop Valley. He really
hadn’t been looking for wealth anyhow.
If he made a lot of money out of run-
ning a ranch here, all right, but if he
just made enough money for security,
a home, and happiness, that was all he
really wanted. But a home and happi-
ness had meant Lucy, and Lucy was
married to another man. And what the
hell could he do about that?
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Kill Max Hoffman? How could he
go to Lucy with the blood of her hus-
band on his hands?

When his hand had started toward
his gun, she had grabbed his arm.

“No. No! No, Tom!” Her voice
was still in his ears. “With that be-
tween us—"’

He was afraid the death of her hus-
band would be a bar holding them apart
forever.

What the hell could he do?

Leave Maikop Valley? The thought
was luring. He had always thought of
Maikop Valley as home but it was odi-
ous to him now and he wanted nothing
to much as to get away from it. If he
left, Lucy would not have to face the
problems his presence raised. And
Hoffman was certainly taking good
care of her, the way she was dressed,
the expensive buggy, the well-matched
team, proved that he was giving her
everything a reasonable woman could
want. Maybe he had won her with lies,
but even so, he was good to her. Go
away and leave her alone!

He couldn’t do it. Or not right away
anyhow. His partners needed him. He
had brought them here with {air
promises that in this valley they might
establish homes for themselves. True,
they might have to fight for those
homes, but they belonged to a fighting
breed, and they would not run from a
fight. Nor could he run away and leave
them to fight alone.

They were his partners, they were
his friends, they needed him. He had
to stick with them.

“Whoa, up!” a voice in the moonlit
night jarred him out of his daze. “Stop
right where you are before I put a bul-
let in you!”

Tom Crenshaw pulled his horse back
and looked around with suddenly
startled eyes. A grove of cottonwood
trees was in front of him, there was a

dim line of rising hills to the left. Where
was he? Had he wandered into the
Double H Ranch, into Max Hoffman’s
stronghold? He hadn’t noticed where
he was going, he didn’t know how long
he had been riding, he didn’t know
where he was.

“Get your hands up in the air!” the
voice snapped at him again.

This time he recognized the voice.
And simultaneously he saw the reflec-
tion of moonlight from the sides and
top of the tent. He knew where he was.

“Okay, Jack,” he yelled. “It’s me.”

Jack Hepburn came slowly out from
the shadow of the nearest cottonwood
tree. A rifle was cuddled in his arms.

“Hi, Tom,” Hepburn said. “I wasn’t
sure it was you.”

“Are you standing guard?”

“Uh-huh,” Hepburn said. “I thought
I better. After all, there’s a jasper who
owns a rifle with a home-made firing
pin in these parts. I wasn’t at all cer-

tain he wouldn’t pay us a visit tonight.”
“Oh,” Tom Crenshaw said. He had

- forgotten about the ambusher in Rat-

lesnake Pass. But Jack Hepburn had
not forgotten. And Hepburn had
quietly come out here to stand guard
while Roy and Jean Briscoe slept. “Yes.
We do have to think about him. But
we have to think more about his boss.”

“Yes,” Hepburn agreed. “I want to
talk to you about his boss, Tom. I want
to know what you think he’ll do when
he learns our plans and how he’ll go
about doing it.”

“I don’t know what he’ll do. The
last time I saw him he was shaking in
his boots and yelling he wasn’t armed.
But I caught him by surprise in a place
where he wasn’t expecting to see me
and I caught him without a gun. The
next time we see him, he’ll have a gun
and he’ll have men with him who will
also have guns.”

“What?” Hepburn said. “You’ve
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seen Hoffman?”

“T TH-HUHH.” Tom Crenshaw slid

from his horse and told what had
happened. He told everything that had
taken place, how he had gone to see
Lucy, had discovered she was married,
and how she and her husband had
driven up while he was still at her par-
ents’ house. Jack Hepburn listened
quietly.

“I'm sorry to hear this, Tom,” he
said, when Crenshaw had finished. “I
can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am.
I know how you must feel.”

His voice was warm with sympathy
and with understanding. ‘“It’s a rough
deal, Tom.”

“Uh-huh. And the only consolation
I’'ve got is that it will probably get a
darned sight rougher before it gets any
easier, if it ever gets easier.”

“I agree. Well, we didn’t come up
here expecting a picnic and we can’t
run just because the going is getting
tough. But I do say—” Tom saw
Hepburn look keenly at him. . ..
since you’ve found your girl married to
another man, if you want to pull out
and leave, I'll not stand in your way.
And I'm sure Roy and Jean feel the
same way about it.”

“I’'m not leaving,” Tom answered.
“I haven’t got much to stay for but I’'m
going to stay and draw cards and see
what I catch on the draw.”

“Good boy!”’ Hepburn said. “Listen!
What’s that?”

Tom Crenshaw had already heard
the sound and was turning to locate.
Somewhere off in the moonlit night a
horse was trotting.”

Jack Hepburn’s hands tightened on
the butt of his rifle. ‘“Maybe our
friend with the home-made firing pin,”
he said.

The sound of the trotting horse came
nearer and nearer and then stopped.

“Maybe leaving his horse out there
and coming the rest of the way on foot,”
Jack Hepburn said. “He thinks he can
sneak up on us on foot and empty his
gun before we even known anybody is
within miles of us. Ain’t he due for a
surprise, though?”

His voice was a grim whisper in the
star-lit night. He patted the stock of
his rifle. “Kill me a dry gulcher, gun;
kill me a dry gulcher.”

Tom Crenshaw quietly lifted his own
rifle from its saddle scabbard. His horse
lifted its head and looked off in the
night in the direction from the sound of
the trotting animal had come. Tom
went quickly to the horse’s head and
held its muzzle so it would not whinny.

““Think it might be a stray?”’ he said.

“Might be but I don’t think so. It
trotted like a ridden horse. Of course,
it could be a stray, but it could be some-
thing else too.”

There was no sound in the night. The
horse had stopped trotting. They
waited.

“I’ll go see,” Hepburn said quietly.

“No,” Tom Crenshaw protested.
“You stay here. If you go out there,
I might put a bullet in you by mistake.”

“Okay,” Hepburn grumbled. “But
I don’t like the idea of somebody sneak-
ing up on us.”

“We’ll see him before he sees us.”

They waited. Far-off, a lonely coyote
howled at the moon. Just out of the
shade of the cottonwood a bat was
hunting gnats. Tom Crenshaw could
see the darting motions of the bat.

The sound of the horse did not come
again.

“l1 don’t like it,” Jack Hepburn
whispered. ‘“He can see the tent. He’ll
head for that. And Roy and Jean—

“Hello!” a voice called hesitantly in
the darkness.

“That’s a woman!” Hepburn gasped.

“I know it.” Tom Crenshaw started
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forward.

“Wait. It might be a trap.”

“Hello!” the voice came again.

“Lucy!” Tom Crenshaw yelled.
“Lucy, is that you out there?”

“Yes,” the answer came. ‘“Where
are you? I've been afraid to come
closer—"’

“Come on up!” Tom Crenshaw
yelled. And as the sound of the trot-
ting horse came again, coming closer
and closer now, he told Jack Hepburn
who the woman was who was coming
toward them in the night.

“Great golly whoppers!” the startled
Hepburn gasped. “Hoffman’s wife com-
ing looking for us! How in the hell
did she know where we were? And
what is she doing here?”

“T’ll ask her,” Tom Crenshaw said.
“I'd kind of like to know the answer
to those questions myself.”

The horse clip-clopped closer in the
moonlight, came to a stop beside them.

“Tom—" Then she saw that he was
not alone.

“This is Jack Hepburn, Lucy,” Tom
Crenshaw said.

“Pleased to meet you,” Hepburn
said. “Are you alone?” He tried to
look beyond her into the moonlight and
the rifle was ready in his hands.

The question, and the meaning back
of the question, startled her. “Yes.
I’'m alone,” she said hastily. “Tom.
I want—I would like to talk to you—"

“I’'m listening,”” Tom Crenshaw said.

“But—" Her eyes went to Jack
Hepburn.

““He’s my partner,” Tom said. “How
did you know where I was, Lucy?”

“Max told me,” she answered. ‘‘He
didn’t much want to but I finally got it
out of him.,”

Tom knew that Hepburn glanced
quickly at him. “Max told you?” he
repeated. ‘“How did Max know? We
only got here today.”

THE question seemed to surprise and

confuse her. “I didn’t ask him
how he knew,” she admitted. “I didn’t
even know he knew until he let it slip
that he knew something. He was very
angry after you left. He talked and
acted like he had gone crazy. While he
was raving he said something about you
being camped here in Maikop Valley.

‘Why do you ask such a question? Is it

important?”’

“It might be,” Tom said. ‘“But let
it go. Does Max know where you are
now?”

“No. No one knows. I slipped away.
We came to visit daddy and mother
tonight but Max decided he wouldn’t
stay. So he went back—back home and
I slipped out and saddled my horse and
rode here. No one knows where 1 am,
not even daddy and mother.”

“Good,” Jack Hepburn spoke. For
the first time since they had heard the
trotting horse, he let the rifle slide down
into the crook of his arms.

“What did you want to see me about,
Lucy?” Tom spoke.

She was slow in answering. ‘““This is
hard to say, Tom,” she said at last.
“But it’s got to be said. I've got to
know the truth. You said your daddy
was killed by Double H men and that
they tried to kill you too. How do you
know this is the truth?”

“How do I know they were Hoffman’s
men?”’ he whispered. The question
dazed him. He had never questioned
the identity of the men whom he had
seen circling the ranch house that ter-
rible night. He knew whose men they
were, knew it beyond the shadow of a
doubt.

“This is terribly important,” the girl
went on. “I want to know, I have to
know. You never once mentioned any
trouble between your daddy and—and
Max.”

“Of course I didn’t. We kept our
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troubles to ourselves. I wouldn’t tell
anything like that to a girl anyhow.”

“I’'m not a girl now. I'm a woman.
And you can tell me.”

“All right. I'll tell you.” While Jack
Hepburn listened quietly, he told her
the whole story, including the threats
Hoffman had made, the poisoned salt
in the horse corral, the bullet from am-
bush that had killed his father, how he
had seen the men circling the ranch
house. “You know Max Hoffman won’t
let a nester settle in Maikop Valley,”
he finished. ‘“Besides, there is no one
else would stand to gain anything—"

‘“He never molested my daddy,” Lucy
interrupted.

“I know that,”” Tom Crenshaw an-
swered. ‘“And I've often wondered why
but not until tonight did I know the
reason.’”’

“You mean / was the reason he left
daddy alone?”

“What else?”” he answered.

Again she was silent. When she
spoke again, her voice was seething with
suppressed anger. “In this country, no
one ever tells a woman anything. All
the bad things, the real things, the vital
things, are kept from her.”

“You mean, you didn’t know any of
this?”

“Until you told me, I didn’t have
even the faintest idea of these things.
Max — my husband — didn’t tell me.
Daddy and mother, if they knew any-
thing, kept quiet. You, when you were
here, said nothing. There aren’t very
many people here and the few 1 know
in town either didn’t know anything
about this or didn’t think they should
talk about it.”

“You mean you’ve been living with
a man without knowing he was a scoun-
drel?” Hepburn questioned. There was
amazement, and something more than
amazement, in the tones of his voice.

“Of course I didn’t know it!” she

hotly answered. ‘“He isn’t a scoundrel
to me. He’s always nice to me, he’s
always kind. How was I to know he
1§—is—"

HERE was a sob in her voice as

‘she spoke. “I hate this whole busi-
ness!” she blazed. “I hate everyone and
everything connected with it. It’s not
fair to a woman to pretend she’s sugar
and spice and ought never to hear any
of the bad things in life.”

“Well, you’ve heard some of them
now,” Hepburn drawled.

“But how do I know I've heard the
truth?” Again hot anger shook her
voice. “Tom tells me that my husband
killed his father, or had him killed,
which amounts to the same thing. But
I haven’t seen Tom in years and how
do I know he’s telling the truth., Max
says it isn’t the truth.”

“Max also said I was dead and you
know that was a lie,” Tom Crenshaw
spoke.

“Yes, I know it now. But he might
have been mistaken just as everyone
else was mistaken.”

There was a frantic, an almost hys-
terical note in her voice. “When 1
have been told so many lies, how am I
going to know what to believe?”

“I guess you’ll have to find out for
yourself, I guess you’ll have to make
up your own mind,” Hepburn drawled.

“BUt_;_”

“People do, in this world,” Tom
Crenshaw said. The truth was sud-
denly clear before his eyes. Lucy had
never grown up. She had never had
the opportunity to grow up. She was
still a little girl, sheltered and protected
from the world. She wasn’t an adult,
she had never had a chance to become
an adult. All her life her mother and
father had evaded the truth about the
world around her, they had never told
her how grim, how brutal, how vicious
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it really was. Her husband had kept
the truth hidden from her too, for good
reasons. And he, Tom Crenshaw, was
to blame too in this matter. For he
hadn’t told her the truth about Max
Hoffman. He had been silent when he
should have spoken, he had been evasive
when he should have been forthright.
. If Lucy hadn’t had a chance to grow
up, he, too, was partly to blame.

She was growing up now, growing up
before his eyes. She was suddenly see-
ing the world she lived in  seeing the
- man she lived with, with a clear vision.
And she was in torture because she
could not distinguish, had never been
taught to distinguish, the true from the
false.

“I’'m sorry, Lucy—" He fumbled for
words to tell her how he felt.

“No. Don’t be sorry for me. And
don’t try to hide things from me. I
want to know the truth.”

“But__?)

“Just because the truth is bitter is
no reason why I shouldn’t know it. I've
got to know. I've got to make up my
own mind.”

He sensed what a bitter experience
this must be for her. Just a few hours
earlier, she had been happy, contented,
at peace with herself and at peace with
the world of which she knew so little.
Then suddenly she had met him again,
and in a few hot minutes, her world
had been smashed to pieces before her
eyes. She was as hurt, as shocked, as
terrified as—as he was!

They were both growing up, here,
now, beside this grove of cottonwood

trees, in a moonlit night.
Crack!

THE sharp explosion of the rifle spun
Tom Crenshaw around. He caught
a glimpse of flame two hundred yards

away, he heard the snap of the bullet.

A tinny rattle sounded in the tent as

the slug went heme. And Jean Briscoe,
sleeping beside her husband in the tent,
screamed suddenly in the night.

Crack! That was Jack Hepburn
shooting, aiming at the spot where he
had seen the flash of the killer’s gun.
Hepburn levered the empty shell out
of his rifle and shot again. Then he
was running toward the spot from which
the first shot had come.

And Lucy’s horse, frightened by the
roar of the rifle, was bucking as only
a frightened horse can.

She had not dismounted during their
talk.

“Tom___?i ;

Heé heard her frightened cry and
turned just in time to see her thrown
from the saddle.

She hit in a sprawling bundle on the
ground.

“Luey_”

She was already getting to her feet
before he reached her. He helped her
to rise. She held on to her left arm
with her right hand.

“Are you hurt?”

“I’m all right. Who fired that shot?”

“Probably the same man who tried
to kill me in Rattlesnake Pass. I haven’t
got time to tell you the whole story.”

““Never mind the story. It can wait.
Go see what’s happened.”

“Are you all right?”

“I'm right enough. Go see—"

Again the rifles were spitting fire in
the night. And Roy Briscoe was fran-
tically yelling. “Jack! Tom!”

Then the guns stopped. A man
screamed. A rifle spat again. And
Tom Crenshaw was running toward the
sound.

He found Jack Hepburn lying flat
on the ground.

‘(J’ackI?!

“I think I got him,” Hepburn an-
swered.

“Oh. Then—"
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“He dusted my pants but I think I
put one in him. Move over there twenty
or thirty feet so he can’t get both of us
at once and we’ll go see,” Hepburn
drawled, getting to his feet.

Keeping apart, they advanced slowly.
That spot? No, it was a bush. Some-
thing moving over there? Just a shadow
on the ground. There? No, I guess
not.

They heard him choking before they
saw him. By the time they reached him
he was already dead.

Hepburn started to strike a match.
“Wait a minute,” Tom objected. “There
might have been two of them.”

“I don’t think so, Hepburn said but
he waited anyhow. The night was
~silent. Roy Briscoe had stopped calling
to them. Then Hepburn bent over and
striking a match, cupped it in both
hands.

A dirty brown face stared up at
them. Stringy black hair and a dirty
shirt with a hole in it where a bullet
had entered.

“A Mex,” Hepburn said. He looked
around. ‘“Where’s his gun?”

“Over there.” Tom saw the rifle,
picked it up and handed it to Hepburn,
who slowly slid the breech open and
extracted the empty shell from it. He
struck another match and carefully ex-
amined the cartridge.

“Same firing pin,” he said.
rifle. Probably the same man.
you ever see him before?”

He held the match over the brown
face while Tom Crenshaw looked. Tom
shook his head. “No. I don’t recog-
nize him anyhow.”

He barely heard the footstep but the
sound was strong enough to bring his
rifle instantly to his shoulder. Hep-
burn, seeing the movement, sprawled
full length on the ground, jerking his

own gun into firing position.
“What is it?” Hepburn hissed.

“Same
Did

“I heard a step.”

A shadow moved. His rifle leape
to cover it. -

“Tom!” a frightened voice said.

Lucy’s voice. She had come through
the grove looking for them. Tom low-
ered his gun. “You’d better stay back,
Lucy,” he said.

“Stay back? Why?” ¢

“Well___ﬂ

‘“There’s a dead man here,” Hepburn
spoke.

“Oh,” she whispered, then came to-
ward them.

“It’s not a nice sight, Lucy,” Tom
protested. ‘““You better stay away. I
mean, you're a woman—"’

“THAT was a good reason a few

hours ago,” her grim answer came.
“It’s not a good reason now and it won’t
ever be a good reason again. I've finally
learned there are a lot of things in life
that aren’t pretty that I have to look at.
Strike another match, please.”

Hepburn rose to his knees, cradled
his rifle in the crook of his arm, and
struck another match. She leaned over
to look at the figure lying on the ground.

Tom Crenshaw could see how white
her face was. And how determined.
She didn’t want to look at the man lying
on the ground, she would rather do any-
thing else on earth, but she was going
to do it if the sight killed her.

Her face seemed to freeze as she
looked at him.

“Know him?” Hepburn spoke sud-
denly.

She straightened up. “I—”" Her
gaze went from Hepburn to Tom Cren-
shaw. -

“You either do or you don’t,”” Tom
said.

“I know him,” she said.

“Ah,” Hepburn spoke.

“He works— He’s part Mexican and
part Indian, =I’ve seen him around—"
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The words failed.

“Around where?” Tom said.

She took a deep breath. ‘“Around
the Double H,” she said. ‘“Around—
my husband’s ranch. He works for—
for my husband.”

“And do his duties include killing
people that your husband don’t like?”
Hepburn quietly questioned.

“I don’t know. I don’t know. Please

)

“Let her alone,” Tom spoke. ‘“She’s
had an awful shock.”

“Sure,” Hepburn agreed. “I've had
one too.” He fingered a bullet hole in
his sleeve. “I've got one more question
I want to ask.”

“It can wait,” Tom said hotly.

Jack Hepburn looked quietly up at
him. “I’'m your partner, Tom,” he said.

Tom Crenshaw took a deep breath.
The impulse to protect Lucy was strong
in him,

“I know how you feel,” Hepburn
said. “But I'm your partner. You
know I'm fighting on your side.”

“Meaning—"’

“Not meaning anything. I just want
to ask a question.”

“I'll answer it,” Lucy spoke quickly.
“I’'ll answer any question you, or any-
body else, wants to ask.”

“All right, Tom?” Hepburn asked.

Tom Crenshaw swallowed. This was
Jack Hepburn, this was his friend, his
companion, his partner, talking. ‘“All
right,” he said.

“When was the last time you saw this
man?’’ Hepburn spoke to Lucy.

“Why—" The question startled her.

“Have you seen him today?”

“NO.”

““Have you seen him tonight?”

“No. I haven’t seen him in a week
at least. I just don’t remember when
I saw him last. You don’t mean—"
Her voice was suddenly a thing of
shreds and tatters. ‘“—You don’t mean

you think he came here with me?”

“I might have had some such idea
in mind,” Hepburn said.

“Jack!” Tom spoke.

“I've just got a suspicious nature,”
Hepburn said apologetically. “This
man worked for her husband. It’s sort
of customary for wives to stick by their
husbands. I thought— But I was wrong,
and I’'m saying I'm sorry.”

“It’s all right,” Tom Crenshaw said
slowly. “Maybe it wasn’t a nice ques-
tion but you had a right to ask it.”

“I don’t see why Max sent—sent
Pedro here to shoot at you,” Lucy

spoke.
“You don’t?” Tom said.
“No, I don’t. Oh, I admit Pedro

worked for Max and I think there’s
no doubt Max sent him but I don’t see
why unless it was because of me. Was
that the reason? Was he afraid he
would lose me if you came back here?”’

“That might have been part of it,”
Tom Crenshaw said. ‘“But mostly I
think he was just trying to scare us
off. A lot of people will run when
bullets start popping. Max probably
thought we’d run too—"

“Tom! Jack!” Roy Briscoe was
calling again,

Jack Hepburn stood up.
are, Roy,” he answered.

Briscoe came quickly toward them.
“Jean—"" he babbled. “That bullet—"

“No!” Tom Crenshaw gasped.

“But it did,” Briscoe repeated. “It
hit her. I can’t tell how bad she’s
hurt—"

As they ran toward the tent none
of them noticed that Maikop Valley
was beginning to lighten with the glow
of coming dawn. And none of them
heard, in that dawn light, the far-off
rumble of galloping horses.

“Here we

EAN BRISCOE was sitting on the
edge of a cot. A lantern hanging
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from the tent pole revealed a rough
bandage around her right arm.

“The bullet went through her arm
and into her chest,” Roy Briscoe daz-
edly whispered. ‘“I've got to get a
doctor out here quick!”

She looked up as they entered the
tent.

“Ive got it,” she said.

“What?” her husband whispered.

“The bullet,” she explained. “It was
just under the skin. I pressed on the
flesh and it popped out. All I need is
another bandage to stop the bleeding.”

“Here. Let me help you.” Lucy
pushed past the men and knelt beside
the cot. “You poor dear,” she whis-
pered.

“Who is this woman?”’ Roy Briscoe
spoke. “Where did she come from?”
“Mrs. Hoffman,” Hepburn said.

“What—"

“She’s all right. Let her be.”

Lucy had completed a quick exami-
nation of Jean Briscoe’s side. She
looked up. “Get me some water. And
something to make bandages out of.
A sheet, a white petticoat, anything.
We've got to get this bleeding stopped.”

“I'll get the water,” Tom said. He
lifted the canteen from the wire hook
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