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Judge What | Can Do for You
" by What | Have Done for Myself...
and for the Thousands of Other
Men Whom | Have Trained!

!'n NS YOU How to Get

A Symmetrical, Power-Packed
Body that Will Enable You fo Per=
form Amazing Feats of Strength!

OU don’t want to be a puny, scrawny?
man who has to take a lot of kidding
from the crowd._do you? Let me show
you how to get the kind. of steel-spring
muscles that you have always envied...
broad shoulders, & 46-inch chest and 2
16-inch bicep will command respect and
admirstion. When I say muscles, I don’t
mean the “cream puff” variety. . . I mean
3 the kind of iron simews that can snap &
IN E j . ; mdbnnd‘-for bﬁlgmodmrfdlowlo
W his knees if he gets y. B
MANY CONTESTS y SRy B : B Can YOU hold your owa in feats of
pH‘IH‘AL ) - strength? I¢s easy with my graduated
OR N : : ; weight resistance method. Look at my
ERFEC“O T used £o bave a frail, thin body:..
.aow lam called the Champion of Champions!
Let me prove to you that I can show
you bow yex can be a Champion.
lTrymyco\usc! 1 am so sure of what
I can do that I make the uncoaditional
sgroement above.
MANY OF MY PUPILS NOW
HOLD STRENGTH -RECORDSI
M Besides the thousands of men for whoms
Ilnvcdcvdoped bodies that spell stremgeb
in every nncw. :bete are many pupth who
are the of the
world. To win wyworld'( record is a big
o:der, yet my pupils have done it many
times. Wouldn’t YOU like to hold a
world’s record? Think of the admiration:
ofyoux friends as you take your firsc local
prize, next a national, and finally Olympw
and World Honors!

BE SURE TO GET THIS
FREE BOOK'

SAXON, HACKENSCHMIDT, LONDOS and
{ EVERY FAMOUS STRENGTH ATHLETE
USED THE WEIGHT RESISTANCE METHOD! |

B They dida’t get their magnificent de-
velopment by the mere flexing of muscles!
Let's cut out the bunk and get down to
facts. You don’t want x lot of idle talk. |
You want muscles and that’s just what you
are going to get. You must have graduated
resistance that increases with your ability Including Thrillimg  Life (RS
to overcome it. That's just what I have Slm-/GmF.h-u-JM i4 . A7
developed after years of scientific research of worid femows Stremgth Athletes KGRREE)
and hard application. The Jowett patented 5nduated weights B This book will give you the stary of my
start just where you seart and increase in resistance along with exciting experiences as a World's Champion.
‘our increase in muscular ability. They are included ! There are also Ehotognpbs of the greatest
My pupils not only ook strong but they can also accomplish strong men of the world, showing you their
unbelievable feats of suength. They can “take it” as well as  wonderful development, and telliog you how j
“give it”’! they got it by the weight resistance method. G

' START NOW on the road to STRENGTH! SEND COUPON TODAY!
TRY ONE OF MY TEST COURSES FOR 25c.; JOWETT INSTITUTE of PHYSICAL CULTURK

No, 422 Poplar Street. Soranton, Pa.

® Esch one is a special course la itself. . . they will be s revelation to you. | Fm!‘ {L NmP:fStuLMuoc'l:u;n]:n“L postage- prepaid” yéu?
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AMAZING ACCOUNT OF THE WAR IN THE FUTURE
by Robert Sidney Bowen

complete novel 8

“You will instruct Captain Ayres to proceed to Washington H.Q. by staff traim
at 2:25. He is to be provided with escort to station and placed in custody of Staff
Sergeant Bolion. . . ” Dusty read this radiogram with amazement. First H.Q,
grounded him, then sent this crazy order. But the order did not worry the gods of
war, for they knew that the very fires of hell itself would sweep across war-iorm
America before the devilish plot behind that command could be smashed—before

Dusty Ayres conld learn the secret of the white death! i
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He was pledged to mget this buccancer falcon—or eat murder sky lead!
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Where ‘the gang mects to say howdy and exchange ideas on futurc aviation.
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A ribbon of violet-white light struck the stratosphere balloon.
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‘TLL SEND MY FIRST LESSON FREE

It shows how EASY it is fo
learn at home to fill a

CLEARS 54,500 IN

G00D JOB

Clip the coupon and mail it. I'm so sure
that I can train you at home in your spare
time for a good job in Radio that I'll send you
my first lesson free. Examine it, read it, see
how clear and easy it is to understand.
you will know why many men with less than
a grammar school education and no technical
experience have become Radio Experts and are
earning two to three times their former pay as
a result of my training.

MANY RADIOC EXPERTS MAKE
$40, $60, 575 A WEEK
Radio

18 MONTHS In less than 15 years, the
from a few million to hundreds of millions of dollars.
~“Before taking Over 300,000 jobs have been created by this growth,
your Radio and thousands more will be created by its continued
Course 1 was development. Many men and young men with the
making $18 & rlzhl training—the kind of training I give you in the
week. I came N.

about $4. 500
in Radlo. I
cannct say too much for

R. I Course—have stepped into Radio at two and
three times their former salaries.

GET READY Now FOII JOBS LIKE m

tlon managers and pay lm to $5,000 a year. Mum-
facturers eontinually employ testers, inspectors, fore-

IN RADIO

%

You Get PRACTICAL EXPERIENCE
with Radio Equipment | GIVE YOU

veceived from N. I .
see the worl board and lodging and get I'll show you how to use my special Radio

glg%mvsvd %ty' good mﬂ-‘,‘l’lﬁ;‘an and 1obberg employ :grv‘ii‘ga eqll c; for ;;‘;ml-lr ex; ts and

s men, mmxerl and pay up rtan

Gadsden, Alabams, T U 0N S ox tells ou at ) =~ b building circuits w 1w1;‘mta im;;gu &:

SPARE TIME WORK

nteresting Radio jobs.
MANY MAKE $5, $10, $15 A WEEK EXTRA
IN SPARE TIME WHILE LEARNING

principles used in such
Westinghouse, General Electric, Philco,
R. C. A., Victor, Majestic and others. You

$18 A WEE work out with your own hands many of the
PAYS A " The day you enroll with me, I send you instructions  things you read {: my lesson books. 'l'h.yla 50-50
=1 only do which you should master quickly for doing 28 Radlo  method of makes learning st home easy,
e Be- jobs common in most m nhborhood for spare practical. You

dio work and g?emxmu for servicing ml-llr 1 send you  learn how nu work. why they work, how to make
average $18 2 onh.or lp" mm?:“ of 3“"1”5 them work when they are out of order. Training
week. People give sou the plans and ideas t have made § like this shows up in your pay envelope—when you
to $1,000 & year for N. BR. L men in their spare time.  graguate you have had training and experience—

My Course is famous as the Course that pays for
itself]

you’re not simply loeking for a job whers you can
experi

buy & new Ra- gt ence.
dio, now have T!lIVlSION; SHORT WAVE, LOUD

the old one SPEAKER SYSTEMS INCLUDED

fixed.”” There’s opportunity for you in Radio. Its future is

407 Wunderlich Ave.,
Barberton, Ohlo.

RADIO ENGINEER

certain, Television, short wave, loud speaker systems.
police Radin, automobile Radio, aviation Radio—in

every branch, developments and Improvements are
taking place. Here is a real future for thousands and
thousands of men who really know Radio—men with
N. R. L training. Get the training that opens the
road to good pay and success.

and ftripled
the salaries

AT WsUl YOU GET A MONEY BACK AGREEMENT
I am so sure that N. R, I. can train you satisfae-
grad- torily that I will agree in writing to refund every penny oF man
A as I ac- »f your tuition if you are not satisfled with my Lesson
1 cepted & job  and Instruction oe upon completion.

Ls service.  FREE 64-PAGE BOOK OF FACTS

within  three Mail the coupon now. In addition to the

woeks was sample lesson, I pend my book, “Rich Re-

made Service wards in B-ldlm" It tells you about the

Manasgor opportunities in Radio, tells you about my

This job patd ~ Course, what others who have taken it are R J. E. SMITH, President

doing and making. This offer is fres to
any ambitious fellow over 15 years old.
Find out what Radio offers you without the
slightest obligation. ACT NOW! Mail coupon

National Radio Institute, Dept. SAT9
Washington, D. C.
I want to take advantage of your offer.

$40 to $50 a week. Eight
months later I obtained
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Without

with Station EKWCR an envelope or paste on & 10 postcard. obligating me, send me your Free Sample Lesson and
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EVER

BEFORE SUCH A
SMOOTH SHAVING BLADE

at this low price!

NOW!

PROBAK

Also Trial Package y§
IS
of 4 Blades For 10c M

“GENTLEMEN:
*During the past few years
I've been driven because of
necessity into the lower-
riced razor blades—my
d suffering because of
the shortcomings of my
pocket-book. Your Probak
Jr. bas brought back shav-
ing comfort at no extra cost.
“Sincerely yosrs,
E. Eugene Leonhart,
San Jose, Calif.”

Unsolicited letters like this
prove the amazing quality
of Probak Jr. Try this re-
markable blade—uniformly
keen and smooth-shaving.
Get Probak Jr. from your
nearest dealer’s—a remark-
able value at 25 blades for
only 59¢ or a special erial
package of 4 for 10¢.
Probak Junior fits all
Gillette and Probak razors

Fly crimson war skies with

G-8

Yank spy-ace in

THE X-RAY EYE

A gripping novel based on G-8's own war
diary and written by

Robert J. Hogan

It was a story in a Berlin newspaper that gave
the master spy his first inkling of the terrible
death weapon. The story described the myster-
ious murder of a famous woman scientist and
the disappearance of a new cancer curing ray
on which she had been working. The only man
who might be able to give vital clues had gone
suddenly insane.

Allied H.Q. paid little attention to
the crime. But G-8’s curiosity was
aroused. He decided to fly into Ger-
many, talk to Hartman, the madman
—and in doing so, he plunged into
one of the most sensational, fast-
action adventures ever tackled by a
member of the Allied Secret Service.
Read it in

G-8 and His
BATTLE ACES

January Issue On Sale Now
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“SELDOM SEE AN |I. C. S.
GRADUATE OUT OF A JOB”

“IN ALL THE YEARS I have known of the
International Correspondence Schools, I have
seldom seen one of your graduates jobless.”

A business executive made this statement in
a recent letter commenting on the I. C. S.
graduates and students in his employ and ex-
pressing regrets that it was necessary to reduce
his personnel.

“However,” he added, “all I. C. S. grad-
uates and students will be retained, for I

INTERNATIONAL CORRESPONDENCE SCHOOLS,

defore which I have marked X:

INTERNATIONAL CORRESPONDENCE SCHOOLS

“The Universal University,” Box 3265, Scranton, Peana.
Without cost or obligation, please send me a copy of your booklet, “Whe Wins and Why,” and full particulars about the subject

fully realize their value in my business.”

The reason so many I. C. S. men have jobs
is because they are trained men!/ A recent
investigation into the working conditions of
1000 I. C. S. students revealed only ten un-
employed. You, too, can be an 1. C. S. man.

Mark the coupon and mail it today! It hag
been the most important act in the lives of
thousands of men.

TECHNICAL AND INDUSTRIAL COURSES

Architect Telegraph Engineer Arviation Engines
Architectural Draftsman Telephone Work Automobile Mechanie
L1Building Estimating Mechanical Engineer Plumbing Steam Fitting
L] Wood Millworking Mechanical Draftsman Heating Ventilation
L] Contractor and Bullder Machinist Sheet Metal Worker
{4 Structural Draftsman Toolmaker Steam Engineer
{]Structural Engineer Patternmaker Steam Electric Engineer
L] Electric Wiring Pipefitter [] Tinsmith Civil Engineer
L] Electrical Engineez Bridge Engineer Surveying and Mapping
L| Electric Lighting Bridge and Building Foremsan (] Refrigeration
lWelding, Electric and Gas QGas Engines R. R. Locomotives
Reading S8hop Blueprints Diesel Enginss R. R. Section Foreman

BUSINESS TRAINING COURSES
Business Managemend C. P. Accountant

Lettering Show Cards [J Signs

R. B. Bridge and Building Foreman
Air Brakes [J Train Operation
Highway Engineering
Chemistry [] Pharmacy

Coal Mining Engineer
Navigation [] Boilermaker
Textile Overseer or Supt.

Cotton Manufaeturing

Woolen Manufasturing
Agriculture [J Fruit Growing
Poultry Farming [] Radio
Marins Engineer

Grade Bchool Bubjects

Office Management Bookkeeping Stenography and Typing High School Subjects

Industrial Managemens$ Secretarial Work Complste Commercial Callege Preparatory

Personnel Management Spanish [] French Civil Service Illustrating

Management Salesmanship [J Advertising [] Mail Carrier Cartooning
st A Busi C d Railway Mail Clerk
Neme. Age Adddr
Oy Btete.................... O
If you reeside im Oomada, semd thée coupen o ths Internatiomal Corr d Schoel b Linvited, Montresl, Oonodo
Enemremc S




No More
Whiskey Drinking

Home Treatment That
Costs Nothing To Try

3t Secretly at Home in
Tea,Coffee or Food.

H you have a hus-
band, son, brother,
£33 father or friend who
3 3 s a victim of liquor,

% W e it should be just %

We're AllH. New—seys thing you want.

Little u.q"ﬁ..»...... you have to do is to

Mother found hew to atep d d

Papa’s Whiskey Driskiag P°0C YOUur nams am

(and we want everywoman address and we will

to know about it). send absolutely FREE,

in plain wrapper, a trial package of Golden Treat-
ment. You will be thankful as long as you live
that you did it. Address Dr. J. W. Haines Co.,
1123 Glean Building, Cincinnati, Ohio.

STOP Your Rupture
-Worries!

Why worry and suffer with that rupture any
: it:ri‘gerg Lumtaboutmypmmi}?ventmn.
> as ease, comfo appiness
thouamh by assisting nehevxgg and
a.mng cases of redudble hernia. It
utomatic Air Cushions which bind
B and draw the broken parts together
as m would a broken limb. No ob-
luten.Dnragl’e.d:ea loggormlg

Brooks, Inventer P
::tora by enu.h'Wt &;mgfmm

nor

sent free in plmx:..z ml:l:pe. =5

H.C. BROOKS, 173-B State St.,, Marshall, Michigan

BURIED ALIVE!

For hours he had lain in the ground,
mpnsoned in a coffin with only a
narrow pipe to admit air from above.
When King found him, he was more
dead than alive. But it wasn’t until
the second murder was eommitted
before his very eyes that King real-
ized he was pitted against a brutally
clever criminal in a murder game of
golden death. If you like a fast-action
gripping mystery novel read—

The Golden Alligator

by Robert J. Hogan
in the January issue of the new detective magazine

THE SECRET 6

On sale Dec. 5 At all newsstands
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Danger
A terrific fight on a deadly dawn, and
blood on Sahara sands . . . a big novelette
by J. D. Newsom—*“All You Do Is
Fight!”

Daring
The battle between a ship and a hurri-
cane, between a skipper and a broken
leg—“Forty Mile Channel,” by Theo-
dore Fredenburgh.

Humor
How the hardest man of all, Pecos Bill,
saddled a mountain lion, and used a
diamond-back rattler for a quirt—*“Pecos
Bill,” by the famous soldier of fortune,
Tex O'Reilly.

Daring
The night attack on the ranch house hy
Red and the silent deadly Jeb Grimes—
“Red of the Arrowhead,” by Gordon
Young.

Fight _
The prisoner in the North Woods, held
by a captor who used the wilderness for
jail bars—*“Seven Days To Steel,” by
Robert E. Pinkerton.

Peril
Hanging to a balloon by a weakening
hand thirty seconds, (one mile) from
-earth—"“Man To Man,” by the air mail
pilot, Leland Jamieson.

ALL IN THE JANUARY FIRST ISSUE
(on sale, December fourteenth)
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When buying a fiction
magazine look for this seal

on the cover

What kind of stories do vou like? You'll
find the very best sealed with the popular
mark. Glance over the list below. Check
off the magazines that appeal to you—
then get them at your newsstand today.
If you read one we guarantee you will
want to read the next.

Adventure—Stories of every land.

Issued twice a month.
Aviation
Smashing Stories Laid in War Skies
Dare-Devil Aces
Dusty Ayres and His Battle Birds
G-8 and His Battle Aces

Detective
Top-Notch Thrillers By Famous Writers

Dime Detective
Operator 5
The Secret 6
The Spider
Movie
The Screen Book That’s Different
Popular Screen. Hollywood in pictures
Spine-Chilling Stories
The Weirdest Tales Ever Told
Dime Mystery
Horror Stories
Terror Tales

Western Fiction
Great Yarns of the Old-Time West
Dime Western
Mavericks
Star Western

They are for sale as all newsstands now!
Check off the ones you want to read.
Buy them today!

Follow
this Man

Secret Service Operator 38 is on the job

LLOW him through all the excitement of his chase
of the counterfeit gang. See how a crafty operator
works. Telltale finger _ﬁ:mta on the lamp stand in

the murdered girl’s room!
w handled by the

?it. Noobhganon. Justsend the

FREE!

The Confidential Reports

No. 38 Made to ml Chief
And the best part of it all is thh—ﬁ may open your
to the great opportunity for YOU as a well paid
Finger Print Expert. This is a young, fast- -growing pro-
fession. This school has taken men and trained them for
high official posmons. This is the kind of work you

w?uld like. Days full of excitement. A regular mo:
salary. Rew:
Can you meet this test?

Are you of average intelligence? Are you ambitious?

Would you give 30 minutes a day of your spare time pre-

aring yourself for this profession? Answer "yes” and

fll show you how it is possible for you to attain all this.
Send the coupon and I'll also send the Free Reports.

INSTITUTE OF APPLIED SCIENCE
1920 Sunnyside Ave., Dept. 73-81  Chicago, Illinols

o o e e e e e e e

Institute of Applied Science

1920 Sunnyside Ave., Dept.73-81 Chicago, Illinois
Gentlemen: —Without any obligation whatever, send
me the Reports of Operator No. 38, also your illustrated
Free Book on Finger Prints and your {aw prices
Easy Terms Offer. Literature will NOT be sent to boya
under 17 years of age.

Name

Address

detective” sag;;ettzas:
unsuspecting_gangster, a grea
Better than ﬁctwn. It's true. every
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An Amazing Novel of the Next War

Twice America had seen its power—bad seen a squadron destroyed in

mid-air, a steel train melted in a flash second. Against this weapon

how could our armies fight? The country waited in dread while Dusty

Ayres and his battle buzzards 100k up the deadly trail of the White
Death, followed it into invader skies.

CHAPTER ONE “Hey, snap it up! Your ice cream's
getting cold!” :

Dusty looked up and blinked.

“Huh? Oh yeah, sure.”

And he made a weak pass at his steak.
Curly frowned, and lowered his fork.

“Say, what’s the idea?” he grunted. I

ering a last mouthful onto his fork. He thought you were the lad who suggested
started it toward his lips, but stopped it in coming down here to Keene’s for a special
feed. Why the trance?”

mid-air as he noticed his pal.
. 9

Crazy Orders
ROWS furrowed in deep thought,
Dusty Ayres stared unseeing at the
juicy, sizzling steak on the thick
aluminum plate in front of him. Across
the booth table Curly Brooks was maneuv-



10 DUSTY AYRES AND HIS BATTLE BIRDS

Dusty shrugged.

“Nothing,” he said. “I just don’t feel
so hungry, that’s all.”

Curly started to speak, but decided to
finish the last mouthful. He washed it
down with a drink of beer, and cleared his
throat.

“Alright, son,” he said. “Tell papa all
about it. You've been in a sweat for a
week, now. Ever since we got back from
the Great Circle seadrome show. What in
hell is biting you, anyway? You've been
acting as though we’d lost the war, or
something ?”

Dusty’s eyes went agate, and his right
hand bunched into a hammer-head fist.

“It’s that rat!” he grated.

“What rat?” asked Curly. “There’s a
lot of them on the other side of the
Northern front.”

Dusty snorted.

“You know who 1 mean! The Black
Hawk. I was positive that we'd nailed
him at the Great Circle seadrome. And
then we found out that it was only one of
his damn pinch-hitters!”

“Well, as Jack Horner said,” grunted
Brooks. “It’s at least one of his pinch-
hitters out of the way. You can't expect
everything, fellow.”

Dusty leaned forward, and his words
were like steel against steel.

“I'm going to get him, kid. Get him
once and for all—the real Black Hawlk!”

“Swell idea,” nodded Curly. “Now,
have some of your steak—it’s perfect.”

“I mean it!" Dusty persisted. “That
tramp is half of the Black Invaders’
brains. If I can get him, there’s no tell-
ing what the results may be. And besides
—well. it's getting under my skin. I've
fallen down on the job a dozen times,
and—"

“Fallen down on the job?” Curly cut
in. “Cut the modesty ! Hell, Dusty, you've
been the Army, Navy and Air Force all

wrapped up in one. Why, what about
Duluth, and New York, and—"

“Pile it in the next yard!” Dusty got
out savagely. “That sort of thing burns
me up—and you know it. Luck dropped
me into a couple of spectacular shows, but
that's not the whole war. And you were
with me practically every time, so cut that
line. What I mean is that this Black
Hawk angle has developed into something
personal. It’s become a little private war
between the two of us. But—here, take a
look at this!”

Dusty fished a newspaper flier out of
his tunic pocket and tossed it scross the
table. Curly smoothed it out, and glanced
at the printed words. The flier read:

WHY?

( Anonymous)

We sincerely admit that Captain Ayres,
special emergency air courier by appoint-
ment of the President and Congressional
Committee, has established himself as the
outstanding hero of this terrible and sense-
less conflict now being waged within our
borders. Yet, at the same time, we are
forced to analyze in a calm and unbiased
manner the net results of this great air-
man’s accomplishments. And we reach the
following conclusion:

That Captain Ayres, by dint of great

~ courage and skill, and in cooperation with

those closely associated with him, has
thwarted several attempts hy the enemy to
grind us into the ground.

On the suriace, it would seem that no one
man could do more. Yet, an accounting of
these achievements shows that enemy prop-
erty, rather than enemy personnel, has been
destroyed. What of the one known as the
Black Hawk—the enemy airman who stands
equal with Fire-Eyes in animal cunning,
ruthlessness and sheer barbaric savagery?
Captain Ayres and the Black Hawk have
met on the ground and in the air many
times. Yet, always the result seems to be
inevitable—the Hawk returns to his fold
to prepare new and more dastardly on-
slaughts against our civilization. And Cap-
tain Ayres returns to our fold to receive
new honors and new praise that we still
quite frankly admit he justly deserves.
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But why—why does it always end like
that? Have the fates decreed that these
two shall go on meeting each other, and
parting, both still alive? Or is this Black
Hawk some superhuman creature totally
immune to the effects of steel bullets in his
heart?

We believe neither is the case. And in
the interest of a speedy ending to this ter-
rible war, we hope and pray from the
bottom of our hearts that the next meet-
ing between these two will terminate in the
concrete death of someone—and that some-
one will be the Black Hawk !

As Curly finished reading he smashed
his fist down on the paper.

“Why, the dirty, low down—!"

He stopped short, and glared at the
paper again as he turned it over in his
hands. It was blank on the other side.

“Who wrote it?” he demanded fiercely.
“T’ll bust him so hard, he’ll bounce for a
week !”

6¢T DON'T know,” answered Dusty.
“Probably one of those anti-war
sheets that have been springing up around
the country. It’s printed as a flier, as you
can see. Got one in the mail this morning
—postmarked Washington, D. C. I don’t
imagine that it has appeared in any paper.
Somehow, I don't think they’d dare to.”
“They’d better not!” gritted Curly.
Then in softer tone, “But you're not let-
ting this get you, kid? You know it isn't
true. Hell, everyone knows it isn't true!”
Dusty didn’t answer for a long minute.
He sat staring at Brooks without actually
seeing him. s
“I don’t know about that, Curly,” h
said eventually. “There is something in
what he says. We have busted up a lot of
Black Invader war property—but we
haven't done so good as regards reducing
man-power. And that's what will win
this war, eventually—smashing down
man-power.”
“Granted,” Curly nodded. “But what
the hell do you think the public expects

you, or anyone else, to do—walk into
Invader territory and smack down Fire-
Eyes, the Hawk and the rest of their
tramp officers, just like that ?”

Dusty reached out and tapped the flier.

“ ‘Anonymous’ does!”

Brooks cursed.

“The hell with what he thinks!” he
snarled. “Let him take a crack at it, and
see for himself !”

Dusty shook his head.

“Nope! Me first!”

Curly gulped down the last of his beer
and slammed the mug down on the table
so hard that the handle snapped off.

“Sometimes I really think you are
screwy!” he growled. “Come on. let's
get the hell back to the field. And just
for that dumb talk you've been shooting
off, you can settle the check!”

Heaving himself to his feet, Brooks
slapped his service cap on the side of his
head and stamped out of the chop house.
Dusty, a faint grin tugging at the corners
of his mouth, paid the check at the
cashier’s cage and followed him out. Curly
was already behind the wheel of the Group
car they’d borrowed for the trip in town
and he was glaring straight ahead. Dusty
got in and slouched back against the
cushions.

“The Hawk’s home drome, James,” he
chuckled. “And quickly, please!”

Curly meshed gears savagely and shot
him a sidelong glance.

“So help me, Dusty!” he snapped. “I
mean it! If you try to carry out that
screwy idea that’s buzzing around inside
your dome, I'll yank you back and tie you
to your hutment bunk—and I don’t mean
perhaps, either!”

“Oh well, that’s that, then,” said Dusty
with a mocking sigh. ‘“You always did
make me tremble inside.”

Brooks started to speak again. Then
checked himself and snapped his lips shut.
He knew Dusty too well to try to argue
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him out of any idea once it took root in
his brain. And so, lean face set in grim
determination, he sent the Group car
rocketing along the state highway that led
to the home drome of High Speed Group
7.

Half an hour later he skidded it to a
halt on the tarmac, and turned to his pal.

“How about a long one, with plenty
of ice in it?” he asked casually.

Dusty grinned.

“Want to stick close, eh?”’ he chuckled.
“O. K. I'm not leaving yet. Got to dope
out a few things, first. Lead the way, my
stubborn protector.”

But Curly didn’t. As they were climb-
ing out of the car a Group office orderly
came running up. He clicked his heels in
front of Dusty and saluted.

“Major Drake wants to see you, sir.”

“Right,” Dusty nodded. Then to Curly,
“Fix me up one, kid. I'll join you in the
mess in a couple of minutes.”

TURN ING on his heel he swung down

the tarmac and in through the Group
office door. The C. O., parked behind his
big desk, glanced up as he entered.

“Have a chair, Ayres,” he grunted. And
then as Dusty seated himself, “You've
seen one of them, I suppose?”’

“Seen one of what?”

Major Drake pushed one of the fliers
across the desk. Dusty glanced at it and
nodded.

“Yeah. Some bright lad sent me one
through the mail, yesterday.”

“And your reaction?” asked the C. O.
softly.

Dusty looked him square in the eve.

“What do you think, sir?”

The other shook his head sadly.

“I was afraid of that, knowing you,”
he said. “But, listen, it’s no soap. You're
grounded.”

Dusty came off his chair like a streak
of light.

“I'm what? he roared savagely.

Major Drake waved him back.

“Grounded, Ayres,” he said. “Spelled
g-r-o-u-n-d-e-d, grounded! And this
makes it stick !”

He pulled a radiogram out from under
the blotter and held it out. Dusty grabbed
it and glared at the printed message.

Major Drake,
H. S. Group 7
Captain Ayres is to be grounded until
further orders.
(Signed) Bradley.

“But he can’t do that!” Dusty shouted,
as he hurled the radiogram back on the
desk. “I don’t give a hoot if he is chief
of air force staff! He—"

“Hold it! Keep your shirt on!”’

The words came off Major Drake’s lips
like machine-gun bullets. Dusty swallowed
hard, and slumped down on his chair.

“Sorry, major,” he grunted. “Guess I
went off half-cocked. But that damn
newspaper flier—"’

“Seems to be doing exactly what it was
intended to do!” the C. O. finished sharp-
ly. “Hell, do you think that lying bunch’
of tripe is common belief ?””

Dusty shrugged stubbornly.

“Maybe yes, maybe no,” he got out in
a flat tone. “But, it has its points. We
could do swell without the Hawk!”

Major Drake sighed.

“You're quite right,” he said. “But look
at it this way—who did the Black In-
vaders declare war against?”

“Huh? I don’t think I get you.”

“Then I'll explain. War was declared
against the people of these United States
—not against just one person!”

Dusty flushed slightly.

“I get it,” he said. “Guess I was think-
ing more of my own feelings. But that
grounding order—"

“Was the first one I received,” the C. O.
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cut him off. “This came half an hour
ago.” '

He took a second radiogram from under
the blotter and handed it out. Dusty held
his breath as he reached for it. It read:

Major Drake,
H. S. Group 7

You will instruct Captain Ayres to pro-
ceed to Washington H. Q. by Staff train
567 leaving Springfield 2:25. Captain Ayres
is to be provided with escort to station
and placed in custody of Staff Sergeant
Bolton ir Car Four. Sergeant Bolton will
be supplied with a duplicate of this order.

Signed, Bradley.

Dusty read it through twice, then raised
questioning eyes to Major Drake’s face.
“And now, what .do you suppose?” he
murmured dully.

The C. O. shrugged.

“Most anything,” he said. “As I've told
you many times before, Washington H.Q.
loves to be secretive about everything.
However, perhaps they're justified.
Frankly, though, I wish this second order
hadn’t come through.”

Dusty’s eyebrows went up in surprise.

“And why?”

Major Drake stared thoughtfully out
the window. B

“For your sake,” he said with feeling.
“I'm afraid that Washington H. Q. is get-
ting to believe that you really are a miracle
man—ryou’ve pulled off so many damn fine
things. And—well, I don’t want to see
them ask you to do one stunt too many,
that’s all.”

Dusty’s heart pounded against his ribs.
He’d known Major Drake for years—
always liked him, and believed that the
grizzly old C. O. liked him. But, up until
now; he never dreamed that the affection
was that deep. He leaned forward and
grinned.

“Thanks, sir,” he said. “But don’t worry
—if it works out so that I can get another
real good crack at the Hawk, I'll be the

happiest guy alive. After all, sir, as you

'say—it isn’t a war against one man. And

I'm just one of millions who at least try
to carry out orders.”

The C. O. didn’t miss the emphasis on
the single word. He smiled faintly and
nodded.

“Yes, you at least start out to obey
orders,” he said. “But fate usually puts
you on your own before you've gone.very
far. And—oh hell, why try to talk to you
about it. Better get ready now. I'll have
a car and escort for you in twenty min-
utes. As usual—luck, son!”

Once outside the Group office Dusty
started to hotfoot it over to his hutment.
But as he went past the mess lounge door
Curly confronted him.

“Slow down for a curve,” he said. “Do
you want this drink, or not?”_

“Have it yourself, sweetheart,” Dusty
called back over his shoulder, “I’ve got
things to do just now.”

Brooks cursed and raced after him.

“Now you listen to me, dumb-bell I’ he
panted. “I’m not going to—"

“Save it, kid,” Dusty cut him off, duck-
ing into his hutment. “It’s not what you
think. Ordered to Washington—by train.”

“By what?” yelped Curly as the door
slammed in his face.

He waited and repeated the question
when Dusty reappeared fifteen minutes
later. His pal nodded. ,

“Yeah, by train,” he said. “Escort to a
Staff train waiting at the Springfield sta-
tion. Orders from Bradley.”

“But what the hell’'s up?” persisted
Brooks as they started over to where the
Group car and two motorcycle guards
were waiting. “Haven’t you any idea?”

Dusty tossed his kit-bag onto the back
seat, and climbed in after it.

“Not the slightest, he grinned at Curly.
“T’ve only got hopes.”

Brooks frowned, stepped close and laid
a hand on Dusty’s arn.



“A promise, fellow,” he said in deadly
seriousness, “if you can possibly make it
a two-man job—make it that way, will
you?”’

Dusty chuckled.

“As if T could go any place without my
shadow!” he said. “Hell yes, Curly, of
course it's a promise. O. K., corporal, let
her out!”

The non-com behind the wheel meshed
gears and the car moved forward flanked
on either side by a motorcycle guard.
Turning in the seat, Dusty flung Curly a
kidding thumb-to-the-nose salute. Brooks
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returned it with a couple of additional
gestures.

And the two of them little dreamed of
the hell fires that would sweep across the
earth before their next meeting.

CHAPTER TWO
Death on Wheels

LUMPED back against the rear-seat

cushions Dusty stared absently at the
hack of the driver’s head and took stock
of the situation up to the present. The
net result was indeed small, and absolutely
unenlightening.

Bradley wanted him at Washington H.
Q., and wanted him to travel by Staff
train. Why? The answer—damned if he
knew. Anunother question—was there any
tie-up between Bradley’s order and that
damn newspaper flier? Answer—maybe
yes, maybe no. He'd find that out later.

Impulsively he jammed a hand in his
tunic pocket and pulled out his crumpled
copy. He read it through for the ump-
teenth time; ramned it back in his pocket
again.

“Curley’s right,” he grunted. “So’s the
major. I shouldn’t let this thing get me.
But dammit, I'm human, the same as any-
one else! I don’t like ribbing. Not this
kind, anyway. By God, I'll get that—"

He let the rest fade out as the mighty
thunder of airplane engines came to him
from high up and off to the right. Turn-
ing in that direction he shielded his eyes
against the sun’s glare and stared heaven-
ward.

A moment later he saw them—a full
squadron of low-wing, twin-engined Yank
bombers. In perfect raid formation thev
were roaring toward the north and the
war. He grinned and snapped a salute.

“Give 'em hell, boys,” he said. “And
lay a couple for me!”

Eyes still on the ships he watched them
thunder over Springfield, directly ahead,

and continue on up through the heart of
Massachusetts, each ship gaining altitude
with every rev of its twin props.

And then without warning it happened.

The last line of the giant aerial armacda
was sweeping up into a great cloud bank
when, suddenly, the cloud bank appeared
to burst apart in a terrific flash of dazz-
ling white light. At the same instant there
was a crashing roar of sound. It was as
though the very heavens themselves had
been split asunder.

Impuisively, Dusty leaped to his feet,
yelled to the driver to stop, and stood
braced against the front seat, eyes glued
upward. The northern heavens were now
a great conglomerate expanse of sizzling
balls of white light that zipped and darted
about in all directions.

As a matter of fact, they looked like
so many crazy white comets brilliantly
silhouetted against a background of oily
black smoke and crimson flame.

“Good lord—Ilook! That plane, to the
right—it's one of the bombers!”

The driver’s cry fell on deaf ears as
far as Dusty was concerned. He was
aiready staring wide-eyed at the weird
and eerie phenomenon high up in the air.

One of the bombers was slowly flutter-
ing down like some giant broken-winged
bird. But, it was not that fact alone that
caused little fingers of ice to clutch at
Dusty’s heart. The bomber was in realitv
only the framework skeleton of a hombh-
er. ’

There seemed to be no metal covering
over the wings, the guns and bomb tur-
rets, or the main fuselage. Instead. every-
thing was shrouded by a pale yet spark-
ling phosphorescent glow that made the
framework stand out, just as the bones
of the human body stand out in an X-
ray picture.

And as the great craft swooped lower
and lower it left behind a wide trail of
shooting sparks.
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“There must be covering ! Hell, it would
drop like a rock!”

DUSTY’S own words echoed back to
him from miles away. Like a man
in a trance he stood watching the horrible
sight to the north.

One by one a dozen or more of the
bombers came fluttering or spinning earth-
ward. Some were but smoking balls of
flame, but at least three of them were
sparkle-shrouded framework.

Perhaps it was five minutes—it seemed
like five years—before there was nothing
left in the air save floating smoke and
drifting clouds. Every bomber had dis-
appeared down over the rim- of the
horizon.

Face drawn and muscles taut Dusty
sank back on the seat. It was then that
he first noticed the non-com driver and
the two motorcycle guards. They were
looking at him out of eyes brimming with
awe, eerie wonder, and fear. It was sud-
den realization that perhaps his own ex-
pression reflected theirs that made him
snap out of his trance. He motioned
them into action.

“The station!” he snapped.
bent I”’

They needed no further urging. The
motorcycle escort clattered down the
road, and the car roared after it. In less
than no time it slithered to a stop in front
of the station. An armed guard jumped
forward and jerked open the door.

“Captain Ayres?”’

“Right,” Dusty nodded.

“This way, sir,” said the guard. “Col-
onel Parks is waiting for you in the
Transport office.”

Dusty didn’t have the slightest idea
who Colonel Parks might be, but he found
out about two minutes later when the
guard ushered him into his office. The
colonel was military rolling-stock dis-
patcher for the area. He was also, short,

“Hell-

fat, and in a highly nervous condition as
Dusty mtroduced himself.

“Take a chair, Captain Ayres,” he
babbled out. “Yes, by all means take a
chair. Pve a radiogram instructing you
to wait here for further orders. God,
captain—did you see those bombers?
They tell me they all exploded. Good
Lord, that's horrible—horrible, captain!”

Dusty nodded shortly, put out his hand.

“May I see that radiogram, sir?” he
asked.

“Eh?” the other gaped at him. “Radio-
gram? Oh yes, yes! Here you are, cap-
tain. God, those poor devils in those
bombers! To think that—"

Dusty didn’t bother listening to what
Colonel Parks thought. He took the radio-
gram from his trembling fingers and
smoothed it out. It was to Parks from
General Bradley, and read:

Hold Captain Ayres at Springfield Sta-
tion until further orders.

Just those nine words and nothing more.
Dusty scowled at it, snapped his free
thumb against it, then dropped it on
Parks’ desk. The military dispatcher was
still jabbering about the bombers, but
Dusty still refused to listen.

The old familiar feeling was surging
through him. It was the feeling, rather
the inner sensation, that he had exper-
ienced countless times since the outbreak
of war. In short, something was hay-
wire. There was mystery hanging around
—too damn much mystery, that didn't
even add up to a little sense. )

He fumed over it for a couple of min-
utes, then faced Colonel Parks.

“Mind if I use your Teletype, sir?”’
he asked, pointing to the instrument on a
corner table.

“Eh? Teletype? Why—what for, cap-
tain?”

“I want to check with General Brad-
ley,” Dusty told him bluntly.
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The transport officer stared at him in
surprise.

“But there is nothing to check, cap-
tain!” he protested. ‘“That order came
through over an hour ago.”

Dusty, who was already seating him-
self at the keyboard, suddenly whirled.

“What? What's that?” he demanded,
and shot out a finger at the radiogram.
“You got that over an hour ago? What
was the exact time?”

Colonel Parks squinted at the form.

“Twelve-fifty-five,” he said. ‘““Yes,
that’s what it says right here, see? As
a matter of fact, I wondered a bit my-
self. It came through not more than five
minutes after the order to hold Staff train
Five-Sixty-Seven for your arrival.”

Dusty scowled hard at the opposite
wall.

“Hum-m-m!” he murmured. Then
aloud to hin.self, “Orders for me to wait
here coming through before Drake got
orders for me to leave? Now what the
hell? Why the delay?”

“Eh?” gaped Parks. “What’s that you
say, captain?”

The pilot ignored him, seated himself
at the Teletype machine again, and snap-
ped on power. He waited a moment for
the coils to warm up, then started punch-
ing out the message:

Ayres to Bradley, Washington H. Q.

Waiting at Springfield. Request reason
for departure delay. Suggest trip be made
by air at once.

Sitting back he glued his eyes on-the
glass-domed roll of ticker tape. A min-
ute dragged by, and then the tape wheel
started clicking over, and words appeared
on the tape.

Bradley to Ayres, Springfield.

Embark Washington at once on Staff

train 567.

Dusty ripped off the strip of tape and
handed it to Colonel Parks.

“There’s my orders, sir,” he said getting
up. “I'm leaving now,y What track’s it
on?”

“Seven,” the other answered promptly
for the first time. “Come along, captain,
T'll see that you get aboard.”

CATCHIN G up his kit-bag Dusty fol-
lowed him out of the office and down
the long concrete ramp leading to the
train level. The train was a three-car
streamlined affair, but as Dusty swept it
with his eyes he noted that there was no
car number 4. He mentioned the fact to
Parks and the transport officer gulped.

“Good lord!” he gapped. “I'm sure I
told the yard chief to include number 4
in this hook-up. It’s a combination engine
and club car. Oh well, it doesn’t matter.
Come along, captain, I'll see that you get
a compartment in number 9 here at the
end. As a matter of fact, I prefer a rear
car myself.”

With a shrug, Dusty followed him down
the platform and into an empty compart-
ment in car number 9. Parks fussed about
for a couple of minutes, patting this
cushion and that cushion, and eased his
fat figure down onto the platform again.

“A pleasant journey, captain,” he beam-
ed. ““And I hope we meet again sometime
real soon. It has been a joy, making your

-acquaintance.”

Dusty nodded, and said,

“Thanks, colonel. I hope we do meet
again soon.” .

At that moment the starter’s whistle
shrilled along the platform and a quiver
of power went through the train. Leaning
forward Dusty pulled the compartment
door shut, and in practically the same
motion snapped Colonel Parks a salute.
Whether the transport officer returned the
salute, he didn’t know, because the train
moved forward and the short, fat man was
lost to view.

Unloosening his tunic, Dusty slouched
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back against the cushions, fished a cigar-
ette from his pocket and lighted up. The
train was now racing through the tunnel
under the city of Springfield, and the
automatic lights in the compartment were
burning brightly.

As Dusty glanced at them, they sudden-
ly reminded him of the shooting white
comets about those doomed bombers, and
he unconsciously stiffened in the seat.

“Damn!” he breathed. “Should have
found out more about them. They went
down close to the city. Wonder if the
gang highballed up there? Perhaps—”"

His voice trailed off, but his thoughts
continued. And to say the least, they
were not pleasant thoughts. Nothing that
had happened during the last four hours
made any sense. And it still didn’t make
sense half an hour later, when a thin-
faced sergeant appeared at the inside cor-
ridor door, jerked it open and saluted
smartly.

“Captain Ayres?”

Dusty nodded.

“And you, sergeant?” he asked.

“Sergeant Bolton, sir,” replied the
other. “I'm detailed to you.”

“Then come in and sit down, sergeant,”
smiled Dusty. “Have a cigarette?”’

The non-com seemed not to see the
pack he held out.

“Your compartment is in the forward
car, sir,” he said. “In number 4.”

Dusty shrugged.

“This is as good as any, sergeant,” he
said. “Besides, the head car isn’t number
4. There was a slip-up, and it wasn't
hooked onto the train.”

“I think you must be mistaken, sir,”
was the startling remark from the non-
com. “It’s number 4 alright. And your
compartment’s waiting for you.”

As the man spoke, an eerie warning of
impending danger sounded inside Dusty’s
head. He stared hard at the sergeant, and
noticed for the first time that the man

was out of breath, and striving his best
to conceal the fact. In other words, he
had all the appearances of a man who
had been dashing frantically through the
train in search of some one.

With calm deliberation, yet watching
the sergeant every second, Dusty pulled
a fresh cigarette from his park and light-
ed from the glowing stub of his first. He
spilled smoke ceilingward and settled back
more comfortably against the cushions.

“Sit down and tell me all about it,
sergeant,” he said quietly. “The lead car
is not number 4. But, assuming that it
is, why isn’t this compartment just as
good ?

The non-com licked his lips and shrug-
ged helplessly.

“Orders, sir,” he said. “I was told to
put you in car number 4. That's—that'’s
the car General Bradley will take at New
York, sir.”

Dusty’s eyes widened in surprise.

“General Bradley is in New York?”
he asked casually.

The other nodded.

“Yes, sir,” he said promptly. “I believe
he’s waiting for you there, now.”

Dusty nodded, and snubbed out his half-
smoked cigarette. Getting to his feet he
started to button up his tunic.

“Well, in that case,” he grunted, ad-
justing his Sam Browne, “I guess I'd
better go up to car 4. If—"

E finished the rest with lightning-like

movement, not words. Faster than
the eye could follow his hand swept down
and came up gripping his service auto-
matic.

He rammed the muzzle against the ser-
geant’s stomach, and with his other hand
grabbed him by the slack front of his
tunic and jerked him into the compart-
ment. A quick twist and the man went
spinning down onto the compartment
seat. Bending over, Dusty jerked the
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other’s gun from its holster and shoved
it in his pocket. Then he spoke.

“Okay, rat, the show’s over! And you
certainly take first prize for bum acting!”

The non-com gaped at him out of
dumbfounded eyes.

“But sir” he gulped out. “What do you
mean? What is the idea, sir?”

Eyes agate, Dusty clipped him across
the side of the face with his gun barrel.
The man yelped and put a hand to his
cheek.

“I was almost beginning to believe
you,” Dusty grated at him. “And then
you pulled the prize boner. General Brad-
ley isn’t in New York, sweetheart. You
see, I happen to know that little fact.”

“But I thought he was, sir,” the other
moaned. “That’s what I understood, sir.”

“You did, like hell!” Dusty cracked at
him. “What happened to car 4?”

“It’s the first car on this train!” the
sergeant wailed. “Go up there, sir. Go
up and see for yourself.”

“T still like this place,” grunted Dusty.
And with face granite, he gun-whipped
the man again. “Spit it out!” he snapped.
“Where’s the Hawk ? You got your orders
from him, didn’t you?”

“I don’t know what you're talking
about!” the other whined. “What Hawk?
Who’s the Hawk?”

Dusty’s lips came together in a thin
line, and his eyes blazed up.

“Mistake, number two, rat!” he said
softly. “There isn't a Yank soldier who
doesn’t know of the Hawk. You slipped,
that time. Now, let’s have the whole
story. What's this all about? Why are
you here?”

The other hesitated, seemed to hrace
himself.

“But I told you, sir, that—"

He finished the rest with a howl of
pain, as Dusty’s gun barrel cut him across
the right cheek.

“And more coming up!” Dusty hurled

at him. “More coming up, unless you
start talking.”

; The sergeant cringed back against the
cushions, but into his eyes seeped a light
of stark hatred. It was a sort of Dr.
‘Jekyll-Mr. Hyde transformation. His
thin face seemed to get even thinner, giv-
ing the whole a vulture-like appearance.
Dusty stared down into it, a hard smile
on his lips.

“The sign of the breed comes to the
surface, eventually, eh?’ he grunted.
“Okay! Start talking.”

“There is nothing for my lips to say!”
snarled the man. “I know nothing. And
I do not fear death. Do as you wish, you
dog. But, mine will be the last laugh—
you will never leave this train alive!”

Dusty grinned.

“Just like that? Well, I haven’t got
time to beat the truth out of you. So,
will just turn you over to some one who
will.”

As he spoke the words he reached out
his free hand and jabbed the button that
would signal the engineer up ahead to
stop the train. Holding his thumb against
it, he still continued to grin at the man.

But as the seconds flew past the train
did not stop. In fact, it didn’t even slow
down at all. Dusty’s face must have ex-
pressed the chagrin that he felt, for the
sergeant laughed harshly.

“Fool! Did you not think I was pre-
pared?” he hissed. ‘“Look there—the con-
tact switch has been broken. That button
you push signals no one!”

Impulsively, Dusty whirled to glance
at the contact switch. And as he did, the
sergeant hurled himself toward the open
compartment door. But, in doing so he
signed his own death warrant. Dusty’s
gun snapped up and around.

“Hold it!” he barked.

The sergeant refused. He plunged for-
watd through the door. A split second
later Dusty’s gun smashed out flame and
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sound. The sergeant cried ouf, wheeled
around, arched over backwards and claw-
ed at the compartment door jamb as he
slid to the floor. Glassy eyes found Dusty’s
face. Blood-flecked lips twitched, and
hissing words slid out from between
them.

“You will die—it has been so written—
you—will die—!"

The hissing voice tralled off into
silence, and the man died.

Face expressionless, Dusty stared down
at him, then stepped over the lifeless body
and out into the corridor. There he
paused, looked down at the man again.

“You asked for it,” he said softly, “and
you got it!”

Turning toward the forward end of the
train, he stooped over a minute, and
glanced out the window. The train was
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rushing past a large wood. He wasn’t
sure, but he judged it to be some part
of lower Connecticut, near the New York
line. Straightening up, he started along
the corridor forward. As he passed each
compartment he glanced inside. All were
empty.

He entered the second car and discov-
ered the same thing. Unless there were
people in the forward car, he was alone
on the train. A scowl furrowing his
brows, he started toward the lead car; the
one that contained the powerplant of the
train.

And when he was a couple of dozen
steps from the front vestibule door of
the second car—it happened!

There was a terrific scream of sound.
It was like a high-speed rotary saw rip-
ping and tearing through sheet metal.
And at the same instant everything was
blotted out by a great flash of shimmering
white light.

For the tiniest fraction of a second,
Dusty had the vision of a wavy ribbon
of white slithering down past the car
windows and into the ground. And then,
he was hurled headlong onto the floor.
Hardly had he touched it, before he was
jerked up and thrown through a compart-
ment door.

And after that, until a great cloud of
inky darkness engulfed him, everything
was but a spinning, whirling conglomera-
tion of crashing sound, brilliant light, and
violent topsy-turvy movement.

CHAPTER THREE
The Door to Hell

“PIEY !—stretcher bearers, this way!
There’s an officer in here! Snap it
up, damn you!”
“Say—who do you think you are?
Ain’t I coming as fast as I can?”
Words! Words coming from the lips
of two different persons. Floating about

in a great white fog, Dusty heard them.
But, where in hell did they come from?
He couldn’t see a thing. Not: a single
thing except limitless space shrouded with
clinging fog. And in the center of the
fog there was a spot of fused light. Al-
most like the sun trying to burn through
dawn ground mist.

“Easy there! Don't give it to him all
at once, you dummy!”

A voice again! Something was burning
his throat. Liquid fire was pouring down
his throat. His whole chest seemed in
flames. ‘

And then, suddenly, the fused light in
the fog grew bigger and bigger. And
presently there was no more fog, and his
half-conscious brain told him that his eyes
were staring at blurred objects—objects
that were moving.

Finally, they cleared, took on definite
shape and outline, and he saw the head
and shoulders of two uniformed men
bending over him. One wore Staff ser-
geant insignia. The other, that of the
Medical Corps.

The lips of the Staff sergeant moved,
and words penetrated Dusty’s dulled
brain.

“Are you hurt bad, sir?”’

In an abstract sort of way Dusty’s
brain toyed with the question. Hurt bad?
Who was hurt bad? Him? But, why?
What the hell had happened?

Around and around raced the questions,
and then, suddenly, like flood-waters
spilled through the broken dam, memory
rushed back to him. He was hardly con-
scious of his own voice as he shouted the
words.

“The train! Yeah—something hap-
pened to the train! It must have been
wrecked.”

“Take it easy, sir. Here, have a bit
more of this.”

The Staff sergeant held a flask to his
lips, and more liquid fire went down his
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throat. It gagged him. He coughed
hoarsely and pushed the flask away. But
it accomplished its purpose. His brain
cleared, and a dull aching at the back of
his head faded away.

It was then that he realized that he was
propped up against a tree trunk. One of
his field boots was missing, and the other
breeches leg was torn to shreds. The top
part of his uniform was in good condi-
tion, save for a few grease smudges here
and there. “

He raised his eyes to the two soldiers
bending over him, and gasped aloud. It
was not because of them that he gasped,
but because of what he saw as his eyes
looked past them.

Fifty yards away was the streamlined
Staff train, a twisted and crumpled mass
. of dural and steel that was slumped over
on its side in the drainage ditch that par-
alleled both sides of the four-way tracks.

The two end cars still retained some of
their original shape. But the front car
was little more than a flame-charred strip
of melted junk. From one end to the
other it was streaked with black, and the
trucks, upon which it had once rested,
had been hopelessly twisted and warped
out of line.

In fact, as Dusty stared at it, he had
the crazy sensation that the forward car
had plunged right into the very heart of
a blast furnace. Frowning, he switched
his eyes to the Staff sergeant’s face.

“You saw ?—you saw what happened?
Did we hit something?”

The non-com shook his head.

“No sir,” he said. “Something—some-
thing hit you. It looked like ribbon light-
ping, sir.”

Impulsively, Dusty raised his eyes
heavenward. The sun was blazing down
out of a limitless expanse of blue. There
wasn'’t a cloud to be seen within the boun-
daries of the four horizons.

“Ribbon lightning?"” he echoed, snap-

ping his eyes back to the non-com. “Are
you trying to kid me?”

“N\JO SIR,” the man answered instantly.

“My God, no! I was trying to catch
you. Trying to signal the engineer to
stop, when—well a long ribbon of some-
thing white suddenly shot down and
struck the lead car. It melted right then
and there, sir, so help me God! And the
other two cars went slamming off the
rails. I radioed the nearest medical unit,
then landed in the field over there. We
found you jammed under the seat in one
of the compartments of the second car.
And we found a sergeant, too, in the rear
car. He—he was in two pieces.”

Dusty let the man talk until he stopped
voluntarily. Then he fixed him with a
steady look.

“Trying to catch me?” he asked. “Start
at the beginning, and give me the whole
story. Just why were you trying to catch
me?”’

“You're Captain Ayres, aren’t you,
sir?”’ the non-com shot back at him.

“Right the first time,” Dusty nodded.
“GO a.h&.d.”

The other paused a minute, as though
he were at loss as just how to begin.

“Well, it was like this, sir,” he suddenly
blurted out. “I received orders from
Springfield Area Staff this noon to act
as escort detail on train 567. And I was
told that I was to ride with you in car 4.
And—"

“Then you're Sergeant Bolton?” Dusty
cut in,

“Yes sir,” the man nodded. “Rank of
sergeant pilot and attached to Springfield
Staff for courier work. Well, as I started
to say, after I was appointed detail, I
went to the station yards to check car
number 4. There was a couple of porters
fixing the car up. I stopped to talk with
one of them, and—"



The non-com paused, and looked sheep-
ish.

“And what?” Dusty encouraged.

“Well, that was the last thing I knew,
until I woke up. I think I was slugged.
Anyway, there was a goose egg on the
top of my head. Well, I hot-footed it to
the station, and found out from Colonel
Parks that your train had left. That gave

me a hunch that something” was going -

wrong.”

“A damn good hunch, too, sergeant!”
Dusty grunted grimly.

“Yes sir,” the non-com nodded. “And
—well, T hope you’ll understand me, sir,
but—but Colonel Parks got kind of rat-
tled, if you know what I mean. So with-
out asking his permission I teletyped to
the train, but couldn’t get any answer.
So I wired to Stamford to flag you down,

and tore out to Staff field. Maybe I
shouldn’t have done that, sir, but you see
I kinda had the feeling that I was re-
sponsible for anything that might happen.
Well, anyway, I grabbed the first ship I
saw, and came highballing after you.
And—well, its like I was just telling you.
There was a long flash of ribbon light-
ning, and that lead car just melted into
the tracks.”

The non-com stopped and sucked in a

deep breath. Dusty stared at the wrecked
train, and an eerie tingle rippled up and
down his spine.

“So that’s why the rat wanted me in the

lead car?”’ he murmured aloud.

“Huh? Someone tried to get you into

it, sir?” spoke up the Staff sergeant.

“Yeah,” Dusty nodded. “That man you
23
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found in two pieces. He is—ot was—a -

Blackagent. And a dumb one, too. But,
tell me—you didn’t see anything except
that ribbon lightning? Where did it come
from? What direction, I mean?”

The non-com looked sheepish again.

“Far as I know, sir, it came straight
down from above. Another minute and
it would have hit me. I guess—well I
guess that the train folding up, the way
it did, knocked me for such a loop that I
was too surprised to do anything except
stare at the train. It was a pretty awful
sight, sir. Later, I did look around, but
I didn’t see anything, sir.”

“Did you see those bombers go down?”
Dusty suddenly asked him. “The ones
north of Springfield?”

The sergeant shook his head.

“No sir, I didn't,” he said. “But I
heard them. My guess is that a load of
Tetalyne aboard one of them, went off by
mistake, and set off the others along with
o

Dusty got slowly to his feet, tested his
weight on his legs, and found that save
for a slight stiffness in the right knee
that he was in fair-to-middling shape.

THE Staff sergeant and the medical
man straightened up also, and stood
silently staring at him. He ignored them
for a minute or two, and stared hard
across the Connecticut countryside. Pres-
ently he shot out a finger at Bolton.

“Your orders about train escort detail?
Who did they come from?”

“Why, Colonel Travers, Springfield
Area Staff C. O,, sir,” was the prompt
answer.

Dusty gestured with his hand.

“No, I don’t mean that,” he said. “I
mean, do you know who originally sent
out the order? Was it sent out from
Washington ?”

Bolton nodded vigorously.

“Oh vyes, sir,” he said. “Colonel Tra-

vérs told me he had received it, about
eleven-thirty from General Bradley. He
told me that so I'd be sure to stick close
to the job—it would be that important.”

“I see,” grunted Dusty. “Now one
more question. Did that order to hold me
at the station come through Springfield
Area Staff, too?”

“What’s that, sir?” echoed Bolton his
eyes puzzled. “An order holding you at
the station? There wasn’t any order like
that to my knowledge.”

“Direct to Sparks, eh?” murmured
Dusty to himself. “Yeah, they would
work it that way.”

Then in louder tone to Bolton.

“Where did you say your ship was,
sergeant? I want to borrow it to barge
down to Washington H. Q. I think this
thing starts to untangle from that point.”

The nonzcom pointed to the left.

“Just beyond this hill, sir,” he said.

“Good,” nodded Dusty turning away.
“Thanks for everything, you two. I'll see
that you’re not forgotten—particularly
you, sergeant.”

Bolton ran after him and touched his
arm.

“Pardon, sir,” he said, “but—well, the
ship’s a cabin job, and you've had quite a
bump. I'd—TI'd like to fly you down, sir,
if you don’t mind.”

Dusty didn’t miss the pleading eager-
ness in the man’s face. He hesitated a
moment then nodded. :

“Someone’s got to take the ship back,”
he said. “So come along, sergeant. But,
you're the passenger. Always like to han-
dle the stick myself. Funny that way.”

“Sure, sir, sure!” beamed the non-com.
“I understand, and thanks, sir.”

It was less than a four-minute walk
over the brow of the hill and down into
the two-by-four field where rested a sleek
center-wing cabin job with Staff mark-
ings. So small was the field, that Dusty
shot a look of admiration at the non-com.



THE WHITE DEATH

25

It took a real pilot to sit down in that
small space.

“You rate more than courier work, ser-
geant,” he grinned, climbing in through
the small cabin door. “I know plenty of
lads who would overshoot this field.”

“Darn near did it myself,” replied Bol-
ton, striving to keep his voice casual, and
failing utterly. “Just lucky I guess.”

Dusty made no comment. He busied
himself with booting the engine into life,
and wheel-braking around into the wind.
But at the same time his instinctive liking
for Bolton went up a couple of notches.
And he made a mental note to recom-
mend the non-com for work more in keep-
ing with his flying ability than behind-
the-Front courier work,

Pausing a few seconds to check the
instruments, he fed hop to the cowled en-
gine in the nose and lifted the plane clear
in less than a twenty-yard run. Holding
the nose up he swung around to the south,
and glanced back down at the wrecked
train.

It was a gruesome sight indeed, and in
spite of himself, a cold shiver ran through
him. Just one minute more and he would
have entered the lead car. One minute
—the time limit between life and death.

Impulsively he jerked his gaze upward
and studied the heavens. Off to the west
he spotted a flight of Yank planes. They
were evidently out on formation practice
patrol, for they were making no move-
ment toward the north. But, apart from
them, the heavens were empty of ships.

When twenty thousand was reached he
leveled off and reached out his free hand
to call Washington H. Q. on the radio.
But even as he touched the wave-length
dial knob, the red signal light on the panel
blinked rapidly. A glance at the dial told
him that some station was broadcasting
on S. O. S. Emergency.

It took him a matter of a split second
to snap on full reception volume and con-

tact the proper wave-length. Instantly the
speaker unit on the cabin wall rattled out
crisp words.

“ ... Twentieth Bombers! Calling
Twentieth Bombers! Check back imme-
diately on S. O. S. Emergency Ten-Eight
Six! Calling Twentieth Bombers. B
Flight—B Flight—seport at once what
happened. Calling B Flight, Twentieth
Bombers. S. O. S. Emergency!”

The speaker unit clicked silent. Body
tense, Dusty glued his eyes to the unit,
and waited for the check-back signals.
Seconds dragged past and became a min-
ute. Then two minutes—and three min-
utes.

The speaker unit crackled words again.
But it was the same statioa calling the
Twentieth Bombers. As it went silent
once more, Dusty sensed rather than saw
Sergeant Bolton at his shoulder, The
non-com was breathing hoarsely.

“Gosh! That must have been that out-
fit that—"

DUSTY cut him off with a savage ges-

ture. Sound was beginning to tome
out of the speaker unit—sound so faint,
that it was little more than a whisper.
With a quick movement Dusty moved the
volume control needle up against the last
peg, but the result was practically negli-
gible. The sounds that continued to come
forth from the speaker unit were still so
faint and blurred together that they meant
nothing at all.

And then, suddenly, without warning,
they blared up to almost a roar.

“—down at C Fifty-six! Trapped by—
send warning that Blacks have—"

A sharp click in the speaker unit and
it went silent again. A moment later it
rattled out framtic calls from the original
broadcasting station. But, it was all a
waste of words. The calls were repeated
five times in the space of three minutes,
but net even a murmuring check-back
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came through. And then the original sta-
tion went off the air.

Oblivious to the excited mumble of
words spilling off Sergeant Bolton’s lips,
Dusty bent forward and checked thg sta-
tion directional-finder needle and the roller
map. What he discovered brought his
brows together in a heavy frown. The
original station was located about three
hundred miles west of his present position.
And according to the roller map it must
be the main station of the Northeastern
Area Bombing H. Q. at Pittsburgh.

“What the hell?” he grunted aloud.

“What sir?” came Bolton’s voice at his
elbow. “What’s the matter ?”’

Dusty pointed at the directional-finder
dial, and then at the roller map.

“See that?” he said. “Now, why the
hell should bombers leaving Pittsburgh
go way the hell east of Springfield before
heading up toward the Front? That’s
wasting gasoline on a triangular course.
They should have cut right straight up
through New York State. And—wait a
minute.”

Spinning the wave-length dial he
grabbed up the transmitter tube.

“Calling N, E. Bomber H. Q. on six-
nine-seven!” he snapped out. “Captain
Ayres calling N, E. Bomber H. Q. on
six-nine-seven!”

Thirty seconds after he stopped calling,
the speaker unit crackled on the check-
back.

“On your wave-length. Go ahead!”

Dusty hesitated, then put his lips to the
transmitter tube.

“Can you tell me original objective of
bomber squadron destroyed mnorth of
Springfield this noon?”’ he asked.

There was a moment of silence, then
the speaker unit gave forth sound.

“Sorry, but we can’t. OBjective was se- .

cret. However, bombers should not have
come within two hundred miles of city

named. Can you give us any informa-
tion?”

Dusty unconsciously shook his head, as
though the owner of the voice was stand-
ing right in front of him.

- “Nothing that you don’t know already,”
he called back. “I saw bombers go down,
but have no explanation. Will call you if
I find out anything. Signing off.”

Flipping the switch down, Dusty leaned
back and stared hard straight in front of
him.

“What’s it all about, sir ?’’ asked Bolton.
“I don’t get it at all. What made them
ships pass over Springfield? And. that
crazy message we cut in on—where’s C
Fifty-six? I—cripes, that's a Black terri-
tory map position reading, isn’t it?”

Dusty nodded absently.

“Yeah,” he said. “C Fifty-six is about
two hundred miles northwest of Montreal.
Don’t forget that, sergeant—C Fifty-
six!”

“Huh? Why, sir?”

Dusty slanted the ship down in a long
racing dive toward the Nation’s capital
that was looming up over the southern

horizon.

“Because it may come in handy, if we
draw nothing but blanks down here,” he
said.

Ten minutes later he coasted the ship
in over the Washington military field,
sliced down on wingtip and fish-tailed to
a perfect three point right smack on the
tarmac. Legging out, he turned and
grabbed Bolton by the arm.

“Rustle up a car, quick!” he snapped.
“I'll meet you at the field office in two
minutes.”

OLTON didn't even take time to
either nod or salute. He went bound-

ing off toward the motor park. And as
he left, Dusty swung around and ran
down the tarmac to the field office. As he
barged inside, a lean major seated behind
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the desk jerked up startled eyes.
“Sorry, major,” Dusty smiled reach-

ing for the phone. “I want to use this.”

The major started to bark out words
but checked himself as he recognized his
whirlwind visitor.

“Er—yes! Go right ahead, Captain
Ayres.”

Dusty dialed a number, and waited a
few seconds for contact to be made.

“Air Force H. Q.?” he asked when a
voice came on the other end. “Captain
Ayres speaking. Put me through to Gen-
eral Bradley’s office, pronto.”

“Sorry, captain,” said the voice at the
other end, “but, the geuneral is in confer-
ence. And orders are not to disturb him.”

“The devil with orders!” barked Dusty.
“This is emergency! Put me through
pronto !”

“Would if I could, captain, but it can’t
be done. His incoming call switch is
down. I can't get through.”

Dusty cursed.

“Then bang on his door!” he roared.
“I don’t give a damn what you do, but
tell him I'll be there in ten minutes—and
I've got to see him!”

The voice at the other end started to
mumble more protests, but Dusty hung
up on him and tore out through the door.
Bolton was waiting with a car, but a red-
faced tailor-made transport lieutenant was
bellowing orders at him. Dusty leaped
in behind the wheel, and shoved the lieu-
tenant off the runningboard, all in the
same movement.

“Clear out!” he snapped. “The ser-
geant acted on my orders. I'll take all re-

sponsibility.”

The lieutenant gulped, started to say -

something but leaped out of the way as
Dusty slipped electro-mesh gears and the
car shot forward. Thumb jammed down
on the siren he sent the car thundering
straight across the field and up onto the

highway that lead straight into the heart
of the capital.

He had said ten minutes, but he actu-
ally had three minutes to spare when he
braked to a screaming stop in front of
the Air Force building, located directly
opposite the War Department Building.
Slamming open the door he piled out and
raced up the steps, with Bolton tagging
his heels. Tearing into the first empty
elevator he rapped the astonished operator
on the arm.

“Sixty-first floor—snappy !”” he barked.

Even as the last flew from his lips, the
operator had stammed the doors shut and
was shooting the car wpward. At sixty-
one Dusty rushed out and over to a staff
major scated at a desk in the corridor.

“You told him I was coming?”’ he de-
manded.

The staff major stood up. -

“I told you, Captain Ayres, that it was

Buat Dusty wasn't listening. With Bol-
ton dinging to him like a shadow, he
raced down the hall, through the end
door, and down a corridor to a door upon
which was printed:

General W. B. Bradley
Chief of Air Force Staff
PRIVATE

“Private, hell?” snorted Dusty, and
tried the knob.

It was locked. From the inside, obvi-
ously. Bunching his right fist he pounded
it against the wooden panel. .

“General Bndley"' he shouted. “Open
up, sir!”

The roar of his voice opencd up half
a dozen other doors, but not General
Bradley’s. In no time at all the corridor
was filled with men and officers of all
ranks. The staff major had panted up,
and he grabbed Dusty by the arm.



“What the devil do you think you're
doing, Captain Ayres?” he thundered.
“Get away from that door, or—"

He didn’t finish the rest. With a side
sweep of his arm, Dusty sent him reeling
back into the arms of an ordnance cap-
tain. Then he smashed his fist against
the door panel and shouted again. But
the door didn’t open. >

For a split second Dusty scowled at it,
and then, as that old familiar tingling sen-

sation came to him, he stepped back a
couple of paces and drew his service au-
tomatic. He leveled it at the outside lock.

“Stop it!” cried the staff major behind
him. “Good God, are you out of your
mind ?”

Dusty’s answer was to pull the trig-
ger twice in rapid succession. The lock
folded inward and the panel split wide
open from top to bottom. Shoulders
bunched, Dusty charged the door, and
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with a splintering crash it swung inward.
Unable to check himself he went sprawi-
ing on his hands and knees. As he started
to jerk up straight a sweet, sickish odor
filled his nostrils. And instantly his head
began to swim.

Realization and action were one. He
spun around, slammed into Sergeant Bol-
ton and virtually hurled him out into the
corridor.

“Outside—stand back!” he
“The room’s full of gas.”

choked.

CHAPTER FOUR
“I Am Poisoned!{”

THE warning was really unnecessary.
The sweet odor had already poured
out into the corridor. Choking and gag-
ging the crowd fell back like magic. All
except Dusty and Bolton. Dusty even
tried to shove him away but the non-com
simply shook his head and crammed his
handkerchief over the lower part of his
face. He was actually starting into the
room again when Dusty grabbed him.

“Get a medico—pronto I” Dusty barked.

Then bunching his own handkerchief
over his face he charged into the room.
His eyes smarted, and blurred everything.
Inside the door he stopped long enough
to catch up a chair, and holding his breath
he swung it over his head and hurled it
through a set of -French windows on his
left.

The instant it left his hands he ran
over to a big desk on the far side of the
room, and around in back of it. What he
saw made him gasp involuntarily, and
the fires of hell itself ate into his lungs.
For one horrible second it was all he

could do to fight off the swirling wave of .

nausea that swept over him. But he won
and dropped down on one knee.
Sprawled out, and seemingly lifeless,
“behind the desk, their faces turned a ter-
rible purple green, were General Bradley,

and Jack Horner, known to a selected few
as Agent 10! ‘ '

Each man’s hands were clutching his
throat. And the neck of each tunic had
been ripped apart. The eyes were closed,
and the position of the bodies on the floor .
indicated that both had tried to reach the
door but had collapsed from the sweet-
smelling fumes before  they had taken
more than two steps.

His heart skipping a beat, Dusty leaned
over and pressed his ear to each man’s
chest. Then he straightened up with an
inward prayer of thankfulness. Life still
flickered in both men. Handkerchief
clenched between his teeth, Dusty caught
General Bradley under the armpits and
dragged his limp body over to the smashed

“window, through which fresh air now

poured. _

Going back he grabbed hold of Agent
10 and dragged him over. That done
with, he staggered from window to win-
dow, and slammed them all open wide.
But by the time he had opened the last,
his head felt like a ball of fluff on his
shoulders, and his fé_et seemed to be walk-
ing on fleecy clouds.

Unable to move another foot he let his
body slump outward over the window sill.
Hanging head downward, he sucked
blessed fresh air into his lungs. His brain
was roaring like storm waves thundering
against a seawall, and the skin of his face
became so taut that he half unconsciously
expected it to split apart any second.

The next thing he knew, some one was
pulling him up onto his feet, and forcing
a bitter liquid between his teeth. He tried
to spit it out, but something clamped over
his nose and he had to swallow. ;

The reaction was instantaneous. Like
the drawing aside of a curtain, things

ceased to be blurred any longer, and he . _

found himself staring into the grinning
features of Sergeant Bolton. He man-
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aged a smile, and steadied himself on his
feet.

“I’ll be owing you money, before we're
through,” he grunted.

The non-com chuckled.

“I'm just getting the breaks, sir,” he
said. “Feel better now ?”

Dusty nodded and glanced about the
room. It was filled with wide-eyed officers
gaping at him. But the bodies of General
Bradley - and Jack Horner had disap-
peared. He impulsively pointed his hand
at the spot where he’d left them by the
window.

“What—where—?” he stammered out.

“In the outer corridor, sir,” Bolton ex-
plained. “The medico’s working on them.
He gave me this stuff for you.”

The non-com held out a small vial half-
filled with a brownish liquid. Dusty made
a wry face, pushed it away and started
toward the door. He took a couple of
tottering steps before Bolton could grab
him.

“Easy, sir, easy!” he cried. “You can’t
do anything now. You've done plenty al-
ready. Sit down, sir. The stuff’s gone
from the room.”

Dusty shook his head.

“Feel swell,” he mumbled. “I’ve got
to see them. They can’t die, see? They
just can't die!”

“They won't, they won't!” pleaded Bol-
ton, trying to hold him back. ‘“The medico
said you got them just in time. He’s
bringing them to, now.”

UT the non-com might just as well
have pleaded with Niagara Falls to
run uphill for all the good it did stopping
Dusty. Practically pulling Bolton along
with him, he charged through the gaping
mob and out through the door into the
corridor. To his right and at the far end,
white-jacketed men were working over
two prostrate forms. With a groan Dusty
lurched and stumbled down to them.

“How are they—how are they?”’ he
gasped.

One of the white-jacketed men shoved
him aside without bothering to look at
him. )

“Clear out! Didn't we tell you to keep
back ?”’

Hardly realizing what he was doing
Dusty grabbed the man and spun him
around.

“Answer my question—will they live?”

The medico recognized him instantly,
and checked the hot rush of words to his
lips. He nodded and gently but firmly
pulled Dusty’s hand from his arm.

“Yes,” he said. “Fortunately they
didn’t get too much of the stuff. Falling
to the floor saved them, I guess. Now,
just sit tight. They’ll come around in a
few minutes.”

Fists clenched, face taut and grim,
Dusty watched the medicos work on the
two limp figures. And then, after a thou-
sand years it seemed, Jack Horner’s chest
began to heave up and down. And a mo-
ment after that he opened blood shot eyes.
The purple-green hue had disappeared
from his skin and left it a chalky white.
Tt was the same with the skin of General
Bradley's face. And finally, he also opened
his eyes.

At a signal from one of the medicos «
the others lifted up the two men and
propped them, backs against the wall.
Like stuffed dummies they sat there,
slowly moving their heads, and blinking
stupidly. It was more than Dusty’s taut
nerves could stand. He pushed through
the ring of medicos and knelt down in
front of Agent 10.

“Jack !’ he cried. “Out of it, kid! It’s
Dusty!”

The Intelligence man’s eyes, that had
heen gawking off to the left slowly swept
back to meet his. For a moment they
gaped blankly, Then, suddenly, their
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glassiness faded away, and the man’s lips
slid back in a crooked grin.

“You, eh?” he whispered hoarsely.
“What the hell—I was having a swell
dream about you. You were teaching me
to loop—and was I lousy!”

Before Dusty could say anything, one
of the medicos put a glass of brownish
liquid to Jack Horner’s lips.

“Drink this,” he ordered firmly. “No—
slowly.”

Agent 10 drained it to the bottom,
coughed violently, shook his head and
screwed up his face.

“My God!” he gasped. “I’ve been poi-
soned !”

As though the words had suddenly re-
leased a hidden spring in his brain, he
sat up straight and gazed wild-eyed
around.

“What the hell ?” he cried out. “What
—where’s General Bradley? That damn
corporal—get that rat corporal!”

Still babbling he staggered to his feet.
A medico grabbed him.

“Hold it!” he snapped. “You'll be O. K.
in a minute.”

Agent 10 nodded dully and leaned
against the wall, just as General Bradley
came back to his senses. Jack Horner’s
actions were but kindergarten stuff com-
pared with the Chief of Air Force Staff.

The man roared and thundered about
like a tornado gone berserk, and it took
three medicos to pin him back against the
wall. After they had held him there for
a few seconds, he quieted down just as
suddenly as he had roared up. And it was
then that his eyes focused on Dusty. He
pushed the medicos to one side.

“Ayres!” he cried. “How long have
you been here?”

“You can thank him, sir, for being
alive,” spoke up one of the medicos. “He
broke down your office door in time. As
_2 matter of fact, just in time. How do
' yoit feel, sir?”

Bradley frowned at him a moment, as
though unable to understand the question.
Then—

“Eh? Oh, I feel fine. Make a report
on this Thompson, and thanks. That’s all.
Ayres, come along with me. You too, of
course, Horner.”

As though nothing at all had happened
the Chief of Air Force Staff waved them
all aside and started down the corridor.
Agent 10 followed, and so did Dusty. But
as the pilot suddenly caught the look on
Sergeant Bolton’s face, he paused and
motioned the man over. The non-com’s
face was all eagerness as he practically
leaped the distance between them.

“Stick around, sergeant,” Dusty told
him in a low voice. “Maybe there’ll be
another job for you, and maybe there
won’t. But stick around, anyway.”

“Horses won’t move me, sir,” grinned
the other.

Dusty nodded and ran after Bradley
and Horner. As the Chief of Air Force
Staff reached the door of his office, he
stopped short and stared at it wide eyed.

“Huh!” he grunted. “Guess we'd bet-
ter use Stafford’s.”

OING down the corridor to the third

door on the right he shoved it open
and motioned Dusty and Jack Horner in-
side. Following them in, he locked the
door on the inside, darted sharp eyes
about the room, and went over and
dropped into the chair behind the desk.
And then, seemingly oblivious to their
presence, he snapped up the switch of the
inter-office phone on the desk, and yanked
the receiver off the hook.

“Get me Major Jordon, Intelligence!”
he barked into the transmitter.

And then a moment later.

“Jordon? Bradley speaking. A gen-
eral alarm for a man known as Corporal
Haggard, attached to the orderly depart-
ment, Air Force building. About five'
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feet-nine or -ten. Dark skin and dark
brown hair. Eyes brown, too. I want him
caught, alive if possible. But, shoot if
you have to. Eh, what’s that P—the charge
is murder. Yes, murder.

“He’s a Black agent, of course. Now,
never mind questions. Get busy on it at
once. And keep in touch with me. Oh,
wait a minute. Double your men in this
building, and have them check up on
every living soul here. Understand?
Right. ’Bye!”

The general slapped the receiver back
on the hook, placed both elbows on the
edge of the desk and rubbed his face with.
both hands.

“T’ll smell that damn stuff for weeks!”
he rumbled. “Ugh!”

Removing his hands from his face, he
looked directly at Dusty.

“So Horner and I owe you a vote of
thanks, eh?” he grunted. “Well, we ex-
tend them, double, with pleasure!”

“Glad you came around O. K., sir,”
said Dusty quietly. “But, just what hap-
pened ?”’

Bradley and Horner exchanged glances.

“Did you note the time, by any chance,
Horner?” asked the Chief of Air Force
Staff.

Agent 10 scowled thoughtfully.

“Not exactly, sir,” he said. “But, I'd
say it was around eleven-thirty.”

The other glanced at his watch and sat
bolt upright,

“My God! It’s after four now!”

“But, what happened, sir?”’ Dusty per-
sisted evenly.

“A rat gassed us!” was the blunt reply.
“We were sitting here talking when that
damn orderly corporal came in. He gave
it to us both in the face with a gas gun,
and—well that’s the last I remember.
How about you, Horner.”

“The same, sir,” nodded Agent 10.
¥Yet, I have a hazy recollection of see-

ing him put something over his face—a
gas mask, probably.”

Dusty’s heart was pounding against his
ribs, and the blood was racing through his
veins. He leaned toward Agent 10.

“Eleven-thirty,  Jack? You're sure of
that time?”

“Practically,” nodded the other. “May-
be five minutes either way. Why? Has
anything happened ?”

Dusty ignored the question. His eyes
flew to General Bradley’s face.

“There’s a short-wave broadcasting set
in your office, isn’t there, sir?” he asked
quickly. “I think I saw one.”

“Correct,” said the other. “I use it for
personal orders when I don’t want to
waste time going over to the main sta-
tion on the War Department building.
But, what about it?”

“Plenty, I think, sir,” said Dusty
grimiy.

And then in crisp and right to the point
sentences, he told them of all that had
happened since he left the drome of High
Speed Group 7. The other two listened
to the very end in stunned silence.

“Just what the true hook-up is,” fin-
ished Dusty in a whirlwind of words, “I
don’t get, for the life of me. Tell me, gen-
eral, what orders did you really send
out?”

The senior officer appeared to have diffi-
culty finding his tongue. He was like a
man in a trance—a trance of fear, or in-
describable horror.

“Just one,” he finally got out. “The -
one grounding you. The Twentieth bomb-
ers—oh God. Damn their souls! Damn
their rotten souls to hell! By God, I'm
going to see General Hornmer myself,
and—"

He stopped short, glanced at young
Horner.

“I’m sorry, son,” he said softly. “For
the moment I forgot.”
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Agent 10’s lips went back in a forced
smile,

“Quite allright sir,” he said. Then
turning to Dusty.

“You didn’t see what got the bomb-
ers?”’ he asked. “Didn’t see any other
plane—a Black Invader ship, I mean?”

“Nothing but the flash of light, and
the skyful of shooting stars immediately
afterward,” answered Dusty. “Obvi-
ously, whatever it was didn’t get them
all that time. That garbled radio message
I picked up is proof that some of them
got through.”

“Through to where ?” Bradley suddenly
bellowed savagely. “That’s the point—
just the point! A perfect secret bombing
raid has been wiped out before it even got
started.”

“But, sir,” Dusty put in, “it’s possible
that the few that did get through, did
some damage.”

“You don’t understand, Ayres,” said
the other. ‘“Twentieth bombers were
standing by for orders to smash the Ca-
nadian seaports held by the Blacks. They
didn’t even know themselves what their
objective was to be. Only I knew it. And
I never sent the order to them!”

“I think I get it now,” said Dusty. “THhe
crazy course they took, I mean. The
Hawk wanted to be sure to kill a bunch
with one stone—the bombers and myself.
In order to be sure and nail my train he
had to fake orders, after Twenty was in
the air, for them to swing east over
Springfield.”

“Probably,” nodded Bradley. ‘
ever, we'll never know—that is, if they
all went down. But,. you spoke of the
Hawk, Ayres. Why the Hawk? What
makes you think he’s behind it ?”

Dusty’s smile was tight.

“The style in which it was attempted,”
he said. “Any other Black who wanted
me out of the way would just try to sneak
up on me and bury some steel in my back.

“How-

But not the Hawk. His way would have
to be fancy, spectacular. Right, Jack?”

“I think you are, Dusty,” Agent 10
nodded. “Ten to one he was back of the
job, and back of that anonymously writ-
ten newspaper flier, too. You’ve seen one
I suppose?”

“And how!” Dusty grated. Then to
General Bradley, “Is that why you
grounded me, sir? Because you thought
I might go haywire?”

To his surprise the Chief of Air Force
Staff shook his head.

“No. That is, not exactly. We were—
I guess you better tell the story, Horner.”

Agent 10 didn’t start talking directly.
Instead, he half turned and stared out
the window, his still rather pale face set
in grim lines. Then presently he turned
to Dusty.

“It begins a few months back,” he said
quietly. “Remember that death-beam ship
the Blacks swiped, and then we grabbed
back from them?”

Dusty grinned.

“I don’t think I’ll ever forget it,” he
said.

(14 LL,” continued young Horner,

“there was one major fault with
the beam unit. It was only good for a
certain length of time—as you probably
remember. Anyway it was returned to
the Bureau of Scientific War Research
for Professor Colgan—the murdered
Schrouder’s assistant, you know—to get
to work on. Colgan was to try and de-
velop some way for the disintegrator beam
unit to be regenerated while the plane
was in flight.

“Well, Colgan failed to do that—but his
failure resulted in an even greater suc-
cess. He discovered a means of trapping
and controling C.R.D.”

“C.R.D.?” grunted Dusty as his pal
paused for breath. “And what in the



world might that be? Sounds like a radio
call signal to me.”

““CR.D.. destroyed those bombers; :and
very nearly resulted in your death,” young
Horner said quietly. “The initials stand
for Cosmic Ray D. As you know, science
has found out that this power formerly
referred to as simply the cosmic ray, is
really made up of several elements. _

" “Three of these have been discovered
and segregated. In other words, CR. A,
B and: C. But it was Professor Colgan
who segregated C.R.D. Don't ask me

to explain it technically. I'm not a
scientist. I only know that it is some-
thing like ribbon lightning, or chain
lightning if you wish. And its force
-is about one hundred thousand times
greater than the lightning that splits




the front yard apple tree in a thunder
storm. Colgan could explain it in detail
—if he were alive.”

Dusty sat up straight.

“Good God,” he cried, “don’t tell me
that they got him like they got Schrouder
who figured out the disintegrator beam ?”

Agent 10 shook his head.
“No,” he said evenly. ‘“He
was killed by us.”

For a moment Dusty’s
tongue refused to move. He
stared hard at his pal of a hun-

. dred-and-one wild and danger-
ous adventures of war.

“You—you mean—7?"’ he got out, and
stopped.

Young Horner nodded solemnly.

“The day before yesterday,” he said.
“Yeah, I can hardly believe it myself.
Colgan has been with the Bureau of Re-

35
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search for four years. Think of it, over
three years before the Blacks declared
war on us.”

Dusty groaned out a curse.

“And we risked our necks to get that
beam unit, only to turn it over to him!”
he grated. “But, hell—it doesn’t make
sense. You say he developed, or segre-
gated this C.R.D.? Well, why didn't he
turn it over to the Blacks? Why isn't
he up with them?”

“That’s obvious, Ayres,” spoke up Gen~
eral Bradley. “Don’t you see, it.doubled
his usefulness to the enemy to be working
right in our Research Bureau. Not only
was he able to develop formulas, and so
forth, that he could turn over to his own
side later, but at the same time he was
able to keep track of every new scientific
war development that we made.”

“Yeah, that’s true, of course,” Dusty
grunted. Then to young Horner, “What
about the shooting ?”

“The details of that, I also got second
hand,” said Agent 10. “Intelligence was
beginning to suspect Colgan, as he was
known in this country. Anyway, a watch
was put on him.

“It was discovered that every night he
took a walk to a field a few miles south
of Alexandria.

“He just walked there and back. But
the night before last he carried a package
—a rather large and heavy package. He
also carried a flashlight. He went to the
middle of the field, and signaled with the
flash light. A plane landed, a Black In-
vader ship. Colgan ran over to it, and
our men trailing him closed in. One of
them actually jumped into the cabin, and
shot Colgan. Colgan fell out and onto
the ground. And before the other Intelli-
gence men could reach the plane it took
off and disappeared—with the package.”

“And, I suppose that package—?" be-
gan Dusty.

“Contained everything relative to Col-
gan’s work on C.R.D.” Agent 10 fin-
ished for him. “Notes, formulas—every-
thing. He’d stripped his laboratory bare.
As a matter of fact, I think that he
planned to make his escape in the plane.”

“And the plane wasn’t sighted again?”
asked Dusty. “Didn’t you send out an
S. O. S. or anything ?”

“We did everything, Ayres,” General
Bradley spoke up again. “And we failed.
No, everything except one item. The In-
telligence man who was flown away in the
plane, got one message back to us. Here,
read it yourself. It came through this
morning, through certain channels that
need not be mentioned.”

The Chief of Air Force Staff pulled a
crumpled sheet of paper from the inside
pocket of his tumic, and handed it to
Dusty. The pilot smoothed it out and
glanced at the hastily scrawled words.

10—Refuse all demands by Blacks. Will
find a way out myself—X 34.

Dusty sucked in his breath sharply as
he read the signature. His eyes flew to
Agent 10’s face.

“Good God!” he cried.
four! Why that’s your—"

He stopped short at the look on the
Intelligence man’s face. Young Horner
was battling desperately to keep jangled
nerves under control.

“X Thirty-

“Yes,” he murmured thickly. “General
Horner, my father, was the man who got
Colgan, and was flown away in the
plane!”

CHAPTER FIVE
Rat Bait

AS AGENT 10 stopped talking a heavy,

charged silence settled over the room.
Dusty inwardly cursed himself for the
inability to say something. Yet, the words
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—adequate words, would not come to his
lips. He simply sat like a man of stone,
his eyes locked with those of young Hor-
ner’s. And then hardly realizing it, he
put out his hand gripped the other’s arm
and squeezed hard.

“We’'ll get him back, kid,” he said grim-
ly. “Don’t worry, we’ll get him back.”

The Intelligence man managed a stiff
smile.

“Thanks,” he said. “I knew that would
come from you. The Blacks have tried
to bargain with me already. This came
through by code radio about an hour
after my father’s message arrived.”

Stuffing a hand in his pocket he pulled
out a short length of radio message type.
Dusty took it, and glanced at more printed
words.

To Chief of General Staff, Washington,
D. C.

General Horner of your Intelligence De-
partment is now our prisoner. He has been
unharmed and will be exchanged for the
body of his son, known as Agent 10.

(signed) The Black Hawk.

Dusty’s eyes were agate as he looked
up from the message.

“The rat!” he grated. “The dirty low
down rat! Playing the same old trick
again, eh?”

“And it won’t get him a thing!" said
young Horner grimly.

“Right!” nodded Dusty. Then as an
after thought, “You mean—?”

“That we're not gambling for indivi-
dual lives,” answered the Intelligence man.
“This war is a matter of life or death
for an entire country. My father ham-
mered that into me long ago.”

Dusty said nothing but the look of
frank admiration that he gave Jack Hor-
ner, said plenty. Though his father was
in the hands of the enemy, and young
Horner could buy his freedom with his
own life, he was refusing to do so. Re-

fusing, not to protect his own skin, but
because the true issue at stake was the
fate of a nation—and in light of that, per-
sonal items had no part at all.

“We'll get him back, kid,” Dusty re-
peated with savage conviction. “But, let’s
check over a few things first. You must
have had some kind of a plan. I still don’t
get that grounding order.”

The last was directed at General Brad-
ley, but it was Horner who answered.

“That was my idea,” he said quietly.
“The Blacks getting the C.R.D. stuff,
and that newspaper flier coming out, all
at the same time, worried me a bit.”

“Worried you?” frowned Dusty:

“In a way, yes,” the other nodded. “I
was afraid that the Hawk would send
you another of his challenges—and that
vou'd go after him hell-bent.”

Dusty’s lips went back in a tight grin.

“I probably would have,” he said.

“Exactly,” nodded Agent 10 solemn-
ly. “And not knowing what you were
running up against, it would have been
just too bad for you. So I induced Gen-
eral Bradley to ground you until I could
get in touch with you and put all the
cards on the table. You see, I was plan-
ning to go up to your field this afternoon.
Well—you know why I was delayed.”

“Yeah,” grunted Dusty. “But about
that newspaper flier. I suppose the idea
was to get my goat and send me hay-
wire—which it darn near did. But, has
it been traced down? I mean, do you
know where it was printed ?”

“In a general way, yes,” spoke up
Bradley. “Our experts tell us that the
type is of a Canadian font, so they were
probably printed by the Blacks and dis-
tributed through their agents in this
country.”

“What a dumb stunt !” muttered Dusty.
And then inwardly took back his words
as he realized how very close it had come
to working out, just as it was planned.
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For a moment no one spoke. Each
seemed to be busy with his own thoughts.
Dusty glanced at the other two, expecting
them to say more. And when they didn’t,
he put the question that was uppermost
in his mind.

“Well, so what? What's our next
move ?”’

Bradley scowled and Agent 10 ges-
tured helplessly. And it was he who an-
swered.

“I don’t know, Dusty,” he said bitter-
ly. “Damned if I know! That’s one rea-
son, the main one, why I wanted to have a
talk with you. I had hoped that we might
work out some way to recover the C.R.D.
stuff before the Blacks could do anything
about it, but after what’s happened today,
that idea is sunk.

“That devil, Colgan, played his part
perfectly. He must have got news of his
discovery through to the Blacks. Hell,
that’s obvious. They had a plane all built
for the unit—built and waiting for Col-
gan. They didn’t get him, but they got the
formula and secret papers, which is the

important thing.”

THE Intelligence man allowed his voice

to trail off into silence. Never before,
in all of their wild, death-defying adven-
tures, had he ever seen his secret-service
pal so utterly depressed. Impulsively he
reached out and rapped a clenched fist
against the man’s shoulder.

“Snap it up!” he barked. “We've
cracked tougher ones than this before.
We'll just buzz up and take the damn
thing away from them—just like we took
the beam ship away!” ,

“T admire your fighting spirit and de-
termination, Ayres,” put in General Brad-
ley quietly. “But, I'm afraid you over-
look one very important fact—just where
would you go? So far, we have no idea
where their operating base is located. We
had been counting on our Intelligence men

working behind their lines to get some sort
of word through to us. But—even they
have failed. And—well, each passing hour
makes the situation more desperate than
before. If they are able to produce the
thing on a large scale—"

He left the rest unfinished, and simply
implied the rest with a movement of his
hands. Dusty leaned toward him.

“I suggest that we make them show
us where it is, sir,” he said.

The Chief of Air Force Staff gave him
a blank look.

“Eh? What’s that you say?”

“Let’s make them show us where it is,”
Dusty repeated. “Now, let’s check-back
again. I'd say that the Hawk is pretty
keen to get my scalp. Being cookoo in
a lot of ways, he probably figured that
that flier stuff would get my dander up,
and that I'd come gunning for him. Or
as Horner, here, just said, he’d send me
some kind of a challenge and then wipe
me out with this C.R.D. thing of Col-
gan'’s. j

“Well, Jack checked that when he had
you ground me. So, that left it for the
Hawk to get me some other way—hence,
those dizzy orders to come down here by
train. Now, in the meantime there was
the secret bombing squadron to knock
off. So the Hawk had to postpone my fin-
ish—hence the delay message sent to Colo-
nel Parks at the Springfield station. Or
maybe, making up the train was the cause
for that delay.

“Anyway, I don’t think that everything
went off as they planned. At least I'm
still alive. Now, maybe they know it,
and maybe they don’t—so, let’s make sure
that they do know it.”

General Bradley shrugged.

“And what good would that do us?” he
grunted. “Dammit, if we could only catch
that rascal orderly corporal we might get
something out of him! If your assump-
tions are correct, Ayres, that man was al-
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most in constant contact with the Hawk—
and on my private radio, too. I—"

The senior officer left the rest hanging
in mid-air, as at that instant there came
two crashing revolver shots beyond the
locked door. They had not even died to
the echo before Dusty was out of his
chair and bounding across the room. Pull-
ing his service automatic free with one
hand, he unlocked the door and jerked
it open with the other.

On the floor just outside lay the crum-
pled figure of a signal corps private. He
was face down, one arm and a leg crum-
pled under him, and in the outflung other
hand was a blunt-nosed automatic. A
dozen yatds down the hallway, face death-
ly white, and a gun clutched in his hand
stood Staff Sergeant Boiton.

“My God, what's this all about?”

Dusty ignored General Bradley’s star-
tled cry behind him. Holstering his gun
he walked up to Bolton.

“What happened, sergeant?” he asked
quietlv.

The sound of his voice seemed to drag
the non-com out of a paralytic trance.
His stiff body relaxed, and some of the
color came back into his face. He stared
down at his gun then over at the dead
man near the door.

“I was waiting as you ordered, sir,
he began in a flat voice. ‘“Waiting over
here in this el in the wall.”

He paused long enough to turn and
point where he had been standing. And
then,

“I saw him sort of easing down the
corridor. Guess he didn’t see me. He
went up to that door and put his ear
against it. Then he took something out
of his pocket—looked like a rubber tube
with a bulb on it, to me—and started to
push it into the keyhole. I yelled at him
then and he just spun toward me and
swung up his gun and—well, I beat him
to the draw—his aim was pretty bad.”

b

As the non-com spoke the last his eyes
traveled to a spot on the wall to his right.
Dusty followed the look and saw where a
bullet had buried itself in the plaster.

BY then an excited crowd had gath-

ered in the corridor, and everyone
was asking everyone else all sorts of un-
answerable questions. Deaf to those fired
his way, Dusty motioned to Bolton to fol-
low and went back to where General
Bradley and Jack Horner were bending
over the dead man. The Chief of Air
Force Staff was gingerly fingering a foot
of thin tubing, to one end of which was
fitted an oval bulb. Dusty already knew
what it was.

“Careful, sir!” he said squatting down.
“I think there is some gas in that bulb
that was meant fer us. Sergeant Bolton,
here, stopped him just in time.”

Bradley shot a sharp glance at the non-
com and demanded to know just what had
happened. The answer was exactly what
Dusty had been told, only Bradley didn’t
seemed so pleased.

“Too bad you had to kil him,” he
grunted. “It would have helped to find
out who he was.” .

“Don’t worry about that, sir,” spoke up
Jack Horner, who had turned the dead-
man over. ‘“Look here, sir.”

As he spoke he reached down and peeled
off fake shaggy eyebrows. Then he took
a strip of putty off the bridge of the nose,
and two rubber plates from out of the
mouth that gave a deceptive fullness to
the originally sunken cheeks.

“Good God!” gasped Bradley, as he
stared at the man anew. ‘“Why—that’s
that damn orderly corporal !”

“Exactly, sir,”” young Horner con-
curred. “And I think that Sergeant Bol-
ton is to be congratulated on preventing
him from making good the second time.”

Eyes a trifle wider, General Bradley
slowly straightened up. He stared at the
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non-com a moment and then gave a little
jerking nod of his head.

“Yes, yes, of course,” he said. “I’ll see
that you’re mentioned about this, ser-
geant. But, why have you been waiting
around here?”

Dusty answered for Bolton, and then
added,

“With your permission, sir, I'd like to
have Sergeant Bolton join our little meet-
ing.”

Before Bradley could do, or even say,
anything, Dusty pushed the non-com into
the room and motioned him to a chair.
The senior officer started to speak, then
changed his mind, and instead, gave or-
ders for the dead body to be cleared away.
And then with Jack Horner at his heels
he came back into the room and shut the
door. The eyes he fixed on Dusty were
not particularly pleasant.

“I'm sure we all owe Sergeant Bolton
a lot, Ayres,” he got out gruffly. “But,
this other matter is one of—"

“I know, sir,” Dusty interrupted. “But
Sergeant Bolton fits very nicely into a
plan that has come to me. A plan, where-
by we may be able to get out of the diffi-
culty we’ve landed in.’

The other was still skeptical, and the
expression on his face showed it. He
glanced at Jack Horner. The Intelligence
man nodded.

“I'll back Captain Ayres in anything,
sir,” he said. “His vouching for Sergeant
Bolton is good enough for me.”

Bradley coughed a bit. -

“Very well,” he mumbled. “Now, what
is this plan, Ayres?”

“A few minutes ago, sir,” Dusty be—
gan, “you asked me what good it would
do us to let the Blacks know that I'm
still alive. Well, I think it would do this
much—it would at least bring the Hawk
out into the open again. Somehow, I've
got the hunch that he feels as I do—that
our next meeting is going to be the last

for one of us. One of us is going to
step out of the picture. So, I suggest
that we work it from the original angle
—the angle that the Hawk was counting
on to work.”

As Dusty paused for breath, General
Bradley frowned and moved restlessly in
his chair.

“Get to the point, Ayres!” he growled.
“What do you mean by all that?”

Dusty cursed inwardly.

“Simply this, sir,” he said. “Let me
play up to the Hawk. I'll play up to
him as though I were throwing down the
gauntlet, because of that newspaper flier.
T'll challenge him to an air scrap—a scrap
to the finish—over the New Hampshire-
Canada line at, say, seven dawn tomor-
row. And—"

“But good heavens, man!” Bradley
burst in. “If hc meets you with that
confounded thing, you won’'t stand a

chance!

“If he meets me, yes sir,” Dusty re-
plied evenly. “But, you see, I won’t be
there. Between now and that time, I'm
going to hunt out where he keeps that
CR.D. job. And when I do—well, I'll
wait until I do.”

Jack Horner, who had been listening
eagerly, groaned aloud as Dusty paused.

“What the devil, Dusty?” he grunted.
“That doesn’t get us any place! How in
hell do you expect to find it between now
and dawn? Particularly, when none of us
has the faintest idea where it might be!”

“None of us?” echoed Dusty. “I've
got a pretty good hunch where it might
me. And just as soon as its dark, Bolton
is going to fly me up there and let me
oﬁ ”»

“And that hunch?” asked Horner

“C Fifty-six!” Dusty shot right back
at him. “The area where B Flight of the
Twentieth Bombers was trapped. Why
was B Flight allowed to go way the hell
up in that God-forsaken area? Why?—
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so that the Hawk could show his gang
how it was done. That’s my guess. And
I doubt that they were allowed to go up
there—I think that they were either
forced, or lured. Anyway, I'm going to
put my chips on C Fifty-six!”

Agent 10’s brows came together in a
thoughtful frown.

“I wonder if you've hit the nail on the
head?” he murmured, more to himself.
Then in louder tones, “But why all this
scrap at dawn stuff? And why not you
and I go up there?”

Dusty shook his head.

GGNIX,” he said. “Just in case some

more rats, like that one Bolton
popped, are hanging around, I want to
make it look like the real thing. For you
and me to be seen taking off, would sink
the idea right at the start. As for Bolton,
he could be flying me back to my field—
back to get the Silver Flash tuned up, and
so forth.

“The main idea for the challenge for a
scrap at dawn, is just this! We don’t
know what that devil may do next, and
we've got to keep his damn C.R.D. job
out of the air as long as possible. My
challenging him will do it, I think. He’ll
use up the time between now and dawn
to make doubly sure that his ship, and
his plans, for what he believes will be a
swell show-down, are all set. See what I
mean?”’

As Agent 10 nodded but said nothing,
Dusty turned to General Horner.

“I have your permission to carry it out,
of course, sir?” he said in a matter-of-
fact tone.

The senior officer regarded him shrewd-
ly. ;

“An absolutely insane plan, if I ever
heard one!” he snapped. And. then with
a shrug, “But, perhaps it will take an in-

sane man to get us out of this mess. God
knows we've got to do something, and
damn soon, too!”

“Thank you, sir,” grinned Dusty. “I’ll
sure try my best to be just that man. All
right, Bolton, go down to the military
field and make arrangements for a plane
to fly me back to my drome tonight. I'll
phone that you're ‘coming. And be set
by eight, sharp.”

The non-com had considerable difficulty
keeping the excitement out of his voice.
To play any part in the plans of Dusty
Ayres, was the greatest kick of his life
thus far.

“Yes, sir!” he gulped, jumping up and
making for the door. “Ready at eight
sharp, sir.”

“Seems like a good man, and I guess
he’s proved his stuff to you,” grunted
Agent 10, as the door closed on the non-
com. “But, maybe Curly Brooks could
handle that part of the job a bit better.”

Dusty nodded. '

“Undoubtedly!” he said. “But Bolton
will go right back when I order him to.
Maybe Curly wouldn’t. And this has got
to be a solo job this time. I've got to get
the Hawk to thinking that I'm boeiling
over, and out to get him—all by myself.”

“And God, but I hope you do, Dusty !”
grated young Horner. “No—no I don’t.
I hope that pleasure will fall in my lap!”

Though the Intelligence man had not
said it, Dusty knew that the thought of
his father was uppermost in his mind.
And two minutes later, when he left young
Horner and Bradley, to go over to the
main broadcasting station and hurl his
challenge to the Black Hawk out over the
air, he grimly told himself that not one
but two jobs lay ahead of him—and that
he would hand in his own chips rather
than fail in either.
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CHAPTER SIX
The Invisible Killer

AT EXACTLY five minutes of eight

that evening, Dusty swung the staff
car onto the tarmac of the Washington
military field and braked to a gentle stop.
Climbing out, he caught up a suitcase on
the back seat, and walked rapidly over
to where a small biplane cabin job rested,
with prop slowly ticking over. Near the
cabin door stood Bolton, smoking a last-
minute cigarette with a couple of the field
niechanics. As Dusty approached the
three of them toed out their cigarettes,
and saluted.

The pilot nodded and handed the suit-
case to Bolton.

“Stow that inside, sergeant,” he said.
“But be careful! If you break those six
bottles, my life won’t be worth a dime
at the field.”

Bolton grinned, and handled the bag
as though it were full of Tetalyne.

A few minutes later, with Dusty loung-
ing back in the passenger seat, Bolton tax-
ied out onto the runway, waited a mo-
ment for the flash from the signal tower,
and then sent the plane racing down the
floodlighted strip of concrete. As he
swung up clear, and the floodlights blinked
out, Dusty leaned forward and tapped
him on the shoulder.

‘“Head north for ten minutes or so, Ser-
geant, at average altitude,” he ordered.
“Then circle her up to twenty-five thou-
sand.”

“Right, sir,” said the non-com without
turning his head.

Reaching back of his seat, Dusty pulled
out the suitcase and opened it up. In-
stead of six bottles, it contained the com-
plete uniform of a pilot of the Black In-
vader Air Service. Everything, from

lack skull-cap to highly polished half-
length and black boots.

Stripping off his own uniform Dusty
wiggled into the other. The fit was per-
fect, just as he had made sure that it
would be. Reaching into the suitcase
again he pulled out a small bottle of skin
stain. Pouring some in the palm of his
left hand, he ‘**washed” his hands, and
smeared the rest over his face, ears and
neck. The result was a neat copperish
glint to his otherwise more or less ruddy
complexion.

“Jack sure knows his onions on make-
up!” he grunted into the small pocket mir-
ror he held up before him.

“Eh, sir ?”” echoed Bolton, and he started
to turn his head.

He got it halfway around. His jaw
dropped and his body froze stiff. Pop-
eyed, he stared at Dusty, his lips moving
but no sound coming from them. Finally
his tongue virtually shoved the words out.

“My God! What the hell, sir? I—I
thought you said there were bottles—"

“For the benefit of those two lads with
you, Bolton,” Dusty cut him off. “Can’t
take chances, you—hold it there! You're
in a dive!”

Which was quite true. Not fully recov-
ered from the shock, the non-com had
unconsciously rammed the stick forward,
and the plane was racing down through
the night-darkened skies. He tore his
eyes from Dusty long enough to ease the
ship out of its dive and send it roaring
heavenward again. Then he turned once
more.

“Count on me to follow orders, sir,”
he stammered out. “But—well, I'd sure’
like to know what its all about. I didn’t
gather much, when you were talking
with General Bradley and Lieutenant
Horner.”

Dusty shrugged.

“Maybe when its all over, Bolton,” he
said. “But, your main pob is to get this -
ship back after I feave you at C Fifty-
six. Incidentally, I'll take over, now.”
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The non-com failed utterly to conceal
his disappointment as he changed seats
with Dusty. But to his credit, he at least
didn’t put it in words.

The instant the stick was in his hand,
Dusty forgot all about Bolton and con-
centrated on the job at hand. The ship
was between fifteen and twenty thousand
feet, headed dead-on for the drome of
High Speed Group 7, and at the moment
about fifty miles due west of New York
City. All that checked up, Dusty snapped
off the bug-light in the cabin ceiling and
left only the instrument board cowl lamp
glowing. And then as the ship went tear-
ing forward through the night skies he
gradually changed the course toward the
northwest, and a point on Lake Ontario
about halfway between Niagara Falls and
Rochester, New York.

Swinging on robot control, he relaxed
his grip on the stick, hunched forward,
and stared thoughtfully out into the limit-
less void of black air.

STEP by step he mentally reviewed ev-

erything that had taken place since
early morning. Some of the gaps in the
sequence of cockeyed events he could fill
in with sane reasoning. Others he could
fill in with wild guesses. And still more
he failed utterly to fill in, no matter how
far he stretched his imagination.

The sum total of the whole thing was
a very definite belief that a final and per-
manent show-down between himself and
the Black Hawk was in the offing. A war
between nations was marking time until
two individuals had settled their scores
against each other, once and for all.

Why he felt that way, he could not
even satisfactorily explain to himself.
This was not the first time, by any man-
ner of means, that he had gone charging
north to lock props and guns with the
ace of the Black vultures. Yet, way down
deep inside him, he knew absclutely that

this time would be the last. When it was
all over, either Dusty Ayres or the real
Black Hawk would be dead for all eter-
nity.

Unconsciously he clenched both fists
and crushed them together.

Dusty was in the midst of these musings
when steel fingers gripped hold of his
shoulder and Sergeant Bolton’s tensed
voice crackled in his ears.

“Skipper !” he snapped, using the title
for the first time. “I think a ship is tag-
ging us!”

In one continuous movement, Dusty
snapped off the cowl lamp, cut out robot
control, and spun around in the seat.

“What’s that?” he demanded. “You're
sure ?”

“Not positively!"” came the other voice
in the darkness. “But, back of us a bit
and a thousand feet, or so, up!”

Throttling just a bit, to kill all traces
of possible exhaust flime, Dusty swung
the plane around and up to the right.
Moving stick and rudder automatically,
he pressed his face against the side cabin
window and peered out into the enshroud-
ing blanket of darkness.

Above him a few stars blinked and
shimmered, and in the first moment of
tensed excitement he mistook them for
exhaust flares. But, almost .immediately
he realized what they were, and lowered
his gaze toward the southern horizon.
Five minutes later he swung the ship back
onto its original course.

“Guess you must have been seeing
things, Bolton,” he grunted. “I don’t
think‘—”

He left the rest unsaid. At that mo-
ment the red signal light on the radio
panel blinked rapidly. Shooting out his
free hand he snapped on contact, and
spun the wave-length dial. And then
jerked up straight in the seat. Out of
the cabin speaker unit came the shrll
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sing-songy sounds of the Black Invader
high speed dot-dash code.

He listened to it for a few seconds, then
risked the instrument board cowl lamp
long enough to glance at the station di-
rectional finder dial. What he discovered
made him suck in his breath in a sharp
gasp.

The transmitter, sending® out the sig-
nals, was located southeast of his position,
and undoubtedly in the air. In fact, the
directional needle quivered close to the
reading of his own position, which meant
that the transmitter was practically at the
same latitudinal and longitudinal position
as was his own ship.

As that truth came home to him, the
high speed signals suddenly clicked off
into silence, and the red signal light
winked out.

“You must be right, Bolton!” he
barked. “Here, take the left side. I'll take
the right. Let me know the instant you
see anything. And hand on—I may have
to toss her about a bit.”

Movement of Bolton over to the left
cabin window was proof that the non-com
had heard and was obeying orders. Jam-
ming his face once more against the win-
“dow on the right, Dusty peered savagely
out into the darkness.

A flush of boiling rage burned up his
neck and cheeks. And inwardly he cursed
his luck. Unless he was crazy as a coot,
his little plan was being nipped in the
bud. Not knowing the Blacks’ secret
high speed code he hadn’t been able to
make anything out of the signals. But, he
had the feeling that that wasn’t necessary.
The directional finder needle had told him
enough. In short, it had told him thar a
Black ship was tagging his flight, and sig-
naling progress—probably—to some other
station.

For a moment he regretted the fact that
he had not brought Agent 10 along. Per-
haps Jack Horner could have made some-

thing out of the signals—at least con-
firmed or denied the fears that gripped
him now.

YET, as he strained his eyes out into

the darkness, the most puzzling
thought of all raced around inside of his
head. Assuming that a mysterious Black
ship was tagging him—how the hell was it
doing it? For over half an hour, now,
he’d been flying blind, all lights out. And
there wasn’t a single spark coming out
of his exhaust stacks. The best piloting
eyes in the world couldn’t tag a lights-
out ship on a night as dark as this. Hell,
no, it couldn’t possibly—

He killed the thought as a new one
came to him.

“No!” he blurted out aloud. “Not un-
less he knows, or has a hunch, just where
I'm headed! Hells bells!” '

As the last rushed off his lips, the
bottom seemed to drop out of everything.
A sudden savage desire to wash out his
original plan, and turn back, swept
through him. The hell with this hit-and-
miss, tag-in-the-dark stuff!

He’d go back and get the Silver Flash,
and meet the Hawk over the New Hamp-
shire-Canada line at dawn. Let the rat
bring his mystery ship if he wanted to.
He’d spotted the bum the advantage be-
fore. Right! And he’d do it again, and
win.

And then, the savage yammer of aerial
machine gun fire blasted his crazy jumble
of thoughts into oblivion.

To his left, and from a few hundred
feet above, twin streams of jetting flame
ripped down toward him. For an instant,
he was caught ham-handed, and fingers
of steel beat a savage tattoo against the:
outside wall of the cabin. And then with
a roaring curse, he snapped himself out
of the dumfounded trance, and hurled
the ship around and up on wingtip.

“The floor gun, Bolton!” he thundered.
“Let drive at the flame!”
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.

He did not turn his head, as he shouted
the order. He kept his eyes glued on the
spot in the dark sky that marked the
source of those twin streams of jetting
flame. And a moment later, as he jabbed
his own trigger trips forward, he saw his
target for the first time.

It was nothing but a rushing blur,
faintly silhouetted against a background
of night. But it was all that he needed.
Once seen, he’d keep his eye on it, so
long as the plane stayed close.

And sticking close seemed to be the
one idea of the unknown pilot. Down
rushed the shadow, its forward end spit-
ting fire that mingled with the twin
streams of jetting flame from Dusty’s
guns. Oblivious to the shower of steel
that hammered against the nose of his
ship, the Yank held his plane in an engine-
roaring climb, and pumped bullet for bul-
let right back at the diving shadow.

Down raced one sky chariot of death,
and up thundered the other. Two metal-
clad, steel-spitting wasps tearing toward
each other and utter destruction. And
then the unknown pilot “broke.”

The shadow cut around in a sharp bank
to the left. In the split second allowed,
Dusty was able to make out the barrel-
shaped fuselage, and the stubby biplane
wings. And then he slapped his own ship
up in a bank in the opposite direction.

“Left—in front of you, Bolton!” he
roared. “Let her rip!” e

The last was practically drowned out
as the non-com blazed away with his floor
gun. Holding the plane in a tight spiral,
Dusty slammed the ship around in two
complete turns, and then flattened out so
quickly that Bolton went rolling up
against the cabin wall. The non-com’s
curse echoed in Dusty’s ears, but he paid
not the slightest attention. It was a make-
or-break maneuver for him.

A split second later a harsh laugh

spilled off his lips. The crazy trick had
worked. '

The unknown pilot had been misled by
the flaming bursts from Bolton’s gun. He
had figured that Dusty’s plane was fol-
lowing- him around, and now he was cut-
ting in for what he thought was a broad-
side attack.

But it wasn’t. And a split second later
Dusty’s twin Brownings proved it. They
yammered out a hail of steel and raked
the “barrel” biplane from prop to tail
wheel. Frantically, the other pilot tried
to check his maneuver and slam into a
flash half-roll and dive clear. But Dusty
simply tapped rudder and blasted away
all over again.

“Go back and learn a few things!” he
roared into the yammer of his guns. “Go
back and—"

He didn’t finish.

At that moment something came tear-
ing down from above. That something
was a third airplane. Its make or type,
Dusty could not see. He only saw the
twin streams of jetting flame leaping down
across the air space. Twin streams of
jetting flame that buried themselves in the
fuselage of the barrel biplane. For no
reason at all, Dusty ceased his own fire
and sat gaping as the newcomer hell-
hammered the barrel biplane.

As a matter of fact, it was all over in
the space of not more than ten seconds.
The Black pilot, concentrating on half
rolling clear of Dusty’s fire, unkno\ningly
put himself in a perfect cold-meat position
for the third pilot. And that third pilot
took full advantage of the moment.

EN seconds, no- more. And then a
- great tongue of flame belched out from
the barrel biplane and filled the surround-
ing heavens with its crimson glow. For a
fleeting moment Dusty caught the vision
of a bullet-spattered fuselage, splintered
glass cockpit cowling, stubby one-bay
wings, and a pointed snout. And then it
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all became a raging ball of flame slither-
ing downward.

So bright and dizzling were the flames,
that as Dusty glanced around to sight the
mysterious third ship, he was unable to
see it at all. And in almost no time the
red glow fused out and the darkness of
night closed in again.

“What the hell, skipper? What the
hell ?”

Bolton’s lips babbled the question into

Dusty’s ear. He didn’t answer at first.’

Simply sat rigid, straining his eyes out
into the darkness for a glimpse of the un-
known third plane. Then with a muttered
curse he relaxed back in his seat.

“Your guess is as good as mine, Bol-
ton,” he grunted. “What did you see?”

“Nothing but that biplane crate going
down in flames,” was the answer. “Boy,
but that was pretty shooting {” ’

“Yeah!” murmured Dusty thickly.
“But, I'm getting damn tired of being on
the wrong side of the question fence!”

As he spoke he snapped on radio, spun
the wave-length dial and put his lips to
the transmitter tube.

“Thanks whoever you are!” he called
out over the air-waves. “How about
showing yourself ?”

Hardly had he spoken the words than
he regretted his sudden action. After all,
he wasn’t so sure whether he was calling
to friend or foe. And besides that, the
very fact that he was broadcasting, was
giving his position away to all those who
might care to find it out.

He was in the act of snapping off the
set and doubling back on his course, when
the red signal light blinked and the
speaker unit made sound.

“Calling two-four-two! Calling two-
four-two {”

Dusty .almost jumped out of his seat,
Two-four-two was a wave-length reading
that he and Curly Brooks once arranged
to use when they didn’t want listeners-in

to identify either of them! For a moment
he didn’t know whether to laugh or curse.
Curly Brooks?  Could that have been
Curly? That—?

He cut off the question and bent over
the transmitter tube.

“On two-four-two!” he barked.
ahead!”

“Go on yourself, sap!” same the start-
ling words out of the speaker unit. “And
snap off -that cabin ceiling light! Do you
want the whole damn world to know

Dusty gulped.

“Huh?” he got out. “What the hell do
you mean, ceiling light!”

“Yes, ceiling light!” repeated the
speaker unit in more brittle tones. “A
blind man can pick you up from ten miles
away!”

Complétely dumfounded, Dusty . in-
stinctively bent his head back and stared
at the ceiling of the plane. Everything
was as dark as the inside of his black
skull-cap. He blinked stupidly, bent back
over the transmitter tube.

“Listen—" he began.

“Save it!” the voice of Curly Brooks
in the speaker unit cut him off. “I'll see
you later at M-291” .

And before Dusty could think up any
answer to that one, the red signal-light
blinked out and the speaker unit went
silent. Curly Brooks had gone off the
air!

“GO

CHAPTER SEVEN
Midnight Hell

OR almost a minute, Dusty sat like a

man turned to stone. But, there was
plenty of activity inside his head. A crazy-
quilt of cockeyed questions and answers
revolved before his mind’s eye, like a
circular slide of a magic lantern. And
nothing whatsoever made sense.

“What’s he mean, M-29, skipper?”

“How the hell do I know?” Dusty
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barked. “I’ve been over my head for the
last hour!”

“Sorry, Skipper,” said Bolton in a low
voice. “Don’t mean to bother you like
that. I'll shut up.”

The non-com’s toné snapped Dusty
back to his senses.

“I’'m the one who should be sorry, Bol-
ton,” he said. “Skip it, if you can. I went
off half-cocked. But, I really don’t know
what he meant by M-29. That’s a map
position reading on the Maine-Canada
line.”

“Do you know who he was, skipper?”
Bolton asked, as Dusty fell silent.

Dusty told him.

“Lieutenant Brooks, eh?” echoed the
non-com. “I’ve heard plenty about him.
A wonderful pilot, too. But, how do you
suppose he got way up here, skipper?”

“I’'m not sure,” answered Dusty slowly.
“But, I've got a hunch, why—which isn’t
important at the moment. Listen, sergeant,
bend your ears back a minute.”

In a series of rapid-fire sentences,
Dusty outlined everything that had hap-
pened.

“That’s the story, cockeyed as it may
sound,” he finished up. “Now, out of fair-
ness to yourself, I'm giving you a chance
to make your own decision. It looks as
though the Blacks are wise to what I'm
up to—wise to the fact that I'm heading
for C-56. So, there’s no telling what we
may run into. You may be able to put
me down with no trouble at all. But you,
also, may run into all hell breaking loose.

“Now, I more or less roped you into
this thing. Say the word and I'll put you

down on the Rochester field. We're still A

south of it, on our side. And don’t think
that I'll think any the less of you for call-
ing all bets off. If I'd expected the idea
to turn into such a mess, I’d have left
you cooling your heels in Washington in
the first place.”

Sergeant Bolton didn’t even hesitate.

He reached out in the darkness and
gripped Dusty’s shoulder again.

“Let me put it this way, skipper,” he
said in a voice that trembled slightly with
eager emotipn. “Thase slugs I fired a
few minutes ago, were the first ones I've
let drive at a real enemy in this man’s
war. Blasted staff-courier work has kept
me so far from the fighting that I’ve had
to read about it in the newspapers. And
—well, I'm asking you to let me see as
much of the real thing as I can this time,
Either way it turns out will be jake with
me.”

Dusty chuckled.

“Good lad, Bolton,” he said. “Guess I
read you right the minute I met you,
O. K.! Make yourself at home. We're
going through non-stop, this time.”

Checking position and altitude, Dusty
altered his course a shade and roared up
to maximum altitude. For the next hour
neither of them spoke. Each was content
to mull over his own thoughts.

Eventually, though, Dusty, who had
been constantly checking position, half
turned in the seat.

“Close to there now, Bolton,” he said.
“I'm going to start sliding down, with a
dead engine. Be ready, the instant I
touch rubber, to take over control. I’ll
jump and run for it. Don’t wait an in-
stant, see? Take right off and high-ball
back, just as fast as you can. Report to
General Bradley personally, and let him
know that I got down. Get it all?”

“Got it, skipper!” grunted the other, .

“Count on me to get word to the Gen-
eral.”

“Then, here we go!” yelled Dusty.

ND WITH that he killed the fuel
throttle and ignition switch, and
slanted the ship down in a long, flat glide
earthward. Though all about him was
nothing but utter darkness, he knew ex-
actly where he was. Constant plotting of
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compass course against wind speed and
drift made that possible.

He was a good two hundred miles be-
hind the Blacks’ first line of defense on
the northern shores of Lake Ontario, and
within sixty odd miles of the C-56 area.
But just where he would eventually sit
down was something that time alone
would tell.

In a general way he knew that C-56
area was a hilly and rugged triangular
plot of landscape, but with possible land-
ing fields few and far between. In the
last couple of thousand feet he’d have to
pick out one—and trust to luck, that he'd
get in and that Bolton would get out.

Hunched rigid over the stick he allowed
the plane to float lower and lower, and
silently battled with a new rush of fears
and doubts that cropped up to taunt him.
Out of the air had come a cry for help—
the cry of a doomed voice. That voice
had said—“down at C-56!" At that in-
stant had been born the hunch he was now
following through to its unknown end.
What— )

He killed the rest, and gritted his teeth.

“If I'm wrong, that’ll be my tough
luck!” he got out in a low fierce whisper.

And then, as though the gods of war
had been waiting for him to say just those
very words, the heavens split apart and
all hell slammed down on top of him.

So sudden and so furious came the
blow that for an instant his brain regis-
tered the belief that the plane he was fly-
ing had blown up in front of his face.
But, that was only a flash impression, and
then he saw the circle of jetting streams
of fire showering down.

Dully he realized that they came from
the gun muzzles of a ring of diving
planes. And in the same instant he be-
came conscious of the fact that not one
single stream of jetting fire was coming
directly at him. In short, he was hemmed

in on all four sides, yet not directly in
the line of fire.

But, he didn’t pause to figure that out.
He simply slapped up the switch, rammed
the throttle wide open, and shoved the
ship down to the vertical. A body smashed
against his back, and curses from Ser-
geant Bolton’s lips rang in his ears.

“Hang on, Bolton!” he yelled. “Our
only chance is down!”

But the next few split seconds proved
that even that wasn’t much of a chance.
The night raiders above raced him down
foot for foot, and still didn't direct their
fire directly at him.

Cursing his luck, dumbness, the fates,
and particularly the possibility that he had
not cut his engine soon enough to throw
off any ground detector units that might
have picked up his engine, he savagely
held the plane in its mad dive toward the
carpet of darkness.

The altimeter needie went haywire and
slid around the dial face as though it
would never stop. The over-reving en-
gine in the nose howled out a wild song
of protest, and the plane itself quivered
and trembled as though the next second
would see it go ripping apart in small
pieces.

Dusty ignored the hundred-and-one
signs of overstrain. But with the ‘nex-
perienced Bolton it was quite different.
His shouted words were faintly audible
above the roar of the engine and the
whine of the wings in the wind.

“God, skipper—the wings will go!”

“You just hang on!” Dusty thundered
back at him. “Leave the wings to me!”

Shimmering tracers streaking past
told him that he had gained a few hun-
dred feet on the surprise attackers. He
grinned tightly in the darkness, then
steeled himself as he saw the ground it-
self come sweeping up.

“Now, baby, be nice!” he breathed, and
eased back a bit on the stick.
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“The nose “bucked”.and then started to
swing up. And in that instant he hauled
the ;stick all the way back into his stom-
ach. 'For one hellish second a horrible
helpless :feeling swept over him. He
seemed- to- almost feel the wings sag under
the terrific strain. It was now or never
—would they let go, or would they stay
on?

It was an infinitesimal part of time it-
self. Yet to Dusty, it seemed an eternity
before the nose curved all the way up and
the plane-shot skyward like a rocket gone
crazy. Up, up, up it streaked, straight for
a pair of eyes winking spitting tongues
of yellow-red. Still hugging the stick
back, Dusty jabbed both trigger trips and
sprayed hot steel at those two winking
eyes. For perhaps a second or two they
continued - to . wink and then they went
out for good. No, not for good, exactly,
for as Dusty tore up past the diving plane
he saw it start to flatten out and spin
around so that its killer pilot could open
up in a broadside attack.

But, that killer pilot might just as well
have tried -to maneuver around for a
broadside attack at the moon. And the
same for three or four of his comrades.
Both guns yammering out a steady clatter
of death the Yank ship wing-screamed up
and around and into the clear. Below it
jetting streams of flame winked out, and
blurred shadows came arcing up. Dusty
grinned and eased around toward the
north.

“Find me again, you bums!” he grunt-
ed. “Just try and find me again.”

FLYING at three-quarters throttle to
kill all traces of exhaust flame he
sneaked farther and farther northward.
His exact position he had lost during the
scrap, and he did not dare risk any lights
to check. But that really didn’t matter.
The main thing was, that he’d shaken
off a flock of night killers. Yet, though

that brought him a.sense of joyous relief,
at the same time it puzzled and worried
him more than a little. How the devil had
those Blacks found him? And how in hell
had they been able to “box” him in so
neatly in a pitch-dark sky?

They couldn’t have done it better in
broad daylight. There must have been a
dozen ships in that brood at least. A
dozen pilots, each of whom had picked
him out of a midnight sky just as simply
as though he had been flying with cabin
and wing running lights ablaze. Memory
of Curly Brooks’ crazy words rushed
back to add to his bewilderment. And im-
pulsively he glanced up toward the cabin
ceiling. It was still dark as the bottom of
a coal mine.

“Curly must have Been nuts, or drunk!”
he grunted aloud. “Snap off the ceiling
light? Hell—"

He cut the rest off short as Bolton
touched his shoulder.

“They're swinging up behind us, skip-
per, I think!” he breathed fiercely. “Just
got a flash of exhaust flame a couple of
seconds ago. Shall I feed ’em some more
from the floor gun?”’

“No, no, don’t do that!” Dusty got out
quickly. “That would give our position
away. Just sit tight. I'm going to swing
to the left and around them.”

Easing slowly around to the left he
squinted out the cabin window. For a
moment he didn’t see anything, then sud-
denly he caught sight of the faint flicker
of exhaust flames. They were a good
quarter of a mile behind him, and at
least three thousand above. He chuckled,
straightened out, and eased the throttle
back to the one quarter mark. The plane
was just barely holding flying speed. As
a matter of fact it mushed gently earth-
ward.

And then it happened!
The red signal light on the radio panel
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blinked and a harsh voice crackled out of
the earphones.

“Attention American plane below! If
Captain Ayres is aboard, you may land at
once. If he is not, then prepare to be
destroyed !”

Heart thumping against his ribs, Dusty
scowled in the darknmess. Now what?
Those rats had spotted the ship again!
How the devil were they able to do it?
Was he up against a bunch of miracle
men, or something? Instinctively he
pulled the ship around in a tight bank and
went sliding south. But he had traveled
less than a mile, when the speaker unit
crackled sound again.

“Tt is useless to try and escape. You
are in our sight every second. Answer
my question—is one Captain Ayres
aboard that plane?”

Dusty felt Bolton’s hand clutch him;
heard the non-com’s excited words.

“Who's that, skipper? Who's that call-
ing us?”’

Dusty shrugged and shook his head.
He didn’t know. At the first sound of the
voice he had thought that the Hawk him-
self was on the air. But in a matter of
seconds he knew that that was not so.
There was something decidedly different
in this voice. The usual harshness of
Black Invader speech, to be sure, yet
blended in with it was a sort of high-
keyed nasal twang.

On impulse he bent over the trans-
mitter tube, started to speak, but checked
himself as the strange voice came to him
again.

“Your silence is sufficient. You are on
my wave-length, and you have heard my
words. Land at once, Captain Ayres!
Drop flares and select a landing spot. We
will withhold our fire.”

“What are you going to do, skipper?
He knows that you're aboard!”

Dusty didn't answer. He glared
straight ahead in the darkness and

wracked his brains for the answer to the
whole thing. He felt like a mouse caught
in a trap, with the cat just outside the
cage waiting to pounce upon him no mat-
ter which way he moved. In some way,
God knew how, those devils above were
following his every move as though they
were actually attached to his top wings.
And yet, dammit, why were they playing
him this way? What did it matter to them
whether he was aboard the plane or not?
Why in. hell didn’t they smack down in
their killer attack, and get it over with?
Why—?

“Hell, am I dumb!” he burst out loud.
“That rat, the Hawk, wants to make sure.
Yeah, just like I want to make sure about
him. Well, let him worry awhile, damn
his soul !”

With a savage movement he grabbed
up the transmitter tube again.

“Captain Ayres hasn’t got time to waste
on second-raters!” he snapped. ‘“He’s
after bigger fish. But I’'m a buddy of his,
and if you want a lesson, come on down
and get it!”

AS THE last whipped off his lips, he

rammed the throttle wide open,
shoved the ship down in a short dive, and
then pulled it up in a screaming zoom.
The result was the one thing upon which
he banked his chances. And the result
was in his favor.

Down out of the midnight skies came
rushing shadows—no more than blurred
streaks cutting down across a canopy of
faintly flickering stars. But that was
enough for Dusty. His crazy dive and
zoom had caught the others off guard.
And before they could check their wild
dives he -was right in among them, and
spraying hot steel in all directions.

The confusion that followed his insane
attack brought a wild laugh to his lips.
Like so- many trapped birds the Blacks
were striving frantically to cut around so
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_that they could fire their own guns with-
out the danger of hitting each other. As
a matter of fact two of them crashed
head-on, and seconds later a great ball of
red flame hurtled downward.

But the success that was Dusty’s, was
only momentary. He had counted upon
being able to rush around in the dark-
ness and slap steel at any blur that
whipped across his nose, whereas the
Blacks would be helpless to return the
fire, not knowing which blur was the
American ship.

For a moment, yes, it worked. And
then, suddenly, Dusty’s blood ran cold
as steel fingers started to beat a savage
tattoo against the sides of the cabin. An
instant later the left cabin window splin-
tered off into oblivion, and he was positive
that something white-hot fanned his cheek.

Shouting, cursing in the same breath,
he started hurling the cabin job about the
sky in sheer reckless abandon. But, dives,
loops, half- and full-rolls, spins, and every
other scrap maneuver were all but a waste
of time and strength. Hot steel contin-
ued to pound relentlessly against the ship,
no matter what he did, or tried to do.

True, a certain satisfaction was his. A
long burst from his own guns found the
vitals of a Black ship, and the night heav-
ens were again lighted up with a crimson
glow as a third vulture slithered down
into oblivion. But that was short-lived
indeed. As though fired by the Devil
himself, the phantom attackers tightened
their web of singing steel more and more.

From a long way off, so it seemed,
Dusty heard Sergeant Bolton's voice cry
out with pain. He yelled to the non-com
but received no answer. To turn around
and grope for the man was impossible.
Aund to snap, on the cabin lights was plain
suicide. There was but one thing to do—
stick to his own job and pray for the best.

But-as it had been at the very start, so
did it continue to be, a losing fight.

He was simply hurtling through a lim-
itless void, pitch-black one instant, and
ablaze with myriads of dazzling colored
lights the next. And shooting stars, too.
There—off to his left! That big one—
heading right for him. Bank to the left!
Left stick and rudder, dammit! It was
getting close. Now, zoom—zoom you
fool! It's going to hit you—hit you—
hit—

CHAPTER EIGHT
The Phosphorous Disc

FROM a thousand miles away came the

faint rumble of breakers on the sandy
shores. No, the sound wasn’t that of
breakers—there was a purring, throbbing
undernote. Yeah, more like the rolling
tones of tom-tom drums. Yet—

Dusty groaned and blinked stupidly
into a sea of utter darkness. God, how
his head hurt. Felt like the scalp had
been lopped clean off. Where the hell
was he? And what had happened?

Somehow he knew that he was
stretched out flat. There was a pain in
his side; something sharp was digging
into his ribs. No, the pain was in his right
elbow. Yeah, his arm was twisted under
him and the weight of his body was
stretching the elbow ligaments. But, why
couldn’t he see? His eyes were open.
God—had he gone blind? Or was this the
way it was when you were dead?

“Dead, hell! Get up, you sap! Get up
off your arm!”

His own grating voice echoed back to
him, and served to clear his fogged brain.
The next thing he realized he had propped
himself into a sitting position with his
hands. He closed his eyes, shook his
head, and opened his eyes again. Still
nothing but darkness.

And then as the sense of feeling came
back to him, he was dully conscious of
the fact that something, stiff and bristly
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was brushing against his face. He put
out a hand in the darkness, groped about
and grabbed hold of thorny branches.
The sharp barbs pricked his fingers and
the palm of his hand, but he hardly felt
the pain.

"It took him a good two minutes to
realize that the thorny branches were sus-
pended above—that they dangled down
on top of him. Grasping a couple more,
he pulled hard. A clod of dirt and a
shower of small stones spilled down on
top of his head. He groaned and covered
his head with his hands. Fine dust got
in his eyes and smarted the lids to fire
heat.

Hugging his head he tried desperately
to think back. But his aching brain re-
fused to function. He let his body slouch
back but groaned again as his head struck
against something blunt and hard. Twist-
ing around, he felt about with his hands
and touched an oval shaped stone em-
bedded in a wall of crumbling clay. Im-
pulsively he looked up. High above him
a handful of tiny stars winked, almost
ominously.

With a sharp gasp he struggled to his
feet, took two steps forward and was
brought up sharp by a clay and stone wall.
Feeling his way with his hands, he fol-
lowed the wall. Tt seemed to curve, and
presently his hands touched a stone that
felt familiar.

And it was then that he realized where
he was—at the bottom of some kind of
an excavation in the ground. Perhaps a
well, long since dried up. At any rate, a
mass of thorny, wild growth dangled
down from the lip.

Leaning weakly against the wall, he re-
newed his frantic battle with memory.
For several minutes he drew nothing but
blanks. And then suddenly it all returned
to him with a rush. Like flood waters
bursting over the edge of a dam. He
L;;titfened and clenched both fists. In the

moment of wild excitement all feeling of
pain disappeared.

“I get it,” he mumbled. “Must have
crashed—where’s Bolton ?”

Thought of the non-com spurred him
into furious action. Shielding his head
he grabbed thorny branches with both
hands, and tested them. It seemed that
the entire pit had caved in on top of him
before he found enough dangling trailers
to hold his weight.

And then began a slow and torturing
pull upward. A dozen times the trailers
gave, and he had the sickening expecta-
tion of tumbling back down into the pit.
But somehow they continued to hold. And
after a thousand years of crazy monkey-
climbing he succeeded in worming his
body up over the lip and onto firm
ground. Face downward he lay perfectly
relaxed for several moments, pumping
air back into his bursting lungs. His
brain was spinning a mad dance, and little
balls of fire were whirling about before
his eyes.

EVENTUALLY, though, new strength
seeped back into his body, and he sat
up. All about him was a shadowy mass
of immovable objects. He peered at them
and made out rocks, tree stumps, and
clumps of heavy underbrush. Hardly re-
alizing what he was doing, he glanced
down at his wrist watch. The hands
showed three hours after midnight.

“Out at least two hours” he mumbled.
“But how the hell did I get down there ?”

There was no readv answer for that
one. Getting to his feet he stared again
at the sky and saw the faint streak of
gray light off to his left, marking the
east and the beginning of a new dawn.
It at least gave him a sense of direction.
But, that was all. His exact position could
be most anyplace, for all he knew—most
anyplace some two hundred and fifty
miles behind the Black Invader lines.
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“Just a great big help to your coun-
try!” he cursed at himself. “Yeah, you
can do anything, you—"

He clipped off the sentence short and
went rigid. His eyes sweeping helplessly
about suddenly became transfixed on a
glowing disc off to his right. A disc of
glowing yellowish white light beyond a
clump of heavy underbrush. Motionless
he peered at it, right hand unconsciously
fumbling at his holstered gun under his
Black Invader tunic. The disc of light
was perhaps fifty feet higher than the
ground upon which he stood. It didn’t
wink, and it didn’t move. Just hung there
above him against a background of inky
darkness.

Clamping down hard on his jangled
nerves he started to creep forward stealth-
ily, like a panther stalking its prey. A
dozen steps beyond the clump of under-
brush the glowing disc disappeared. He
stopped short, gun out and body tensed.
Not a sound came to his ears. Sky and
earth were as silent as the grave.

A few minutes more and he started
forward again. And it was then that he
- realized why the disc had disappeared.
He walked smack into the base of a small
over-hanging shelf formation on the side
of a knoll.

Pausing only long enough to make up
his mind, he chose the right and moved
off in that direction. Presently he passed
the shelf-like formation and came to
ground that sloped upward: Looking to
the left and up, he again saw the glowing
light, but it was elliptical now.

Feeling his way foot by foot he went
* up the slope, bearing to his left. Perhaps
it took him five minutes, or perhaps it
was five years, but finally he stopped dead
not more than a dozen yards from the
light.

“Well, I'll be a—1”

The words hissed off his lips as he
straightened up and walked boldly for-

ward. There, in front of him was the
crumpled wreckage of his cabin plane.
It was a total crack-up loss but he didn't
give that fact a single thought.

What caught and held his attention
was the center section of the crumpled
top wing. Being a part of the cabin ceil-
ing and well braced it was still more or
less intact. And in the exact middle was
a two-foot disc of glowing phosphorus
paint. :

The instant he realized what it was,
half a dozen gaps in the puzzle picture
in the back of his brain filled up imme-
diately.

Hells bells he had been licked right
from the very start! Right from the very
moment he and Bolton had left the mili-
tary field at Washington! Those two
grease balls that Bolton had been talking
to—maybe one of them. But what the hell
did it matter?

The point was that some Black agent
had painted the disc on the top of the
center section, so that any watching Black
pilots above could follow his course
through the night skies. No wonder that
mystery pilot had trailed him, and had
been able to attack.

No wonder those rats who had shot
him down, had been able to leap on him
at will. Hell, the crate with the glowing
disc on the top center section was the
target for their bullets. Simple! Simple
as hell.

“Yeah, now I know what Curly
meant!” he murmured to himself. “Ceil-
ing light on, in a pig's eye!” )

Truth smacking home to him from all
sides set his blood to a boiling rage. A
beginner’s trick—but it had nailed him
perfectly. True, he couldn’t have possibly
noticed it at the field. The hangar lights
and floodlights blanketed it out. But, it
griped just the same. Slipping one over
on the Blacks, eh? Nuts! He hadn’t even
got to first base! And now, here he was,
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a thousand miles from nowhere with
zero-minus ideas on what to do next.

Yet, even with the realization of the
bitter truth, he nevertheless went into
action.

T was a difficult and tedious job that

he set for himself, and half an hour
later when it was finished his spirits were
a hundred degrees lower. In short, there
was not a single trace of Sergeant Bolton
in the wreckage.

He had half-expected to find him dead,
crushed to a bleeding pulp. But though
he had no flashlight, and did not dare
risk matches because of the fuel fumes,
his search had been thorough, and as he
stood staring at the crumpled heap he
knew beyond all possible doubt that it
contained no body.

And then, suddenly a tantalizing
thought trickled into his head. At first
he brushed it angrily away, but it kept
on coming back to taunt him more and
more. Bolton! Was he, after all, a Black?

“Dammit no!” he grated harshly.
“Bolton’s aces! I know a white man when
—

He didn't finish the thought. Didn’t
because a new one suddenly came to him.
Fishing in his pockets he pulled out a clip
of matches. He hesitated, match-head
pressed- against the scratcher pad. Lips
drawn back in a hard grin he scratched
the match.

“When you can’t find 'em!” he grunted.
“Make ’em try to find youl!”

And with that he tossed the lighted
flame on the pile of wreckage, spun
around on his heel and raced blindly off
in the darkness. It was not darkness for
long. As a matter of fact, in the space
of seconds rugged, shrub-covered coun-
tryside became silhouetted by a deep
crimson glow. Not pausing to look back,
he veered to the left and pounded higher
up the slope. At the crest he dove into a

towering clump of underbrush, and turned
around.

FIFTY YARDS down the slope, and

to the right, the remains of the cabin
job were blazing fiercely. Great tongues
of flame were licking heavenward and
lighting up everything for a radius of
well over a mile. In almost no time, trees
and underbrush within reach of the flames
caught fire and added to the gigantic
yellow-crimson torch.

Flat on his stomach, Dusty watched it
through narrowed eyes. Even where he
was he could feel the heat of the flames.
But there was no danger of his being
trapped, for a slight ground wind was
fanning the flames off the edge of the
knoll shelf and down the slope.

For a good fifteen minutes the flames
raged furiously. In fact they increased
in intensity, if anything. For with every
passing second another tree or another
clump of sun-parched underbrush caught
and went up like so much tinder.

The - countryside was now virtually
bathed in the light of day, and the air
was filled with crackling sound. But, no
figures came charging into the light cast
off by the flames. In fact, the only move-
ment was falling trees and sweeping
flames.

And then, suddenly, Dusty’s hopes
were realized.

From out of a woods, down the slope
and to the left, raced three black-uni-
formed figures. In the same instant his
heart both leaped for joy, and chilled with
disappointment. The joy was because of
the proof that Black forces were located
in the area—hence the appearance of
three of them. But the disappointment
was the continued absence of Sergeant
Bolton. If the non-com was still alive—
and really an American—he could not
possibly have missed the flames and their

. significance.
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Body crouched, eyes hard, he watched
the three Blacks run forward until the
heat made them stop. Each had a rifle
in his hands, and by the motions Dusty
knew they were looking for a possible
fleeing figure. He grinned and took a
tighter grip on his automatic.

Things had not turned out just as he
had hoped, but nevertheless a crazy plan
was taking shape in his brain. Those three
Blacks had undoubtedly come from some-
place nearby. It was a cinch that they
weren’t just wandering around this god-
forsaken area for their health. Now, if he
could just persuade them to do a bit of
talking, why—

He ended the thought with a grunt, and

started to ease out of the clump of bushes.

The Blacks were about sixty yards down
the slope, their backs to him and watch-
ing the fire. Hugging the ground he eeled
from brush clump to brush clump until
he was within twenty yards of them.
Above the crackle of burning trees he
could hear them jabbing their crazy native
jargon at each other.

And then he straightened up, and
stepped out into the clear.

“Drop your guns,” he barked.

Two of them froze stiff, but the third
whirled, his rifle swinging, up to his
shoulder. And that was his last mistake
in this world.

Dusty’s automatic spat fire and the
Black took a hot slug of steel right square
in the middle of his chest. The gun drop-
ped from his hands, then his knees
buckled and he folded up on the ground
like a deck of cards and lay still.

Without giving him a second look,
Dusty started forward, eyes glued on the
other two who still stood back to him.
They had both dropped their rifles, and
looked like two wooden-Indian figures
silhouetted against the crimson glow of
the flames. Neither of them even moved
so much as the fraction of an inch.

“Perfect!” Dusty snapped at them,
halting about five yards away. “Now,
turn—slowly !”

The one on the right obeyed. He turned
around, and then like a flash hurled his
body to the right. Down and up streaked
his right hand. A revolver barrel glis-
tened, spat flame and sound, and some-
thing plucked at Dusty’s left shoulder
strap. So fast had the man moved that
everything he did seemed to happen at
the same time.

Perhaps, Dusty’s brain registered what
was taking place, or perhaps it was simply
instinct that made him drop to the ground.
At any rate, the action at least postponed
his exit from the world.

And the Black had no time, or even a
chance, for a second shot. While still
dropping, Dusty’s gun roared, and the
Black’s head jerked back as a made-in-
the-U.S.A. bullet smashed in through his
teeth and out the base of his skull. Like
his comrade he folded up on the ground,
and that was that.

Bouncing back on his feet like a rubber
ball, Dusty took no more chances with the
remaining Black who still stood rooted
to the ground wooden-Indian style. Going
up to the man, he ran his free hand over
him, found the holstered gun, and trans-
ferred it to his own tunic pocket. Then
spinning the man around he held trigger-
death about four inches from the Black’s
nose.

“There’s still a few left!” he snapped.
“One crazy move, and I make it unani-
mous! Get me?”

FEAR-GLAZED eyes stared back at

him dumbly. Thick lips twitched, and
some of the man’s native jargon spilled
off of them. Dusty cursed inwardly as
he realized the situation. The other two
knew English and had tried tricks on
him. But this one didn't speak the lan-
guage. Just instinctive warning of danger



had made him act as he did. Hells bells—
two rats that could be of some use to
him stretched out on the ground deader
than door nails. And this third rat—a
total loss. :

“Maybe not at that!” grunted Dusty,
as he noticed the man’s insignia for the
first time.

It was that of 2 mechanic of the Black
Invader Air Force—crossed props with

hawk wings underneath. Heart pounding
with new hope, Dusty shot out his free
hand and pointed at the insignia. Then
he frowned in a puzzled sort of way,
waved his hand in a half circle and barked
the question.

“Where?”

The Black blinked, licked his lips, and
cringed. With a curse Dusty grabbed him
and shook him until the man’s teeth rat-
tled.

“Where?” he thundered. “Damn you,
don't stall. Where? Field—drome—base
—vwhere, you tramp?”
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The result was to increase the look of
stark fear in the Black’s eyes. He trem-
bled like a leaf, raised both hands above
his head, mumbled something in his
native tongue, and shook his head from
side to side like a mechanical doll. Dusty
gritted his teeth, and tried a new tack.

“Get this then!” he snapped.

With his free hand he pointed at the
Black, then at himself, and then went
through the motions of a bird flapping
its wings in flight. But the Black con-
tinued to blink and shake his head. Boiling
with rage, Dusty wracked his brain for
a way to make the man understand. And

" then, suddenly, he reached forward and
slapped the Black™ across the bridge of
the nose with his gun barrel.

The Black howled, shrank back, and
moaned out sounds that had no meaning
to Dusty.

“Just making sure you’re not fooling!”
he grated.

Then as a bright idea struck him, he
kept the man covered with his gun, half
turned and pointed at the blazing wreck.
Then facing the man he gestured ques-
tioningly.

“Like that thing!” he said. “Where?
You!”

He emphasized the last word by point-
ing at the man.

And to his great relief, an expression
of vague understanding spread over the
Black’s copperish-tinted face. His lips
even slid back in a half smile, and he
nodded his head up and down. And then
slowly he lowered one of his upraised
arms and pointed hack toward the woods
out of which Dusty had seen him and his
two dead comrades appear.

“Swell!” Dusty grinned, nodding his
head also. “Now, we're getting to savvy
each other. So, let’s get going places.
Move—you lead, and I'll follow you—
and how!”

i

As he spoke the words he pointed his,
free hand toward the woods, prodded the'
Black with his gun, and nodded him for-
ward. The Black caught on instantly, and
with hands still in the air he walked along
the base of the slope and over toward
the patch of woods.

The flames had begun to die down now,
all scrub growth and nearby trees having
been consumed. And the half-light that
marks the mid-point between night and
dawn was closing down on all sides.

And so, not trusting the flames to hold
out Dusty closed up and practically
walked lock-step with the Black, and his
eyes didn’t leave the man’s raised hands
for one single instant. As a matter of
fact, when they finally entered the woods,
Dusty gripped the Black’s left shoulder
with his free hand, and signified by re-
peated pressure that any fool tricks would
be dealt with accordingly.

WHETHER the Black was a bright

lad who loved life, or whether Dus-
ty’s actions had put the fear of God in
him, at any rate he walked stiff as a ram-
rod through underbrush, even allowing
branches to slap against his face, rather
than lower his hands and brush them
aside. Dusty smiled at the man’s perfect
obedience, but it was a grim smile of
relief and satisfaction. From out of a
cockeyed fog it appeared as though he
were going to get piaces at last.

Deeper and deeper into the woods they
went, the Black leading and Dusty prac-
tically stepping in his footprints. Twice
they came upon a narrow path, and the
Black followed it for a couple of hundred
yards or so. But each time he eventually
veered off to one side or the other, and
continued to plow straight through the
heart of the woods.

And then, without warning, he stopped.
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So quick did he stop, that Dusty right
behind him almost bowled him over on
his face. As it happened he went down
on one hand and knee. Instantly on guard,
Dusty whipped down his free hand, curled
his fingers in the Black’s tunic pocket,
and jerked him to his feet.

“Didn’t I warn you?” he grated, and
raised his gun barrel. “You want some
of—?”

He stopped as the Black put out plead-
ing hands, and moaned and whined unin-
telligible sounds. The man’s eyes were
saucers, and the features of his face were
doing all sorts of crazy twitching tricks.
Dusty glared at him, and cursed the fact
that there was more than one language in
the world. And then he realized that the
Black was trying to point out something
to him on his right.

Eyes riveted on the man, he jabbed his
automatic against him hard.

“Just hold it!” he barked. ‘‘One move,
and good bye!”

The words off his lips, he risked a
flashed glance off to the right.

“What the—!”

He hardly heard his own exclamation.
Like a man struck suddenly dumb, he
stood gaping at a crumpled figure lashed
tightly to a tree trunk. The figure’s head
was sagged down over his chest, conceal-
ing the face. And the clothes that he wore
could be most anything, they were so
ripped and torn and blotched with -dirt
and some kind of dark, stickish-looking
stuff. :

Barely conscious that he was dragging
the mumbling Black after him, Dusty
walked over to the crumpled figure,
crooked his gun barrel under the chin
and jerked the head up.

And found himself staring down into
the blood-eaked features of Staff Sergeant
Bolton!

'CHAPTER NINE

The Devil’s Bowl

EVENTUALLY he pulled his gaze

away from the trussed up non-com
and glared at the Black in the dim light.
The man was grinning, and there was
a thoroughly pleased expression on the
rest of his face.

For a second, Dusty didn’t get it. And
then he realized that Bolton tied to the
tree trunk was what the Black had thought
his pointing to the burning plane had
meant. Letting go the Black, yet keeping
a wary eye and his gun on him, Dusty
reached down with his other hand and
freed Bolton. Then he transferred the
stout cord to the Blacks arms and legs.

That done with, he forgot the Black
for a moment and knelt down beside
Bolton. The non-com was groaning softly.
Dusty took him by the shoulders and
shook him.

“Out of it, Bolton!” he said in a low
but penetrating voice. “Out of it, lad!”

The non-com groaned some more and
waggled his head from side to side. On
impulse, Dusty slapped him across the
cheek and spoke in sharper tones.

“Snap out of it man!”’

Bolton’s eyes blinked slowly open.

“Eh? What—?"

He sucked in his
snarled.

“Go to hell, you bums!” he grated.
“There ain’t nobody else but me! I'll—"

Dusty clapped his hand over the man’s
mouth. .

“Hold it, lad. It's Ayres! Ayres—do
you hear me?”’

The non-com slowly stopped blinking.
His eyes peered up into Dusty’s face, and
widened to saucers. Reaching up, he pulled
Dusty’s hand from his mouth.

“You, skipper?” he gasped. “My God
—what >—where the hell did you come
from?”

breath sharply,
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“You all right?” Dusty asked. “Are
you hurt?”

The other shook his head.

“No,” he said. “Just banged up a bit
here and there. But, skipper, where . .. ?”

“Later,” Dusty cut him off. “Let’s hear
your story first. Know how you got
here ?”

At that moment the Staff Sergeant saw
the tied up Black mechanic for the first
time. He stiffened, then started to get to
his feet. Dusty pulled him down.

“The story, sergeant!” he snapped.
“Make it fast. I think we're working
against time.”

“Well,” Bolton began slowly. “After
we hit, I woke up with most of the engine
in my lap. It was darker than hell, and
I couldn’t get the old bean working for
a couple of moments. Then, I remembered
what happened, and I started looking for
you. As far as I could tell, your part of
the cabin was split clean open. Just like
it had been walloped with an axe, or some-
thing. Anyway, I couldn’t find no trace
of you at all. I called your name, but
got no answer. And—oh yeah, about then
some planes flew over. Probably the guys
that got us. And say, on the center section
of our ship there was a—"

“Yes, I saw it,” Dusty interrupted im-
patiently. “That’s how they were able to
pick us out. But, get on with your story.”

“And all the time us thinking that we
were putting something across!” nodded
Bolton. “Can you beat it? Well, anyway,
I called you a few times, and then I
thought I heard you answer from some
place in front of me. I started over that
way, and, cowte, I walked right off the
edge of the world! So help me, I stepped
right off into space.

“I thought I'd busted a couple of legs
when I hit. Anyway, the next thing I
knew, someone is playing a flashlight
beam in my face, and a couple of more
are tying me up.”

“Three of them, eh?”’ echoed Dusty as
Bolton paused.

The non-com nodded and jerked a
thumb toward the Black on the ground.

14 AH,” he said. “Him and a couple

of his boy friends—the rats! Well,
two of them started to work on me. I
mean, asking me where you were. They
even said your name, skipper. Well, what
they didn’t know was swell as far as I
was concerned. So I just kept pulling
the bluff stuff. Just kept saying that I
was solo and lost.

“Well, they got pretty tough. But, hell,
I can take it when I have to! Anyway,
they didn’t learn a damn thing. After
awhile they got tired of trying, I guess.
They left me with that mug there—the
two that was talking to me in English, T
mean—and started hunting around the
wreck. When they didn't find you—at
least I figured it that way—they came
back, chinned with themselves a couple of
minutes, clipped me a few times for luck,
and then started walking me away.

“I remember that just as we were walk-
ing into some woods a couple of planes
with searchlights came down low. They
circled over us a couple of times, and
one of the mugs signaled back with his
flashlight. Must have been signaling. You
know, dot-and-dash stuff?”

Dusty leaned forward eagerly as the
non-com paused for breath again.

“Did you see what kind of ships they
were, Bolton?” he asked. “Were they
Darts, by any chance? You know, center-
wing monoplanes?”’

The sergeant screwed up his face in
deep thought.

“Yeah,” he grunted, “I know what you
mean, skipper. But, I couldn’t say for
sure. It was pretty dark, and they didn’t
come down too low. And besides, their
searchlights kind of blinded me, too.
Heck, guess I'm not much help, skipper.”
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Dusty ignored the last. This wasn’t the
time for patting each other on the back.
He half turned and stared speculatively
at the trussed up Black mechanic. But
after a moment he shook his head and
turned back to Bolton.

“Listen, seregant,” he said. “I’'m pretty
sure that there is a Black drome around
here some place. This egg here is an
air force mechanic, and so were the other
two. Our best bet, in fact our only bet,
is to find that drome. When we do, we
can begin again from there. Now think
hard—do you remember which way those
planes flew, after they finished their sig-
naling ?”

“Sure,” came the prompt answer.
“They flew. due west.”

“How do you know it was west?”
Dusty asked him sharply.

“Because I'd already picked out east
by the light in the sky,” replied Bolton.
“In other words, thev flew right over the
woods those tramps were leadmg me into.
These woods, I guess.”

Unconsciously Dusty peered up through
the tree branches. To his left the sky was
brighter than at any other spot. A moment
or two of rapid-fire calculation resulted
in the firm belief that although the Black
had veered this way and that, his course
through the woods had been in ageneral
: westerly direction. i

“I haven't finished my story, skipper,”
{ Bolton suddenly broke in on his thoughts.

“Well ?”

“After the ship flew away,” the non-
com began, “the three bums with me went
into a long pow-wow about something.
Don’t know what it was, but I gathered
the idea that they were plenty worried.
Anyway, they went to work on me again,
about you. I still played dumb and finally
they started booting me through the
woods.”

Well, after awhile one of them lets
outa yip, and we all stop. Behind us, the

sky is lighted up by flames. That put
them clean off their nuts. They just about
went haywire, and before I knew what
was happening, one of them slugs me a
beaut. And the next thing I realize, I'm
looking at you. But what happened to you,
skipper ?”

Dusty told his story in a couple of
sentences.

“Just luck,” he finished it off. “The
crash hurled me from the cabin and off
that little shelf. Probably rolled the rest
of the way, and dropped into that hole.
Yeah, just luck. But, we're going to need
plenty more, Bolton. See if you can stand
up.” ,

The non-com got immediately to his
feet.

“Oh, I'm O.K., skipper,” he grinned.
“Can’t even feel the clout I got on the
dome.”

Dusty smiled his admiration. The non-
com was probably a great big bunch of
pains, as the result of the beating at the
hands of the Blacks, but he would bite
off his tongue rather than admit it. _

“I like 'em tough,” Dusty said, getting °
to his own feet. “Now, let’s get going.
This Black here doesn’t speak the lan-
guage. We could try sign stuff on him all
night and get nowhere. So we’ll go it
alone. T mean, head west and pray for
a break. Damn, almost dawn, too. Oh
well, . what the hell? Just in case, Bolton,
strip him and climb into his uniform.
That may help some.” :

Before Dusty had finished, the non-com '
was taking the ropes from the Black and
peeling off his uniform. The man pro-
tested but his protests got him nothing
but a few sharp clips on the jaw. Event-
ually Bolton was garbed as a Black.

“We'd better tie him up again,” said
Dusty. “Tight enough, anyway, so that
it will take him a few hours to get out.”

“Don’t need to waste the time, skip-
per,” grunted the non-com. '
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Reaching down his left hand he jerked
the Black to his feet, held him at arms
length and then crashed a sledgehammer
right-cross against the man’s jaw. The
Black went down like a felled ox, and
didn’t even roll over. Dusty started to
speak, but Bolton didn’t give him the
chance.

“Sorry, skipper,” he said harshly. “But
I feel plenty better. That tramp had it
coming. He was the mug who slammed
me the most. Guess he’ll be hearing birdies
for quite awhile.”

Dusty simply shrugged and let it go at
that. Casting an eye skyward again he
rechecked his bearings, handed Bolton the
Black’s gun he had taken, and started
silently off through the woods.

THE heavens grew lighter and lighter,
= and although that helped some in
_ pushing their way through heavy under-
brush, it also served to whet Dusty’s
nerves to razor edge. Two hours more
and the dead line would be reached. Two
hours more, and the Hawk would realize
that his challenge had been only a stall-
bluff. Hell, he probably realized that al-
ready! Yeah, probably considered him
dead and out of the way for good—and
was going ahead with more devilish plans
for his stolen C. R. D. unit!

What a mess! What a balled-up, hell
of a mess!

“Hey, skipper—do you hear that?”

Bolton’s voice pulled Dusty back from
the depths of savage and bitter remorse.
He stopped and turned around.

“Hear what?” he growled.

The non-com was pointing ahead and
to the right.

“That!” he said hoarsely. “That sound
—like a waterfall or something.”

Dusty strained his ears, heard nothing
at first, save the wind in the tree branches
above him, then suddenly went rigid. Bol-
ton was right. He could hear a peculiar

sound drifting toward him through the
dense growth of trees ahead. And it
sounded like a waterfall, too. No, not
exactly. There was a difference.

It—hell, he’d heard that sound before!
Sure, when he came to in that well. It
had seemed like breakers pounding on
the shore, at first. But later he’d been
able to pick out the purring, throbbing
undernote—like the roll of countless tom-
tom drums.

And the sound he listened to now, was
exactly like that. He spun around and
plunged forward again.

“That’s not a waterfall " he called over
his shoulder. “That’s something else—
something we’re going to find out about,
and damn soon!”

Spirits up considerably, he forgot all
about fatigue, aches and pains, and went
plowing recklessly forward, not caring
how much noise he made.

Ahead of him the sound gradually grew
louder and louder. It seemed to come from
up in the air somewhere. But though he
strained his eyes upward through the tree
branches he could see nothing but dawn-
flooded skies.

And then presently the woods ended
abruptly—cut right off sharp, as though
by a gigantic knife. And directly in front
of him was a steep ridge, covered with
underbrush and circular in formation. He
studied it a minute, and listened to the
strange sound that now came from beyond
the lip of the ridge. At his side Bolton
was breathing heavily. Without looking
at the man he put out his hand and
gripped him by the arm. The other hand
he pointed up the ridge.

“Stick close, Bolton,” he said. “We've
got to see what’s behind that. It might be
anything, or nothing. But if we run into
trouble, use your own judgment—and
your gun! Right?”

“Right!” came the low answer. “I'm
right with you, skipper!”
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Bending over, Dusty darted across a
narrow open space and dived into the
underbrush. Bolton stuck with him step
by step. And then on hands and knees
they started eeling up the side of the ridge,
and making less sound than a cat walking
over a Persian rug.

But when they were within ten or
fifteen yards of the top Dusty suddenly
froze stiff, shot out his hand and grabbed
Bolton. The non-com froze also, and
glanced his way. But Dusty wasn’t look-
ing at him. Instead he was looking
through the underbrush, straight up the
ridge—looking at the figure of a Black
infantryman, rifle on his shoulder, and
pacing slowly back and forth along the
crest of the ridge.

“Shall I pop him, skipper?” came Bol-
ton’s whispered words. “He’s a cinch
from here.”

Dusty shook his head violently and
pushed Bolton’s gun hand down.

“Hell no!” he hissed. “There may be
others, and a shot will bring them down
like a pack of wolves!”

‘“Yeah, that’s so, too,” breathed the
other. “But what do you figure to do?”

Dusty scowled a moment, pressed his
lips together in a thin line. Then sud-
denly he leaned close to Bolton.

“Wait here, and cover me!” he whis-
pered. “I'm going to try and get him
my way. If it goes the wrong way, use
your gun and then run for it!”

“But, skipper—?”

“Shut up! Cover me, that’s all!”

Flattening out, practically on - his
stomach, Dusty started to worm up the
ten or fifteen dangerous yards. Not once
did he take his eyes off the pacing guard,
and the gun clutched in his right fist was
trained on the man every instant of the
time. Eventually, he was hugging the
ground beneath some underbrush a bare
four feet from a spot where the guard
would pass by. At the moment the Black

was twenty yards to the right, and back to
him.

Virtually holding his breath, Dusty
drew his body up to a crouching pesition
inch by inch. Then as the guard turned
and started back, he became as motion-
less as a dead man.

Closer and closer came the guard. Dusty
could see his face clearly. The hawkish
features were stamped with an expres-
sion of utter boredom of an unexciting
duty to perform. And the eyes roved
lazily about, seemingly noticing nothing.

He half paused a couple of times, and
stared dully off and down to his right—
in the direction from whence came the
strange sound. Because he was hugging
the ground Dusty still could not see be-
yond the lip of the ridge. But that didn’t
matter to him at the moment. His eyes
were glued on the guard. Perhaps later,
if—

The guard started walking forward
again. He was ten feet from where Dusty
crouched. Five feet—now in front of it.
And now a step or two past, his back
to Dusty.

At that instant, the Yank uncoiled his
steel spring muscles and propelled his body
through the air. His gun hand was raised
above his head; his left hand clawing
outward.

PERHAPS the guard heard him, or
perhaps he just sensed immediate
danger. At any rate, he whirled like a
flash. But, Dusty’s movements were even
quicker. They were. well nigh invisible.

In one continuous motion he brought
the gun barrel down on the Black’s skull
cap, and crooked his left arm around the
man’s leathery neck. The guard sighed
softly and sank to the ground with Dusty
on top of him.

What followed was practically a con-
tinuation of the first movement. Arms
and legs locked about the prostrate Black,
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Dusty heaved and rolled them both down
into the underbrush. Once hidden he
checked the descent, disentangled himself
from the Black and got to his hands and
knees. Pocketing his automatic he wrench-
ed the Black’s rifle from his limp fingers.

He was about to stand up when sud-
denly the guard faintly and
started to raise one hand weakly.

“Tougher than most of them, eh
gritted Dusty softly.

And with that, he drew his automatic
again, held it by the barrel and brought
the butt down right square between the
guard’s eyes.

moaned

i

The half-raised hand dropped auto-
matically and the guard lay still. With a
nod of grim satisfaction Dusty took the
man'’s skull cap to replace the one he had
lost in the crash, jammed it on his head,
and with the rifle at shoulder-slope he
stepped boldly up to the top of the ridge
and started pacing along its crest.

The first few seconds he devoted to
sweeping his eyes along the ridge. At a
distance of about a hundred yards on
either side of him two more Blacks were
doing- guard duty. Making sure, from
their nonchalant actions, that they had
not noticed their comrade dropping out of
sight, he turned his eyes to the left.

As he-did, a sharp gasp spilled off his
lips, and he very nearly stopped dead in
his tracks to gape.

The ridge, as he had figured, was cir-
cular. In fact it was absolutely round in
shape, and served as the rim of a half-
mile wide natural crater some three or
four hundred feet in depth.

That Dusty saw in a glance. What
brought a gasp off his lips, and caused
his pumping heart to skip a beat, was
what the crater contained.

To begin with, it was flat as a billiard
table at the bottom.-As a matter of fact,
something like the old Yale Bowl at New
Haven, Conn. On its south slope were

several rows of stone buildings built into
the slope so that only the fronts and part
of the roofs showed.

And from each front door, which were
more like stable doors than anything, a
wide ramp slanted downward to the level
area. Smaller cross section ramps con-
nected the wide ones, giving the entire
southern slope the appearance of a relief
map of some boomed-up residential sec-
tion.

The far-end crater slope contained
nothing but a few shrubs and jagged
rocks. At its base, however, were three
small dome-shaped buildings with “orange
peel” doors similar to those used on Zep-
pelin sheds.

A set of tracks lead out from each
shed to a circular platforin, and on each
platform rested one of the new all metal
stratosphere balloons. The bag, which
glistened in the dawn light, and was con-
structed of overlapping and flexible Dural
stripping, was semi-inflated. And the ball-
shaped gondola, its entrance port open,
was fastened to the platiorm by spring
clamps. Close by each platform was a
helium tank sunk into the ground so that
its top was flush with the surface.

The northern slope and the one on
Dusty’s side were as bare as the western
slope, and he only gave them a quick
sweeping glance. In fact, he took in the
crater slopes and the stratosphere balloons
at the far end with one continuous move-
ment of his eyes. And then they snapped
down to the strange sight on the billiard-
like floor of the crater. And as he did,
his heart pounded against his ribs in wild
excitement, and the blood boiled through
his veins.

On one side, lined up wing-tip to wing-
tip were several Black Dart monoplanes
and three or four cabin planes of Black
Invader Unit 10—the Hawk’s own per-
sonal brood. Several uniformed pilots
were lounging against the ships, all seem-
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ingly concentrated on an object directly
in front of them.

Strange indeed was that object. As -

Dusty stared at it, his first impression
was that he was gazing at some gigantic
three-winged dragon fly, poised at the
end of a long slotted platform that curved
upward at the far end. The three wings
were exactly the same in size and shape
—two of them in lateral position on either
side of a cylinder-shaped cabin, and the
third in a vertical position.

Just forward of the wings and the
cabin, which was a good ten or twelve
feet in diameter tapered down abruptly
to a long cylindrical barrel of some two
or three feet in thickness. The barrel was
about twice the length of the cabin ar-
rangement, and about it were countless
coils of steel and copper wire.

SEEING it from a left rear angle Dusty

was unable to tell if the barrel was
hollow. But he didn’t give that item much
thought. What interested him more was
the fact that out of the flanging rear end
of the strange craft poured the pale white
vapor of gas-rocket exhaust. And from
the rear end also came the purring and
throbbing sound beat.

The craft being some two hundred
yards away from bim, minute inspection
of details was impossible. Never had he
seen anything like it before, yet the
instant he laid eyes upon it he knew in-
stinctively what it was—the secretly built
craft for the stolen C.R.D. unit!

Here was the end of his search. A bit
of blind reckoning, and a carload of plain
luck had made his C-56 hunch come true.
But, what of it? The hunch had come true
too late. It didn’t take an aeronautical
expert to realize that the weird craft was
being prepared for flight.

The gas rocket vents were being
warmed up to give maximum driving
force for the take-off, and every one of

the hundred-odd Black pilots and mech-
anics about the field were standing well
clear of the slotted runway. In other
words, the craft would take the air at
most any minute.

Half of his brain battled with the
tantalizing thoughts, the other half still
concentrated on the dragon-fly plane. He
was now able to see the triple windows of
the cabin on the tapering section. And by
peering hard he also saw the three-wheel
retractable landing gear that was now
cranked up into the body. '

It was just the reverse of the usual
landing. gear—two wheels at the rear,
and a single landing shock wheel attached
forward of the cabin. In short, to facili-
tate a quick take-off the slotted runway
was used, but the craft could be landed
on level ground.

And then, suddenly, Dusty cut short
his rapid-fire speculation. One of the
cabin windows had opened, and a tall
black-uniformed figure was legging out
onto the take-off runway. He paused
there, raised his arm in signal, and a
Black mechanic went running over to him.
As he reached the platform the tall figure
crouched down, and the two of them ap-
peared to engage in some sort of a con-
versation.

Like molten metal boiling over the lip
of a cauldron, stark rage surged up in
Dusty. The distance was two hundred
yards—two hundred yards between him
and that crouching figure on the take-off
runway. But it could have been only two
feet—less than that, even. One look and
he knew, as definitely as the Black me-
chanic, that the crouching figure was the
Black Hawk!

In the back of his mind he had ex-
pected the presence of his hated enemy.
But now that he was actually seeing him
in the flesh, his anger knew no bounds.
Oblivious to anything else he stood rigid,



narrowed eyes glued on the crouching
figure. '

The Black Hawk—perhaps, preparing
for the bluff meeting with him over the
New Hampshire-Canada line. Then again,
perhaps preparing for a flight elsewhere.
But either way, the devil was preparing
for a flight in his terrible death-scattering
craft. Preparing for a flight that must
not be made!

“Must not be made!”

Dusty repeated the words aloud in
savage, gritting tone. He took the rifle
from his shoulder and gripped it tightly
in both hands. The figure of the Hawk
was standing up now. And the mechanic
was running back toward the line of
Darts. It was obvious that he was going
after something, for the Hawk was stand-
ing in waiting attitude, doubled fists
akimbo on hips.

Brain aflame with berserk anger, Dusty




raised the rifle and sighted down the
barrel. With icy deliberation he drew a
dead-on bead on the Hawk. Then with a
curse he lowered the gun.

“No, not that way!” he spat out harsh-
ly. “I want him to know it. We'll take
that grease-ball first!”

Up went the gun again, but not all the
way. He hadn’t even started to sight along
the barrel, when an inner premonition of
danger caused him to turn and glance
along the crest of the ridge. There, not
thirty yards away, was a Black guard
walking rapidly toward him!

CHAPTER TEN
The Torture Rack

OR one hellish instant the whole world

seemed to drop from under Dusty’s
67
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feet. His brain screamed for him to swing
the. rifle and fire, but his arms seemed
powerless to move. Yet in the next split
second he knew that the rifle butt was
at his shoulder, that his eye was sighting
.down the barrel, and that his finger was
curling about the trigger.

And then, as his finger tightened, the
advancing Black shook his head, and low
words smacked against Dusty’s ear-
drums.

“Nix ! Hold it!”

The tiniest part of a fraction of a sec-
ond more and Dusty would have fired.
Yet he didn't, and in that space of time
he relaxed, dropped the rifie and glared
at Sergeant Bolton walking toward him.

“You damm fool!” he hissed. “I might
have killed you!”

The son-com, rifle at the slope, grinned.

“Chance T had to take, skipper,” he
said out the corner of his mouth. “Saw
what you did, and tried it myself. Didn’t
hanker to hug them bushes all day. The
other egg won't be up for a long time—

so chances of bumping into somebody are -

less, see?”

Dusty didn’t answer. He was still shak-
ing inwardly from the close call. One
instant more and he would have fired—
killed a man who was really trying to
help him, and attracted the attention of
every Black in the crater, to say nothing
of the half-dozen guards patroling the
crest of the ridge.

“What's that thing down there, skip-
per?”’

“What we're after!” he snapped. “Start
patroling, you fool!” he added. “They've
got eyes down there. Go fifty yards and
turn. When we meet I may have a plan
worked out. Get!”

Turning his back on the man, Dusty
started to slouch along the crest of the
ridge. But though his movements were
lazy and slow, his brain was racing over
at maximum speed. In the excitement of

seeing the C.R.D. plane he had forgottea
all about Bolton. And now, the appearance
of the man simply added to the problem.

The C.R.D. ship must not take off—
regardless of what happened, Bolton, the
Hawk, himself, or anybody else did not
matter.

Yeah, but how in the name of heaven
could he stop it? Kill the Hawk? Maybe
—personal desires were out, now. He'd
never shot a man, even a Black, in the
back. But, this was no time for chivalry
and so-called war sportsmanship. How-
ever, the target wasn’t such a hot one.
Only two hundred yards to be sure. But
the rifle he had was not a sniper’s long-
range rifle.

And besides, the Hawk was half hidden
by the right lateral wing of the plane.
One shot was all he'd be allowed, prob-
ably. One shot, and then hell would bust
loose. But maybe Bolton—

He cut the thought off short, turned
around and started walking back. The
non-com had already paced his fifty yards
and was coming toward him. A minute
or so later they were ten yards apart.

“Ears back, Bolton!” Dusty clipped out
softly. “We've got to stop that ship from
taking off. That’s the Hawk beside it. Get
as near the Black on your side of the
ridge as you can—and shoot him.

“Pick him right off. I'll do the same
to the lad on my side. Got to be done.
Then concentrate on that ship, and any-
one near it. If we both pop from different
angles, it may hold up the parade long
enough for me to do something . else.
Maybe curtaitrs—but its our only bet. We
must keep that ship on the ground. Got
it?”

“Got it!” answered the other quietly.

“Good lad,” grunted Dusty, as he
turned. “Luck!”

ITHOUT looking back, he marched
along the crest of the ridge toward

L4
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the nearest Black guard who stood leaning
on his rifle less than a hundred yards
away. With each step Dusty’s sense of
fair play boiled up in protest, but he
savagely quelled it, and walked grimly
forward.

And then finally, when he was within
thirty yards of the Black, he snapped up
his rifle and pulled the trigger. The guard
threw up his arms and toppled over like
a ten-pin.

“Sorry, rat!” Dusty grunted as he
hurled himself down on his stomach.
“But, it had to be that way.”

Hugging the ground, he squirmed
around, put the rifle to his shoulder and
drew a bead on the C.R.D. ship. Because
of the vertical wing he could not see the
Black Hawk. Regardless of that, though,
he squeezed the trigger and slapped a
steel slug down at the plane.

At almost the same instant he heard
Bolton’s rifle crack on the opposite side
of the crater. But he didn’t bother to look
that way. He simply breathed a prayer
that the non-com had got his man, and
drew a bead on a running Black mechanic.
The man was running toward the C.R.D.
plane. As Dusty’s rifle crashed out sound
the man ran two steps more, did a funny
little dance, and then went sprawling on
his face.

By now, the bowl of the crater was a
scene of wild excitement. Figures were
running about in all directions, and the
air clattered with rifle fire. Thrown into
a momentary panic the Blacks were shoot-
ing wildly. Out the corner of his eye,
Dusty saw a guard pounding along the
ridge crest toward him. In one flash
movement he swung the rifle around and
fired—and the guard seemed to do a
back-flip before he melted into the ground.

Swing front again, he let out a bellow
of rage. The Black Hawk had leaped
down off the run-way platform and was

racing madly over toward the line of Dart
planes.

“Take it, then!” howled Dusty. “Take
it!”

One-two-three-four hunks of steel he
slammed down at the running figure, and
all four of them kicked up little puffs of
dirt at the man’s feet.

He cursed as he realized that the rifle
sights were set low, and took aim again
for a point about two feet above the
Hawk’s bobbing head. Then he pulled
the trigger—and a split second later he
shouted with joy.

Like magic the Hawk’s right leg seem-
ed to fold under him. Unable to check
his speed he slumped down and went
spinning head over heels, like a rag doll
hurled down a flight of stairs by some
petulant youngster. As a matter of fact,
the cloud of dust kicked up by the skid-
ding figure completely hid it for a second
or two.

But as the dust cleared, and a group of
Black started running toward it, Dusty
swung his rifle toward them.

“Let the rat suffer a bit!” he snarled,
and jerked the trigger.

And it was then that his heart went
sliding down into his boots. The firing
pin clicked forward and that was all. The
clip of eight rounds had been used up.

Dusty groaned, then cursed himself for
not having grabbed extra clips from the
belt pouch of the original owner of the
rifle. Across the crater bowl the almost
continuous rapid fire from Bolton’s rifle
told him that the non-com had had more
sense.

On impulse, Dusty rolled over and
started toward the guard he had killed,
to get his extra clips—and then checked
himself as a seemingly better idea flashed
across his brain.

The Blacks were concentrating their
return fire on Bolton. Not a single shot
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was coming his way now. God, if only
Bolton could keep them occupied—

With a curse, Dusty slung the rifle to
one side, and rolled his body off the crest
of the ridge and down in the underbrush.
Checking himself, he pulled his automatic
and went creeping down the slope. When
he was almost at the bottom, he turned
sharp right and started around the base
of the ridge.

The rifle and machine-gun fire was by
now making the very atmosphere tremble
with its clattering sound. It seemed to
Dusty that a hundred fingers must be
pulling triggers. A hundred fingers against
one of Bolton's. Bolton—God bless him!

For a moment Dusty was possessed
with the desire to go back and fight it
through with the non-com, side by side.
But, his better judgment killed the de-
sire almost as soon as it was born. No
time, now, for heroics. Bolton was doing
his job. And it was up to him to do his.
Together they might last perhaps ten
minutes. Apart—

“It's our only chance,” murmured
Dusty. “Our only chance, and I'm count-
ing on you!”

Presently, the firing died down, then
ceased altogether. To Dusty it was as the
tolling of a death-knell for Bolton.
Crouching under the heavy brush he
strained his ears, hoping against hope
to hear the firing break out anew. But
not a single sound of a shot crashed out.
Nothing but silence. And as he realized
that, he started violently. It meant that
the gas rocket powerplant of the C.R.D.
ship had been shut off. Maybe—

He blurted the thought out loud.

“Maybe Bolton smacked it a bit!”

_ TH the wild hope that such might

be the truth, he gave up the plan of
following the base of the ridge further,
and started creeping up the slope. Eyes
straining toward the lip, he eeled up foot

by foot, and finally reached the crest.

Body pressed against the ground, he
darted a quick glance to the right and to
the left. There was not a single Black
guard in sight. And then as he looked
across the crater bowl he saw the black-
uniformed figures swarming up the slope.
At the top stood three figures; two of
them holding up between them the limp
body of the third figure.

Distance didn't matter. Dusty knew
instantly who the third figure was, and a
bitter groan slid off his lips.

“Thanks, buzzard!” he murmured. “T’ll
make good for your sake—or join you!”

Tearing his eyes from the group he
looked down the slope on his side. He
was directly above the rows of stone-
and metal-roofed buildings built into the
side of the slope. Directly across from
them was the long, slotted take-off run-
way, curved up at one end, and with the
C.R.D. ship poised at the other end.

From this new angle he suddenly saw
that the craft was really a four-winged
affair. The fourth wing corresponded
with the top vertical wing, only it extend-
ed downward into the slot. Guideways
on its surface indicated that it could be
pulled up into the cabin part during a
landing.

Incidentally, no vapor was spewing out
from the flanged rear section. And as
Dusty realized that his surmise had been
correct, he instinctively nodded with grim
satisfaction and hope. Perhaps the craft
was not damaged by bullets, but at least _
its power was shut off, which meant that
a take-off was not a thing of the im-
mediate future.

The Blacks had captured Bolton—
perhaps killed the brave fellow—but they
must realize that two, and not just one
rifle, had been popping at them. And
realizing that, they would undoubtedly
concentrate on hunting down the owner
of the other trigger finger. In other



THE WHITE DEATH

71

words, Dusty knew that his wild and
fervent prayer was being answered. He
had gained a brief respite in time—and
time was the one thing that mattered now
above all else. With time on his side
there was the chance for him to washout
all of his unconscious blunders of the last
twenty-four hours, and really do some-
thing that was helpful to the cause for
which he battled.

Snake-like, eves darting in all direc-
tions, he started to wiggle down the slope
toward the first row of buildings. Wheth-
er barracks, experimental laboratories, or
what, he did not know. Nor did he care
for the moment. One thought was in his
mind. It was the thought of an old adage
—"“The best place to hide anything is to
place it right under the searcher’s eyes.”

And that was what he planned to do—
to hide himself right under the Blacks’
eyes. His uniform was that of the enemy.
He wore one of their skull caps, and un-
less he was confronted face to face, there
was a chance that his copperish tinted
skin would give him the break he needed
—the chance to reach the CR.D. ship.
And when he did—

He let the rest die in his brain. He
had reached the last of the underbrush.
From now on he would have to show
himself, walk boldly down in the open.
Hesitating a minute, he fixed his eyes
on the opposite side of the crater bowl.
The crest where Bolton had been was
black with Invader uniforms. And then
as his eyes lowered to the C.R.D. ship,
with no sign of a figure near it, he jam-
med the automatic into its holster, sucked
in his breath and started brazenly down
the hill. ‘

Passing between two of the buildings,
he had the sudden, crazy belief that the
windows were jammed with cruel faces
staring out at him. And in spite of him-
self he raised his eyes and stared at
them—and heaved a shaky sigh. There

were windows in the buildings, right
enough. But not a single Hawk-featured
face was pressed against them.

That helped a bit, but not too much.
Nerves still jangling slightly he walked
past the top row of buildings, mounted up
on a cross ramp and started along it
toward one of the main ramps leading
down to the flat bottom of the crater.
Past three buildings he went, dully con-
scious of a peculiar smell in his nostrils.
It was something like burning rubber, only
less pungent. Perhaps, it was more like
the smell of smoking sulphuric acid. May-
be not that. He was simply dully con-
scious of the smell, and as the major por-
tion of his brain concentrated on being
on the alert, a tiny corner occupied itself
with the strange smell that, incidentally,
seemed to come from no particular direc-
tion.

And then, suddenly, his entire brain
focused on one thing. A Black mechanic
racing down the opposite slope and across
the bottom of the crater!

Wildly, Dusty glanced about. But there
was no place of hiding for him to duck
into. And the man was heading straight
for the slanting ramp upon which he stood.
He automatically jerked a hand to his
gun, but snapped it down almost instant-
ly and breathed a curse. To shoot would
ruin everything. And it was too late to
do anything else. The man was headed
straight for him. He could do nothing but
chance it and trust to luck.

Five seconds. Five short, fleeting sec-
onds during which Dusty was rigid with
apprehension. And then, without even
flinging him a side glance, the Black guard
raced past up the ramp and shouldered
in through the stable-like doors of one of
the buildings. For a moment as reaction
set in Dusty’s head whirled, but in a
flash it cleared, and he continued down
the ramp.



> 0’
i
b

{7




THE WHITE DEATH

73

That is, he continued for perhaps half a
dozen steps.

And then a mighty roar of rage brought
him up short. A roar of rage coming
from the building behind him. A split
second later there came the crack of a
revolver shot, and a human voice cried out
in mortal pain. And as.it died to the
echo, a harsh voice blasted out sound in
the jargon of the Black Invaders.

The voice went through Dusty like a
knife. It was a voice he would never for-
get. Others might be like it, but not ex-
actly like it. Only one man on the face
of the globe had a voice like that. And
half an hour, or more, ago that man had
cartwheeled over in-a cloud of dust as
a hunk of steel slapped into his rotten
hide!

Caught between the wild impulse to
plow in through those stable doors and
finish the job, and an equally wild im-
pulse to make a desperate break for the
C.R.D. ship, Dusty stood rigid.

But a moment later he had no chance to
do either. The doors of the building slam-
med open and a handful of Blacks came
charging out. Voices roaring unintellig-
ible sounds, they pounded down the ramp
right past him, and on across the field.
Through startled eyes Dusty watched
them go scrambling up the opposite slope
to where a group of their comrades still
stood on the crest.

“Now what?”

The words from his lips were but a
soft murmur, but the very sound of them
made him jump involuntarily. Savagely
he clamped down on his nerves and bat-
tled with himself for decision. The plane,
or the Hawk? A chance for one—not
both. He could run up the ramp, and
perhaps nail the Hawk, who was still in
that building. The Invader ace had not
been one of the shouting group that raced
past him. Or he could make a break for
the plane. The Blacks on the opposite

ridge crest were all coming down now
in a body. But they were an equal dis-
tant from the C.R.D. ship as he.

And at that instant a defiant voice
speaking English blasted all thought of
the C.R.D. plane from his mind.

“Go to hell, you rotten, murdering vul-
ture! Go to hell and fry in your own
grease! I'll be damned if I'll tell you!”

Recognition of that defiant voice swept
through Dusty with tornado fury. It had
come from the lips of General Horner,
Chief of U.S. Intelligence! Like a man
awakening from a vivid dream he re-
membered that the general had been cap-
tured along with the C.R.D. unit. So
much had happened since then, that he
had completely forgotten. But now—

He turned, jerked his automatic from
its holster, and started up the ramp
toward the doors of the building. One of
them was partly open, and through it came
the harsh voice of the Black Hawk.

“It will not be pleasant, general, I
promise you. Far better that you tell me
the code signal, so that I can communi-
cate with your son. Nothing can save
him, regardless of whether you tell me or
not. Now,.what is it?”

Dusty was almost at the door when
General Horner spoke again.

“You can still go to hell, you dirty
killer!” ;

The sentence was immediately followed
by a moan of pain. A moan of pain that
Dusty knew instinctively came from Hor-
ner's lips. He hesitated but a split second,
then hurled himself through the partly
opened door. In one lightning-like glance
around he took in every detail of the pic-
ture inside.

The room was square with a door at
the far side. Near the door, seated in a
chair, sans tunic and shirt, was the Black
Hawk. The man’s left side was covered
with bandage. In front of him and about
five feet away was General Horner. The
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Intelligence chief was lashed spread-eagle
to metal framework that could be in-
creased or decreased in size. Behind the
framework, one talon-like hand grasping
the crank-handle fitted to a set of ratchet
gears, was a Black soldier. And to the
left, fastened to the wall was a complete
broadcasting and receiving radio panel.
The red contact wave-length bulb was
glowing.

All that Dusty saw in the flicker of an
eyelash. And then he saw the Black
soldier’s right hand streaking for a gun.
Half spinning, Dusty slapped his own
gun across his chest and fired. The Black
fired at almost the same instant, but his
bullet plowed into the floor. The gun
dropped from his fingers as he fell over
backwards and hit the floor stiff as a
tree-trunk.

In almost the same motion, Dusty swung
all the way around and pointed the bar-
rel of his gun straight at the Hawk’s
bare chest. The Black had not moved.
Like a man of stone, he sat gapping at
Dusty, his cruel, jet-black eyes wide with
a look of utter disbelief.

“Good lord—you, Ayres!”

" It was General Horner who gulped out
the words. Dusty didn’t even look toward
him. He kept his eyes fastened on the
Hawk, stuck back one foot and kicked the
door shut. Then backing up to it he
fumbled with one hand, found the inside
locking bolt and rammed it home. Then,
he grinned at the Hawk.

“Not exactly expecting me, eh?”

The sound of his voice caused the
Black to relax.

“Frankly, no,” he said in a low voice.
“But, now that you are here, I've been
saved a lot of trouble. I've been wanting
to meet you, you know.”

“So I heard—or rather, read,” nodded
Dusty.

As he spoke he walked over close to the
Hawk, bent down and peered at him hard.

His eyes searching the man’s face saw
the tiny cut on the lower lid of the right
eye. It was the one marking that dis-
tinguished the real Black Hawk from all
of his pinch hitters. With a grim nod
Dusty straightened up.

“Really, you, this time, eh ?”” he grunted.
“Swell! Now just sit tight, while I get
General Horner off this damn rack. No—
try anything you want. Its the final pay-
off this time and I'd just as soon plug you
now as after I've given you a taste of your
own medicine.”

The Hawk did not snarl, nor was there
any trace of fear in his voice as he spoke.

“You forget, my dear captain, that
there are over a hundred of my men out-
side, any one of whom would love to take
your life. I suggest that you surrender
quietly. It will be better for you in the
end.”

Dusty chuckled, backed over to the
frame work, and with his free hand un-
wound the gears so that all tension was
taken off General Horner’s spread eagled
arms and legs. The senior officer groaned
with relief. And as Dusty unsnapped
the clamps that held him, the man mum-
bled thanks and rubbed his raw wrists and
ankles.

“Sit down and rest, sir,” said Dusty,
without looking at him. “I’ll be with you
in a minute.”

Eyes still on the Hawk he walked over
to his chair. ;

“I guess,” he gritted, “that what you say
is quite correct. Anyone of your rats out-
side would love to do this and that to me.
But it’s kind of tough that they are out-
side and you are inside. How’s the
shoulder? Not bad shooting for the dis-
tance was it? Too bad my 'slug didn’t go
about three inches farther over.”

The Hawk smiled, and nodded his com-
pliments.

“I will return the favor in due time,
captain,” he said.
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“That’ll be nice,” grinned Dusty. And
then in steely tones. “Up, bum! Gen-
eral Horner's had enough for awhile.
Now, its your turn to show us how this
thing works. Up—or must I tap you
one?”

The Black’s eyes slittered from Dusty’s
face to the rack and back again. He licked
his lips and swallowed.

“Yup, you've guessed it,” Dusty cut in
on his thoughts. “I've seen you pull some
sweet torturing stunts in months gone
by—so now I'm going to see how you like
it! Up, damn you!”

As he spoke the last, Dusty reached out
his free hand and jerked the Hawk to his
feet. The Black groaned with pain, and
clamped a hand over his bandaged side.

“Your tough luck,” Dusty bit off.
“Now, back up. There, that’s the idea.”

The Hawk, his eyes now blazing with
hate, backed up until he was against the
rack. In quick movements, Dusty clamped
his wrists and ankles against the cross
pieces, then darting around to the han-
dle he turned it just enough to straight-
en out the man’s muscles. Then, pocketing
his automatic he went over and sat in the
Hawk’s chair.

“Now, general,” he grinned at the In-
telligence chief, “help yourself. I believe
the rat was trying to get something out
of you?”

General Horner had by now regained
full control of his tongue. He bounded
over and grasped Dusty’s hand.

“Thanks—thanks more than I can say!”
he blurted out. “But we're trapped in
here, Ayres. He's right about there be-
ing others outside. We can't possibly
hope to shoot our way through them.
But, how in the name of God did you
get here? I thought you were going to
M-29?"

M-29 again!

Dusty scowled questioningly at the
other.

“What made you think that, sir?” he
asked sharply.

The General half turned and pointed
over toward the radio panel on the wall.
Then he pointed at the Hawk.

“He heard you talking with Brooks.
I heard you, too. Brooks said that he’d
see you later at M-29. That’s why this
devil has been torturing me. He wanted
Brooks’ secret code number. He was go-
ing to fake you and find out why Brooks
was to meet you there.”

Dusty shrugged and gazed absently at
the dead Black on the floor, and at an-
other dead Black in the far corner—the
one, probably, who's cry of pain he had
heard when out on the ramp.

“There’s a lot of thinks that don’t make
sense yet, sir,” he said, getting to his
feet. “And that’s one of them. But, just
hold it a second.”

He started over toward the Hawk when
Horner grabbed him.

“But, you don't understand, Ayres!
They've been calling you for the last hour.
And I'm afraid they’re heading for this
place. At least they intimated that in
their last message.”

Dusty stopped short, and whirled.

“They?” he echoed sharply. “Who?
What the devil are you talking about,
general ?”

Horner gestured wildly. -

“Agent 10 and Brooks!” he shouted,
again pointing toward the radio panel
“They're in the air. Been calling for
you for an hour!”

Hardly had the Intelligence chief
ceased talking, when the speaker unit on
the wall crackled out sound.

“Calling two-four-two! Calling two-
four-two. Meet me over M-29 as soon as
possible. Emergency!”

Dusty stared at the speaker unit. It
was the voice of Curly Brooks calling him
on his secret wave-length reading. Behind
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him the Hawk chuckled harshly. He spun
around and glared at the man.

“Yeah?” he clipped out.

“Your friend is very stupid indeed,”
said the Black quietly. “I suggest that
you look at the station directional finder
dial, captain.”

As Dusty’s eyes leaped to the dial he
groaned in spite of himself.

“You see, captain?”’ the Hawk’s voice
drummed in his ears. ‘“Your friend is
south of this area—at least five hundred
miles from M-29. The fool !—does he not
realize that we know he is getting nearer
and nearer to this area? Yes—and a most
unusual reception awaits him, and his
passengers !”

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Clipped Wings

USTY stood perfectly still for per-
haps fifteen seconds. Then he step-
ped close to the Hawk.

“Meaning just what?” he snapped.

The Black made as though to shrug,
but his tightened arms and legs prevented
the gesture.

“You surprise me, captain,” he said.
“Haven’t you guessed it? Your friend,
Lieutenant Brooks, thinks that he is very
clever. Since he first spoke with you last
night, he has been trying to make us be-
lieve that M-29 is your destination. But,
you see, we knew where you were headed.
And we also know that Lieutenant Brooks
and this Agent 10—not having heard from
you for hours—are really trying to sneak
into this area and find you. All that we
know, captain—eh, General Horner?”

Like a man caught helpless between
two fires, and not knowing which way to
turn, Dusty simply looked at General
Horner. The Intelligence chief nodded.

“He’s telling you the truth for once,
Ayres,” he said. “The devils have been

checking by radio for hours. I heard the
reports coming in myself. God knows
why they haven’t found them by now.
That’s why this rat wants Brooks’ code
signal. He wants to pull them into an
exact spot so that his vultures can jump
on them. Either that, or he planned to
do it with his C.R.D. plane.”

Dusty said nothing. But inwardly he
cursed Curly Brooks to Timbuktu and
back again. He could guess exactly what
had happened. Curly had undoubtedly
got in touch with Agent 10, and wormed
the story out of him. And then they'd
decided to do something on their own
hook. Curly’s idea, probably. The first
item had been an insane plan to make the
Blacks think that he was at M-29. And
now—just as the Hawk had said—not
having heard from him they were high-
balling straight for C-56, blissfully think-
ing that the Blacks were fanning vacant
air over M-29.

“The dummies! My God—1”’

Dusty shut up as he realized he was
speaking out loud. The Hawk chuckled
some more.

“Exactly, captain,” he purred softly.
“It makes the situation very delicate,
doesn’t it! You and the good general are
already here. So is the sergeant pilot who
accompanied you. Unfortunately—rather,
fortunately for him, he was taken alive.
And very soon Lieutenant Brooks and
Agent 10 will also be our guests. What
is the phrase? Ah yes—a grand slam!”

Dusty hardly listened to the man. He
did, however, note the fact that Bolton
was still alive. And for that, he was truly
thankful. But what next? What was the
best move to make? For the moment he
was safe. Four thick stone walls pro-
tected him and General Horner. But hell,
Curly and Jack Horner were flying blindly
into a perfect trap. To warn them over
the radio would simply be telling every
station listening in just where he was,
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They might guess the rest and in no time
pile down and literally fill the C-56 crater
with men and guns. Then what? True,
if he died so would the Hawk die. He'd
make damn sure of that. But—

At that moment, as though the man
had actually read his thoughts, the Hawk
broke in upon them.

“Very complicated, captain! And to
use the phrase that has so often come
from your own lips—"My life means very
little. There are many others to take my
place.” Yes, very complicated indeed. The
Black Hawk dies—but so does the great
Captain Ayres, the great General Horner,
the famous Agent 10, one Lieutenant
Brooks, and an insignificant sergeant
pilot. And—one of the most ingenious
" war weapons of all time remains with the
Black Invaders, conquerors of all the
world1”

Dusty stood looking at him, as word by
word the bitter truth snracked against his
ear-drums. Once he had believed the
Hawk to be yellow at heart. But it didn't
seem that way now. The Black seemed to
know that death was close, yet it did not
change him a single bit. He was still pos-
sessed of his distorted sense of merciless
triumph.

And then, suddenly, Dusty burst out
laughing.

“A neat little speech!” he hurled at
the Black. “And you were damn close
to; being right.
could put a fast one over on your bums.
Listen how it’s done.”

Ignoring the detaining hand that Gen-
eral Horner reached out, Dusty walked
over to the radio panel, swung on maxi-
mum volume power, and spun the wave-
length dial to the emergency reading.

Then, looking at the Hawk, he put the -

transmitter tube to his lips.
“Urlycay amscray outhsay omtopray!
Urlycay emscray outhsay omtopray!”
As the last left his lips he snapped off

But a ten-year-old kid.

the set, and walked back to the chair. A
frown creased the Hawk's brows, and his
black eyes were wide with puzzled confu-
sion. General Horner’s expression was
much the same. He leaned toward Dusty.

“Good Lord, Ayres!” he cried. “What
the devil was all that jibberish?”

Dusty grinned at the Hawk.

“That was school-days stuff, tramp,”
he said. “We used to call it talking in
pig-Latin. To translate for you, I said
—Curly scram south pronto! Maybe you
don’t get the slang, but I'm sure you get
the idea.- Right?”’

The Hawk said nothing, but the look
of hate in his eyes increased in intensity.
General Horner gasped, and muttered
something that Dusty didn't catch. He
didn’t try to. He simply leaned toward
the Hawk.

“And now we'll go over the last part
of the act,” he said. “Some of your bums
will be along soon. Maybe they’re bring-
ing my pal, the sergeant, over for you to
work on. Is that what you sent those
eggs tearing out of here for?”

The Black still remained silent. And
his very silence answered Dusty’s ques-
tion. He grinned and nodded.

“Thought so,” he said. “Now, listen
carefully. When they bang on the door,
you tell them to send their prisoner in
alone, see!” -

The Hawk’s lips curled in a snarl.

“You fool!” he grated. “Do you think
I will do that? I'll order them to storm
this place and kill you both. Oh yes, you
may kill me—but you, too, will die, Cap-
tain Ayres. And don’t forget that plane
out on the field. It will still belong to us.
And in time, hundreds more will be con-
structed and—"

He didn’t finish the rest. Sliding up to
him, Dusty whipped him across the mouth
with the back of his hand. -

“You talk too much!” he bit off. “Now,
just calm down and listen to me. You're
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going to do just as I tell you. You know,
I used to have a certain sense of fair play
—a sort of sportsmanship. But since I've
been tangling with you and your rotten
skunks I've lost all that. And right now,
I’'m going to play the game your way!”

With a lightning like movement, Dusty
shot out his hand and gave the crank han-
dle a full turn. As the rack pulled the
Hawk’s legs and arms outward he howled
with pain, and great beads of sweat oozed
out on his wrinkled forehead. His jaw
sagged open, and his thick lips quivered.

Dusty stared at him coldly.

“Your way! Get the idea! Sure, you're
going to die. But, not quickly, like you
figure. No, a bullet is too fast. However,
I'm going to give you your choice. And
I mean this—so help me! You can doas I
say, and go out fast with a hunk of lead
in your thick skull. Or you can get funny,
and go out your way—first an arm, then
a leg, then the other arm. Then a little
rest while I revive you, if you've fainted.
Yup—I'm going to play the game your
way!”

As Dusty stopped talking, the Black
groaned and the features of his face
twisted with pain. Grabbing the handle
Dusty unwound it half a turn. A rasp-
ing sigh of relief came from the Hawk’s
lips. _

“Feels better that way, doesn’t it?”’ the
Yank clipped at him. “Now, as I was say-
ing—when your rats arrive, tell them to
send the prisoner in alone. And then tell
them to go and wait for you in the mess
hall. All of them, see? That’s the last
building down to the left. I spotted it,
and I'll be watching to see if they go there.
Now, that’s all there is to it. Very simple,
if you're a wise lad. But, it will be very
tough if you get funny. I'll—"

Dusty cut himself off short. Feet were
pounding on the ramp outside, and there
was a mingled growl of voices. With a
quick movement Dusty shoved the frame-

work against the wall, and then pulled his
automatic.

“I don’t know your lingo!” he breathed
fiercely at the Hawk. “But, by God, one
funny move and you’ll wish you’d never
been born. See—I’ve got my hand on the
crank. And the General and I can hold
them off for quite awhile. That door’s
heavy, you know.”

At that moment a fist pounded on the
door, and a harsh voice said something in
Black Invader jargon. Dusty swept his
eyes around to General Horner’s face.

“You!” he whispered. “Let just one
man in, then slam the door. Take one
of those guns, and be ready to use it.”

The Intelligence chief simply nodded,
scooped up a gun from one of the dead
Blacks, and went over to the door. Hand
on the bolt, he stood watching Dusty. The
pilot had his eyes glued on the Hawk.

“Speak your piece!” he whispered.
“Speak your piece—and God help you!”

The features of the Black’s face twitch-
ed and quivered violently. He licked his
lips and glared venomously at Dusty. The
Yank returned it with an agate glare and
moved the crank handle half an inch.

“Say it, damn you!” he hissed. “Say
it!”

A long tensed second of silence was
suddenly punctuated by continued pound-
ing on the door. The Hawk swallowed
hard, gave Dusty a final look, then parted
his lips and poured out words in his na-
tive tongue. As he stopped, Dusty nodded
at General Horner and steeled himself
for instant action. The Intelligence chief,
his face an ashy white, hesitated a second
then slid the bolt back and slowly opened
the door.

As it swung open Dusty’s heart
pounded against his ribs and his whole
body became electrified with nerve quiver-
ing excitement. His eyes saw nothing but
the door swinging open a foot, and the
gun in his hand was trained dead on it
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For one split second the entire universe
seemed to pause and wait.

And then a black-uniformed figure
came hurtling through the opening.

The instant it was inside and sprawling
onto the floor, General Horner slammed
the door shut and rammed the locking
bolt home. And in that same instant
also, Dusty leaped across the room and
bent over the sprawled-out figure. Rage-
filled eyes blazed up at him. They were
the rage-filled eyes of Sergeant Bolton.

The non-com’s lips curled back in a
snarl, and then as though by magic his
whole expression changed to one of blank,
unbelievable astonishment. Lunging up on
one elbow, he made queer gurgling sounds
in his throat. Presently they became half
gasped words.

“Skipper—skipper—you ? How—what ?
My God, is this a cockeyed dream, or—?”

“It’s real,” Dusty cut him off. “Can
you stand up? Did they hit you?”

“Stand up?” echoed Bolton, doing that
very thing. “Hell yes, sure I'm O.K.!
Those tramps weren’t exactly gentle,
but—"

He stopped short as his saucer-like eyes
spotted General Horner and the Black
Hawk for the first time. He automatically
stiffened, clicked his heels and saluted the
Intelligence chief.

“General Horner!” he breathed in a
gulping sound. “What is all this—?”

Dusty didn’t hear the rest. Once sure
that Bolton was all right, he slid over to
the door, pulled back the bolt, and eased
it open the fraction of an inch. Eye
glued to the crack he looked out and to
the left. About a hundred yards away
Black officers and mechanics were walk-
ing along the side of the field toward a
large stone building near the western end
of the crater. A few others were ap-
proaching it from the other side. Dusty
grinned, and twisted so that he could
look directly across the crater. There

wasn’t a soul near the line of Black Darts
and cabin observation ships.

Closing the door and bolting it again,
Dusty turned and walked over to the
Hawk.

“Guess you've got a brain after all,”
he said. “As a reward, I'll give you a rest
from that thing.”

Unwinding the crank he released the
clamped wrists and ankles. Legs having
been almost stretched to the snapping
point, the Hawk was unable to walk. He
would have crashed down on his face had
not Dusty grabbed him and let him drop
into a chair.

“Just sit tight for a spell,” Dusty
grunted at him. “Just sit tight—and keep
your eye on this gun I'm lugging around.”

The Hawk made no comment. He was
too far gone to talk. Cruel features
strained with pain, he slumped back and
stared dully at the ceiling. Dusty eyed
him coldly without a single tremor of
pity, and then sidled over to where Horner
and Bolton stood gaping at him question-
ingly.

“Luck was with us that time, Ayres,”
the Intelligence chief grunted. “But, I'd
keep that devil trussed up. He doesn’t
deserve any pity. And—"

“And he’s not getting any,” Dusty cut
him off. “But I had to take him down,
sir. I want you to climb into his clothes.
I see that his tunic is over there in the
corner. His skull cap, too. It’s another
break for us that you're about the same
build.”

“Climb into his clothes ?” echoed Horner
incredulously. “Good heavens, you don’t
mean that—?”

Dusty’s quick gesture shut him up.

“Hold it., sir, please! We're going to
do this thing my way. Now, I want you
to get into the Hawk’s clothes, act as
though you'd been shot in the side—you
know, sort of bent over—and then you
and Bolton here are to walk over to one
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of those cabin planes. Bolton—the con-
trols are the same as in most of our ships.
You won't have any trouble. Take off
and fly the General straight back to our
side of the lines. -Don’t stop for anything,
see? If you run into any of our ships,
tell them who you are by radio. But—go
straight through at maximum revs! Un-
derstand ?”

The non-com licked his lower lip and
half nodded.

“Yes, sure, skipper!” he blurted out.
“But what about you? I don’t want to
leave you here, and—"

“Never mind about me!” Dusty snap-
ped. “I gave you orders. Orders that
are to be obeyed without question.”

“Yes sir!’ replied Bolton humbly.
“Very good, sir.”

But General Horner was far from
satisfied.

“I don’t agree, Ayers,” he said bluntly.
“T'll be damned if I see any reason why
you should stay here. Good Lord, man,
you've pulled enough miracles as it is.
I insist that you come along with us. I
won’t let you stay here.”

Dusty cursed inwardly, fixed the other
with a steely gaze.

“I don’t intend to stay here!” he bit
off. “You're missing the point completely
—the C.R.D. ship. I'm flying that back
to the States! Now please change clothes
with him.”

Horner nodded, and started over to the
Black.

“Oh,” he said weakly. “Yes, you're
quite right. I had forgotten about that.
Sergeant—give me a lift with this.”

Dusty toying with his gun, stood watch-
ing while the two of them stripped the
Hawk of his uniform. He half expected
the Black to put up a battle. But in
that he was disappointed. Without saying
a word, in fact without even changing the
half-groggy, listless expression on his
face, the Hawk silently submitted. And

presently General Horner was fully
garbed from head to foot in the uniform
of the ace of Black Invader pilots. Dusty
gave him an approving nod.

“Not bad at all, sir,” he grinned. “But,
I suggest that both of you keep your faces
down as you walk across the field. And,
for God’s sake, don’t run. Walk quickly.
I'll watch you from here. If I fire two
quick shots—run for it. O.K., Bolton,
TI'm counting on you again, buzzard.”

“But, I thought you said—" began
General Homner.

“Later,” Dusty interrupted. “Now
don’t argue, sir. You two getting safely
into the air will help me more than any-
thing else. So please get going.”

The Intelligence chief gave him a long
searching look. Then he shrugged and
turned toward Bolton.

“Alright, sergeant,” he got out gruffly.
“No sense in arguing with a madman, I
suppose.”

Dusty grinned, and saluted.

“Thank you, sir. Luck to you both!”

Horner snorted, slapped the bolt back,
and pulled open the door.

CHAPTER TWELVE

The Trap Opens

KEEPING one eye on the listless

Hawk, Dusty watched his two friends
go through the door and start slowly
down the ramp. For one wild second he
was tempted to slug the Hawk and go

with them. But he savagely killed the -

urge. There was no sense in forcing his
luck. It was far better for the two of
them to go it alone. Any Black who might
be watching probably wouldn’t thing so
much about two men walking over to the
other side of the crater. But, if they saw
some one get into the C.R.D. ship, then
they might get suspicious. And besides,
slugging was not the way out for the

1
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Hawk. No, not by a damn sight. This
was the final show-down, and it was go-
ing to include the works from A to Z—
and then some!

Standing well back from the opening,
yet in a position to see the mess build-
ing as well as his friends, Dusty virtually
held his breath in tingling suspense. Both
Horner and Bolton were playing their
parts to perfection, .but in the tenseness
of the situation their progress seemed
hellishly slow to Dusty. He wanted to
yell at them to get a move on. But, of
course, he held his tongue.

“My congratulations, captain. It would
appear that you win.”

- The Hawk’s voice was conversational in
tone. Not a trace of fear or even rage in
it. Dusty grinned.

“Yeah,” he nodded. “I'm funny that
way. Get most of the breaks, don’t I? Too
bad you didn’t figure that out months
ago.”

The Black smiled. Just a trifle sadly,
it struck Dusty.

“The war is by no means over, Captain
Ayres.”

“For you it is, sweetheart!” Dusty
snapped at him. “And just now that’s
plenty for me.”

The other sighed, shrugged his shoul-
ders and winced slightly from the pain.

“I wonder,” he murmured softly, eyes
narrowing to mere slits on either side of
his long hooked nose. “Yes, I wonder
very much. Perhaps, captain, you may
be surprised.”

Dusty simply pulled down the corners
of his mouth, at the same time arching
his eyebrows, and said nothing. Horner
and Bolton were half way across the bil-
liard like field now. Another sixty yards
or so and they would reach the nearest
cabin plane.

Shotting a quick glance toward the mess
building, Dusty stiffened and let the
weight of his body sway forward on the

balls of his feet. A Black pilot had come
out of the mess building. He stood per-
fectly motionless, staring toward Horner
and Bolton. In another moment two oth-
ers joined him, and all three watched the
two figures walking toward the line of
planes.

Grimly Dusty brought up his gun, and
tightened his finger about the trigger,
ready to jerk it twice if the Blacks started
across the field. Seconds that seemed like
years dragged past. General Horner and
Bolton reached the cabin plane, but the
Blacks did not move.

“Get going Bolton! For goodness sake
get going|”

Dusty hardly heard the words as they
hissed off his lips. To his left the Hawk
still sat slouched against the back of the
seat. In an abstract way, Dusty told him-
self that the Hawk didn’t look so bad in
General Horner’s uniform. True, it was
slightly tight about the waist, but not too
tight. And then as he saw Horner and
Bolton get into the plane and slap the
cabin door shut, he breathed a long sigh
of relief and gave his full attention to the
Hawk. The words he spoke were like
steel again steel.

“I'm still playing the game your way!”
he clipped out. “I mean, you have often
tried to fix it so that my gang would
smack me, not knowing who I was. And
so I'm going to let your lads do the same
thing to you. On your feet, and get set!
When that ship takes off you're going to
do a little solo run out onto that field. And
I'm going to run after you. Try and make
that C.R.D. ship. Yeah, that’s a good idea.
I'll give you twenty-five yards start. If
your gang or I don’t get you before you
reach it, then—you win. Come on—up on
your feet!”

The Hawk remained motionless.

“And if I stay right where I am?” he
grated.

Dusty shrugged.
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“Suit yourself,” he said. “I'm soft
hearted enough to give you that one
break—a twenty-five yard lead. But, if
you don’t want it, then I'll plug you right
here and now. I mean it} Your number
is up at last. I'd just as soon plug you
right there in the chair. In fact, I'd love
ity

The Hawk's eyes blazed with stark
rage, and the features of his ugly face
twisted into a savage snarl. He fairly
spat out the words. -

“Then shoot, dog, shoot! he roared.
“The sound of just one shot, and my men
will come and tear you to pieces!”

Dusty hesitated. And then memory of
all the merciless and cruel deeds done by
this man flooded back to him. He re-
membered, also, the countless times he had
thought and dreamed of killing this war-
snake in fair and square sky combat. Of
how he had planned to meet him high
above the clouds and crush out his rot-
ten life with hot steel. But now—it had
all turned out so different. A jerk of the
trigger and the Black Hawk would be no
more. His pinch-hitters might carry on in
their own way, but their master would be
dead—dead for all eternity!

The end of the trail at last—the end
of a trail that had lead through the very
pit of hell itself. A jerk oi the trigger
and the curtain on the final act came
down. Hell, he couldn’t do it. It would
be slanghter. The Hawk was helpless—
entirely at the mercy of his trigger-finger.
He—

Dusty cut off the rest with a curse.

“I hoped that it wouldn’t be this way,”
he snarled at the Hawk. “I wanted it
upstairs, my ship and guns against your
ship and guns. But what I hoped and
wanted doesn’t matter a tinker’s damn,
now. One hundred and forty millions of
my countrymen rate you a snake—a snake
to be snuffed out at the first opportunity.
And right now I'm thinking of their

wishes, not mine. And besides, I don’t go
back on my word—even to a rat like you.
So, Black Hawk, ace of a vulture brood,
I'm sending you down into hell where
you belong. Sending you down, now!”

Face marble, eyes agate, Dusty drew a
bead on the Hawk's forehead, squarely
between his eyes. He started to jerk the
trigger and—stopped !

From high over head came the whin-
ing howl of planes tearing down in a full
power dive. Their roar seemed to virtu-
ally make the walls of the building
tremble. And a split second later the
furious chatter of yammering machine
guns blended in with the roar.

In a flash Dusty half spun and leaped
over to the open door, and glanced up.
Two thousand feet above the crater, and
slightly to the south six planes were racing
earthward, all guns blazing. Five were
jet-black monoplanes, but the sixth and
leading plane was an all blue biplane, with
H.S. Group 7 markings!

“Curly! Curly Brooks!”

The six planes were concentrating a
deadly fire on the line of Black planes
on the other side of the crater. The cab-
in job containing Horner and Bolton was
already racing down the field in a take-
off run. And a ton of steel was slashing
down at it.

One flash glance and Dusty tore into
mad action. Forgetting the Hawk, still
lounging in the chair, he whipped around,
dashed over to the radio panel and slam-
med on full-volume power. In practically -
the same motion he snatched up the trans-
mitter tube. His voice echoed and re-
echoed about the room as he bellowed into
it.

“Curly! Curly—leave that ship alone—
leave it alone. Horner—Horner taking
off! Strafe building at western end.
Strafe building at western end! Do you
hear me?”



Brooks’ voice almost immediately.

“Sure! Where are you? Where are
you? I'll land and pick you up!”

“Hell no!” Dusty roared back. “Strafe
that building at the west end. I'm taking
that C.R.D. ship! Don't let any of them
out onto—"

He never finished the rest. In the ex-
citement he had half turned his back to
the Hawk as he roared into the transmit-
ter tube. And in that split. second the Z;:. Pl
Black Hawk whirled into life. Like a 358
flash he came out of the chair. His body Y/

in mid-flight. Dusty sensed rather than ?&:’

R

3 - ; . S

saw him coming. He ducked and turned,
trying to swing up his gun. But he was a
split second too late and the Black Hawk’s
body him him with battering-ram force.
The gun flew from his fingers, and went
sailing across the room as he collapsed
over backward and went crashing onto the
floor.

The instant he hit he twisted his body
sharply in an effort to roll clear of the
Hawk slamming down on top of him. In
a way he succeeded. The Hawk trying
to twist with him, tried it a fraction of a
second too late, and got his feet all

83
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tangled up with each other. The result
was that he hit the floor to Dusty’s left.

Like two rage inflamed tigers they
both bounced up like rubber balls and
lunged for each other.

“The way 1 wanted it{” Dusty choked
out, and swung with all his might.

The Hawk hissed something in his
native tongue, blocked the blow with his
right shoulder, and bore in Bike a man
gone stark mad. In the face of the ter-
rific onslaught Dusty was forced to give
ground. Aad as he did the Hawk’s eyes
blazed with berserk trivmph, and his
clenched fists plowed the air like piston
heads. For perhaps a second or two he
hardly realized that he was savagely
fighting back. But suddenly, as his right
fist crashed against something solid and
a white hot dart of pain slid up his fore-
arm, his brain seemed to clear as though
by magic, and a mighty roar of battle
gushed from his throat.

And then, as the savage yammer of
machine-gun fire echoed in from outside,
he went to work in earnest. Two chopping
blows to the temple rocked the Hawk back
on his heels. The man shook his head,
snarled something, and backed up a foot
or two. Bust Dusty was on him in a
flash. A left smash caught the Hawk
flush on the nose and blood gushed down
over his lips and chin. A sledgehammer
right buried itself in his chest, and his
breath whistled eeriely out of his lungs.

Cursing, shouting in the same breath,
Dusty pounded and slammed the Hawk
back foot by foot. Rage and fear lighted
up the Black’s face as he blindly fought
back. A stunning surprise blow sent
Dusty down on one knee and hand. In-
stantly the Hawk tried to lunge forward
and crash him into the floor by the sheer
downward plunging weight of his body.
But with a movement faster than the
eve could follow, Dusty hurled himself to
the left and up. In the same motion he

brought up his clenched right fist clear
from the floor.

‘Too late the Hawk realized his mistake,
A ball of steel fingers, backed by oae
hundred-and-eighty-five pounds of bone
and muscle whammed into the side of his
neck. Like an Olympic diver doing a one-
and-a-half back-flip the Hawk rose clear
of the floor, spun completely around while
still in mid-air, and then went slamming
out through the open door. His body hit
the ramp and went bouncing downward.

So terrific had been Dusty’s blow, that
the very momentum of his right fist and
arm lunging upward threw him off bal-
ance. Desperately he tried to check him-
self, and failed. His right foot caught
behind his left and he went sprawling on
his face. Slightly dazed he lay blinking
dully for a second or two. Just in front
of him was something on the floor. It
wasn’t- very big and it glistened dully.
And then he realized the truth. It was the
autormatic that the Hawk had knocked
from his hand when he made his whirl-
wind charge.

Sucking in his breath sharply, Dusty
lunged up on hands and knees, scrambled
forward and scooped up the gun. It had
hardly nestled in the palm of his right
hand when he was on his feet and bound-
ing toward the open door.

“No you don't, rat!” he gasped hoarse-
ly. “I said I'd plug you, and by God I
will}”

But as hLe bounded through the door

- his heart shot down into his boots, and _

a yell of alarm spilled off his lips. Down
at the bottom of the ramp the Hawk
was jerking up onto his feet. In practi-
cally the same motion he turned and
started running out onto the field—run-
ning straight for the C.R.D. plane!
Sight and action were one for Dusty.
Like a shell leaving the muzzle of a gun,
his body left the open doorway. Down
the ramp he tore, gun out and crooked
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finger jerking the trigger. Whether he
hit the Hawk, he could not tell, for sud-
denly, the Black swerved to the left and

raced down the side of the field. Still on -

the ramp, Dusty could not shoot because
the Hawk was more or less hidden behind
the bottom row of buildings. And when
Dusty reached the level of the field a
couple of seconds later, the Hawk was a
good hundred yards away.

Snarling a curse, Dusty half-spun and
raced a dozen steps or more after the
man, and then skidded to a jerky halt.
The Black, who at first appeared to be
running toward the mess building now be-
ing plastered with steel hail from the
strafing planes above, was in reality charg-
ing blindly toward the row of three strato-
sphere balloons. In fact he had already
reached the nearest one and was pulling
his body in through the open port.

“The hell you will!” thundered Dusty,
and at the same instant he wheeled on
one foot and went pounding out toward
the C.R.D. ship. ]

And when he was halfway there, Fate
laughed and played its joker card.

A diving all-blue plane tore down and
its pilot pumped steel at a racing figure
in the uniform of the Black Invaders.
From a long way off Dusty heard the
clatter of those two guns, and even as
steel hissed into the ground about him,
some of it actually fanning his cheek
with white heat as it zipped past, his
brain did not immediately register what
was taking place. Only when he in-
stinctively glanced back up over ‘his
shoulder did the bitter truth slam home.

Feet still working like piston rods, he
flung up his right hand and extended the
second and third fingers, spread apart as
far as they would go. And then in a jerky
motion he moved his whole arm up and
down.

“See it, Curly! Lord man, don’t you
see it?”

For one more second of hell the guns
above him still clattered, and then they
went silent. As the C.R.D. plane, mounted
on its platform, was but a few feet away,
Dusty didn’t bother to look up. He simply
sighed out in relief that Curly had rec-
ognized the mutual kidding signal, and
practically hurled his body up onto the
platform.

A glance proved that the cabin door
must be on the other side. Ducking down
he darted under the projecting cylindrical
snout, straightened up and turned. The
door was directly in front of him. And
it was open. Through it he went, head
first. And in the space of a couple of,
split seconds his eyes took in every detail
of the interior of the cabin. It contained
but a single bucket-seat, mounted forward
just back of the center window. Fastened
to the floor, one on either side, were two
control sticks. And in front of them was
a set of conventional rudder pedals. The
control levers for the gas rocket power
plant were attached to the center of an
instrument panel mounted just under the
center window. Flying instruments were
on the left of the panel, and on the right
there was a three inch throw-switch and a
box-shaped rheostat unit above it. From
the throw-switch and rheostat unit heavy
insulated cables led down through a con-
duit that curved under the instrument
panel and into the cylindrical nose of
the craft.

Just a flash glance. That was all. And
in the next instant Dusty had flung him-
self into the seat and was slapping down
the gas rocket ignition-switch and open-
ing the power control throttle. Instantly
the entire craft began to tremble, and the
throbbing of the gas rocket power-plant
behind him pounded against his ears.
Eyes glued to the dials he held his breath
as the heat-indicator needle slowly slid
around the graduated half-circle on the
face of the dial. It was an inch from a red



86

~ DUSTY AYRES AND HIS BATTLE BIRDS

mark, and although his -experience with
rocket power plants had been limited, he
knew that a take-off was impossible before
the needle reached that red mark.

Cursing softly, he eased the throttle
open a bit more. The craft shook like

-a leaf and started to slide slowly along
the slotted take-off. But the needle was
still half an inch from the red marking.

And then, as Dusty suddenly raised his

eyes and looked out through the cabin
window, a bellow of rage gushed from his
throat. There were only two stratosphere
balloons on the field now. The third was
a good thousand feet in the air and going
higher like a streak of gray light. Two
Black Darts and Curly Brooks’ all-blue
biplane were zooming up after it, guns
spitting out streams of jetting flame. But
the high altitude observation bag was leav-
ing them far below, as though they were
tied by cables to the ground.
A minute more and the stratosphere
craft would be out of sight completely.
Out of sight, and the Black Hawk inside
its metal gondola safe from attack, and
able to drift across the face of the earth
and come down whenever, and wherever,
it pleased him.

The very thought of the Black Hawk
cheating death once again seemed to set
Dusty’s brain on fire. The needle was
still a quarter of an inch from the red
mark. With a berserk curse he reached
for the control throttle.

“Take it, blast you!’ he roared. “Take
it and hold together!”

And with that he rammed the throttle

open ! '
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Stratosphere Duel

AT happened in the next instant
was really a conglomeration of things,
all of which blended into almost lightning-
like motion. Behind him the gas rocket

power-plant thundered out a mighty
throbbing blast of sound. Dusty’s ear-
drums seemed to snap apart, and the in-
side of his head rang with the clang of
four-alarm fire gongs. A crushing, driv-
ing force slammed him back against the
seat. And for one hellish instant neither
his feet nor his hands touched the con-
trols. With a frantic effort he grabbed
them again, and pulled slowly back on the
control sticks. A ribbon of yellowish
white, with a black line in the center was
rushing toward him. In a half dazed
way he realized that it was the take-off
runway. But, in the next second it dis-
appeared from view under the long cylin-
drical snout, and the craft went streaking
up toward blue sky and white clouds.

Up, up it went. And then suddenly it
whipped over on its side and went
careening straight down toward the earth
again. A wild shout burst from Dusty’s
lips, and for an instant he went numb
with horror. The right control stick was
pulled all the way back, and still the craft
was hurtling crazily downward. Direct-
ly below, a Dart monoplane was curving
sharply out from under. But it was too
late—a mid-air crash was inevitable.

And then, like magic, the long nose of
the C.R.D. ship swung upward and once
more the plane tore for the sky. Two
thousand feet higher the truth came home
to Dusty. It was not the craft, but him-
self. Used to a single control stick, he
had forgotten all about the one on the
left. And as a result he had unconsciously_
put the craft into a beautiful half roll and
a roaring dive earthward. Sheer luck, or
perhaps the workings of his subconscious
brain, had caused him to pull back the
left control stick and thus check his mad
dive down into crashing eternity.

Reaction from the close shave set his
nerves quivering like so many fine-drawn
wires. g

But, presently, as his eyes focused on
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a tiny gray dot high above him he went
rigid with excitement, and forgot all
about jangled nerves or anything else.
Up there was the Black Hawk—the real
Black Hawk! '

Letting go the right control stick for
an instant, Dusty rammed the throttle
forward the last inch, and then pulled
back both sticks. Up went the long nose

until it was but a few degrees from the-

vertical. Checking further motion, Dusty
glued his eyes to the gray dot above and
silently cursed the craft on to greater
speed.

The C.R.D. ship seemed virtually to
hurtle itself skyward. Yet, at the same
time, for every thousand feet it streaked
up the gray dot above soared up an
equal number. Taking his eyes from it a
moment, Dusty made sure that the cabin
door was sealed, and that the windows
were also. And then after a snap glance
above, he let his eyes rest on the throw-
switch and rehostat unit.

Impulsively he reached out his right
hand and slapped the throw switch down.
As he did there came sing-songy, whining
sound from the rear end of the cylindrical
snout. It was jerky and uneven at first,
but in the matter of a minute or two it
was continuous and uninterrupted—al-
most like a set of finely-tempered high
speed gears turning over at the maximum
revolutions.

He listened to it a minute longer, then
with lips pressed to a thin line, he grab-
bed hold of the rheostat handle knob and
swung it around to the first notch. In-
stantly the cabin was filled with hissing
sound. The coils about the snout of the
craft glowed a deep red and from the
forward end a thread of white light leaped
upward. Like a length of thin ribbon it
curved and snaked skyward and then
arced over and faded into oblivion.

Eyes fixed on the wavy ribbon of white,
the edges of which blended off into a

purple green, Dusty swung the handle
to the second notch on the rheostat unit.
As he did, the hissing sound increased
in intensity, the ribbon grew broader,
and it leaped higher into the sky. A
grunt of satisfaction and Dusty swung the
handle all the way back.

“Simple as that, eh?” he murmured.
“Swell! Now to get near enough so that
the metal bag will attract the stuff!”

But as he glanced upward again, he
let out a gasp. The gray dot had. disap-
peared completely. Haywire for the sec-
ond, he slammed the craft into a crazy
climbing turn and wildly searched the
sky.

It was now a deep bluish black in col-
or, and without looking at the altimeter
dial he guessed that at least sixty-thou-
sand feet of air space was underneath
him. And then, he laughed harshly as he
caught sight of the balloon again. The
reason he had lost it was simple.

While he had been fooling with the
C.R.D. unit, and not keeping his eves
upward, the Hawk had obviously found
a stiff high altitude wind. Instanty taking
advantage of it he had allowed the bag to
stay at that altitude and had gone sweep-
ing a good thirty miles eastward. In short,
traveling in the exact opposite direction
to the C.R.D. ship.

Sighting the balloon, which was now
decidedly more than just a gray dot
against the dark blue, Dusty swung his
ship around and headed straight for it.
But, a moment or two later he groaned
aloud. The balloon had stopped sailing
east and was shooting up higher again.
In less than no time it became a gray dot
again.

“Go as high as you damn well please !”
Dusty grated between curses. “Yeah,
as high as you damn well please. I can
stick it out, too!”

But even though he spoke the words
aloud, he knew in his heart that such
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was not true. The stratosphere balloon
could stay aloft until the Hawk starved
to death—after that, too. Whereas, his
gas rocket power-plant was good for only
twelve hours at the most. A glance at
. the power volume dials had eonvinced him
"that fact minutes ago. Nope, his only
hope depended upon two things—both
of which time alone would tell. One was
the top ceiling possible for the C.R.D.
ship. And the other was the skill of the
Black Hawk as a stratosphere balloon
pilot.

To answer either was impossible at the
moment. The altimeter was of the usual
standard type used on all types of planes.
True, it was only graduated for seventy
thousand feet. But that did not neces-
sarily mean that seventy thousand was
top ceiling for the eraft. For one thing
it was powered by rocket gas. And for a
second, its wing surfaces were of ultra-
high lift design. That might mean that—

Dusty didn’t bother about figuring what
that might mean. At that instant his en-
tire attention became centered on the bal-
loon high above. It had suddenly grown
in size, and as he stared at it he realized
that it was getting bigger and bigger.
Something had happened! The bag had
perhaps sprung a leak. Or maybe the
Hawk was proving to be a washout as a
-pilot. At any rate, less than ten thou-
sand feet of air-space separated them,
and that was becoming less with every
passing second.

Eyes brittle, lips curled back in a hard
smile, Dusty watched the ball gondola
plunge down nearer and nearer.

Instinctively he leveled off a bit, and
set himself to reach out for the throw
switch and rheostat handle knob. And
then, without warning the entire cabin
seemed to become ablaze with red light.
Its dazzling brilliance blinded him for
several seconds.

When at last he could see clearly again,

the C.R.D. plane was hurtling earthward.
Cursing, gasping he pulled the craft out
of its mad dive and went thundering sky-
ward. But, as he caught sight of the bal-
loon again a startled cry rattled off his
lips.

It was no more than five or six thou-
sand feet above him and to his left. The
main entrance port was open and the head
and shoulders of a figure garbed in a
strato-suit were half out of the port. In
the figure’s hands was a strange-looking
object. At first it seemed like a length
of bronze pipe to Dusty. But an instant
later; as a stream of jetting violet flame
zipped out from its end, he realized the
terrible truth. The Hawk was shooting
at him with an electro-ray rifie!

An electric-ray rifle! Never had he
seen one, but many times had he read or
heard about them. On the ground, or
close ta any foreign electrical disturbance
they were not of much use. But, high in
the air they were most effective. Not from
the standpoint of actually killing pilots,
but for rendering ignition-equipped air-
craft totally useless.

In short, the short-waves fired from the
gun were of a strength to completely burn
out all ignition coils and thus stop the
engine of the aircraft. The balloon not
containing any ignition equipment there
was no counter disturbance to eﬁect the
operation of the rifle.

And now, the Hawk, undoubtedly re-
luctant to continue to try and out-soar
the C.R.D. ship, had made a surprise
descent to melt the coils of the C.R.D.
unit as well as kill the gas rocket engine.

Even as Dusty realized all that, he was
flinging the C.R.D. craft around in a
screaming split arc turn that finished up
in a thundering zoom. Through glazed
eyes he saw little wisps of smoke whip-
ping back from the coils of wire about
the long snout, and his heart skipped a
beat.
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Of far greater electro-magnetic attrac-
tion than the gas rocket ignition unit, the
rays from the rifle had struck the C.R.D.
unit coils. Contact had resulted in the
blinding flash of red flame. Perhaps the
unit was finished!

Above him the ball gondola was pivot-
ing—pivoting around as the strato-suited
figure tried to bring his electro-ray rifle to
bear on him again.

Dusty groaned, kicked rudder pedal and
sent the C.R.D. plane skidding off to the
right.

“Oh God!” he breathed fiercely. “Make
it good for just once!”

And with those words he swung the
rheostat handle clear around the grad-
uated half-circle.

Instantly the cabin was filled with an
ear-splitting metallic scream. The craft
seemed to be virtually ripping apart.
Everything became bathed in an ocean of
shimmering violet-white light.

A great ribbon of it whipped off and
up. Higher and higher it went. And then
as though it had struck some invisible
and impenetrable ceiling, it glanced off
sharply to the right and smashed into the
metal bag of the balloon.

Through a blur of ever-changing light
Dusty saw darting tongues of greenish
fire spew out in all directions. In the same
instant the figure half out of the open
port hurled itself clear. The electro-ray
rifle was spinning down end over end.

Just a flash picture that registered on
the retina of Dusty’s eyes for an infin-
itesimal part of a second. And then a
mighty, thunderous roar shook the heav-
ens, and everything became blotted out by
a great cloud of dazzling white. An invis-
ible giant-hand smashed against the C.R.
D. ship and sent it careening off into
space. Dusty felt his body toppling over
backwards, and tried desperately to hold
himself in the seat. But he might just as
well have tried to hold back a shell slam-

ming out from the muzzle of a cannon.

Over and back he went like a bouncing
ball. His head crashed into something
hard, and a skyful of twinkling stars spun
around before his smarting eyes.

Instinct forced him up on his hands
and knees. Foot by foot he crawled for-
ward, lurching from side to side. Controls
free, the C.R.D. ship was spinning like
a top. Whether down or up, he did not
know.

Somehow he got his body back into the
seat. Somehow he managed to grab hold
of the controls and put them in neutral.
And somehow the terrific spinning stop-
ped, and the C.R.D. ship came out of it
in a screaming zoom—a screaming zoom
straight up through a sea of sooty white
smoke that mushed back against the cabin
windows.

It took him a second or two to realize
that the smoke came from the long snout
of the craft. And a second or two more
to become conscious of the fact that the
ear-splitting metallic scream had died out,
and that the .only sound now was the
throbbing exhaust of the gas rocket
power-plant.

As he impulsively reached out and
swung up the throw switch, and pulled
the rheostat handle back to the zero mark,
the smoke faded into oblivion, and he
was able to see the snarl of half-melted
coils practically soldered to the long snout
which was now scorched a murky gray-
black from the forward end all the way
back to where it slanted up to the cabin
window. Some of the twisted coils still
glowed a dull red, but even that faded
out as the wind rushing past cooled them
off to a dirty bronze.

And then, as Dusty stared out past the
nose of the craft, a shaky gasp of horror
spilled off his lips.

Slithering earthward, like a shower of
twisted and crumpled silver-colored
leaves, was the remains of the strato-
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sphere balloon bag and gondola. Not a
single part of it was distinguishable. It
was all like a waterfall of metal drops—
metal raindrops. that smoked and sparked
as they rushed downward.

And in the center of the curtain of fall-
ing molten metal was the spinning torso
of a human being. The head and legs
were gone. Only the torso and the two
arms remained. And as they spun down-
ward they seemed actually to shrivel up
in size, and to finally become engulfed in
a small cloud of dirty gray smoke.

Dusty swallowed, then stiffened, and
his eyes became agate.

“The end, rat!” he shouted wildly.
“And with the compliments of the Twen-
tieth Bombers!”

Tearing his eyes from the terrible sight,
he banked the craft around and started
sliding earthward. It was not until he
reached twenty thousand that he was able
to check his position. The result brought
a startled gasp to his lips. According to
his calculations he was a good two hun-
dred miles south east of the C-56 area.
At the same instant he remembered that
Curly and five other lads in Black ships
were strafing the place the last time he’d
seen them.

On impulse he leveled off and went
slamming around toward C-56. But a
moment or two later he jerked up straight
in the seat and cursed. Hell, he could be
of no help now. Partly damaged by the
electric-ray rifle, the C. R. D. unit had
meited itself apart when he gave it that
one charge of full power. The thing was
useless now. But if not entirely that,
another charge would in all probability
blast the ship itself apart.

“Damned if I'l quit, though!” he
snarled aloud.

A sudden thought came to him. Reach-
ing over to his left to the small radio
panel, he snapped on full volume power
and grabbed the transmitter tube.

“All American planes, attention!” he
roared. “Go to C-56 at once! Emergency
relief wanted. All American planes in
range! Go to C-56 and help. . . !”

He didn’t finish that either. The speaker
unit suddenly emitted the excited, bellow-
ing voice of Curly Brooks.

“Dusty! Dusty! Where in hell are
you, kid? Are you all right ?”

Dusty whooped with joy.

“Sure! Hell yes! But, you, Curly!
C-56! Did you. . . .?”

“And how!” the speaker unit cut him
off. “The boys wouldn’t play. So we just
smashed up their crates on the ground.
And a bombing unit finished the job.
But, where are you? The rest landed at
Rochester. But I'm. . ..”

“See you at Rochester in half an hour!”
Dusty roared back.

He had exaggerated the time, for in
exactly twenty-three minutes, Dusty piled
down from high altitude and leveled off
for a landing on the Rochester military
field. Below him he could make out five
Black planes, and a Black cabin job—
the one Bolton had taken off. But Curly’s
all-blue ship was nowhere to be seen.

For a moment fear gripped him. Had
Curly run into trouble coming back? The
damn fool! Flying solo over Black ter-
ritory! He—

And then he saw Curly. His pal was
in the air, and off to his right watching
him. He heaved a mighty sigh of relief,
and started to flatten out. But at that
instant Curly’s voice rasped out of the
speaker unit.

“Hey, Dusty! That bottom wing—you’'ll
crash!”

With a gulp Dusty rammed on power
and went zooming up. Hell’s bells, ves!
The bottom vertical wing, of course! And
the three-wheel retractable landing gear.
God, dummy that he was, he would have
piled up in a sweet crack-up in another
minute.
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Circling the field once he cranked up
the vertical wing, and cranked down the
wheels. And then easing the throttle
back he gingerly slid down to a landing.
It was far from perfect, but at least he
came down right side up and didn’t ground
loop.

Hardly had he rolled to a stop, than a
shouting crowd led by Curly Brooks, Gen-
eral Horner, and Agent 10 swooped
down on him. Everyone was shooting
questions in the same breath, and for
several seconds no one got anywhere.
Eventually though, Curly Brooks shouted
the others down, and grabbed Dusty.

“Dusty!” he shouted. “The Hawk—
was that—"

“It was,” nodded Dusty. “And he’s
through. Now hold it! My time to ask
questions. How the hell did you get
there? And those lads with you—were
they—"

The mile-wide grin on his pal’s face
stopped him. Brocks nodded at five pilots
of H. S. Group 7 that made up part of
the crowd pressing about.

“The boys and I figured something was
up when you left,” he said. “And we
hankered to be in.on it. But, we couldn’t
figure the picture just right, until Jack
Horner here flew up last night. Then—
well, hell, think we’d let you go a job like
that alone?

“Nuts we would! So I tried to make the
Blacks think you were headed for M-29,
and in the meantime, just in case we ran
into any of them on the way to C-56 I had
the boys fly some captured Black ships. I
flew my own so that you'd get the idea if
you spotted us. But to the Blacks, I'd
simply look like a captured pilot being
forced north.

“As a matter of fact that’s just how it
worked out. We met three flights of
them. But Jack buzzed them in their
lingo over the radio with a fake yarn,

and they didn’t even get curious after
that. It was a cinch all the way up there.”

Dusty half nodded, and gave his pal
the hard eye.

“Yeah, maybe,” he grunted. “But per-
“haps I should smack you one, just on
general principles. You damn near got
me as I was running for that ship. And
you damn near washed out Bolton and
General Horner, too. Didn’t I tell you—"

“Sure,” grinned Curly non-plussed.
“That was kind of close. But, hell, I
squared it up, didn’t I. If it hadn’t been
for me yelling at you a few minutes ago,
we’d be pulling you out of that crate,
there, in pieces!”

Dusty chuckled.

“Alright, forget it!” he said. “I guess
there wasn’t much danger, at that. You're
such a rotten shot. But, anyway, you can
buy me a drink for it, just the same.”

He started to shoulder through the
crowd, but stopped short as he caught
sight of Sergeant Bolton for the first
time. The non-com hugging the fringes
of the group was al! smiles. Dusty plowed
over to him, and grabbed his arm.

“Guess I'm getting old, Bolton,” he
said, “and need protection now and then.
How’d you like to hook up with H. S.
Group 7 for active service?”

Bolton swallowed a couple of times.

“Gosh—gee—sure, skipper!” he man-
aged to get out.

“Okay!” grinned Dusty. Then turning
to General Horner, whose very attitude
was one of a million unspoken questions :

“You can arrange that for me, sir?”

“Yes, yes, certainly!” said the Intelli-
gence chief, bobbing his head up and
down.

“But listen, Ayres, the Hawk—how did
you kill—"

“After the drink, sir, if you don’t
mind,” Dusty stopped him. ‘“The bum left
a bad taste in my mouth.”



'Ripping open the envelop Dusty pulled out the paper inside and
glanced at the pen-scrawled words.
To Captain Ayres:

The greatest among us has died by your hand. We, the liv-
ing, are pledged to avenge that loss a thousand fold.
Within forty-eight hours you and your dog comrades will
be wiped from the face of the earth. Nothing can save youl!
You are doomed! °
"EKAR,

the Avenger.

“Ekar?” mumbled Dusty aloud, staring at the strange signature.
“What the hell? Sounds like a breakfast food to me. Now, who
the—?"’

He didn’t finish the rest. At that moment the field phone jangled
harshly. Scooping up the instrument he grunted into the mouth-
piece. Agent 10 was at the other end, and his voice trembled with

wild excitement.

“Ayres! Abandon your field at once! Get away from it, all of
you! The Blacks are—"’
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He fought in death cloud lanes like an

eagle from hell—yet H. Q. hunted him as

a spy. And grimly Major Warner took up

that strange trail, pledged to bust open the

mystery of this buccaneer falcon—or eat
murder lead!

ner, C. O. of Infantry Contact
Unit 5, sent his trim all-metal
monoplane streaking up for altitude. At
the same time he reached out his other
hand, snapped on radio contact, spun the

EASING back the stick, Major War-
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wave-length dial, and put the transmitter
tube to his lips.

“Calling Contact Five!” he barked,
“Calling Contact Five on wave six-seven-
six. Am I registering ?”

He repeated the signals three times,
then turned on maximum reception vaol-
ume and stared hard at the red signal
light on the radio panel. In a second or
two it blinked, and the ear-phones
crackled out sound.

“On your wave, sir. Signals very faint.
Try eight-nine-two.”

“Right!” the C. O. snapped back.
swinging onto eight-nine-two
How’s it coming through?”

“A little clearer, sir,” was the reply.
“But I think that your Z tube is kicking
back. Better come in, sir, and I'll check
it on the ground.”

Major Warner punched down the con-
tact switch and glared at the panel.

“Three days and the darn thing’s still
lousey I"* he rumbled aloud. “Why in hell
can'’t they build radios that will give serv-
ice when you—"

He left the rest hanging in mid-air.
Jerking up straight in the seat, he stared
hard ahead at a line of drifting clouds.
For perhaps five seconds he did not move
a muscle, and then suddenly he shook his
head and rammed the throttle wide open.

“Nope, I'm not seeing things!” he
grunted. “There’s some kind of a crate
hugging those clouds, or else I'm a pink-
eyed Chinaman!”

The line of clouds was slightly below
his altitude. Sticking the nose down a bit
he went slanting down the sky at top
speed. Hunched forward over the stick
he kept his eyes glued to the clouds,
searching for another glimpse of the
shadowy silhouette sneaking through
their misty whiteness.

And then, when he was still a good
two miles away, the phantom craft poked
its nose out into the clear, cut around in a

“I'm
now.

sharp bank and went racing westwa.rd.
Warner’s heart leaped.
“A Black, by God! A Black bomber ™

And it was true. Now, a good three’
miles clear, a sleek jet black, enemy mono-
plane bomber was tearing westward, its
twin props clawing the air. Whether it
was loaded or not, the C. O. could not
tell. The craft was of the high speed fly-
ing wing type that carried its bomb racks
inside the fuselage. But that did not mat-
ter at the moment. What did matter was
that an enemy ship had snezked down a
good two hundred miles below the ad-
vance American defenses, and was high-
balling west in the general direction of
Munitions Depot Number 7, located just
north of Cincinnati.

Just to make sure, Warner checked
with his roller map. The answer was the
same—one enemy bamber was headed for
Depot Number 7.

“The damn nerve of him! Like hell
he’ll get away with it!”

Giving his ship everything it could take,
Warner snapped on radio and spun the
wave-length dial knob to the Emergency
reading.

“All planes in O Fourteen area!” he
bellowed into the transmitter tube. “All
planes in O Fourteen area, attention!
Enemy bomber at thirty thousand head-
ing for Depot Seven. Warner of Five.
giving chase now. All planes converge

l"

on Depot Seven immediately !

The instant he spoke the last word the
red signal light started to blink furiously.
But the sound that camne out of the ear-
phones was nothing more than a garbled
and jumbled up series of squawks and
squeaks. What they were Warner didn’t
know. But he could guess, and his eyes
went agate with rage.

Undoubtedly he had been broadcasting
into empty air. At least, his broadcast
was a crazy jumble of static. The set had
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gone more haywire than ever, and the
noise in the ear-phones was simply other
station operators striving to check-back
« for a repeat of his broadcast.
Smothering a curse he tried every read-
" ing on the dial, and then gave it up. Not
a single clear signal went out, and not a
single clear signal came in. Unless some-
one else sighted the bomber, the whole
job was up to him.

But as he stared at the craft still cut-
ting through the sky on a course due
west, he groaned aloud and pounded his
free fist helplessly against the wide-open
throttle. The bomber was gradually in-
creasing its lead. Another five or ten min-
utes and he’d lose it completely.

“I'll be damned if he does! Someone
has got to stop him!”

HE shouted words echoed back to
" mock him. With the radio set gone
haywire, there wasn’t a damn thing that
he could do. With each passing second he
became more and more positive that the
strange craft was headed for Depot 7.

It wasn’t the first time that enemy
planes had slipped over for surprise day-
light raids on strategic American bases.
And barring a miracle this raid now was
going to be a complete success—for the
Black Invaders. The craft far ahead
needed no more than just one 1500 pound
Tetalyne bomb. Just let that one bomb
score a hit on Depot 7 and all hell would
go up in smoke and flame.

He tried everything to get an addi-
tional mile of speed out of his ship. But
the bomber had a seven mile lead and was
within twenty minutes flying of Depot 7.
Twenty minutes left, and not a single
Yank ship to give battle. Only twenty
minutes more and—

Warner cut the rest off with a shout.

As though by magic a third plane had
appeared in the sky. It was tearing down
from the north like a streak of blurred

light. In fact, its speed was so great and
at such a distance away Warner could not
tell its design or type.

And then, suddenly, as it came arcing
out of its terrific dive and went boring
in at the Black bomber, he saw it clearly
outlined against a cloud bank. It was a
biplane pursuit with American markings!

“Thank God! Someone got my sig-
nals!”

Hardly conscious of the fact that he
was mumbling the words over and over,
the C. O. sat rigid, eyes glued on the
scene ahead.

The bomber pilot, obviously taken by
surprise, was trying to cut clear and
streak away from the attacking plane.
But even though speed was in his favor,
the Black wasn’t standing a chance. Like
something mechanical gone mad the Yank
biplane twisted and darted and zoomed
all over the sky.

And with every maneuver its twin-
cowled guns spewed darting streams of
flame at the high speed bomber. The fire
was returned, of course. But as far as
hitting anything, the Black at the guns
might just as well have tried to pop snow-
balls at a comet.

As a matter of fact the whole thing was
over in less than a couple of minutes. The
bomber pilot made one last desperate at-
tempt to break clear. But in doing so he
sealed his own doom.

He went charging straight at the Ameri-
can craft, as though bent on ramming it
in mid-air. Nose to nose they tore at eack
other; neither swerving a fraction of
an inch to the right or left. Unconsciously
Warner shouted out in wild alarm. The
pilot of that Yank ship was mad to ac-
cept the nose-to-nose challenge and toss
his life away. Hell, the fight was in the
bag for him! He could out-maneuver the
Black pilot, if he wanted to. And—

What happened next left Warner
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gasping and wide-eyed with surprise.

In a maneuver that was almost too fast
for the eye to follow, the Yank plane
dipped straight down to the vertical on
its nose. There couldn’t have been more
than five feet clearance between the two
ships.

Like meteors passing each other the
Yank plane tore under the fuselage of the
bomber, zoomed up past the tail and then
arced over and down. The bomber pilot
was caught cold. One, two, three savage
bursts clattered out from the Yank’s guns,
and that was that.

Warner could actually see the glass
cowl cave’ in under the terrific hail of
steel. And his imagination gave him the
picture of what happened at practically
the same instant—the steel that smashed
through the glass cowl had buried itself
in the skull of one Black pilot.

For a moment or two the giant craft
swerved crazily about in the air. Then it
cocked up on one wing, slid down a thou-
sand feet or more, and finally twisted into
a savage power spin.

As it went down the Yank plane again
leaped upon it, and pounded hot steel and
explosive bullets into its vitals. One div-
ing attack was plenty. A gob of dirty
gray smoke belched out from the port
engine.

A split second later the whole heavens
shook with a terrific roar, and the bomber
completely disappeared in a shower of
smoking, twisted and shredded metal.

“God, what shooting!”

The sound of his own voice jerked
Warner out of his dumbfounded trance.
Tearing his eyes from the smoking shower
slithering downward, he looked across the
air space toward the Yank biplane.

Its pilot was zooming up for altitude
—zooming upward and toward the north,
as though totally ignorant of Warner’s
presence. The C. Q. banged his throttle
and kicked his ship around in hot pursuit.

“Hey, what’'s the idea?” he roared:
aloud. “Come back here!”

As he called out he unconsciously
snapped on the radio. But snapped it -
right off again with a curse. The set was
still haywire; the ear-phones emitting
not-ing but a rasping sound.

That meant that broadcasting was use-
less as the rasping sound was automati-
cally static-jamming transmission. And
to add to the cockeyed situation the Yank
biplane kept right on climbing toward a
cloud-bank northward.

For several minutes Warner tagged
after it. He even got close enough to see
the M-297 painted on the striped rudder.
But that was as close as he did get be-
fore the other ship plowed into the cloud
bank and lost itself to view.

Plowing in after it didn’t get Warner
a thing. And after several minutes of
hide and seek flying he went sliding out
into the clear. Scowling darkly, he ab-
sently pounded his free fist against the
side of the cockpit.

“And so what the hell does that make
me?” he grated. “Poison ivy to both foe
and friend? But, I'll damn soon check up
on his number. M-two-nine-seven, eh?”’

A little over an hour later, his peace of
mind not improved one iota, he slid down
onto his home drome and taxied tail-up
in to the hangar line. As he legged out,
the field radio officer came up to him on
the dead run.

“What happened, major?” panted the
man. ‘“Your signals were all garbled up.
I got something about an enemy bomber
and then everything faded out. Your set
wrong "’

The C. O. swallowed hard before he
spoke.

“Set wrong?” he barked. “The damn
thing is rotten clear through! Listen,
Jones, take it out and throw it to hell
away. I want a complete new one. But
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first, get Area H. Q. on my office set. I
want to speak to Colonel Parker, of Rec-
ords. Snap it up. I'll be waiting.”

WITHOUT bothering to return the

radio officer’s salute he stamped down
the tarmac, past the mess, and shouldered
into the unit office. Dropping his big
frame into the chair behind the desk, he
snapped on the desk radio and listened
tight-lipped to Jones contacting Area
H. Q. on the field’s main station. It took
a minute or two to get through to Colonel
Parker.

“All right now, sir,” came Jones’ voice.
“Contact’s made.”

Warner grunted and leaned toward the
transmitter unit.

“Colonel Parker?
speaking.”

“How are you, major?” said the voice
at the other end.

“Maybe bughouse, I don’t know,” said
the C. O. “Listen, colonel, what outfit is
a Driggs pursuit, number M Two-Nine-
Seven, attached to? And who is listed for
that ship? I—"

“What's that!” the speaker unit
crackled out excitedly. “Did you say a
Driggs pursuit M-Two-Nine-Seven ?”

“I did. And I want to—"

Colonel Parker cut him off again.

“Listen, Warner, what do vou know
about that ship? Have you seen it?”

“Seen it?” echoed the C. O. “I'll say
I have. And one of the trickiest pilots
in the world was at the controls. I—"

The other cut him off for the third
time.

“Never mind now, Warner! Stay where
you are! I'm coming down at once!”

Before the C. O. could get in another
word the ear-phones made a clicking sound,
signifying that the other had gone off
the air. . Snapping off at his end he leaned
back in the chair and scowled at the set.

“Maybe it’s just me that’s all right,”

Warner of Five

he grunted. “Everyone else is certainly
crazy. Oh, well, never could figure this
damn war out, anyway.”

With a sigh he forced himself to give
full attention to routine duties that had
piled up on his desk. Half an hour later
he had finished and was lighting a ciga-
rette, when there came a knock on the
door.

“Come in, colonel, come in!” he called
out.

But it was not the officer in charge of
records who opened the door. As a mat-
ter of fact the man who shouldered in-
side was a total stranger to Woarner.
First impression was that he was looking
at a ghost—a ghost in torn and dirty
civilian clothes.

The figure that stood before him
couldn’t have been more than twenty, if
he was that. But, his pasty face, sunken
cheeks, and sort of haunted eyes gave him
the appearance of an old, old man who
has gradually wasted away to the shell
of his former self.

“Major Warner?”

The C. O. was dully conscious of lips
moving ; heard the two words coming
out from between them.

He nodded.

“That's right,” he said. And as a sud-
den afterthought, “Sit down. You look
all in. Who are you?”

The other let his lean body slump down
into the nearest chair. And for a mo-
ment he didn’t say anything. Simply let
his haunting eyes rove about the room.
When they finally came back to Warner’s
face there was a strange light glowing in
their depths. A look of stark rage or
blind triumph, so it struck Warner. He
coughed, nodded at the man again.

“You were going to say?”’ he encour-
aged.

“Nobody who matters much, now,”
came the low voice, faintly charged with
bitterness. “But I've heard a lot about
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you—sir. Heard that you were a square
shooter.”

The man stopped off short. Warner
stared at him, absently wondering why
he let the man take up his time. Yet,
there was something about the youth that
checked him from telling him to go get
a meal at the mess and then be on his
way.

The lad was too young for service. Just
a wandering kid tramp, picking up this
and that and whatever he could get at the
army camps, depots and air drome far
back of the firing line. Warner had seen
hundreds like him. The Government
should really do—

“You are a square shooter, aren’t you,
sir ?”

The youth’s sudden question cut in on
the C. O.’s thoughts.

“Perhaps,” he grunted. “But what do
vou want? A meal or something like
that?”

The next made Warner gulp.

“Meal, hell! T want to become an un-
official member of your Unit. In other
words, I want to fly for you—off the
record.”

“You what?” choked out the C. O.
“Listen, son, what in hell are you talk-
ing about? This is an active service unit.
If you want to get into the Air Force
—if you're old enough—go to your local
recruiting office and—"

“Did that long ago,” the other broke
in quietly. “I'm a pilot with plenty of
time. I can do anything any of your
lads can do—right now.”

Warner rubbed the back of his neck,
and sank back into his chair. He didn’t
know whether to curse or laugh. He did
neither. Simply sat eyeing the lean, gaunt
figure seated across the desk. Then sud-
denly he leaned forward.

“I don’t know who you are!” he snap-
ped. “And I don’t-know what your idea
is. But I do know that you're taking up

my time. To put it in so many words
—this is an active unit, not a recruiting
depot. Get a meal at the mess, if you
want, and then, on your way. This is
really government property, you know.
Damn wonder a guard didn’t lock you

”»

up.

The lad’s eyes went flinty, and he slow-
ly stood up.

“I'm hungry to fight, not eat, sirl”
he said in a hard tone. “So you won’t
give me a chance?”’

Warner shook his head. Inwardly he
was sorry for the lad. Something in his
face that got you—

“Can’t, I'm afraid, son,” he said kind-
ly. “That’s a job for the recruiting of-
fice.”

“Devil of a lot of good those stuffed
shirts are!” the other practically snarled.
“What do they know what a man can do?
Oh, well, what’s the sense? I'll just keep
on doing it my way!”

He was turning toward the door when
Warner stopped him.

“Your way? What do you mean, your
way ?”’

The lad gave him a long look—a look
that contained disgust, contempt, disap-
pointment, bitterness and several other
things.

“The only way left open to me!” he
snapped. “I—"

E DIDN'T finish. At that moment

the door burst open and the bulging
form of Colonel Parker came barging in-
side.

“Listen, Warner—"

The records officer stopped short,
snapped a side glance at the youthful
tramp and scowled.

“And who the devil is this?” he barked.
“You! What are you doing at this field ?”

Warner started to explain, but the lad
beat him to the punch. He looked Par-
ker straight in the eye.
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“Unfortunately,  colonel,
yet!”

And with that the stranger turned his
back on both of them and walked outside.

“Well, I'm damned!” gasped Colonel
Parker, as the door slammed shut. “Who
was he?”

The C. O. shrugged, tapped his head
with a forefinger.

“A nut, colonel,” he said. “Wanted to
fly off-the-records in my unit. Doesn’t
fancy recruiting stations, I guess.”

The other snorted, then suddenly re-

membered the object of his visit.

" “Listen, Warner,” he started in with.
“What about that plane ? Where and when
did you see it? And what was it do-
ing?”

In detail the C. O. related his experi-
ence from beginning to end.

“He certainly deserves a medal if any-
one ever did,” he finished up. “Another
fifteen minutes and Depot Seven would
have been destroyed. I couldn't have
done a thing. That damned bomber just
walked right away from me.”

nothing —

Colonel Parker screwed up his face
in perplexed thought and nodded slowly.

“Yes, a very close call, indeed,” he
murmured. “I wouldn’t recommend any
more solo patrols, Warner. These sur-
prise raids are becoming more and more
frequent. As a matter of fact, G. H. Q.
'is moving several units closer to the lines,
and doubling high altitude patrols. But,
I don’t understand it at all. Damnedest
thing I ever heard of. Frankly, Intelli-
gence is due for a good dressing-down,
if they don’t do something about it real
soon.”

Warner smothered the curse that came
to his lips. Parker was always like that
—talking as though his listeners knew
the whole story and what it alt was about.

“Intelligence, sir?” he echoed quietly.
“What’s Intelligence got to do with that
pilot? He's—"

“Got to damn well find him!” the rec-
ords officer cut in sharply. “Got to damn
well find him or them, and put them
where they belong. That’s the tenth plane
in the last three weeks!”

The C. O. couldn’t check the groan on
his lips. He gestured helplessly.

“Pardon, colonel,” he bit off. “But
just what in hell are you talking about?”

The other snapped his head up.

“Eh?” he got out. “Why, the planes!
The planes, of course! Black agents are
stealing our planes. Got away with ten
of them in the last three weeks.”

Warner gaped at him.

“Then that pilot?” he breathed. “You
don’t know—?”

“Exactly!” Parker nodded. “That
plane was stolen from Unit Fifteen field
late last night. Someone sneaked onto the
tarmac and took off in it while the me-
chanics were busy dollying other ships
into the hangars. That's the hellish part
of it all. He shot down one of his own
ships—and didn’t try to do a thing to
you.”

“Who didn’t?”

“Who, who? Dammit, Warner, aren’t
you listening ? The Black agent who stole
M-two-nine-seven from the Fifteenth last
night! That's the first one of the ten
that’s even been sighted once it was sto-
len. I tell you, it's damn serious. They
can repaint them a bit, change the num-
bers, and do untold damage behind our
lines before we have time to realize that
American pilots are not at the controls.
Didn’t you, by any chance, see which way
he headed after he went into those
clouds?”

Warner shook his head.

“No, sir,” he grunted. “Believe me,
I was anxious to find out, myself. But
he got away clean as a whistle. Of course,
before then his general direction was
north. However, there’s no telling what
he did in those clouds. But if he was
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a Black, sir—well, all I can say is that
I’'ve never seen anyone do a better job
against a Black ship. Frankly, I doubt
the Black agent angle. After what I saw
with my own eyes, it simply doesn’t make
sense.”

The other glared at him.

“No, Warner?” he snapped. ‘“Then
let me ask you, who but the Blacks could
possibly have any reason to steal planes
right from under our noses?”

The C. O. hunched his shoulders.

“T’ll have to pass on that one, sir,” he
said. “But what have they done with
them? Have you heard anything about
them being used against us?”’

“No! But you never can tell. It’s only
been three weeks since they started the
damn business. And three weeks isn’t
long. I’d damn well—"

Parker stopped short as the desk phone
bell jangled harshly. Warner picked it up,
spoke into the mouth piece, and handed it
to the records officer. :

“For you, colonel. Area H. Q.”

The other took the instrument.

“Parker speaking. Yes! What? What's
that> Where? Who found it? Yes, yes!
Hold it, and I don’t want a single thing
touched: I'll be back in half an hour.”

ROWLING something under his

breath, Parker slapped the receiver
back on its cradle and shoved the instru-
ment away. Then he looked straight at
Warner.

“Well,” he grunted, “it looks like our
mysterious plane stealer got fooled this
time. He ran out of fuel!”

“Caught him, eh?” echoed the C. O.

“Caught him, nothing!” Parker snort-
ed. ‘““Those devils are too slick. No,
they just found the plane. Found it in
a field near C Twenty-five—about thirty
miles north of here. Not a drop in the
fuel tanks. That’'s why he had to come
down. Yes, it’s the same ship, right

enough, and half the ammo for the guns
has been used up. Searching parties are
out looking for him now. Slim chance,
they’ll find the devil. Damn these Black
agents, anyway. I'd give my right arm
to line them up and shoot the lot.”

Woarner said nothing. He sat staring
absently at the opposite wall, brows fur-
rowed and lips pressed to a thin line. The
attitude seemed to annoy the records of-
ficer. He snorted, tugged at a trick mus-
tache and eye the C. O. coldly.

“I take it, you still don’t agree with
me?” he got out testily.

Warner switched his gaze from the wall
to the ceiling.

“Yes and no, colonel,” he said slowly.
“T just had a thought—a thought that
bothers me, plenty.”

“Well ?”” sharply.

“That pilot I saw today,” replied the
C. O. “It just occurred to me that there
was once a pilot who flew just like that.
I've seen him pull the same trick maneuv-
er. But he died—and it can’t be.”

“Who do you mean?” asked the other.

“Wilkinson. ‘Wild Bill’ Wilkinson, we
used to call him. A natural born pilot,
too. Didn’t even know what fear was.
He was the leader of A Flight when I
took over this Unit last year. I've never
seen his equal until today.”

“Oh, yes, I've heard of him,” nodded
the colonel. “Killed on the New Hamp-
shire front, wasn’t he? Shot down, fight-
ing a dozen of them. Congress voted him
the Medal of Honor, but he had no fam--
ily, or something like that?”

“Yes,” murmured Warner. “The medal
is hanging in our mess right now. Yes,
he was killed. I helped bury him. And
I'll never forget Wilkinson. But—that
pilot today. I could swear that—"

“Imagination, Warner,” the other cut
in. “Lots of pilots fly alike, you know
that. It was one of those cursed Black
agents, right enough. Well, I've got to

’
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be getting back now. I'll keep in touch
with you, as things develop. And by the
way, just remember that suggestion about
no solo patrols.”

“Very good, colonel,” Warner nodded, -

and got to his feet.

After a trick salute, the records officer
went outside, and the C. O. dropped back
into his chair again. For a long time he
sat there, staring at nothing in particular,
but everything in general.

Eventually he shook his head and
heaved a deep sigh.

“It couldn’t possibly have been Wild
Bill,” he muttered. “Yet—"

He left the rest unspoken, stood up
and walked out to the tarmac. Radio
mechanics were swarming all over his
plane. He went over and stood watching
them in silence. Presently they finished
the job, and Jones, who had been seated
in the cockpit, legged out and nodded.

“Brand new, sir,” he said. “And she's
working perfectly. Do you want to test
her?” .

Warner started to shake his head, then
checked the motion. He had a sudden
desire to get aloft where he could be
alone. The events of the last few hours
had given him a brain full of aches.

“Guess I will,” he grunted. “Contact
me on all wave-lengths, up to forty thou-
sand. And may heaven help you if my
signals don't come through!”

Jones grinned.

“Bet everything I've got onm it, sir,”
he said.

Warner said nothing. He simply
climbed into the plane, slammed the glass
cowl back, and made himself comfort-
able. Two or three minutes later he tax-
ied out onto the field, received the all
clear signal from the hangar tower, and
sent the ship racing across the ground.

Pulling clear, he kept the nose up, and
went tearing skyward. At fifteen thou-
sand he leveled off, snapped on radio,

and called Jones down at the field. The
two-way signals were clear as a bell.
They were the same-at twenty thousand,
and also at twenty-five thousand.

“Thank God something’s right at last,”
he grunted, signing off. “Now, we’ll see
what happens with distance.”

I{EEPIN G the ship in a gentle climb,

he went sliding up toward the north-
east. An hour later he was over four
hundred miles from his home drome, and
close to forty thousand feet up. Level-
ing off, he started to reach out his free
hand to the contact switch, when sud-
denly the red signal light blinked rapidly.

One glance at the wave-length dial, and
he stiffened up straight in the seat.

Some station was calling on the S. O. S.
Emergency reading.

In a flash he spun the dial and turned
on full volume reception power. Instant-
ly a voice crackled in the ear-phones.

“. . . Planes stand by! All American
planes stand by! Flight of enemy planes
sighted at thirty-five over P-Six, headed
south. Type, pursuit and observation.
All American planes converge on P-Six
area at once!”

The call was repeated four times, and
then the broadcaster signed off. By that
time Warner had checked the signals as
coming from a plane east of his position.
And he had also found out, by checking
with compass and roller map, that he was
within sixty miles of the P-Six area.

In frowning silence he debated with
himself. He was on solo patrol. Should
he disobey Parker’s “suggestion” and
get into the scrap? Or should he return
to his own base, and await G. H. Q. or-
ders?

The debate lasted a couple of split sec-
onds. Then he slammed his free fist
against the throttle, and jerked the plane
around toward the east and P-Six.



NOBODY’S ACE

103

“What the hell!” he boomed as the
ship virtually leaped forward. “Damned
if I'm not going to get in a crack at
something todayi I'm fed up with watch-
ing and waiting.”

But he had roared through only five
or six miles of air space when the red
signal light on the radio panel winked
again. A glance at the dial made him
start. His home drome station was send-
ing out signals to someone.

He turned the wave-length dial knob
until he got the correct reading. It was
the wave-length for all B Flight planes
on his own Unit. And Jones was bab-
bling out words to a Captain Fraser, lea-
der of the flight.

“Check-back with your position, Fra-
ser! Are you in the air? Flight patrol
due in fifteen minutes. Please check-
back with your position.”

A second or two after Jones stopped
broadcasting, Warner suddenly let out a
yelp, and grabbed the transmitter tube.

“Jones! Jones!” he bellowed. “War-
ner on your wave. What the devil are
you calling Fraser for? He left for Wash-
ington this morning. Flew down there
by transport. Won’t be back for forty-
eight hours. Tell Cobb to take charge.

“By transport, sir?” Jones called back
in a startled voice. “But his plane’s
gone. And it was in front of B Hangar
half an hour ago. He must have re-
turned.”

Warner gripped the transmitter tube
so tightly that his fingers went white at
the knuckles. »

“His plane gone?” he roared. ‘“Hell,
didn’t anyone see it take off > It couldn’t
have been Fraser. He couldn’t have pos-
sibly returned in the time—"

The C. O. cut off the rest with a gulp,
and sat staring out into empty sky.

“My God, my God!” he breathed. “Not
one of my own ships—not the eleventh
plane?”

Jones’ familiar voice crackled in his ears.

“What’s that, sir? Fraser couldn’t get
back in time?” .

“Listen, Jones!” Warner cut in on him.
“My orders are for every ship to get
up and hunt for Fraser’s plane. And you
send out an area broadcast of Fraser’s
number. Telling anyone sighting the ship
to report its position to the others in the
air. Got it?”

“Got it!” repeated the ear-phones. And
then they went silent.

Snapping off his own set, Warner held
the ship on its due east course, and fixed
agate eyes dead ahead.

“Right out from under our noses, is
right!” he grated. “But damned if I'll
miss this scrap for one ship. Maybe Fra-
ser did come back. Oh, hell, it'll give
Parker something else to worry about,
anyway. He seems to thrive on it!”

With that, he dismissed the thing from
his mind, and concentrated on slamming
his ship east at maximum speed. Far
ahead he could just faintly make out a
swarm of dots -darting and twisting about
in the sky.

His heart leaped with the joy of pros-
pective battle and he breathed a fervent
prayer that there’d be some shooting left
to be done by the time he arrived. That
the dots twisted and darted about was
positive proof that an American Unit on
patrol had picked up the S. O. S. call and
gone streaking to the spot.

“Save one, you lads!” he shouted into
the roar of his engine. “Save at least
one!”

And then, suddenly, as for some un-
explainable reason he jerked his head
around, he caught the flash of sunlight
dancing off wings far off to his right.
The plane was too far away for him to
see it clearly, but he made a guess and
grinned.

“Want a crack, too, eh?” he grunted.
“Well, you'll have to beat me there, first!”
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Hunching forward over the stick, as
though in so doing he might urge his
plane on to greater speed and out-distance
the other ship bearing in on the fight at
a tangent, he slid his thumbs up to the
electric trigger trips and set himself for
the instant he would come within range
of the nearest black wings.

The fight by now was spreading all over
the sky. And although he didn’t bother
to count them, he judged the mass to in-
clude at least twenty planes, with Black
wings slightly in the majority. Two balls
of flame and smoke were slithering earth-
ward, but whether they were Blacks or
Yanks, there was no telling.

ERHAPS it was a matter of mimutes,
or perhaps it was a matter of years,
but finally he came within shooting dis-
tance of the rim of the fight. Tapping
rudder just a bit to line up a Black Dart
that was cutting out from under the cross-
fire of two diving Yank planes, he started
to jab the trigger trips forward—but
didn't.

At that instant he caught a side glance
of wings rushing in from his right. It
was an American ship—a monoplane pur-
suit, like his own—and painted on the
striped rudder was the number C-58.

“Fraser! Fraser’s ship!”

For a split second he gazed intently at
the missing plane plowing down into the
free-for-all scrap. When he jerked his
eves front again, he cursed. The Black
Dart he had lined-up wasn’t anywhere
around.

Five minutes ago there was nothing
he desired more than the chance to work
off his anger by pumping steel into Black
wings. But now that desire was gone.
The sight of Fraser’s plane popping down
out of nowhere, sent memory rushing back
to him.

Impulsively, he pulled out from the
fight, and snapped on radio contact.

“Fraser!” he barked. “Warner calling!
Return to your home drome at once!”

Five times he repeated the call, eyes
glued to the C-58 ship that was twisting
and slamming about, its guns spraying
continuous streams of smoking steel.

But no answer crackled back in his
ear-phones. And when his final call had
died to the echo, he knew for certain what
he had guessed since Jones’ first call—
Captain Fraser, of B Flight, was not rid-
ing the cockpit of plane number C-58.

With a grim nod of his head, Warner
bored back into the scrap.

“Now we'll find out who!” he grated.

Slipping past a Black pilot who was
trying to take a running pot shot at him,
ke slid in close to plane C-58. Eyes nar-
rowed, he stared across the air space but
was unable to see the figure crouched un-
der the glass cowl. And in the next sec-
ond he was forced to give up the at-
tempt.

Fingers of steel started to pound against
the fuselage of his ship, and. the forward
section of the glass cowl became trans-
formed into a billion cracks..

Hauling back on the stick, and slam-
ming his weight on right rudder, he went
hartling over and down. Hardly had he
started than he slammed on opposite con-
trol and spun around to the left. It brought
him out charging dead-on for a Black
observation ship. He grinned and jabbed
both trigger trips.

“This one for luck!” he yelled above
the clatter of his guns. "

Perhaps he was lucky to come out head-
ed for the Black. But luck played no
part in his marksmanship. With deadly
accuracy he pumped fifty smoking slugs
of steel through the cabin window of
the observation ship, and they finished up .
in the chest of the Black uniformed fig-
ure hunched over the stick.

The observer in the gun turret tried to
return the fire, but Warner slammed steel
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into his face before he could pull the
trigger. With both its occupants stone
dead, the craft whipped crazily up on
wing, and then went power spinning down
to utter destruction and oblivion.

Not giving it a second glance, once

the gunner crumpled over, Warner cut out
to the left and up. It was well he did, for
as he went thundering skyward, a hellish
hail of steel smashed through his tail sec-
tion.

A split second sooner and it would have
carried away the entire glass cowl, and
undoubtedly the top of his skull, too.

“Some other time!” he roared out, de-
fiantly.

And with that he cartwheeled over and
dropped like a rock toward a Black Dart
that was charging nose-to-nose at a Yank
plane.

But his thumbs, pressing the trigger
trips, froze rigid. The Yank plane was
number C-58! And in the very next
instant, its pilot slammed it through a
maneuver that made Warner shout aloud
in savage conviction.

Down dropped the nose of the Yank
plane, and like a streak of light it cut
under the Black Dart. Then up and over
the tail it curved. And then straight down
like a ton of brick, both guns blazing!

The Black pilot didn’t even know what
hit him, probably. Before he could even
move a control, he was a dead man thun-
dering earthward in smoking wreckage.

“The same pilot—the same trick ma-
neuver !” Warner bellowed.

Number C-58 plane pulled out of its
dive and went racing heavenward, But
this time Warner was in close, and he
stuck to the tail of the other ship like
glue.

Number C-58 twisted and looped about,
faked an attack at a couple of Blacks
scurrying north, and did everything in
the bag of sky tricks to shake the C. O.
and get into the clear. And foot by foot

7~

Warner followed him right through ev-
erything he did.

“Not this time, you don’t!” he grunt-
ed. “I want to meet you. And if you
are a Black agent—damned if I don't
think I'll shake your hand!”

Forgetting the fight which was now
little more than a running scrap, with
the Blacks doing all the running, and the
Yanks popping after them as they high-
balled northward, Warner simply stuck
with C-58 and let its unknown pilot try
any damn thing he wanted to.

As a matter of fact that’s just what
the pilot did, and as they neared a cloud
bank he pulled one that jerked a curse
from Warner's lips. Faking a slow left
bank, the pilot suddenly dipped his nose,
went right down past the vertical onto his
back, skidded around in a flat turn and
tore for the clouds.

It caught Warner off guard, but only
for a split second. Instead of trying to
follow the ship through its maneuver, he
whipped over and cut down in a half spin.
The result was that he was still tagging
the rudder of the other ship when it
plunged into the cloud bank. And in
after it, flying almost prop to tail, went
Warner. .

A ticklish twenty seconds, and then
both ships plunged out into the clear.
And that was enough for Warner. Face
hard, he reached out and snapped on ra-
dio contact, turned up full volume.

“The party’s over, C-Fifty-eight!” he
barked harshly. “I can plug you any
time I want. But I'm curious—so you
get the break. Down we go, and land
in the first good field we spot. Hear
me, C-Fifty-eight? Down we go, now!”

But whether the unknown pilot heard
or not, the plane continued to tear across
the sky toward the northwest. Warner
repeated his call three times.

And then, when the other ship still
didn’t start down, he took careful aim
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and bounced a burst of steel off the top
of the fuselage just a foot or so in front
of the glass cowl.

“I mean business, C-Fifty-eight!” he
roared. “Damn you, go down, or the next
burst will be too close!”

Two seconds ticked past, and then with-
out warning the forward ship slapped into
a dive and went racing downward. Tak-
ing no chances on the maneuver being a
last minute effort by the mysterious pilot
to get clear, Warner sent his ship tear-
ing down right behind it.

LIKE a pair of meteors the planes

raced earthward, engines pounding on
their bearers, and wings ‘whining a wild
key in the terrific rush of air.

As his altimeter needle swung around
the face of the dial like the second hand
of a watch, Warner was gripped with
the sudden fear that the pilot ahead in-
tended to conceal his identity to the end
in a blazing crack up.

But even as he reached for the trans-
mitter- tube, to call to the man, plane
number C-58 arced out of its mad dive
and went sliding down toward a small
field on the northern side of some woods.

Hand on the stick rock-steady, and ev-
ery muscle tensed for instant action, War-
ner swung his plane in close to the other,
cut his throttle and flattened out. The in-
stant his wheels touched, he tapped the
break pedal and slackened rolling speed.

But the plane was still moving as he
leaped out and pounded ground across
to where the other plane had all ready
come to a jerky stop, and its pilot was
shoving open the glass cockpit cowl.

As Warner reached it he skidded to a
halt and swore aloud.

The lean, gaunt figure of the kid tramp
was legging out of the cockpit. A queer
light glittered in the haunting eyes that
met Warner’s. And the thin, pale lips

were twisted back in a grin of half de-

" feat and half defiance.

“Well, I guess that’s that!” came the
tired words. ‘““Shouldn’t have horned in
on that scrap.”

Warner tried to speak, but the words
wouldn’t come out at first. Presently
they rushed off his lips.

“You? My God, what is this, anyway?
Who in hell are you? Damn it, speak up
this time!”

The lad shrugged wearily, leaned back
against the fuselage of his stolen ship.

“Now that you've caught me this way,”
he mumbled. “I guess it doesn’t mat-
ter much. My name’s Wilkinson—Bob
Wilkinson.”

The C. O. gulped.

“Wilkinson? Why—"

“Yeah,” the other nodded as he stopped.
“Wild Bill was my brother—and the best
a guy could ever have.”

As the lad’s voice started to tremble,
Warner collected his own senses, and took
hold of the youth’s arm.

“After seeing the way you fly, I be-
lieve you, son,” he said gently. “Only
a Wilkinson could fly like that. But I'm
just a bit mixed up. How about telling
me the whole story from the beginning ?”’

The other stared dully skyward a mo-
ment or two before he spoke. And when
he did, his voice was heavy with bitter-
ness. ,

“Not much to tell,” he began. “When
Bill was killed, there wasn’t any place for
me to go. He had made me stick in”
school, you see—Pratt High. But when
he got leave he used to give me flying
instruction at the local field, at Pratt-
dale. Well, I guess you know—the town
and everything was wiped out a couple
of days before Bill was killed. I didn’t
have any money—didn’t have anything.
I tried to enlist.”

The lad stopped abruptly and smiled.
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" But the smile was even more bitter than
the tone of his voice.

“They turned me down—all of them.
Said I was just a kid, and too young.”

“But good heavens!” broke in Warner.
“Wild Bill Wilkinson’s brother? Why,
that would have meant—"

“Yes, I know !” snapped young Wilkin-
son. “But I gave a different name. I
wanted to make good on what I could
do, not on what my brother had already
" done! Well, I tried every recruiting of-
fice, and they all turned me down for
age. Guess I did look sixteen—then.
Anyway, that made me mad. I could
fly a lot better than some they took. About
three weeks ago, I got an idea. I de-
cided to steal a plane and try to carry
on for Bill. It was easy—getting the
planes, I mean—but I couldn’t get new
supplies of fuel. And I got shot down
a couple of times, and had to destroy
each of the ships. But I got two Blacks
for every ship I stole, anyway. I guess
that’s something. As a matter of fact,
I got four Blacks with my third ship,
before I hac to land and burn it up for
lack of fuel.”

“But, my God!" exclaitned Warner, as
the lad paused. “G. H. Q. thought it
was a Black agent. Still thinks so. You'd
have been shot on sight, if caught.”

“I know,” was the calm reply. “That’s
just why I destroyed each ship I stole,
when I ran out of fuel. So that G. H. Q.
would think it was Black agent work.
Then a kid tramp wouldn’t be noticed so
much. Anyway, when I saw you today,
chasing that bomber, I recognized your
markings. Bill always thought the world
of you, major. And—well, stealing ships,
and food to eat isn't so easy. So I decided
to go to you. I was going to tell you the
whole story, when that colonel came in.
I heard what you two spoke about, and
I was afraid to go back to you again. So

I swiped one of your planes—heard the
S. O. S. and—well, you know the rest.”

Major Warner made no comment. He
simply stood staring wide-eyed at the
youngster.

“And you're only sixteen?” he asked.

“Seventeen next month,” was the an-
swer. “Still another year to go before
I'm old enough to do something for my
country—and Bill.”

Warner snorted.

“Another year?” he echoed.  “The
devil with that! Listen, would vou like
to become a member of my unit?”

The other smiled sadly.

“That’s white, sir,” he said. “But you
know yourself that eighteen’s the age
limit. And flying off the records for you,
might get you in trouble. I can see that
now.”

“Recruiting offices be damned!” snap-
ped Warner. “If you're not good enough
for this man’s air force, then neither am
I, or several thousand others. You just
leave everything to me. TI’ll fix it up.”

“Thanks again, sir,” said young Wil-
kinson, the sad smile still on his lips.
“But you're forgetting something—the

- ships I stole and destroyed. Even G.

H. Q. might not swallow that.”

“Stolen ships?”’ he snapped. “What
the devil are you talking about? Wild
Bill Wilkinson’s brother simply appealed
to me for the chance to do a man’s work.
And I’'m damn well going to see that he
gets that chance!”

“Thanks, maj—"

“Save it!” Warner cut him off. “Bad
to talk on an empty stomach. And a
damn sight worse to fly on one—and
you've got a lot of flying ahead of you.
Come along. There’s a farm house be-
yond those woods. Could stand a home-
cooked meal, myself.”

And with that, he took the youngster
by the arm and started across the field.
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That was a neat trick the Black spy

S50 e Ta 5

pulled. But it takes more than sky
magic to fool a hell-bent-for-leather
buzzard like Oklahoma Carrigan!

EEF BABSON, blow-hard and
funny boy of High Patrol Unit
Seventeen, toed out his cigarette

on the tarmac and slouched back lazily
against the half open door.

“Nuts to this man’s war!” he grunted
at the four or five members of the Unit
grouped about. ‘““Nothing ever happens.
I could do with some excitement, and
how !” ’

“Yeah?” echoed a lean red-head sar-
castically. “Well, just about two hun-
dred miles north, there’s plenty of lads’ll
give you all the excitement you want.
They’re called the Black Invaders. Ever
met up with any of ’em?”
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Beef flushed and his eyes got hard.
Though senior member of the Unit, he
was below the average in Black planes
knocked down. Perhaps that was why
he talked so much about what he did do.

“Maybe you'd like a smack on the
nose?” he growled.

The red-head
slightly.

“Maybe,” he replied evenly.

The others backed away a bit as the
two men stood eyeing each other like a
couple of cross-grained panthers. For
over a month now there had been plenty
of tough words between the two, but
this was the first time it really looked like
swinging fists.

And it was Babson who started to
swing. That is, he started, but stopped
almost immediately. He relaxed his balled
fist and pointed skyward.

“My God, what the hell is he trying,
anyway?” he exclaimed.

The tension broken, they all turned
and looked up. Five thousand feet above
the drome a biplane pursuit job was dart-
ing and spinning around in the air as
though its pilot had but one objective
in life—to see how close he could come
to tearing his wings clean off.

The ship was of Yank design, and had
the conventional stripes on the rudder,
but apart from that it contained no other
markings.

Loops, rolls, half and full, power spins,
whipstalls—in fact, every trick in .the
stunting category. And every one of
them repeated five or six times.

In dumbfounded silence the group
watched the plane cut around in the sky.
Then, suddenly, it whipped out of a full
roll and came plunging straight down like
a meteor in a hell of a hurry to reach the
ground.

“Look out!” someone roared.
lost control. He’s going to crash I

shifted his position

“He'’s

The cry of alarm was unnecessary. Ev-
ery man on the tarmac was racing madly
for cover. But the diving plane didn’t
crash.

. Less than fifty feet over the tarmac it
arced out, up and around. And the next
thing anybody saw was the craft swish-
ing out of a perfect wind-brake landing
and settling down on all three wheels,
light as a feather. £

Cursing, Beef Babson got up from be-
hind the hangar door, where he had
thrown himself, and brushed oil dust from
his natty uniform.

“A smart acre, huh?” he snarled. “Try-
ing to show off his stuff! Well, I'll tell
that bird where to head in.”

Putting his two hundred and five
pounds into motion, he lumbered over to
where the strange plane was taxiing up
to the line.

With much the same idea in mind, the
others tagged after him. But, as they
neared the plane, they all stopped short
and gasped in amazement.

A lean, wind-bronzed figure was leg-
ging out of the ship. A lean wind-bronzed
figure clad in high-heeled boots, a pair
of oil-spotted corduroy pants, a brilliant
green silk shirt, and a blazing red and
purple bandanna looped about his lea-
thery neck. And to complete the picture,
he reached back into the cockpit, pulled
out a ten gallon hat and slapped it on his
head.

The grin he pulled on the stunned group
revealed a mouth full of strong white
teeth.

“Howdy, buzzards!” he said in a voice
that seemed to come from the bottoms of
his high-heeled boots. “This outfit is the
Seventeenth, right ?”

Still speechless, they all stood gaping
at him. Then somebody found his
tongue.

“Holy konking engines!
from heaven!”

A cowboy
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The newcomer’s grin grew wider.

“Kinda like to wear these duds, fly-
ing,” he said. ‘““Makes me feel a sight
better.”

“A sight is right!” answered Babson,
starting forward again. “Listen, Texas,
what the hell do you think this is—a ro-
deo?”

“Oklahoma’s my home range,” the oth-
er corrected in his shoe-sole voice. “Nev-
er even seen Texas. Can you tell me
where I'll find the boss of this outfit?
Major Stark is his handle, ain’t it?”

It was the red-head who answered.

“That's right, Oklahoma,” he said.
“You’ll find him over in that end shack.
But—but don’t be surprised if he drops
dead. Been complaining about his heart,
lately.”

“Shucks, that’s too bad!” commented
the newcomer. “The range or the sky is
no place for a weak heart. But thanks,
buzzard, guess I'd better lope over and
let him know the new hand’s arrived.”

And leaving them flat-footed, he went
striding down the tarmac toward the Unit
office.

MAJOR STARK, who had passed
through many hell-popping adven-

tures in his colored career, didn't drop
dead when the lean cowboy eased in
through the door. But he did sit up
straight and gulp.

“My God, who are you?”’ he blurted
out.

The cowboy pulled off his hat and salut-
ed. '

“Reporting for duty from Baltimore
Pilots’ Pool, sir,” he said. “The name’s
Carrigan. But back home they call me
just plain Oklahoma. Oh, yeah, these
are my papers, I guess.”

Stark said nothing, took the crumpled
papers held out and glanced through them.

One was a short note from Major Allen,
C. O. of the Pilots’ Pool. It read:

Dear Stark:

Attached to this is one of the sweetest
pilots I ever saw, and the craziest coot in
six States. If I keep him at the Pool any
longer, I'll have a stroke, so I’'m passing
him along to you.

Seriously, though, he’s hell on wheels in
the air. They just don’t turn out pilots any
better. He went through the entire instruc-
tion course like a hot knife through butter.
In fact, there isn’t anything more for him
to learn. Unless, perhaps, it’s the difference
between riding the range and being a com-
missioned officer in the U. S. air force.
But, as Carrigan says—*“Shucks, what’s a
feller’s clothes got to do with his shooting
eye and hands?”

Anyway, here he is. Luck!

Allen.

Stark read it through twice, then raised
his eyes to the tall pilot. With an ef-
fort he got control of the grin that tugged
at the corners of his mouth.

“Major Allen tells me you’re good,
Carrigan,” he said. “That right?”

The other shrugged, shifted his weight
from one foot to the other.

“The major’s a right fine man,” he
grunted. “But about my being good—
well, planes are like hosses, you either
ride 'em, or you don’t. And I guess
maybe I was kinda born on a horse.”

“I see,” nodded the C. O. “Well, I'm
assigning you to B Flight. Captain Bab-
son’s in charge. Come along and I’ll in-
troduce you. And, by the way, do you
have to wear that outfit?”

Carrigan licked his lower lip, and slow-
ly shook his head.

“Don’t have to, sir,” he said bluntly.
“But I fly better in ’em.”

The C. O. had no ready argument for
that one. He heaved himself out of the
chair and started toward the door.

“Okay,” he sighed. “So long as myl
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pilots fly, I don’t give a damn if they
wear skirts! Follow me.”

Shouldering through the door, the C. O.
led the way over to where Babson and
the others were grouped about the cow-
boy’s plane.

As a matter of fact, they weren’t ex-
actly grouped about the plane. Rather
they were dancing around it, swinging
their arms and yelling gosh-awful sounds.
Beef seemed to be the principal dancer.
In one hand he clutched a coil of woven
rawhide, and the other grasped the looped
end which he swung about his head. At
intervals he would heave the looped end
at somebody dancing by.

As the C. O. stared at the scene he was
conscious of a flashing movement at his
side. And then he saw Carrigan virtual-
ly dive into the group, tackle Beef Bab-
son and bring him down like a felled ox.
In almost the same motion he wrenched
the rawhide lariat from Beef’s grasp, and
got up on his feet.

“Fun’s fun, buzzard,” he said, care-
fully coiling the rawhide. “But this here
happens to be personal property that set
me back twenty dollars. Brings me all
my luck.”

Winded for a second or two by the
tumble, Beef lay flat on his back, glaring
up at the man. Then with a roar akin
to an enraged bull, he heaved up on his
feet and charged..

“Why, you ten cent cowboy! I'll—"

He didn’t finish, and nobody exactly
saw what happened in the next split sec-
ond. There was movement of Carrigan’s
body to one side, and a streak of coiled
rope. And then Beef was flat on his back
again, both arms pinned to his sides by
the taut noose end of the lariat.

Body braced, the cowboy held him help-
less, for a moment. Then with a flick-
ing motion of his right wrist he snapped
the rope clear from Babson, coiled it and
dropped it into the cockpit of his ship.

“Sorry, I had to do it, buzzard,” he
said calmly. “But, I wasn’t fooling about
that there lariat.”

For the second time Beef lay glaring
at him. And for the second time he heaved
up on his feet with an air shattering roar.

“Use your hands this time!” he thun-
dered. “And find out something!”

And that was exactly what Carrigan
did. As Beef charged him he dropped
into a half crouch, pivoted his body slight-
ly, took Babson’s sledge hammer blow
high up on his left shoulder, and then
swung up and across with his clenched
right fist.

Instantly there was the .sound like a
board snapping in two. Beef’s body left
the ground, curved over backward in a
perfectly described arc, crashed down like
two ton of bricks, rolled over once and
became still.

Without the slightest trace of emotion
showing on his bronzed face, Carrigan
turned to Major Stark and saluted.

“Couldn'’t help it, sir,” he said. “You
have to do that, sometimes, to keep 'em
quiet.”

It was all the C. O. could do to keep
a straight face. He, like the others, knew
that Beef had it coming to him, and he
wasn’t in the least sorry. Still, a certain
sense of discipline had to be maintained.

He gave the cowboy the leveled eye.

“Around here we do our fighting up-
stairs, Carrigan!” he snapped. “Remem-
ber that, beginning with now. Incidental-
ly,” pointing at Beef, “he happens to be
your flight leader.”

For the first time since his arrival the
cowboy’s expression changed definitely.
He half rocked back on his heels; his eyes
widened, and his mouth came open.

“Shucks, shucks!” he gulped, shaking
his head sadly. “Seems I'm always get-
ting off on the wrong foot. Reckon he
won’'t be friends with me ever, now!”
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“I wouldn’t be at all surprised, but
what you're—"

The C. O. cut it off short as a flushed
face field orderly rushed up and saluted.

“Area H. Q. on the wire, sir!” he
panted. “Important! Emergency, they
said !”

SPINNING, Stark brushed past him

and went racing down the tarmac to-
ward his office. The orderly glanced from
Carrigan down to the prostrate Beef, back
up at Carrigan and whistled softly. Then
he, too, turned and went pounding down
the tarmac.

But the cowboy seemed not to notice
either of them leaving. Hands hanging
limply at his sides, he stood licking his
lower lip, and looking down at Babson.
Then the red-head stepped forward and
touched his arm.

“Forget it, Oklahoma,” he said. “He
rated it plenty. I was about to do the
same just before you landed. Guess we
" all stepped out of character a bit. I'm
sorry. Red Blake’s the name.”

Carrigan sighed, took the other’s hand
in his huge paw and grinned.

“Figured from your hair that red must
be part of it,” he said. “Reckon I went
a bit loco, myself. But I just don't like
other hands on my rope. Always like
to know it’s ready should I need it.”

At that moment Beef Babson groaned,
rolled over on his back and slowly sat
up. His glassy eyes moved from face
to face, and finally stopped at Carrigan’s.
Bit by bit they cleared, then took on the
light of burning rage. He got to his
feet, but made no movement to charge
the third time. Swaying slightly, he
rubbed the left side of his jaw with his
right hand.

“Stick around, cowboy!” he growled.
“I haven’t got started yet!”

Carrigan grinned, gestured with one
hand.

“Shucks, skipper,” he said. “Reckon I
didn’t mean it that way. Didn’t know
who you were.”

“You'll damn soon find out!” Beef
snarled back at him. “I'll break you,
even if it’'s—"

Whatever else Babson had to say was
drowned out by the ear-splitting wail of
the alarm siren atop the Unit office. In
practically the same instant the C. O.
came bursting out and pounded ground
over to them.

*“Ships, you fellows!” he roared. “Full
squadron patrol from J-Six to J-Twelve.
Some damn Black agent is trying to sneak
back north. Flying a Dart. H. Q. says
he has some valuable stolen papers aboard.
Swiped them from the Dayton test field.
Don’t argue with him. Slap him down
as soon as you can. Come on! Let’s

»

go.

Other pilots who had come pouring out
of the mess, heard the C. O.’s shouted or-
ders. No one stopped to ask questions.
In one wild rush they started tearing over
toward their machines. That is, all ex-
cept Oklahoma and Carrigan. Brows
furrowed, he stood gaping at them a sec-
ond. Then grabbed Babson, who was
closest to him.

“Don’t know them map numbers, skip-
per,” he said. “Just where are they ? And
what position do you want me to fly?”

Beef paused long enough to turn and
glare at the man.

“You stick on the ground and keep
your health!” he snarled. “You'll be
needing it plenty when I get back!”

“Say, that ain’t no way to talk, skip-
per!” yelled Carrigan, as the other legged
into his ship. “There’s work to be done,
and I hanker to—"

That’'s as far as he got. Babson
slammed the cowl shut and opened the
motor wide. It took a leap that would
have done credit to any Olympic broad-
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jumper, for Oklahoma to get clear of

the tail plane as it whipped past.

Picking himself up out of the dust, he
raced over to Major Stark’s plane. The
C. O. didn’t see him. And when he did,
it was too late. He was all ready streak-
ing across the field and giving the cowboy
a bath in take-off dust.

“Sorry, cowboy,” he grunted. “Don’t
know what the hell you want, but I can’t
stop now. Pass the time with that trick
rope of yours, and I'll see you later.”

And with that, he dismissed the new
addition to the unit from his mind, and
swung up into the blue. Holding the
nose for altitude, he reached out his other
hand, snapped on radio and grabbed up
the transmitter-tube.

“Calling J Area H. Q.!” he barked
into it. “Seventeen now in the air and
heading your way. Any report on emer-
gency order?”

A second or two of silence and then
the ear-phones cracked out words.

“Nothing definite. Seventeen! Enemy
plane last sighted over Columbus at thirty
thousand, and heading northwest. Report
back if you sight anything. And keep
your wave-length open for any further
orders.”

“Right,” grunted the C. O. “Signing
oft.”

Snapping down transmission, but leav-
ing reception open, he bent over the roller
map and checked his position with Colum-
bus. He was about seventy-five miles
to the east, and a few north.

By veering slightly toward the north-
west he would be bound to fly directly
across the escaping agent’s course. If
not that, Seventeen would force the Black
to bank off and right into the waiting
guns of American units “back-flying”
from the north. Either way, the job
would be a cinch.

Realization of that dampened the ex-
citement that had been his when he re-

ceived the emergency order over the
ground wire.

“Just a waste of fuel to bring the oth-
ers with me,” he grunted aloud. “Could
do it all myself. Oh, well, might as well
be in the air, as downstairs watching that
cowboy slam my pilots into the dirt. Crazy
coot, is right! Wait until I see Allen—
the bum!”

Eyes searching the skies ahead, and
brain absently mulling over Carrigan’s
actions, he slumped back against the head-
rest and let the engine cowled into the
nose do all the work.

But at the end of the next dragging
half hour a sense of uneasiness took
charge of him, and a worried scowl fur-
rowed his brows. The unit was now di-
rectly over the area northeast of Colum-
bus, but there wasn't the single sign of
a Black Dart trying to sneak northward.

In fact, there wasn’t anything in the
air except a few clouds, and far to the
right a group of dots—another Yank unit
doing flank patrol.

After searching the surrounding skies
for the hundredth time, Stark cursed and
snapped on transmission.

“All stations within range!” he called
out. “Please give latest report on escap-
ing Black plane. Seventeen calling from
J-Six. Nothing sighted as yet.”

The ear-phones crackled out with the
voice from Area H. Q.

“He must be in your area now, Seven-
teen. The course when last sighted was
straight for your position. Sure he didn’t
slip through?”

Stark started to curse, remembered that
he was talking with H. Q., and checked
himself just in time.

“Positive, sir!” he rapped out. “We've
been flying line patrol all the time. He
couldn’t have possibly slipped through us.
What are your orders?”

“They are to find that plane and shoot
it down!” the ear-phones boomed. “It’s
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the area you were supposed to cover, Sev-
enteen. And the responsibility is yours.
Find it!”
“But good God, sir!” Stark protested.
“We've done the very best we could. I
" tell you, that ship did not get past us!”
“It’s up to you, Seventeen! Find that
ship!”

ITH that the radio clicked

Stark smashed his free fists against
the wide open throttle. It was just an-
other case of the old army game. An
escaping Black plane was last seen in the
area Seventeen Unit was assigned to.

silent.

And as far as H. Q. was concerned,
that was that. They had given Seventeen
the mformation, and that kept their skirts
clear of the results. If the Black was
captured—fine for everyonme. But, if he
got away—it was Seventeen’s fault. Yeah,
the old army game—it would never go
out of fashion as long as there were any
armies left:

Face hard and eyes agate, Stark led his
Unit about the sky in a series of ever
increasing circles. Fifteen minutes dragged
by—but no sight of a Black ship.

The C. O. was on the verge of giving
it up for a lost cause when suddenly the
red signal light on the radio panel blinked
furiously. He spun the dial knob to the
correct wave length. An excited voice
crackled in the ear-phones.

“S. O. S. all planes! Enemy patrol
flying north at J-Eight, at twenty thou-
sand. Tenth pursuits giving chase now,
but enemy’s lead is ten miles. Units north
of J-Eight planes come to our assistance.
Enemy flight small!”

The call was repeated several times, but
Stark didn't bother listening to it. He
sat glaring at the radio panel.

“Enemy patrol?” he growled. “What
the hell? Thought there was only one
ship! Well, here goes, anyway.”

He reached out and contacted the
Unit’s wave-length.

“Seventeen !” he smapped. “Break for-
mation and high-ball for J-Eight. Enemy
ships sighted. Let's go!”

With that he whipped his own plane
around on wing, stuck the nose down a
bit for added speed, and went tearing
down the sky. A cloud bank blotted out
the eastern-horizon. But as he roared
into it and out again, he saw a swarm
of ships milling about in every conceivable
maneuver. His lips went back in a hard
grin.

At that moment the red signal light
blinked, but he only gave it a savage
glance.

“H. Q. wanting a report, eh?”’ he grat-
ed. “Well, you white collar bums—wait
awhile!”

Hardly had the words slid off his lips
than a flash of spinning light streaked
right straight down in front of the nose
of his ship. Sa close was it that he auto-
matically let out a wild yell and pulled
his plane up in a wing screaming zoom.

“My God, what was that?”

And then he saw it—saw Oklahoma
Carrigan’s plane arcing back up out of
a whirlwind dive. Crouched under the
glass cowling the cowboy was gesticulat-
ing frantically.

Stark glared at him, and eased off to
the side as Carrigan swerved in close.

“You damn fool!” he thundered. ““Save
your trick stuff for some other time. Damn
you, get back into the formation, or I'll
break your back when we land!”

But the cowboy had no idea of doing
any such thing. Like a comet he charged
in alongside until his wing-tips were al-
most touching Stark’s.

The C. O. waved his hand savagely—
and the cowboy waved his just as sav-
agely. Finally, Stark spun the dial and
grabbed the transmitter tube.

“Carrigan!” he bellowed. “Damn your
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soul, get back in position. What the hell
do you think you're doing?”

. The other’s voice came back at him in-
stantly.

“Major, I want to tell you something.
T've been figuring this thing—"

Stark broke in on him with a curse.

“Back in position, damn you!”

The ear-phones crackled again.

“But you don’t understand, major.
Back in Oklahoma horse rustlers used
to—"

“Back, Carrigan!” thundered Stark.
“Or I'll shoot you down!”

“Okay, sir,” said the ear-phones. “But
I can’t say how lucky I'm going to be.”

As the ear-phones crackled, the cow-
boy’s plane slid up in a beautiful half
loop, rolled off at the top and raced back-
ward out of Stark’s line of vision. The
C. O. heaved a sigh, and jerked his eyes
back to the fight ahead.

“Lucky " he snarled. “The damn fool
doesn't realize how lucky he is!”

And then as a Black Dart raced across
his sights, he promptly forgot everything
but the job at hand. Hunching forward
over the stick, he jabbed the trigger trips.
The twin Brownings, cowled into the nose,
spat jetting flame and a shower of hot
steel tore across the sky.

But it was almost as though the Black
pilot had invited the burst. The instant
Stark’s guns yammered, the Black slam-
med up, over on his back, and cut around
and down toward the east.

“Like hell you'll pull out!” roared the
C. O., slamming his own ship down in
a terrific dive. “I've got a present for
you, baby!”

Steadying himself, he let drive another
burst. But again the Black slipped out
from under and streaked eastward some
more.

And presently, the C. O. realized that
the Black, who was proving himself a
perfect pilot, was making no attempt to

fire back at him. As a matter of fact,
when he took a second out to glance
quickly about the sky, he noticed that
none of the other Blacks were battling the
Yanks. As one man, they all seemed con-
tent to make the Yanks miss, and with
each miss, to cut farther and farther
east.

Thought that the Blacks were simply
making fools of them, boiled Stark’s
blood to fever heat. He grabbed up the
transmitter tube.

“Babson!” he thunder<:i. “Cut east
with your flight—and cro.s-fire these
bums !”’

“Right!” the phones snapped back.
“Watch my stuff!”

TARK didn’t bother to watch Babson

strut his stuff. A Black was swinging
in close—tempting him to shoot. He pur-
posely ignored the gesture; even started
to cut off in the opposite direction. And
then with a movement faster than light,
he slammed around and down.

Too late, the Black realized that he had
been beaten at his own game. He tried
desperately to roll out from under and
tear east. But the roaring C. O. was
on him like a thousand ton of bricks.
Brownings yammered savagely, and hot
steel showered the Black Dart from prop
to tail wheel. For perhaps two seconds
the ship continued to race eastward.

And then in a great roar of flame and
smoke it literally burst apart in mid-air
and went slithering down into total ob-
livion.

“Now I feel better!” bellowed Stark.
“Come on, you other Yanks, let’s see you
get one apiece.”

As though the others had actually heard
his words, they leaped upon the Blacks
like so many eagles gone completely ber-
serk. And the Blacks, sensing that the
time for decoy maneuvering was gone,
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whipped around to a man, and went tear-
ing in, all guns blazing.

And then began a fight to the death.
Like mad metallic hornets, Black ships
and Yank ships alike, spun, darted, looped
and twisted about in the air. Hot steel
crossed hot steel, and tracer smoke wove
itself into a criss-cross blue-gray pattern

_that was continually being churned into
nothingness by air-clawing prop blades.

For perhaps five minutes, the Blacks
stuck it out, returning burst for burst.
Finally, when five of their number had
gone flaming down to hell, the survivors
broke and went tearing headlong toward
the north. Tearing headlong into Beef
Babson and his waiting flight.

Caught between two fires, the Blacks
tossed all caution overboard and frantical-
ly executed every maneuver possible in a
last minute effort to break clear. But
with that gang of maddened eagles upon
them, it was a lost cause from the very
beginning.

One by one, the remaining Black ships
went careening downward, and eventually
only Yank ships were left in the air.

“That’ll learn ’em !”” bellowed Stark joy-
fully, as he zoomed up from the mass of
Yank ships.

Leveling off, he throttled a bit and took
stock of Unit Seventeen ships still in
the air. All were present except one. And
the ship that was missing was Oklahoma
Carrigan’s.

Stark groaned and shook his head sadly.

“Should have sent him back to the
drome,” he muttered. “Poor devil, it was
his first and last taste of the war. My
fault, too!”

The loss of the cowboy wiped away all
the joy of victory. True, it wasn’t the
first greenhorn he'd lost on a patrol. Yet,

~ somehow, it was different witli Carrigan.
Crazy as the lad seemed, he’d liked him
from the start. He had the makings of
a whirlwind pilot. And now—

He cut off the rest of the thought, as
a tiny ray of hope came to him. Snatch-~
ing up the transmitter tube, he set the dial
on Seventeen’s wave-length reading.

“Any of you lads see what happened to
Carrigan?” he asked.

The ear-phones crackled with answers
—all of which were in the negative.

“Last thing I saw of him, sir,” came
Red Blake’s voice above the rest, “he
was slamming down on a Black Dart.
Looked to me like he was going to crash
into it. Didn’t have time to see what
happened.”

Stark grunted, then gave orders to re-
turn to the home drome. Swinging his
own ship around, he waited until the oth-
ers dropped into position, and then opened
up wide.

And it was then he suddenly became
conscious of the red signal light blinking
rapidly.

“Okay, H. Q.,” he grunted. “The job’s
done now.”

But in the next second he let out a yell
and jerked up straight in the seat. The
shoe-sole voice of Oklahoma Carrigan
boomed out of the ear-phones.

“Seventeen! Seventeen! Lope over to
J-Five right pronto! T've got the var-
mint cornered, but he’'s right smart with
a plane, and I ain’t so sure that I can hold
him. Seventeen! Lope over here to. . ..”

“Carrigan! Carrigan!” Stark roared.
“Where the hell are you, and what’s hap-
pening ?”

No sound came out of the ear-phones
for at least two minutes. Three times the
C. O. repeated his frantic call. And then
finally the answer came through.

“Reckon I've just been telling you, ma-
jor. If some of the lads will just lope
over here to J-Five and help me rope this
varmint, I'd be much obliged.”

“Rope who?’ Stark roared.
do you mean?”’

“Reckon it’s that Black agent, I mean,”

“What
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came the startling answer. “Just caught
him in time—but it isn’t shaping up to
such an easy job.”

As Carrigan talked, Stark checked with
his roller map and compass. He was
surprised to see how far east of the J
area he was. Instinctively he set his ship
on a dead-on course for J-Five and fed
his engine every drop of fuel it would
take. At the same time he bellowed into
the transmitter tube.

“Drop him, Carrigan! Shoot him down
at all costs. We might not get there in
time.” ,

“Guess I can’t do that, sir,” said the
voice in the ear-phones. ‘“And it’s all my
fault. I just naturally forgot to load my
guns before I took off. Figured on hav-
ing 'em tested first. And when things
started kicking up, I kinda forgot. But,
maybe I can—"

The voice ceased abruptly., Stark
pressed his lips close to the transmit-
ter tube.

“Carrigan!
pened?”

“Can’t talk no more, sir,” said the ear-
phone. ‘“Reckon I've got to use my
hands for other things. Come lopin’
fast!”

What’s

Carrigan! hap-

HE C. O. continued to roar into the

transmitter tube, but it was just a
waste of breath. He didn’t receive a sin-
gle word in reply. Eventually he gave
it up and swung the wave-length dial knob
to the S. O. S. Emergency reading.

“All planes near J-Five!” he shouted.
“Go to assistance of American plane en-
gaging enemy Dart. Destroy enemy ship
as soon as possible. S. O. S. Emergency
call to all planes within range of J-
Five!”

He repeated the call five times, mean-
while absently pounding his fist against
the throttle. Whether the rest of Seven-
teen had listened in on the messages and

were high-balling along with him, he
didn’t know. And he didn’t bother to
turn in the seat to find out.

Body rigid and hunched forward over
the stick, he glued his eyes forward,
searching every square inch of sky for
a glimpse of two planes spinning and
twisting about.

Seconds dragged by like hours, and each
minute was an eternity of hellish sus-
pense. For the want of something to do
he kept trying to contact Oklahoma Car-
rigan on the radio. But the cowboy was
either dead or too busy to reply. The
ear-phones remained as silent as a grave-
yard.

And then, suddenly, as he raced down
through a layer of thin vaporish cloud, he
saw, far below him, two planes in a ring-
around-the-rosy maneuver.

One glance and he saw the jet black
wings of a Dart, and the glossy white
wings of Carrigan’s plane. From the
nose of the Dart twin streams of jetting
flame spouted out. And Stark’s heart
skipped a beat as they seemed to miss the
tail of Carrigan’s plane by mere inches.

“Cut in, Carrigan—cut in!”

Unconscious of his own howling voice,
Stark rammed the stick forward and sent
his plane wing screaming down through
the air.

The two planes were far below him, al-
most on the ground, and a good five miles
ahead. A fervent prayer hissing from
his lips, he slid his thumbs up to the
trigger trips and sat body tensed, ready
for instant action.

Suddenly, as though Carrigan had ac-
tually heard the C. O.’s shouted instruc-
tions, the Yank plane cut around in a
dime turn and charged straight at the
banking Dart. For a second, Stark for-
got and he cursed aloud.

“Shoot, shoot, you fool! It’s perfect
now !” :

But no streams of jetting fire spat ot
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from the nose of the Yank plane. It
simply bored in as though the cowboy in-
tended to ram his enemy broadside. Whe-
ther that was his intention or not, the
Black pilot evidently believed it to be.

With a slashing half roll the Dart
flipped over and down. And like a streak
of greased lightning the cowboy’s plane
followed it through the maneuver. The
result was that the Dart was virtually
pinned against the ground.

Had Carrigan been able to shoot, he
could have slammed the other ship into
the sod blindfolded.

_But he didn't, and in a spinning maneu-
ver that looked to Stark as though the
" Black had actually scraped his wings on
the ground, the Dart whirled out from un-
der and up. For a split second he was
in the clear and cutting around to the
north.

Stark sobbed out a curse, and pounded
his fist against the side of the cockpit un-
til the skin of his hands became split and
bleeding.

“Too late! Carrigan can’t possibly head
him off now!”

But as though the cowboy had only
been fooling before, he suddenly started
to fly like a madman. In a dime turn
that must have made the wings groan
aloud, the Yank ship whipped around and
up.

At the peak of the zoom the plane
seemed to hang motionless in mid-air for
the fraction of a second. And then down
it plunged, a blur of white light. Its
spinning prop seemed to virtually chew
into the left wing of the Dart. and then

t went corkscrewing outward and away.

The Black pilot, however, must have
thought that death was reaching for him
at last. In the next instant he went com-
pletely haywire. The ship skidded out
crazily, and went flopping over on right
wing. And as its pilot started to right it,
Carrigan came slamming back in again.

That was the final straw for the Black.
He tried frantically to flat spin around
and zoom. But he forgot about his drag-
ging wing. It snubbed slightly on the
surface of a small field. The nose dropped.

“Did it, by God!” howled Stark. “Made
him crash!”

But even as the words rushed off his
lips, he drowned out their echo in a bel-
low of rage. The Black pilot had done
the unbelievable. His wing dragging, and
the nose of the plane. plunging straight
for the ground, he somehow pulled it up
and went sliding out to the side.

A split second later, he cut his engine,
and as Carrigan zoomed up to cover any
attempt by the Black to get clear, the
man slapped down for a quick landing.

But it was just a fraction too quick.
Or perhaps he didn’t crank down his
wheels in time. At any rate the Dart dug
its nose into the ground, pivoted about
like a top, and then slapped over on its
side to hopelessly crumple the left wing.

In what seemed to be the very same in-
stant it struck, the glass cowl was slam-
med open and a figure scrambled out and
started racing across the field toward
some woods.

And then took place an event that left
Stark gasping with utter, unbelievable
amazement.

Carrigan had started to bank around
and down to land by the crashed plane.
But the instant he saw the Black scramble
out and start for the woods, he jerked the
nose of his ship up, and coasted around
in almost a broadside turn.

When almost directly above the running
Black the nose of the Yank plane dropped
sharply downward.

Through dumbfounded eyes, Stark saw
the lean figure of the cowboy rise half
up out of the plane. In his left hand,
flung over the side, was his coiled lariat.
And from his right hand dangled the
noose.



FLYING RAWHIDE

119

By now his plane was virtually motion-
less in mid-air. Right on the verge of
stalling and dropping like a rock.

AT happened in the next fraction
; of a split second was but blurred
movement to Stark. Up, over and down
went Carrigan’s right hand. Something
whipped toward the ground. The run-
ning Black seemed to smash into an in-
visible wall. He stopped dead, then
slapped down on his face.

In the same instant Carrigan’s plane
leaped forward. The body of the Black
was jerked across the ground for fifty
feet or more. And then it stopped short
again, and Stark saw Carrigan’s lariat
snake down limp beside the still figure.

Two minutes later when Stark braked
his ship to a stop, leaped out, and ran
across the field, Carrigan, a mile-wide grin
on his bronzed face, was calmly coiling his
beloved lariat.

“Good God—Carrigan! Never saw any-
thing like it in my life. Roping from
a plane! But, listen, how the hell did you
find him?” asked Stark.

The cowboy didn’t answer at once. He
finished coiling his rope, and tossed it
onto the ground. Then he bent down
and rolled over the crumpled figure.

The man’s face was a horrible sight.
Blood almost hid the glassy eyes that
stared up in death. But Carrigan went
calmly through the man’s clothing, and
presently pulled out an oil-skin covered
roll of papers. He straightened up and
handed them to Major Stark.

“Guess that’s the stuff he got, sir.”

“Listen, Carrigan!” exclaimed the C. O.
as he automatically took the papers. “How
the hell did you find him?”

“Reckon I just figured things out a
bit,” he said. “Didn’t know these parts
‘very well, but after you'd left, I got the

flight sergeant to put me wise on where
this J area was. Then I just figured what
I’'d do if I was this here Black. I fig-
ured he’d do just what I've seen rustlers
do out Oklahoma way. That would be
to double back on the trail and cut around
you. And then when I heard that S. O.
S. call, T figured that the play was for
some boy friends to draw you off the trail.
And—"

“But, God, you were right!” burst in
Stark. “That's why they didn’t scrap
—just wanted to pull us east.”

“Yup, I figured it was that way,” nod-
ded Oklahoma. ‘“But you wouldn’t let
me tell you about it. Just got mad. And
—well, shucks, I just had to tackle him
myself, without no guns. I found him
right enough, sneaking up to the west of
you fellers. But he sure was some pilot,
and if it hadn't been for a barrel of luck,
I reckon I would have fallen down on the
job.”

The other members of the Unit had
landed and were gathered around listen-
ing popeyed.

Major Stark found his tongue first.

““Shake, Carrigan,” he said. “Allen was
all wrong. You're one hell of a sight
better than just good!”

Carrigan grinned sheepishly, “Reckon
all credit goes to my rope.”

At that moment Beef Babson pushed
up close to him. He stood glaring at the
cowboy a few seconds, then stuck out his
chin and grinned.

“Just smack me there again, Okla-
homa,” he said, tapping the left side of
his jaw. “The first helped some—but
another might give me a lot of sense.”

“Not twice, skipper,” grinned Okla-
homa, shaking his head, “I most busted
my hand that other time. And I may
need it for more ropin’. Let’s just shake,
and forget everything.”

“Not everything!” laughed Beef.

And he grabbed the other’s huge paw.

THE END



THE SILVER FLASH

Three-View Plans for Model Building
Submitted By Our Readers

What is your idea of Dusty’s fighting plane, the Silver Flash? Your guess is as good as
anyone’s, as no one can predict accurately what the airplane of the future will look like.
Send in your drawings addressed to: Dusty Ayres, Silver Flash Models, 205 East 42nd St.,
New York City. The most interesting and futuristic designs will be published each month.
The drawing below was submitted by Bill Tallon, 10949 S. Park Ave., Chicago, IlL
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FREDEAIN,
BLANE\LE
P ——

REETINGS, fellows! And how
G is every this and that this month?

Okay? Swell! Unless there is
something more important on your mind,
I'm going to dive into this carload of
mail that’s been stacking up on me. You
lads have sure done yourselves proud
writing to me—and the old Skipper is
plumb tickled pink. Frankly, I never
knew there were so many letters in the
world.

Wait a second, I just thought of some-
thing that I want to get off my chest.

Practically all of you lads have been
velling for three-view drawings of planes
of the future, and a lot of you have sent
in some swell ones. By now some of
them have appeared in print. But I think
that many of you are holding back your
imaginations regarding your drawings of
future planes. In other words, you're be-
ing just a bit too conservative. Don’t be

like that. No one can absolutely predict:
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what the ships of the future will look
like, and therefore your ideas can’t be too
fantastic so long as you stick within the
boundaries of common sense.

Right now aeronautical engineers are
experimenting with designs that look like
the creations of a madman. Yet who can
tell but what they may stumble across
something that will revolutionize the
whole industry?

People laughed at the first autogyro,
and said it didn’t have a chance -in the
world. Well, we all recognize it today.
And the same thing is true of a few other
designs.

So just let the old brain get hitting on
all six, and try to visualize what the plane
of tomorrow will look like. Go at it this
way—imagine what the requirements will
be. First, is speed at all altitudes. Sec-
ond, ease of maneuverability. Third, a
low stalling point. Fourth, high lift; and
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so forth. Then sit down and draw up
plans to fit the bill.

Several of you have sent in designs
that are okay except for one thing—the
ship has an open cockpit. Maybe I'm
wrong, but I doubt that military planes
of the future will be open cockpit jobs.
In fact, I doubt that there will be a single
open job. You may say, “Well, what
about the low-flying planes—the ground
troop straffers? No need for them to
have closed cockpits.”

Quite true, but I believe that the ships
of the future will be all-around jobs. I
mean. planes that can do several differ-
ent types of work. For example, the
observation ships of the present day can
dogfight pursuits, and give them a pretty
hot time at it too. And as was pointed
out in the last war, each new plane could
go faster and climb higher than the ship
before it.

Take the greatest ship of the entire
war—the Bristol Fighter. Many, many
times that great two-seater made monkeys
out of pursuit planes. It out-fought them
and out-flew them time and time again.

Well, there are going to be ships just
like that in the future. The faster they
can go, and the higher they can climb, so
much the better. Believe it or not, the
populace of cities and towns bombed by
air in the future won’t even see the planes
or hear them, for that matter, except by
amplifiers and engine detector units and
so forth. So let your imagination run
wild, and go easy on the open cockpit
stuff.

Another thing. The Skipper’s eyes may
be getting dim with age, but he can still
tell when some of you lads have prac-
tically copied line for line a design of some
present day military plane. Naughty,
naughty, cut it out! You can’t fool me
that bad—yet!

Oh yeah! Thoughts are coming back
to me thick and fast. Here’s something

that I've been meaning to chin about for
weeks, and then I forget it each meeting.
Well, I'm grabbing hold of it now. It’s
about the speed of Dusty’s Silver Flash.

Some of you have seriously questioned
the ability of the Flash to hold together
while Dusty flings it around at top speed.
Not only that, you’ve wondered what
holds Dusty together while all this is
going on. One lad has even insisted that
stunting at any speed over 250 m.p.h.
would wreck the pilot for keeps.

Well, let’s go back in speed history for
a bit. Back to the days of the first rail-
road trains. It is a matter of record that
in those days scientists proved that the
human body could not stand any speed in
excess of thirty miles an hour! Time has
proven those learned scientists very, very
wrong. .

It wasn’t very long ago when it was
popular belief that if a man fell out of
an airplane without a parachute, he would
be dead before he struck the ground. In
other words the speed of his fall would
kill him. But it was eventually proved
that a falling object can’t go any faster
than about one hundred and eighty-six
feet per second. And in recent years
parachute jumpers have made free falls
of well over ten thousand feet, then
opened their chutes and landed fit as a
fiddle.

YOU may think that I'm getting off

the track, that I'm dealing with
straight away speed only. And you may
agree that a pilot in a sealed cockpit
might not be effected by terrific straight-
away speed. But how about the ship be-
ing tossed around?

Well, naturally I cannot prove my be-
lief. Today, no one has hit over 440
m.p.h. And even that lad didn’t stunt.
Still T believe that in the future planes
will be constructed to withstand high
speed.
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In the old days aeronautical designers
used to build a plane and then find an
engine to stick in the nose. And little by
little they learned that the ideal plane was
built around an engine.

A lot of crashes during air races were
caused by a too powerful engme being
stuck in the nose of the plane. Orig-
inally the plane had, we'll say, a 225
horse power engine. The pilot won a
couple of races with it. And so, he stuck
a 450 horse power engine in the nose.
More speed for him—and a couple of
silver cups to stick on the mantlepiece.

. Well, he sticks a 600 horse power en-
gine in the nose, and goes out to show
that world what real speed is. He opens
her up wide—and it’s all over for him.
He'll stick no more silver cups up on the
mantlepiece. What happened? Nothing
very much except that his 600 horse power
engine practically pounded itself out of
it bearers, and ripped the whole ship
apart. Think I'm kidding you? I'm not.
I’ve seen it actually happen—and you have
too, probably.

Designers having learned the lesson
about building a plane around a certain
type and horse-powered engine, will in
the future design their planes to with-
stand stipulated stresses and strains.

When I had the Silver Flash knock
off such high speed I naturally assumed
that its designers had built it to with-
stand everything that went with 600
m.p.h. As regards Dusty being able to
take it, it was in my mind that develop-
ments will come to pass—such as air
pressure neutralizers, inertia balances and
so forth—that will make it possible.

Day after day science and invention
is proving the impossible to be possible.
The whole idea back of the Dusty yarns
is simply that we are all trying to visual-
ize what a future war will be like. Some
of the ideas may never come to pass—
but a lot of them will.

As we all agreed, it’s foolish for us
to have Dusty some kind of a miracle
man, and his planes miracle ships that
can hop to the moon and back before
breakfast. Yet at the same time, it’s
equally foolish for us to lean over back-
ward, and just say it ¢can’t be done, because
it hasn’t been done! Someone may do it
while we’re saying it.

Now, if you all think that Dusty’s ship
is too fast, let me know and I'll cut down
the speed. But, I believe that only a few
of you want it that way. How’s about it?

And now if you other lads will just sit
back and take it easy for a couple of
minutes, I'll chin a bit with my friend,
Roland Newman, out Minnesota way.

That was a mighty interesting letter,
Roland, and I'm glad to receive all those
very swell suggestions, and the draw-
ings. As regards that crash, I don’t know
just what to say. I have a faint recollec-
tion of reading about it in the papers.
However, looking at it just as a crash
(cause unknown) I'll try to point out a
few things that might have happened.
Now bear in mind that it is all guess-
work on my part. I'm making no attempt
to state anything as an actual fact, be-
cause I don’t know any of the details, and
I didn’t see the accident.

You say that the pilot took off in the
plane, and that when he had reached a
good altitude the plane crashed, and he
didn’t have time to jump. Well, let’s be-
gin from there. If the pilot didn’t have
time to jump, it stands to reason that the
ship was not at a good altitude. There-
fore, any one of several things might
have happened.

First, his engine might have konked
out, and in trying to get back to the field
the ship stalled and crashed before he
could pull it out. Second, perhaps a
fuel line split and he was rendered un-
conscious by the fumes, and as a result’
the ship crashed. Third, perhaps the
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controls jammed, and when he gave up
trying to clear them he was too low to
jump. {Perhaps he tried to clear them
right down to the very end). Fourth,
perhaps he did try to jump but by some
trick of fate banged his head and was
knocked unconscious. Fifth, perhaps he
fainted in the air, or was taken deathly
sick.

Any ome of those things might have
happened. Of course it may have been the
fault of the ship. Perhaps it was sloppily
rigged, and had a tendency to spm at the
slightest provocation. And the pilot not
knowing about that was caught off guard
too late.

You see, Roland, one thing that makes
it difficult for me to go into detail is that
vou did not tell me how the plane crashed.
You simply said that the pilot toak off and
crashed. How did he crash? Did he stall
in—did he spin in—or did he.dive in?
Was the engine still going when he hit.
or was it shut off ? Was he coming around
and back toward the field, or did he just
drop? And when his ship was reached,
was his parachute pack opened? In other
words did it look as though he made any
attempt to bail out?

And ancther thing. You say, “The
motor and the rest of the plane was im-
mediately destroyed.” Do you mean that
the whole business burned up as a re-

sult of the crash? Or did the people on

the ground burn it up aifter the dead pilot
had been removed. That part I do not
understand. Was the wreck burned on
orders of the local Department of Com-
merce inspector? Or didn't he see the
crash? .

I would suggest that you drop me a line
when you get the chance and give me the
answer to as many of those questions as
vou can. Then I'll have something con-
crete to base my guesswork on, and per-
haps be able to help you a little more than
I have at this meeting.

TELL, let’s see what else is in the
' mail bag. Gosh, I've got to give this
meeting a bit of throttle. The hands on
that clock up there are swinging around
like Dusty’s altimeter needle when the
Flash is in a power dive!

Say, Dick Lovelace, that’s quite a tall
order you gave me. I'd like to supply the
information but frankly I can’t off-hand.
However, here’s what you can do. Get
hold of a copy of Jane's All the World’s
Aircraft. It has all of that dope. If you
can't dig up a copy around your neck of
the woods, the next time you are in New
York drop around to the Aeronautical
Chamber of Commerce offices in Radio
City. They have a copy in their library,
and I'm sure they'd let you look at it.
If not, give me a buzz, and I'll see what
I can do.

Here's something for you to express
your ideas on. Dick Lardner and sev-
eral of the boys think that I should have
some company make models of the Sil-
ver Flash and sell them. As far as I'm
concerned, it’s yes and no about that. It's
okay by me if some company wants to
do it, but I should think that you lads
would want to make your own models.

As you've shown by the drawings you've
sent in, there is nothing very standard
about the Silver Flash. To come right
out and say—this here thing is Dusty’s
Silver Flash as pictured in the old
Skipper’s think-box—would be a pretty
tough job, and possibly bring a couple
of million of you lads down on my neck.
And then, too, didn’t we all more or less
decide that we’d give Dusty a new kind
of a crate to fly with each new yarnr

However, if enough of vou lads want
a model of the Silver Flash, T'll get to
work and see what can he done about it.
Let me know, either way.

Ed Gumpert, over Jersey way, asks an
interesting question. '
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“Do you think that in time the whole
armament of planes will be larger and of
higher calibre?”

My answer, Ed, is yes! I certainly
do. In fact, that change is taking place
right now. One-pound cannons are old
stuff to-day. And I understand that the
famous French Seventy-five shell can now
be fired from the air without tearing the
plane to bits.

In fact, though I believe that the ma-
chine gun (with improvements, of course)
will always be with us, I also believe that
planes of the future will be equipped to
spit out flocks of small armor-piercing
shells just like the World War planes
spat out bursts of .303 bullets.

As a matter of fact, I'm sticking a new
gun idea into the next Dusty yarn. Let me
know what you think of it.

Ah, here’s a lad who wants the old
skipper to really do some work. It's none
other than my friend Lou Spagnuolo, out
there in the Windy City. Lou writes:

“] would like to know if you would put a
flying course in the magazine as I think
some of the members would like to learn
to fly.”

Well, T'll tell you. The old skipper
once did that very thing, and it was
eventually published in book form.
Whether it’s still in print, I really do not
know. But I'll find out, and let any of
you, who are interested, know where and
how you can get a copy. So drop me a
line if the idea meets with your approval,
and T'll see what can be done.

Here's an idea that I want to pass
along to you model builders. It was
given to me by Larry McNutt, out
Columbus, Ohio, way, and it certainly
sounds great.

Larry is building models of all the dif-
ferent types of planes in the Dusty yarns,
and building an airdrome to put them on.
He admits that he’s kind of stuck on just
how the dromes of the future will look,
and wants the gang to help him out.

Personally, I think that the main dromes
will be wvirtually cities in themselves.
Also that the small dromes, and the emer-
gency fields, will have equipment that can
be knocked down and transported in short
notice. There will be bomb and gas cel-
lars, anti-aircraft units, railroad sidings,
and all that sort of thing. Perhaps they’ll
even be double-decked hangars, and may-
be a catapult or two for shooting small
ships into the air. But one thing certain,
everything will be electrically equipped.

It’s an interesting idea and if any of
you have suggestions and ideas, Larry
will be tickled pink if you'd send them
along. His address is, 93 North Lexing-
ton Ave., Columbus, Ohio. Go to it,
gang.

Sweet essence of tripe, look at the
time! And I was going to answer so
many letters at this meeting. Well, that
just goes to show you how you can get
side-tracked into an argument before you
even realize it. Oh well, I'll try and make
up for it at the next meeting.

However, keep up the letter writing. I
sure like to get 'em and read 'em. And I
really will answer them before I'm too
old to hold a pen.

In the meantime—keep flying speed!



On all newsstands now!
The

MOVIE BOOK

that’s different!

No long-winded articles
—no misleading stories

Instead—

All the color and glamor
of the real Hollywood
shown to you exclu-
sively in pictures

It’s the intimate picture book & Somar
that helps you— 4‘.’:;:: -

Keep up to date with Hollywood!

See the stars at work, at play, visit them on the lot and at
their homes

Do you know—
Who’s going places with whom?

Hollywood’s sweetest romance? -
Whe are Shirley Temple’s rivals?
Why Dick Powell helped build his own house?

You’ll find the answers in the January issue of Popular Screen
—along with many other fascinating, vivid photo stories. Also,
informal portrait studies of popular stars, the kind of poriraits
you’ll want to frame because they. seem so intimateiy real!

64 pages of pictures!

10 cents a copy It’s on sale now!
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Help Kidneys

Don’t Take Drastic Drugs

You have nine million tiny tubes or filters in your
Kidneys which may be endangered by using drastic, irri-
tating drugs. Be careful. If poorly functioning Kidneys
or Bladder make you suffer from Getting Up Nights,
Leg Pains, Nervousness, Stiffness, Burning, Smarting
Acidity, Neuralgia or Rheumatic Pains, Lumbago or Lon
of Vitality, don’t waste a minute. Try the Doctor’s pres-
cripdon called Cystex (pronounced Siss-tex). Formula in

package. Starts work in 15 minutes. Soothes and tones raw,
trmzted tissuea. It is helping millions of sufferers and is guaran-
teed to fix you up to your satisfaction or money back on return
of empty package. Cystex is only 750 at all druggists.

LONESOME?

you. Find younalf s lweet.belrt Amulal
select social correspondence club. A friend-

L, ED_ W ship letter society for lonely Jadies and tlemen.
Members everywhere; CONFIDENTTAL introductions letter;
efficient, dignified and continuous service. I have made thousands of
lonely people happy—why not you? Write for FREE sealed particulars,
EVAN MOORE P. 0. BOX 888 JACKSONVILLE, FLORIDA

FREE ARMY FLYING TRAINING

Afr Corps Cadets get salary, expenses paid, 300 hours solo flying.
Send 20c for Information Booklet, by Air Corps Veteran. telling
how to qualify and spply. Information Booklet on Navy Aviation

training. 20c.
CONTINENTAL SALES CO. Box 344R Indianapolis, Ind.

P ILES DON’T BE CUT
Until You Try This
Wonderful Treatment

for pile suffering. If you have piles in
any form write for a FREE sample of
Page’s Pile Tablets and you will bless
the day that yqu read this. Write today. E. R.
Page Co., 2346.G Page Bldg., Marshalil, Mich.

Home Study
Accountancy Trammz

Aceountnnt.- who know their work
it and
good mcomel. And the need for
trained accountants is growing.
About 12,000 Certified Public Ac-
countants in U. S. and many thou-
sands more executive accountants.
Many earn $3,000 to $20,000. We
tnxn you thoroughly at home in your
C. P. A. examinatio:

55 O Tralaily Bmimeyine by Wi, gt FREE!

C ols, A.M.,C.P. A, nasmted
by 6ta of C. P A.m Low cost—easy Write for valu~
able free &—gaga bookducﬂblnxobponumueutlﬁ n%gunt—
ing Lemng how you may enter it successfully.
ALLE EXTENSION UHIVEMITY
Dopt. 1334- hicago

Be Your Own
MUSIC
Teacher

LEARN AT HOME
to play by nots, Piano, Violin,
Ukulele, Tenor BmJo Huulun
Guitar. Plano Acoordlon, hone
or any other instrument—or to sing.

onderful new method teaches in
)u.l!thaumc. 8imple as A B C.
No “‘numbers” or trick music. Cost

favorite nstrument ls and write same and addrees plainl
U. 8. SCHOOL OF MUSIC 3872 Brumewick
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Got Immediate Relief&

Seventeen Years Later--¢‘Still

Enjeying Splendid Health
December 8, 1918.—'I had asthma for 17 years. I eoughed
most of the time and couldn’t rest, day or night, I tried
sverything, but grew so weak I ocould hardly walk across the
room. After taking one bottle of Naocor, I could do most of
my housework. That was 8 years ago. I am still feeling fine,
;vith Do sign of asthma.’’—Mrs, Mary Bean, R. 3, Nashus,

July 31, 1933.—*‘T continue in good health and am still prais-
Ing Nacor. I have no signs of asthms.’”

—Mrs. Mary Bean
No need to suffer asthma torture when blessed rellef can be
yours. For years Nacor has helped thousands. Their letters
and booklet of vital Infgrmation sent FREE. Writs to Nao(;
Medicine Co., 388 State Life Bldg., Indianapolis, Ind.
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