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Amazing Novel of the Next Great Warl

“25th air depot at Atlanta completely destroyed . . . No details avail-

able” General Horner heard this report grimly. And even as he lis-

tened, Death was speeding up the coast toward Wilmington—a

strange, winged death on which Fire-Eyes staked his last chance to
conguer the western world!

CHAPTER ONE

Secret Orders

IGHT, silent and sombre, shroud-
N ed the small field in a blanket of
inky darkness. A thin cloud layer
blotted out the stars, and even the glow
of a full moon was diffused into noth-
ingness before it could reach earth.
On one side of the field were two
buildings. One small, and one large, and
both obviously hastily constructed. In

the larger one a faint light showed be-
hind the drawn blinds of a window. At
fifty yards, it would not have been no-
ticed. But it was there, nevertheless.
Inside the room, seated about a massive
table were six men in the uniform of the
Black Invaders. Insignia differed, but
the uniforms in general were the same.
At one end of the table there was an
empty chair. It was a big chair, almost
big enough for any two in that room to
sit in together, comfortably.
5
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Like the night outside, the room inside
was devoid of any sound. For all the
noise there was, the six figures could
have been six dead men. True, they
moved every now and then. One of them
would turn to stare at the big chair,
crease his heavy brows in puzzled, per-
haps worried thought, and then return
his gaze to the table top littered with
papers. And, like it was some sort of a
game, another one of them would go
through the silent procedure.
~ Strangely enough, though, they never
looked at one another. As a matter of
fact, it was quite evident that they stead-
fastly avoided it. When eyes locked by
accident, each pair immediately was cast
elsewhere, usually to study intently the
papers on the desk.

There was nothing but silence, yet so
strained and tensed that a hidden ob-
server would have instinctively steeled
himself for an explosion.

Outside the building, moving slowly up
and down the rim of the field made soft
and mushy by the rains and thaw of late
Spring, were five Black Invader soldiers.
Like the officers inside the room, they too
were silent.

In the manner of guardians of the
dead, they moved back and forth, back
and forth, passing and repassing one an-
other. But not once did so much as a
grunt come from their lips. Unlike the
officers in the room, however, they cast
furtive, searching glances at each other.
It was as though each soldier tried to
fathom the thoughts of the next man
from the expression on his face.

Midnight slid by into history. The
cloud layer thickened, and even the dif-
fused light of the moon was no longer
visible. A cold wind from the Atlantic
swept across the southern tip of Nova
Scotia, where the field was located, and
chilled the bones of those soldiers mov-
ing back and forth. They tugged their

great-coats tighter about them, and kept
on with their seemingly endless and non-
sensical routine,

Another hour dragged by. And then,
from out of the eastern heavens came the
soft swishing sound of man-made wings
sweeping down. As one man, the five
soldiers stopped short, stiffened to the
alert and took a firmer grip on their
rifles.

Louder and louder grew the - sound.
And presently a darker, moving blur was
visible against the inky background. With
eerie majesty it swooped lower and lower,
until it seemed almost to brush the tips
of trees bordering the eastern end of the
field.

A moment later a white light arced

out and down and the moving blur

touched the ground. Wheels were roll-
ing slowly over the mushy soil, and above
the wheels was a giant monoplane wing
and a barrel-shaped, round-nosed cabin
fuselage.

As the plane moved toward the larger
of the two buildings, the one in which the
light showed behind drawn blinds, the
soldiers moved with it. And when it
stopped, they stopped also—four statues
of immovable flesh and bones, the biting
wind off the Atlantic notwithstanding.

With a weird sigh, like that of a tired
animal, the propellers stopped turning,
became horizontal and motionless. A door
on the right side of the fuselage opened,
and in the faint glow cast back by an in-
strument board cowl lamp, the figure of a
Black Invader officer jumped down to the
ground, turned back toward the door at
rigid attention.

Then the glow of the cowl lamp was
blotted out by a massive hulk in the cabin
doorway. The hulk stepped down, straight-
ened up and immediately dwarfed the
officer at attention. Like the roll of thun-
der in the distance, the sound came from
the massive hulk: a voice was speaking
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in the curious jargon of the Black In-
vaders.

“Wait in your plane. Do not leave it
for an instant. I will give you further
orders later !”

The officer snapped up his right hand,
shoulder-high and palm outward, in the
salute of the Invaders, and stepped back
smartly one pace. The giant of a man
strode over to the door of the large build-
ing, thrust it open and stepped into the
lighted room. The six officers in that

room were already on their feet, already

at rigid salute. And as the towering
hulk entered, the same cry of homage
burst from every throat.

“He-e-e-la-a-zo!”

The cry bounced around the walls, died
out sharply as the big figure at the opened
door raised a black-gauntleted hand. Still
rigid, the six officers silently watched the
big figure move toward the empty chair
at the end of the table. They looked at
his loose-fitting Black uniform of coarse
material, at the single insignia he wore;
a length of green-gold braid on each
shoulder-strap.

They looked at the three-quarter length
black gauntlets that covered his hands,
and the tight-fitting black skull-cap that
came down over the nape of his neck.

They looked at the three-quarter-length
that completely covered his face. But
most of all, they looked at the two eye-
slits in that mask; at the orbs of fire
glittering through the slits.

HE, WHO owned their very lives, and

"+ did with them as he wished, was in
their midst. He who had flung his bloody
challenge to the entire world, and had
already crushed half of it under his iron
heel, was towering over them. He, Fire-
Eyes, self-styled Emperor of the World,
and supreme commander of the civiliza-
tion-destroying Black Invaders, had ar-
rived in the western hemisphere, direct
from his European stronghold.

Slowly the Black commander sank into
the chair. For a few seconds those hor-
rible blazing eyes swept every face before
them. Then the man gestured, and the
six officers sat down stiffly, waited. They
did not have to wait long. The voice
from behind the mask boomed out like
the clap of doomsday.

“I return to you for explanations. None
of you has accomplished anything of
merit during my absence. On land, on
water and in the air you have acted like
fools. I pardon mistakes, but I do not
pardon fools. You were told what must
be accomplished while I was away. You
had the men and you had the equipment
but you allowed _these dog Americans.
and a handful of Canadians to make fools
of you. You lost instead of winning!
You retreated instead of going forward!
I return for explanations. Let them be
short and to the point! And let them be
satisfactory, for your sakes!”’ '

The Black commander chopped off his
words, turned his blazing eyes on the
officer to his left.

“You will speak first!” he thundered.
“Two army corps, guns and ammunition
enough for all, and you have not ad-
vanced a single foot. Speak!”

The officer stood up, and the infantry
insignia on his uniform sparkled in the
light of the single bulb overhead.

“The weather, Supreme One!” he said.
“The Americans withdrew to strong posi-
tions. It would have been but throwing
away gallant troops for a few miles of
snow and ice-buried waste. Instead, I
prepared and schooled them for a suc-
cessful onslaught when you, Supreme
One, should give the word of command.”

The blazing orbs moved on the next
officer.

“And you?”

“The same, Supreme One. I remem-
bered the lesson I learned during the con-
quest of the Soviet. But now we are
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prepared to sweep down and take the
entire Chicage area, and more, with small
losses.”

Fire-Eyes directed his terrible gaze on
the third officer, and the fourth. Both
wore the uniform of high-ranking Black
Navy officers.

“Let one speak for both!” the com-
mand boomed out. “Let one of you ex-
plain why these American rowboats are
so formidable against our men-of-war!”

The second of the pair rose to his feet,
swallowed hard and threw back his shoul-
ders.

“They are ours for the taking, Su-
preme One—if they will but put to sea
and give battle. But the Supreme One has
given us his orders—we are to avoid con-
tact with American coast defense forces.
Since the Supreme One has been away,
the American fleets have steamed close to
their shores. They have come out into
deep waters for short periodic raids only
—raids which we have beaten back suc-
cessfully.”

“Successfully ?”’ came the booming echo.
“Twenty of our finest ships at the bot-
tom of the Atlantic and the Pacific?
Your teeth have lost their sharpness. The
United States navy has played with you
as it saw fit. Both of you will speak again
with me, later.”

The blood drained from the faces of
the two naval officers, leaving them as
masks of wax out of which burned
haunted eyes—haunted eyes dully glazed
with the fear of expected death. But
what might happen later did not matter.
Those two were already dead. The actual
stopping of their hearts would be only a
formality. The one standing wilted down
into his chair, and both slumped for-
ward against the edge of the table.

In the meantime, the burning orbs be-
hind the slitted green mask swept around
the table to the hifth officer.

“And you? Have vour eyes stopped

seeing? And have your ears stopped
hearing? American Intelligence has been
accomplishing its tasks right under your
nose. Its leader, that dog General Hor-
ner, has placed his cursed agents every-
where—oplaced them in our very ranks,
while you have been asleep. And what
have your agents found out for you—
nothing that we did not already know.
Speak up! Must I make a change in my
Intelligence service as there will be made
in my navy?”’ ,

The fifth officer got to his feet. Though
his lean, cruel-featured face was a trifle
pale, his eyes were steady and brittle.
They stared unflinchingly into the slitted
green mask.

“Supreme One,” came the steady voice,
“my report is to be given to you when we
are alone. I trust no one’s ears but your
own. That request I now make—and I
place my life as the forfeit should the
granting of it not prove completely satis-
factory to the Supreme One.”

Tingling silence settled over the room
for almost thirty seconds. The green
mask moved slowly from side to side,
and all six officers seated at that table
were held in the grip of those terrible
blazing orbs. Then suddenly the Black
commander nodded.

“Very well, the request is granted. You
still seem to show signs of possessing
brains. Let us hope that you will not be
required to pay the forfeit.”

“Thank you, Supreme One,” said the
other, and he reseated himself.

The sixth and last officer of the group
was now the focal point of the Black
commander. And when the voice boomed
out again, it did something that it had
not done with the other five. It spoke in
a slightly reproachful tone—and it pro-
nounced a name.

“And you, Zytoff? The one upon
whom I counted so much. The only one
whom I believed would not fail me. To
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you was entrusted the most important
task of all. And it collapsed in the space
of two days. Weeks, months of diligent
preparation—swept away from us in two
short days. What have you to say?”

Slowly, Zytoff, most favored of all
Fire-Eyes’ aides, stood up. He was tall-
er than any of the other five. And he
was far better looking, too. Save for the
uniform he wore, he could be taken for
an American, or a Canadian. In fact, he
had all the appearance of an All-Ameri-
can half-back—he was built that way.

But apart from his looks, he of all the
others showed not the single trace of fear
as he looked at his senior officer. Not
one drop of blood faded from his well-
featured face. And not a single tremor
of dubious misapprehension crept into his
voice as he spoke—spoke with the self-
assurance of an educated and cultured
man.

“My failure, Supreme One,” he said,
“is my fault, and mine alone. I blame
no one but myself. And I blame myself
for aver-eagerness to serve you doubly.
I struck too soon. Had our secret base
in the American Rocky Mountains been
more firmly established before 1 struck,
it is quite probable that failure in my first
venture on this side of the Atlantic would
not have been my lot.”

The man paused, waited for Fire-Eyes
to speak. The Black commander hesitat-
ed but a few seconds.

14 RE it not for European suc-
cesses, Zytoff. you would now be
a doomed man. That, and the fact T have
need of your services on another project.
But first—how do you explain vour fail-
ure? Six weeks ago, you were safely hid-
den in the very heart of the United States.
Hidden deep in the Rocky Mountains—
in a perfect position to deal smashing
blows at this upstart nation that has
dared to defy us. And now—everything
lost; time, energy, expense wasted!”

ZYTOFF

For the first time, Zytoff showed signs
of emotion. His jaw muscles tightened,
and he bit deeply into his lower lip.

“Two men,” he said suddenly. “Two
American dogs—well known to even the
Supreme One. They are Captain Ayres
and his flying comrade, Lieutenant
Brooks. I confess that I had them both
as my prisoners. And then—"

Zytoff shrugged, half gestured.

“And then I had them as prisoners no
longer. And I was fighting for my own
life. I can but say, it shall never happen
again. It was our first meeting, and I
curse myself for underestimating their
ability.”

Fire-Eyes heard him through to the
end. Then he raised one clenched fist
and smashed it down on the table. The
papers fluttered about like dried leaves.
Some of them slid off onto the floor, to
lay there unnoticed and untouched.

“Captain Ayres!” the Black command-
er thundered. “Must I always be hear-
ing his thrice-cursed name as an excuse
for failure by my commanders. Are you
all rabbits—afraid of him? Is he not but
one man, with but one heart to be
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stopped? Most certainly he is. He is not
an army—just one man! And you let
him walk out of your traps and thwart
you at every turn.

“Well, you have let him do so for the
last time. If Captain Ayres is ever cap-
tured alive again, and he escapes alive—
the man responsible will die without any
form of trial. That is so with you army
and navy commanders, as it is with
Zytoff of my air force. Do you all un-
derstand ?”’

Six heads bobbed up and down, like
six puppets of a Punch and Judy show.
Their commander swept them with his
blazing eyes, then reached a gaunleted
hand under the side flap of his tunic and
drew forth six sealed envelopes. He
spread them out like cards between the
gloved fingers of his hand, and held them
up for all to see.

“T shall give you men of my navy one
more chance,” Fire-Eyes boomed, point-
ing to the two cringing admirals, “but if
you fail me this time you will wish that
you had never been born!

“Here is a copy of my secret orders
for each of you! Only as they affect
your own particular branch of my forces
do they differ. In over a year we have
only succeeded in capturing a paltry few
hundred square miles of American terri-
tory.

“I am through with being patient. I am
through listening to the counsel of those
who did such splendid work in Europe
and in Asia. The United States of Amer-
ica is our main enemy now. I intended to
crush it once and for all. We will—"

There was a sharp knock at the door.
The green mask did not move, but the
blazing eyes behind the slits leaped to-
ward it.

“Enter!”

The door swung open to reveal two fig-
ures in the uniform of the Black Invad-
ers. One figure, however, dragged the

other into the room, and as he hurled him
down onto the floor, blood spattered from
an ugly gash down the left side of the
fallen man’s face. The other turned to
Fire-Eyes, saluted.

“You may speak!” boomed the Black
commander.

“He is 2 dog American agent, Supreme
One,” pointing to the limp figure on the
floor. “I surprised him in the radio room.
He was contacting his headquarters.”

Fire-Eyes interrupted him with a bel-
low that made even the walls of the room
tremble.

“And what was the message? Speak!
Have you no longer a tongue in your
head?”

The newcomer shrank back from those
horrible eyes, ran a dry tongue over an
even drier lower lip.

“Speak, fool! What was the message
he was sending ?”’

“That, I do not know, Supreme One,”
came the quavering reply. ‘“He stopped
as 1 entered—tried to fire a gas gun he
had. But I was too quick for him. My
knife struck into his face, and he fell be-
fore he could pull the trigger.”

“Then how do you know he is an
American agent?’ the other roared.
“How do you know he was contacting
American headquarters? Did you just
guess all this?”

The shrinking man shook his head so
hard that his teeth rattled, and his eye-
balls popped in their sockets.

“The message recorder, Supreme
One!” he implored, as though he expect-
ed Fire-Eyes to smash him to the floor
before he could get the words out.

“It was registered on the official Amer-
ican headquarters wave-length signal. He
had been signaling to them for three
minutes. That I noticed, too. And he
tried to kill me!”

The man would have continued bab-



THE TELSA RAIDERS

11

bling on, but Fire-Eyes silenced him with
a gesture of his gauntleted hand.

“You have seen him before? Seen him
here at this place?”

“Yes, Supreme One. I have seen him
for the last week, but not before that!”
A LOW grunt came from behind the

green mask, and Fire-Eyes slowly
turned toward the head of his Intelligence
service. The Intelligence chief’s face went
deathly white, and he stared at the Black
commander like a hypnotized bird stares
at a smake. Then the thundering voice
smote him with the fury of a tornade.

“A week he has been here! One week
ago I sent secret word of when I would
arrive. The dog Americans knew—and
one of them has been waiting here. Wait-
ing right under your nose, you blunder-
ing, blind fool {”

The Intelligence chief’s lips opened.
hut no sound came from between them.
Fire-Eyes suddenly ignored him, rose
from his chair and walked around the
table to the figure on the floor.

“Pull him to his feet!” he boomed.
“Let me have a look at him.”

The latest arrival bent over, jerked
his charge cruelly up onto his feet. The
whole left side of the man’s face was now
a sticky mass of fresh blood. The other
side was chalk-white in direct contrast.
Dulled eyes slowly came up, riveted on
the green mask.

“Better make it good, big shot! There’s
not much more time to play soldier!”

The words, rasping with pain, came
off the wounded man’s lips in defiant
tone. Fire-Eyes reached out a gloved
hand, curled his fingers in the loose front
of the man’s tunic, and held him at arm’s
length so that only the toes of his boots
touched the floor. Thin, pale, pain-twist-
ed lips somehow went back in a grin.

“Can you play ‘the little pig goes to
market,” too?”

Fire-Eyes twisted his clenched hand
and the man gasped with pain,

“You sent word of my arrival, Amer-
ican dog?” the Black commander bel-
lowed. “You sent word through to your
dog superior, General Horner?” .

The answer came in a weak, wheezing
whisper.,

“What do you think, dearie?”

Fire-Eyes started to twist again, but
for some reason checked himself.

“You will answer my question!” he
boomed. “Or you will be through with
life forever! What was the message that
you sent through to your Washington
headquarters? Answer me, instantly!”

The unknown Yank agent made hor-
rible gurgling sound as he sucked in his
breath.

“Okay, I’ll tell you,” he managed to get
out. “I forgot an extra suit of under-
wear when I left. So I asked a pal to
send it along to—"

The man went spinning back, crashed
up against the far wall. Blood spattered-
from the ugly gash on his face. Eyes
closed, body completely limp, he slid
down onto the floor and lay still.

Fire-Eyes pointed a finger.

“Take him away, and shoot straight!”
he thundered. “One shot will be enough.”

Without waiting for the newcomer to
salute, the Black commander walked back
to his chair, sat down and picked up the
six envelopes. When the door closed be-
hind the Yank agent and his appointed
executioner, Fire-Eyes spoke again.

“That they know of my return does not
change my plans,” he began. “Fortun-
ately I foresaw that possibility, and ac-
cordingly, made arrangements. But as
I was saying, here are my secret orders.
If they are carried out to the letter—no
slips, and no mistakes—the American
nation will be ours!”

TFire-Eyes leaned over the table, tapped
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the sealed envelopes with the forefinger
of his other gloved hand.

“One cuts the loaf of bread into slices
before he eats it,” he said suddenly.
“America is our loaf of bread, and so
we shall cut it into slices. First, one
slice, then a second slice. And after
that—"

The Black commander extended his
free hand, slowly curled the fingers until
they formed a massive hammerhead fist.
Instantly the six others leaped to their
feet, and the roaring cry resounded about
the room.

“He-¢-¢ la-a-a z0!”

CHAPTER TWO
“Kidnap Fire-Eyes!”

IN A long graceful glide, Dusty Ayres
slid his X-Diesel down onto the Wash-
ington military field, touched rubber and
taxied quickly into the hangar line.
Legging out he nodded at a couple of
greaseballs, old friends of his, who ran
out to take charge of his ship, and then
turned curious eyes toward the figure of
Jack Horner walking rapidly toward him.
When the Intelligence ace reached him

\
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and they exchanged mutual greetings,
Dusty put the question that had been up-
permost in his mind all the way from the
home drome of High Speed Group No. 7.

“What's it all about this time, kid? I
smoked down here right after your mes-
sage same through. Haven't decided to
pay me that drink you owe me, have
you?"'

Jack Horner, known to a selected few
as Agent 10, grinned, took hold of
Dusty’s arm, and steered him over toward
a parked staff car.

“I’'d buy you that drink,” he said,
“when you buy me the half dozen you
owe me. But seriously, how’s the study-
ing coming along? Have you got the
hang of the rising infexion at the end of
each sentence?”

Dusty grunted a curse.

“I'll say I have, and so will Curly!
Boy, can I rip off Black Invader lingo
now—and how! Curly threatens to shoot
me if I don’t do my practicing in the
woods. He vows I've spoiled his last
night of sleep.

“Funny, I thought the stuff would be
hard to catch onto. Matter of fact though,
it came easy. At least, so far. But,
what’s up? Am I to be given a language
examination 7"’

“Maybe,” replied Agent 10 as they
reached the car. “Get in. No, on the
other side. I want to keep my blood pres-
sure down, so I'll drive.”

Dusty shrugged, went around to the
other side and climbed in. Eyes puzzled,
he watched his friend get behind the
wheel and start the car rolling forward.

He hadn’t seen young Horner for al-
most three weeks. At that time the In-
telligence ace had visited him at his home
drome, dumped a bunch of Black In-
vader language books in his lap, and told
him to go to it and master what he could
of the lingo.

He'd taken it with a grin, but to his
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surprise he discovered the next day that
Major Drake had grounded him—prac-
tically forbidden him to fly beyond the
confines of the field, and ordered him to
comply with Jack Hornet's request.

Questioning the major hadn’t gained
Dusty a single thing. The C. O. him-
self didn’t know the answer. And he
acmitted that his orders for Dusty to
learn as much as he could of the Black
Invader language, had come through di-
rect from General Bradley, chief of the
U. S. air force.

The result was that he’d studied—
studied day and night, much to the an-
noyance of Curly Brooks and Biff Bolton.
It had been hard work, but interesting,
and Dusty had made raptd progress.
Then, today, word had come from young
Horner for him to fly at once to the
Washington military field.

And now, here he was, bursting with
questions, and getting one riddle after
another for answers. He smothered a
curse, fished out a cigarette and lighted
up.
“Charming weather you're having
down here in Washington,” he greeted.
“Or hadn’t you noticed ?”

Jack Horner grinned with one side of
his mouth.

“It has been nice, up until today,” he
said. “Looks, though, like its clouding up
for a storm. However, I've weathered
storms before. And how are all your
folks, captain?”

“Nuts, lieutenant!” Dusty snapped,
sliding down lower in the seat. “Keep
your blasted answers, and the hell with
you!”

“Tsk, tsk!” And I've been looking for-
ward to seeing you again. Ah, well! But
if it helps your feelings any—I don’t
know the answers myself! I'm in the
dark, the same as you.”

Dusty sat up.

“Huh?”

“I said, I was in the dark the same as
you. Getting you to study the lingo, and
getting you down here today, all came
from the general, not me. The father
wouldn’t even tell his own son, see? So,
call off your dogs. Get sore at General
Horner, if you must. But lay off Lieu-
tenant Horner.”

Dusty stared thoughtfully ahead at the
road for several minutes.

“I once knew a Lieutenant Horner,”
he murmured, “who didn’t have to be
told very much. He was one swell guess-
er, if you know what I mean. Damnedest
guy for reading between the lines you
ever saw.”

“Knew him quite well myself,” grinned
the Intelligence ace. “But I hear he’s been
slipping plenty of late. Can’t hardly guess
the time of day.”

“Let it pass,” Dusty grumbled.
“Couldn’t get it out of you even if I used
a gun. But now I know what Curly and
Biff must think of me sometimes.”

As Dusty stopped, they both lapsed
into a silence that continued until Agent
10 braked the car to a full stop at the
curb edge in front of the towering war
department building.

The Intelligence man taking the lead,
they climbed out, went up the long flight
of wide stone steps, in through the big
doors, and along the tiled lobby to the
first of the row of express elevators.

A nod from Agent 10, and the operator,
in staff-private uniform, whizzed them
aloft to the fifty-seventh floor. Stll lead-
ing the two-man parade, young Horner
went past a desk, where sat a bristling-
mustached major who gave them a cold
quizzical look, and on down the corridor
to the end where it branched off to the
right.

Halfway down the branch cerridor he
stopped in front of a door and knocked.
It was opened immediately, and a steel-
eyed guard stuck his head out. Then he
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immediately jerked it back and swung the
door open for them to pass through.

The door led into a small outer office
that Dusty recognized at once. As a mat-
ter of fact, he’d had a pretty good idea
where they were headed when they'd
stepped off the elevator. And coming into
this small oiiice proved him correct. On
the door on the other side were the
printed words:

General J. T. Horner

PRIVATE

“Go right ahead, sir. The general is
expecting vou.”

Agent 10 nodded his thanks to the
guard, gave Dusty the eye and crossed
the room to the other door. Instead of
knocking, he jabbed a thumb button on
the right side of the jamb.

A few seconds clicked past, and then
the door was opened and the big form
of General Horner, chief of Intelligence,
confronted them. He swept them both
with a single glance, stepped to one side
and motioned them through. Slamming
the door behind them he turned, and
smiling at Dusty, put out his hand.

“Glad to see you, Ayres,” he rumbled
in his deep voice. “You're looking fit.”

Dusty accepted the hand, shook it
warmly.

“Thank you, sir” he said. “And I guess
I can say the same about you, too, sir.”

THE pilot’s lips lied, and none knew it
better than he. General Horner was
a long way from looking fit. To be truth-
ful, he looked like a man about ready to
cave in and collapse completely.

Every line in his face was a line left
by worry and uneasiness. Only his steels
gray eyes, piercing out from beneath
shaggy eyebrows, were of normal appear-
ance. And even they held a veiled light
of strained inner emotions.

The senior officer’s voice, however, was
calm and steady. So were his movements,
as he walked around in back of a big
desk, and pointed at a couple of chairs.

“Be seated, gentlemen,” he said.
“You'll find cigarettes in the ivory box.
there, on the corner. Smoke if you wish.”

Dusty took advantage of the hesitant
silence that followed by lighting up and
holding the match for Jack Horner. Then
spewing smoke ceilingward, he settled
back and fastened his eyes on the general.

“You've been studying the Black In-
vader language, Ayres?”

The question came suddenly, and un-
expectedly. Dusty nodded his head.

“Yes sir,” he said. “I’ve learned quite
a bit of it, too. But of course, it’s only
been three weeks.”

The senior officer bobbed his head up
and down.

“Yes, only three weeks,” he muttered
absently. “Too bad it isn’t longer. Well,
can’t be helped, I'm afraid.”

The man’s voice trailed off. He half
turned and sat staring out the window
—as though he was watching something
taking place far, far away. Unconscious-
ly, Dusty turned his head, and looked
out the window, too.

He saw a broad expanse of light blue,
dotted here and there with a few clouds,
their fleecy edges tinged a deep crimson
by the rays of a setting sun. When he
turned back, it was to discover that Gen-
eral Horner’s gaze was now fixed upon
him intently.

“It's a funny question, Ayres,” the
words shot out quickly, ‘“but what would
you be willing to sacrifice to defeat the
purposes of the Black Invaders?”

Dusty sat up, frowned, and snubbed
out his cigarette in the ashtray on the
desk.

“Anything and everything, sir,” he re-
plied quietly. “And I think you know

‘that.”
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“I do. Calt it a quirk of the brain, but
I wanted to hear it from your own lips.
Well—I'm speaking to both of you now
—I’m going to offer you the opportunity
to do, perhaps, that very thing. I mean,
sacrifice everything—even your lives.”

Neither Dusty nor young Horner
moved a single muscle. Human statues,
they sat there waiting for the other to
continue speaking. But Dusty, at least,
was momentarily disappointed. The gen-
eral reached out his hand toward the
inter-department call-set on his desk.

“Excuse me a second,” he said, and
flipped up a switch and jabbed a button.

Then he bent toward the built-in speak-
er unit.

“General Horner’s compliments!” he
snapped. “Ask General Bradley to step
over here right away.”

A voice said, “Very good, sir,” and the
general snapped off contact.

For the next two or three minutes
Dusty had nothing to do but twiddle his
thumbs. Shooting questioning looks at
the general was most unproductive. The
senior officer was busily occupied with
some papers on his desk. And when
Dusty looked at Agent 10, the Intelli-
gence ace simply hunched his shoulders
and arched his eyebrows.

Finally, though, a desk buzzer broke
the silence. General Horner looked at his
son and nodded. Young Horner went
over to the door, opened it and ushered
General Bradley, chief of the air force
staff, into the room. Everyone exchanged
greetings, and presently all were seated
about the desk.

“I haven't told Captain Ayres a thing
yet, Bradley,” General Horner said to
the air force head. “Out of courtesy to
your department, I want you to say any-
thing you wish first.”

“Thank you, Horner,” smiled the oth-
er. “I'll leave the details to you though.”

Then turning to Dusty.

“However, Ayres,” he said, “as your
chief, I want you to understand that
any decision you make regarding what
General Horner has to say will be en-
tirely up to you, and up to you alone.

“Whether you accept, or refuse, will
have no bearing whatsoever upon your
standing in the air force, or upon my
own personal feelings toward you. It is
a decision which I shall neither ask nor
order you to make—either way. You
understand perfectly ?”

Dusty grinned.

“I guess so, sir,” he said. “I'll know
better when I hear what it’s all about.”

General Bradley looked at General
Harner, and the Intelligence chief loaked
at Dusty, cleared his throat in a nervous
gesture.

“We have it on absolute authority,
Ayres,” he shot out, “that Fire-Eyes has
returned to Black territory in Canada!”

DUSTY took it calmly, Like thousands

of others who knew that the Black
commander had gone back to Europe, he
didn’t expect the mystery man of war to
stay there for the rest of his life. He
nodded slightly and spoke because he
felt that General Horner expected him to
say something.

“Back, eh, sir? Then I guess we can
prepare for trouble. When did he re-
turn?”

“Last night,” was the reply. “We've
been expecting him for the last week. One
of my men got word through to me—at
least enough for me to understand. Some-
thing happened before he completed the
whole message.”

Dusty glanced at Agent 10, saw his
jaw muscles tighten and his eyes go
agate. He could read what was in his
friend’s mind as though it were an open
book. Swiveling his eyes back to the
Intelligence head, he nodded again.
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“Did he say what we could expect,
sir?” he asked.

The other didn’t answer directly. Pick-
ing up a pencil, he drummed it softly on
the desk, furrowed his brows in heavy
thought.

“No,” he rumbled suddenly. “That’s

the part we didn't get—assuming, of -

course, that he did know. And I doubt
that very much.”

Before Dusty could say anything, he
continued on.

“For once, Fire-Eyes has sewn up his
secrets tighter than a drum! Reports
from our contacts in Europe have given
us no news at all. That is, no news that
we can act upon. '

“TIt is well known that Fire-Eyes in-
tends to strike harder than ever; well
known that he has been preparing all Win-
ter and all Spring to strike that blow—or
blows. But when, where, and how, are
three questions we haven’t been able to
answer. Rumors and wild guesses, yes!
Hundreds of them! Thousands! But
nothing concrete. Not a damn thing!”

The Intelligence chief lapsed into si-
lence, moodily studied an imaginary pat-
tern he traced on the desk with the end
of his pencil. Dusty did his best to con-
trol his curiosity and his rising annoy-
ance.

General Horner and his son were two
of the finest men God ever created, but
they drove him plumb frantic at times.
Perhaps it was the result of their Intel-
ligence training and experience. But at
any rate, it was like pulling teeth to get
them to the crux of anything secret and
important. And even then he had to drag
the words out of them.

He stood the silence as long as he
could, leaned forward and rested his
hands on the desk.

“Perhaps he’s getting underway right
now, sir,” he said meaningly. “What’s
the plan in the back of your mind ?”

General Horner smiled rather faintly,

“You'd make a poor army command-
er, Ayres, with your perpetual eagerness
for direct action,” he said. “Then, again,
perhaps you'd prove to be the perfect
leader. It’s hard to say. However, that’s
all beside the point.

“Ayres, I want to borrow you. I mean,
the Intelligence Department wants to bor-
row you from the air force—for an in-
definite period, perhaps.”

Dusty glanced impulsively at General
Bradley. The air force chief nodded his -
head, but otherwise made no move. Nor
did he say anything. When Dusty turned
to Agent 10, his friend’s face was a per-
fect blank. Suddenly Dusty chuckled.

“That’s perfectly okay with me, sir,”
he said to General Horner. “But frank-
ly, Lieutenant Horner and I have worked
so often together that I've practically
considered myself some sort of a step-
child of the Intelligence department.”

“And valuable has been the service you
have rendered the departmnet,” said the
other seriously. “But this case is a little
different. You will be entirely on your
own. You can expect no help from us in
case you get into trouble—such as being
captured. Nor will you be able to admit
your identity with the department to any
of your friends.

“I can only explain it by saying, that
it’s a lone-wolf type of work. You will
have less freedom and double the amount
of responsibility. Once you leave on—on
a mission—your chances of getting back
will depend entirely upon you.

“In other words in the past you have
helped us in a voluntary sort of way.
Now you would be directly associated
with us—our information would be your
information, and your information would
be ours.”

Dusty grinned, half shrugged.

“Tt still doesn’t strike me as being par-
ticularly different from what its been for
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months,” he said. “But if it is—its per-
fectly okay with me.”

General Horner didn't shoot out his
hand, grab Dusty's and wring it warmly,
meanwhile babbling words of gratitude
and praise. As a matter of fact, he did
nothing except nod. Then he pulled open
a drawer of the desk and took out a small
pellet of some kind of imitation wood.

It was no bigger than a medium-sized
pea. Holding it between his thumb and
forefinger he pressed it, half twisting at
the same time. When he parted his fin-
gers the two halves of the pellet rolled
down into the palm of his hand.

One of the halves he dropped into a
small box in the drawer. The other he
handed to Dusty, pointed his finger as
the pilot, scrutinized it intently.

“If 1 ever receive that from anyone
but you, Ayres,” he said in a steady
voice, “I'll know that I can abandon all
hope of ever seeing you alive again. You
remember once finding a green bead in
the shoe of one of our dead agents? Well,
we have changed our system—
we use those, now, instead of
the bead.

“If you are captured, and are
to be searched, swallow that half
even if you do nothing else. It
will dissolve in your stomach,
and your captors will never
know of your connection with
the department.”

Dusty stared at the half pellet.
It was rounded, of course, on
one side. The other side, the
flat side, contained two tiny
hair-line grooves. He looked
at General Horner, asked the
question that instantly popped
into his mind.

“Supposing this does get back
to you, sir?> How will you know
it’s mine?”’

“Because it will fit exactly

the half I am going to place in my secret
files,” was the prompt answer. “But
God willing, I hope that you yourself
will give it back to me—that I will re-
ceive it in no other way.”

The seriousness of the others was not
shared by Dusty. Somehow it all struck
him as a new sort of game. A game
played with death, to be sure. But hell!
He’d been playing overtime periods with
the Grim Reaper for months! Hooking
up direct with the Intelligence depart-
ment didn’t change the rules much as far
as he could see.

“Do I get a number, sir?” he asked
before he realized how foolish the ques-
tion sounded.

‘“Lieutenant Horner will acquaint you
with all that sort of thing,” replied the
general. “He has arranged all that.”

USTY’S eyes narrowed. So Jack
Horner had known some of the an-
swers all the time. He turned and gave
his friend a wait-until-I-get-you-after-

K HORNER
AGENT *(0"
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school look. The Intelligence ace simply
shrugged, and said nothing. Dusty turned
back to the senior officer as a new thought
struck him.

“Naturally, I’m honored, sir,” he hesi-
tated. “But—well, I wonder if I'in quali-
fied for the job? I can speak some of
their lingo but I'm far from what you'd
call proficient. There's lots of other tricks
I guess I should know, too.”

“Quite true,” came the instant com-
ment. “Intelligence work is a life occupa-
tion. None of us, I guess, becomes really
and truly expert before we die—or get
killed. But the circumstances alter your
case considerably. Ayres—I'm going to
give you the chance to volunteer for the
most desperate and perilous undertaking
ever attempted in this war. It is not an
order. nor a request—simply an offer I'm
putting up to you.”

The general stopped either for empha-
sis, or to clear his throat. Dusty sensed
the immediate arrival of the big moment
of this strange meeting, and leaned for-
ward, eyes riveted upon his senior officer.

“Yes sir? And it's—"

A wave of his hand completed the
question. General Horner cleared his
throat for the second time.

“It’s an offer to help in the capture of
Fire-Eyes!” he shot out bluntly.

Dusty blinked, swallowed a couple of
times.

“Capture Fire-Eyes?” he began.

“Yes, capture him, kidnap him!” the
other cut in. “And get him down here as
our prisoner, alive.”

Dusty whistled softly.

“Wow!” he breathed. “That is an as-
signment, and how! But, why try to kid-
nap him? Why not drill him with some
armor-piercing slugs—some that will go
through those so-called bullet-proof
clothes he wears?

“Wouldn’t that gain the same end?

Your idea is to bust up the morale of the
rest of them, isn't it? With their leader
gone, they’d go haywire and so forth?”

“Not entirely,” the senior officer cor-
rected. “Killing him might help—but
capturing him alive, getting him down
here, would help us a thousand times
more.

“For one thing, we might be able to
probe the mystery that surrounds the
man. You must remember, Ayres, no
one—not even his own followers, know
who he is or anything about him.

“Good God, man, think what it would
mean to us to be able to draw aside the
curtain on all that? Hell. it would do
more to the rest of the Blacks than all the
shot and shells in the world!”

There was a lot of truth in General
Horner’s words, Dusty realized at once.
But he also realized that it was a darn
sight easier to shoot a man than to try
and bring him back as a live prisoner
from some point a couple of thousand
miles away. Still, a job to be done, was
a job to be done—and that was that.

“I guess you're right, sir,” he said

“I know I'm right! Look at it this
way, too, Ayres. We know that Fire-
Eyes has returned to this side of the At-
lantic to renew what he left off when
winter set in. Of what we know of the
man's methods, his next blow at us will
be something entirely different. Perhaps
we can thwart it, as we've thwarted other
blows.

“Anyway, our principal object in this
war is to end it satisfactorily for the
American people. Therefore, if we can
nip the plans of Fire-Eyes in the bud, by
nabbing the man himself, we will have
traveled one hell of a long ways toward
ending the war as we want it to end.”

“Right, again, sir,” Dusty nodded pa-
tiently. “So what are your plans? What
do you want me to do? Naturally, I'm
volunteering my services,”
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General Horner glanced toward his
son, then back to Dusty again.

“That,” he said slowly, “I leave en-
tirely to you and Lieutenant Horner. The
entire resources of this department and
every other department are at your dis-
posal. The lieutenant, I believe, has some
sort of a tentative plan worked out. I
must tell you, Ayres, that the original
idea must be credited to him.”

Dusty turned slowly toward Agent 10,
gave him a long searching look tinged
just a bit by an exasperated glare.

“So!” he gunted. “So Little Boy
Blue is as much in the dark as I am, huh?
He thought it up, all by himself, and he’s
all in the dark? Nuts!”

Young Horner grimaced, gestured with
both hands.

“Now keep your shirt on, kid!” he
said, as though they were alone instead
of in the same room with two of the
highest-ranking officers in Uncle Sam’s
armed forces. “It wasn’t my place to say
anything, then. And besides, knowing
how you can bombard a guy with the
damnedest questions, why I—"

The inter-department call-set buzzed
harshly. General Horner reached out,
snapped on contact, and announced him-
self. Every one in the room heard the
words that came out of the small oval
amplifier.

“Special emergency report from the
Atlanta, Georgia, area, sir! The Twenty-
fifth air concentration depot was com-
pletely destroyed fifteen minutes ago. All
communication with the depot has been
cut off.

“Signal H. Q. is now trying to make
contact. No details available as yet. We
received but one signal saying that the
depot had been destroyed. This is Jor-
don, sir. Have either you or General
Bradley any immediate orders?”

Seconds of tense silence, during which
every eye was fastened on the communi-

cations unit. Then a low curse rumbled
off General Horner’s lips.

“Damn his hide! We’re too late! He’s
already started it, blast him!”

He suddenly leaned forward, and put
his lips close to the speaker unit.

“Try every way possible to make con-
tact, Jordon!” he roared. “Try all adja-
cent areas. Use the emergency code call.
I’ll be right up there!

And with that, the Intelligence chief
leaped from his chair and went bounding
toward the door. General Bradley, Dusty
and Agent 10 were right at his heels as
he dived through it.

CHAPTER THREE
Midnight Volcano

¢e\/OUVE got to get through, Jor-
don! Hell man, there must be
somebody alive down there!” ‘

As General Horner barked out the
words he stamped up and down the steel-
and copper-lined room atop the war de-
partment building. Communication in-
struments of all description filled the
walls and a goodly portion of the floor.

Major Jordon, chief H. Q. signal offi-
cer darted from one instrument to an-
other, twisted dial knobs, spun rheo-
stats, and clicked innumerable switches,

Clamped over his head was a set of
earphones. Long wire leads dangled down
from them, looped up to a contact plug he
held in his hand. He jabbed the plug into
a hundred different sockets, did some-
thing with the recording dials each time,
then shook his head and tried another
socket.

At the far end of the room, standing
with Bradley and Jack Horner, Dusty
followed every movement of the Signal
officer with brooding, anxious eyes. On
two other occasions he had witnessed
war drama taking place in this very room.
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And now he was a spectator for the third
time.

The thought irked him. He couldn’t
stomach standing by and watching things
happen. He wanted to do something him-
self, take a part in the proceedings—any
part, just so long as he could be doing
something.

But there wasn’t anything to do. Ma-
jor Jordon was doing all there was to do
—and getting nowhere in his frantic ef-
forts to contact some station within reach
of the Atlanta depot.

Dusty pictured the place in his mind.
He'd flown over it. and landed there,
often. It was one of the biggest, if not
the biggest, air depots in the country. It
had once heen stated that the Atlanta
depot could handle a total of five thou-
sand planes, and their personnel, without
even straining its facilities. Dusty be-
lieved it. He'd séen the place too often
with his own eyes.

And now it was destroved. A great
war-equipment center in smoke and shat-
tered ruins? It seemed incredible—im-
possible.

On sudden impulse, Dusty walked over
to General Horner, placed a restraining
hand on his arm.

“There’s one way we can find out, sir,”
and, with a shrug toward Major Jor-
don. “‘the quickest way, too, I guess.”

The Intelligence chief was obviously
too wrapped up in his own thoughts to
get all of what Dusty said. He glared
at hiln from under shaggy brows.

“What, what " he boomed. “What are
you talking about ?”

“I said, sir, there’s a quicker way to
find out what's happened down there.”

“Yes? And what's that way?>”

"I saw one of those new high speed
transports at the field when I landed,”
Dusty said. “I can get you down there in
an hour, maybe less.”

General Horner started to speak, but

the sudden ticking of the teletype machine
cut him off short. Everyone leaped to-
ward the instrument, stared at the words
as they were printed on the moving rib-
bon of paper.

S. C. Area to H.Q.—Radio communica-

tion impossible. . . . Entire area south static-
jammed. Cause of Atlanta disaster not
known. . . . / Air patrol unable to get within

a mile of the area. Everything in flames.
. . . Rumored report is that Atlanta was
destroyed from the air but no enemy air-
craft sighted within five hundred miles. . . .
Relief parties now trying to get through’
to stricken area. Further information later,
if possible. . . .

The clicking machine became silent at
at the end of the message. General Hor-
ner bent over the ribbon, obviously read-
ing the message again. Then he glanced
up at Major Jordon, looked at the wall
panel of radio dials behind him. The
signal officer shook his head sadly.

“That tells the story, general,” he said
bluntly. “I can’t get anything but a static-
jam howl. We'll have to depend on what
they shoot us over the teletype. At least,
for awhile.”

The Intelligence chief growled some-
thing under his breath, turned to Dusty.

“All right, Ayres, come along,” he
snapped, starting toward the door. *‘Per-
haps your way is the best. I've got to
find out what happened there, some way.”

Though Horner had spoken only to
Dusty, both General Bradley and Agent
10 fell into step with them and followed
them out to the express elevators. About
thirty seconds later they were all in a
staff car and roaring across Washington
toward the military field.

Dusty was behind the wheel, and he
slammed the car along at a whirlwind
pace that made any kind of conversation
impossible. One reason was because he
kept the siren button jabbed down—eve-
ning had settled over the capital, and the
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other was because the occupants of the
car were too busy hanging on to take
time out for talking.

EVENTUALLY, Dusty skidded the

car to a full stop in front of the
operations office on the field. A few words
from General Bradley, and the C, O. of
the field set things humming.

A gleaming low-wing, twin-engined
transport was rolled out to the line and
made ready for flight in almost nothing
flat. As soon as the last member of the
party had climbed into the cabin, Dusty
released the wheel brakes, and taxied out
onto the two-way runway.

Floodlights drove back the shadows of
night, and ramming open both throttles
he sent the craft thundering down the
smooth strip of concrete and pulled it up
gracefully into the air.

THE instant he was clear, he cranked
the landing wheels up into the wing,
banked around and set a dead-on course
for the Atlantic area. Then he turned to
General Horner seated beside him.

“You think this changes our original
plans, sir?”

The other blinked at him.

“Eh? T don’t know what you’re talking
about, Ayres.”

“I mean, nabbing Fire-Eyes,” Dusty
explained. “You said something about
being too late.”

The general appeared to think it over
awhile. Leaning forward he gazed silently
out at the evening shadowed sky.

»

“Perhaps we are, and perhaps we're
not,” he grunted eventually. “This At-
lanta business may not be true. But if it
is—it means that he has already started.
Destroying the Atlanta depot would be a
major victory in itself.”

“Ayres!” came General Bradley’s voice
ifrom thre rear. “See if you can contact
anything on the plane’s set. It's one of the

GEN. HORNER

newest-type—can tune on any wave-
band.”

“An idea, sir,” nodded Dusty.

Clipping the phones over his ears, he
snapped on contact and picked up the
transmitter tube.

“Calling all stations southeastern sec-
tion!” he barked. “Official check-back re-
quested on situation at Atlanta depot. H.
Q. officials request—"

“What’s the matter, Ayres?” General
Horner growled as Dusty stopped short.

The pilot didn’t pay any attention to the
question. The dial needle on the incoming
signal recorder was swinging back and
forth and the tiny red bulb directly above
it was blinking rapidly.

It meant that some station was sending
out signals on a different wave-band than
the one the transport’s set was tuned in on.
What’s more, the sending station, wher-
ever it was, was sending on a U. S. navy
reading.

Slapping off transmission, Dusty spun
the dial knob to the corresponding reading.
Instantly the cabin speaker unit rattled
out the clipped, excited sounds of a human
voice.

. ... to all coastal units! Warning to
all coastal units! Second Atlantic battle
squadron reports enemy aircraft flying
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high at AT-26, due south. . . . Type not
confirmed. Believed to be bombers. . . .
Scout planes launched unable to make
contact hefore enemy aircraft had dis-
appeared. . . .

Estimated course slightly northwest
from AT-26, south! All coastal units are
advised to take air and maintain constant
patrols. . . . Report all findings to your
local headquarters. . . . Official! Second
AB.S. signing off. . ..

The speaker unit went silent. Dusty
studied the roller map, made a few light-
ning-like calculations in his head then
turned to General Horner.

“If they hold that course,” he said,
“they should pass us a bit to the east.”

“Enemy bombers?" echoed the senior
officer with a half snort. “They won't be
passing us at all. Won't be able to. Our
coastal patrols will take care of them.

“Besides, those navy lads on the water
are always thinking they're spotting
enemy aircraft. So if you've got an idea
of swinging out toward sea, forget it!
Get this damn thing down to Atlanta as
fast as you can!”

IT so happened that Dusty didn’t have any

such idea. He had only been impressed
by the course that the “sighted” enemy air-
craft were stated to be flving. When he
did a little more calculating he suddenly
realized that his first answer had been
wrong. The enemy planes were flying a
course that would take them directly over
the Nation's capital.

He started to speak of that to General
Horner, but the red signal light's blinking
stopped him. The instant he spun the dial
to the correct reading another voice came
from the cabin speaker unit.

All aircraft attention! Emergency
signals from coastal Unit Forty. . . . Three
squadrons of enemy aircraft bombers
sighted ninety miles southeast of Chesa-
peake Bay. . . . Heading for Washing-

ton, D. C. Units Forty, Twelve and
Seventeen now climbing to engage
them. . . . All available aircraft concen-
trate on Washington, D. C. area. . . .

“By God, the blasted nerve of them!
They don'’t stand a hope in hell !”

The shouted woards from General
Bradley’s throat partially drowned out the
last of the emergency call from Unit Forty.

“The damn fools!” the air force chief
continued. “We've got a thousand planes
to send up after them. Here, Ayres, let
me get at that radio. Change seats with me,
Horner. T'll make sure that those devils
don’t get away with anything so absurd as
that! Not by a damn sight.”

The two generals changed seats. Bradley
fumbled with the ear-phones Dusty passed
to him, finally got them adjusted and
reached out his hand toward the trans-
mission volume dial knob.

His fingers never touched it, though.
His hand suddenly shot up, pointed toward
the night-shadowed sky to the right.

“Look, look!” he got out in a choking
gasp. “My good God—what's that?
What's that damn thing ?”

He need not have said anything. Every
eye in the cabin was already fixed hypnot-
ically on the night heavens high up to the
right. For up there was a sight that chilled
their hones to the marrow and made their
throats go dry.

An uneven circle of phosphorescent, yel-
lowish-red was floating down toward the
ground far below. Like a smoke ring being
struck by the air currents in a room, the
weird circle continually changed its shape.

Now it was a perfect circle, now an oval,
and now almost cross-like in form. Nor
did all parts of it hold the same level. Like
a gigantic ring of sea hawser floating on a
heavy swell, it continually dipped down
first on one side and then on the next.

All the time, tiny showers of crimson
flame, like spatterings of molten mietal,
dropped down from its fringe to fall a
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few thousand feet or so before fusing out
entirely.

Lower and lower it came. Then it
seemed to hold the same altitude, and crab
eastward as though being driven forward
by a westerly wind at that level. Dully,
Dusty was conscious of the fact that he
was veering the transport away from the
weird phenomenon.

It is almost as though he expected the
thing to suddenly slide across the couple of
miles of air space in between and loop itself
around the transport. He was dully con-
scious also that he was cursing softly to
himself, that the other three were mum-
bling sound, too. But if it had meant the
saving of his life, he could not have torn
his gaze from the fantastic sight.

Suddenly, though, as the thing went slip-
sliding, half floating down below their
level, and the initial shock at seeing it had
passed away, he let out a howl that even
startled himself.

“My God, do you know what’s below
that? The Virginia ammo depot—the
ammo depot at Roanoke! The thing’s go-
ing to settle on it! It'll wipe the dump
out!”

“And us along with it!” came the boom-
ing cry from General Horner. “Get us
away from here, Ayres! For God’s sake,
get us away from here. There’s enough
stuff down there to—"

INSTINCTIVELY, Dusty twisted

around in the seat. General Horner’s
mouth was open. He was trying to get
words off his tongue, but they would not
come.

Half slumped against the rear cabin air
vent, he was trying to raise one hand—as
though to attract somebody's attention.
Agent 10 leaped toward him, started to
help him back into a seat. But suddenly,
he too went semi-rigid. General Horner
slid out of his grasp, crumpled down onto
the floor. A second later, Agent 10 went
sprawling down on top of him.

“God!
them!”

Dusty heard General Bradley’s cry from
a long, long way off. A strange buzzing
had started up in his ears. His head
seemed almost to detach itself from his
shoulders and float away on its own.

In the dim light cast by the instrument
board cowl lamp, he could see things—the
instruments, his hands and legs, yet it was
as though he was looking at them from a
distance; as though they had no connec-
tion at all with his present position.

The buzzing in his ears had changed to
a whirring hum. He saw his clenched
right fist strike General Bradley's arm. He
saw the air force head stare at him as
though from a deep fog. Then he heard
his own voice.

“Some—kind of gas! Coming—
through cabin air vents! That handle—
there! Turn it—close the vents!”

General Bradley didn’t move. Dusty
saw the man’s muscles twitch. His brain
managed to register the fact that the air
force chief was trying to move, but was
being held helpless in some horrible, para-
lytic grip.

Then Dusty realized that he wasn'’t look-
ing at the air force chief any more. His
eyes were fastened on the air-vent shutter
handle on the man’s right.

“You've got to do it—you've got to
turn the damn thing yourself! Do it—do
it before it’s too late!”

Something has happened to

HIS own voice was echoing around in-

side his head. He was half out of
the seat. One hand was grabbing hold of
General Bradley for support, the other
was reaching out slowly for the vent
handle. Bradley’s eyes were still half
opened. They were looking at him, and
they held that dumb, mute appeal that one
sees in the eyes of a domestic animal ask-
ing for help from its master.

The handle was six inches from the tips
of his clawing fingers. God, but his head
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felt light! It hadn’t been resting on his
shoulders for hours. He must get that
handle and turn it—close the incoming air
vent, then snap up the “blower” switch for
sucking all engine fumes out of the cabin.
Maybe—maybe that would help. But first
the damn vent handle, Ah—he had hold
of it now.

He only knew that his fingers were
twisting the handle because he could see
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them twisting it. There was no sense of
feeling at all in his body. His muscles
moved, still moved, but he could not feel
them move.

Then his fingers stopped twisting, fell
away from the vent handle. And he knew
that they had twisted the vent shutters
closed. He fell sprawling across General
Bradley, slid off onto the floor of the pilot’s
compartment.
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Inch by inch he raised himself up on one
knee. Everything had become enveloped
in a swirling fog. He saw instruments,
buttons, switches, swim past in front of his
eyes. One of them was the blower switch
button. Ah—God be praised—he had his
fingers on it!’

Now—up with it! Snap it up! There—
the blower had started. It was sucking the
fog away. He knew it! He was beginning
to see things clearly—beginning to feel
life coming back to his lead-heavy muscles.
His fumbling hand found the oxygen tank
valve release. Ah, that was better! Now
to get back into the seat. The old crate
had slipped into a dive. He must have
kicked the stabilizer adjustment lever with
his foot when he fell over General Bradley.

At that moment, though, sky and earth
split asunder. A volcano of roaring thun-
der and flame engulfed the transport. A
battering ram straight from the pit of hell
itself, smote the underside of the fuselage.

The jarring impact hurled Dusty clear
of the seat, into which he was crawling,
and flung nhim like a rag doll up against

the instrument board. And then his brain -

exploded in a fountain of shooting stars.

CHAPTER FOUR
Eagle’s Plan

NY7HAT in God’s name was happening,
- ¥V Dusty kept asking himself. Why was
he falling through space? How had it
all started, and where was he going?

“Steady, kid, steady! Up she comes!
Bring her up out of this spin!” Dusty
found both of his hands gripping the con-
trol stick. He was easing it back slowly. A
side glance at the throttles showed that
both had been retarded. The big plane was
arcing smoothly up to even keel.

He laughed shakily. He had no memory
of getting back into the seat. Nor could he
remember retarding the throttles and start-
ing to ease the stick back. Yet he had; his
sub-conscious flying sense had directed

him to do all those things. He sucked in
his breath deeply. It made him giddy at
first, but his brain cleared immediately af-
terward, and new strength poured back
into his body.

A groan at his side brought his head
around. General Bradley was mumbling,
eyes closed, and weakly pushing himself up
on the seat. The air force chief’s face was
deathly white. Every drop of blood under
the skin had faded away. His movements
were those of 2 man making a last desper-
ate effort to drag himself back from the
abyss of unconsciousness. Dusty hesitated
a split second, then shrugged.

“You'll never know,” he grunted. “And
I think it’ll help!”

With that he reached over with his free
had and smacked the palm against his
superior’s right cheek. Instantly General
Bradley let out a sharp cry, twisted the up-
per part of his body, as though throwing
off some great burden, sat up straight and
opened his eves wide. He blinked a couple
of times then made a choking, gasping
sound.

“Good God—what happened—where
are we ?”’

“We're safe, I guess,” Dusty answered.
“And I don’t know just what happened.”

Then as the senior officer seemed to wilt,
slide back into another coma—

“Get in back, sir! Help them, if you
can. Try and bring them to. Slapping
their faces will help—starts the blood cir-
culating. Hurry up, sir!”

It was probably the first order that
General Bradley had taken from anyone
in months. But, let it be said to his credit,
he didn’t resent it, didn’t even give Dusty
a tough look. He simply nodded, climbed
out of the seat and bent over the two In-
telligence officers still sprawled out limply
on the floor.

What he did to them, Dusty didn’t no-
tice. His own brain was now functioning
at top speed, and he was directing his at-
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tention down at the ground. What he saw
set his heart to pounding madly against his
ribs.

About ten miles to his left, and down on
the ground, there was a swirling ocean of
light. A swirling storm-tossed ocean of
conglomerate light. There were yellows,
and blues, vivid crimson, tinges of green
and purple. They kept merging together
to form different hues, and from out of
their midst great columns of brown smoke
pillared upward.

As he stared at it he saw rockets of flame
streak heavenward, leaving behind long
tails of flickering sparks. Some of them
mushroomed out in waterfalls of fire high
in the sky. Others changed into mighty
lightning-like flashes that cut the darkness
for miles around, and then winked out.
And through it all came a vibrating rumble
and roar of sound.

HELD by its eerie, horrible fascination
' Dusty stared down at the panorama
of hell’s fireworks. He knew what it was,
but he did not know what had caused it,
other than that some weird, nocturnal
phenomenon had floated down to com-
pletely encircle the Roanake ammo depot
and touched it off. Millions of shells of
all calibre, countless powder magazines,
Tetalyne storehouses and small-arms am-
munition beyond estimate—had all ex-
ploded in one gigantic sea of flame and
sound.

In spite of himself, Dusty shivered. He
knew that Roanoke was the munitions
center for the entire South, From it even
the armies of the North and Eastern areas
drew much of their supplies. Since the
very first day of its establishment the ten-
mile area had been guarded day and night
on the ground and in the air.

For an American plane even to fly over
it without special permission, meant a bar-
rage of high-angle anti-aircraft guns that
the pilot would never forget—assuming
that he lived through it.

To approach it on the ground was to ap-
proach death, unless you were expected.
The triple cordon shot you first, and es-
tablished your identity later. Of all the
war nerve centers in the entire United
States, Roanoke was the solitary one that
had never seen enemy agents within its
borders.

And now—now it was no more. When
daylight came, there would be nothing but
a gigantic smoking crater. Roanoke gone
—wiped from the the very face of the
earth!

“God Almighty—look at that—look
down there !”

Even as Dusty turned around in the seat,
he knew that the hoarse cry had come from
General Horner. He saw the three of
them, Bradley, Horner and his son, faces
pressed against the side cabin windows,
staring down at the ocean of fire. The re-
flection of the crimson glow tinted their
strained faces, made them appear as three
ghosts from some fantastic world.

The chief of Intelligence choked out a
curse, turned half glazed eyes to Dusty.

“What happened, Ayres?”’ he asked
thickly. “Why aren’t we all dead?”

Dusty shrugged.

“Luck, sir,” he grunted, “just plain
luck. The other answers I don’t know. The
thing must have thrown off some sort of
gas, though. It was sucked in through
the air vents, that’s what got you. If the
cabin had been sealed, you'’d have been
all right.”

General Horner ' swiveled his eyes
around and down to the ocean of flame
again, shuddered visibly.

“And if we’d have been a bit closer—"
he said in a hollow voice, and stopped.

“We weren’t, though,” replied Dusty
with forced cheerfulness. “Hold tight,
sir,” he added. “I’m going to let this thing
out for Atlanta, now.”

“No, never mind going to Atlanta,
Ayres!” the other cut him off. “Get us
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back to Washington as fast as you can.
I'm needed there now.”

Dusty didn’t bother questioning his
senior officer’s sudden change of mind.
Giving the horrible sight on the ground a
final glance, he swung the craft around
toward the Washington military field and
opened up both engines.

During the ride back no one spoke. In
fact, not until Dusty was taxiing the ship
up to the line was the silence broken.
General Horner broke it. He spoke to
General Bradley.

“I'm going straight to Staff H. Q.,
Bradley. Are you coming along? I think
you'd better. God knows but what this
night'll mean a complete reorganization of
supply bases. Yes, you'd better come along
with me. You know how damn hard they
are to handle at times.”

“I'll come along,” nodded the air force
chief as Dusty braked the plane to a full
stop.

Both generals immediately climbed
down out of the cabin and hurried over
to an empty staff car. Dusty made as
though to follow them, but Agent 10
grabbed his arm, held him back.

“The sacred rooms of general staff are
not for us, Dusty,” he said. “We’d only
just cool our heels, anyway. Let’s take a
turn up and down the tarmac and have a
smoke.”

The casual tone didn’t fool Dusty for
a single second.

“Okay,” he grunted, and climbed down.
“You supply the smokes—I’'ve run out.”

Agent 10 supplied a pack, held the
_match for them both. Then hands jammed
in his tunic pocket he started walking
along the tarmac, puffing furiously. Sud-
denly he turned his eyes toward Dusty.

“Nobody thanked vou, kid, so I will,”
he said. “Your lungs must be made of
leather.”

“Huh?" .

“Skip it! Bradley didn’t close the vents

and start the blower. Nor did he keep the
plane in the air. That much I can figure.
But—" '

The Intelligence man stopped walking,
faced Dusty squarely. Deep lines of
worry creased his face.

“Any ideas?”

“About that?”’ Dusty echoed. “No, I
haven't a damn one. That is, except that
a ring of some kind of fire floated down.
It threw off a curtain of mild gas—and
we were damn near caught in it.

“But how did the thing get in the air?”’
Agent 10 shot at him. “You know that
entire area is patroled night and day. They
have detectors, too, that are synchronized
with the air patrol engines. So even though
the Blacks tried to slip over in American
planes they’d be nailed.”

“Yeah, I know,” nodded Dusty. “I'm
thinking, though, of that navy emergency
call we tuned in on.”

“You mean those bombers did it?*

“No, I don’t mean that. But it gives
me an idea. Let’s go find out what hap-
pened.”

“Go where?”

“To the communications office here at
the field, of course!”” Dusty flung back over
his shoulder as he started down the tar-
mac. “It was reported that those ships
were headed for Washington. Looks like
they gave it up. I'd like to know why.”

A minute or so later Dusty shouldered
through the door into the communications
office. The signal captain in charge recog-
nized him and grinned.

“Howdy, Ayres! What can I do for
you?”

“Maybe plenty, Walker,” Dusty re-
plied. “You know Lieutenant Horner, of
course.”

“Yeah, sure,” replied the other, shak-
ing Jack Horner’s hand. Then to Dusty,
“Well, and so what ?”

“That navy emergency awhile ago,”
Dusty said. “What happened to the enemy
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bombers that were supposed to be headed
this way ?”

The signal captain chuckled.

“The same thing that happens to all
dopes who think they can slide in on us,”
he said. “Our coastal units met them,
gave them a belly-full of steel and sent
them high-tailing back to their carriers—
must have been carriers.

“They faded out to sea, without drop-
ping a single egg. A funny thing, though,
one of them was forced down—near
Dover, so the report came in. And it
didn’t have a single egg aboard!

“Well, what’s new with you? Sore be-
cause you couldn’t get in on the scrap?
But say—I remember now—didn’t I pick
up a call of yours to all southeastern sta-
tions? Just before the first emergency
came through? I'll swear that it was your
voice.”

USTY nodded absently, said nothing.
The germ of an idea was spinning
around inside his head. Captain Walker
said something he didn’t hear. He turned
to Agent 10.

“No eggs aboard the crate forced
down,” he grunted. “Can you make any-
thing of that?”

The Intelligence man looked puzzled.

“Maybe dumped them, just in case,”
he murmured.

“No bombs were dropped,” spoke up
Captain Walker, glancing from one to the
other. “There wasn’t a single report of
a bomb being dropped. As a matter of
fact, only two of them got in over the
shore.”

“Then that makes my idea wrong,” said
Agent 10. “What do you make of it?”

He directed the question at Dusty. The
Yank ace didn’t appear to hear, and turned
toward the signal officer.

“Get any report on the condition of
the ship?” he asked. “Cracked her up I
suppose, huh?”

“Why no. As a matter of fact its being
flown over here. Should be here soon,
now. But why are you interested? Want
it as a souvenir ?”

“Maybe,” Dusty grinned. “Well,
thanks, Walker. We've got to be skipping
along now. See you in the cemetery, some-
time.”

“Not me, you won’t. S’long!”

“If it’s okay with you,” grunted Agent
10 when they were outside again, “would
you please tell me about those thoughts
I can almost see whizzing around inside
that dome of yours?”

“Whizzing, is right,” Dusty grinned
tightly. “And not getting very far. Well,
we know one thing, at least. The Blacks
pulled every available crate of ours out
to sea.”

“How come?”

“No eggs on the bombers!” Dusty ges-
tured. “That was a fake raid. Hell, do
you think that if they didn’t want to be
seen that they’d fly low enough for surface
ships to spot them ?”

“Well—er—I suppose not. But what
was the big idea?”

“I don’t know,” Dusty replied, scowl-
ing down at the tarmac. “But it might be
so that something else could get in close to
Roanoke. Maybe I'm wrong, but I'm
willing to lay you a bet that before At-
lanta went up in smoke, all patrol ships
near it got an emergency call like the one
we heard.”

“But the regular patrol over Roanoke!
They—"

“I said, get in close to Roanoke, not
right over it!" Dusty cut him off.

Agent 10 grimaced.

“All right, go on from there,” he said.

“Well, Walker didn't seem very ex-
cited,” Dusty said to him. “And I must
confess that I still am!”

“Nuts! For God’s sake cut the rid-
dles! What the hell are you getting at,
anyway?”’



THE TELSA RAIDERS

29

“Just this, little boy!” Dusty shot at
him. “The signal officer at the Washing-
ton military field, where one of our most
powerful stations is located, doesn’t know
that Roanoke has been destroyed, yet!”

“Good God, that's right!”

“Go to the head of the class. No. make
a guess first—why hasn't he heard?”

“Why—why because—"

Agent 10 cut himself off short, un-
decided.

“‘Because no message has been able to
get through, so far,” Dusty finished for
him. ‘“Which means that the thing we
saw floating down, not only destroys
whatever it touches, but at the same time
throws off an electrical disturbance that
static jams entire areas.”

“Meaning that what we saw at Roanoke
is what must have happened at Atlanta?”’
questioned young Horner.

“A close guess,” nodded Dusty. Then
added suddenly, “Listen Jack, I've a
hunch that both things were merely prep-
aration for something bigger. If we can
get Fire-Eyes, maybe we can still stop
it. What was the plan you'd thought
up?”’

“A gamble,” replied the Intelligence
man, “but it’s one we’'ve got to take.
Dusty, Fire-Eyes is going to Bermuda.
Now don't interrupt. I know that the
Islands have been all knocked to hell. But
I also know that he's making that a jump-
ing off place.

“When he is due there, I don’t know.
Within the next day or so, though, I'm
pretty sure. However, I've arranged for
us to be taken out by submarine. We'll
be a couple of Black sailors.

“The sub will set us adrift close to
Hamilton harbor. There's a strong in-
shore current there that will carry us
in. We'’re from the Black sub, X Thirty-
five. She'was sunk two days ago, off the
Carolinas. We're the only two that were
saved, see?”

“Yeah," grunted Dusty dubiously. “And
just how do we get back—and bring
Fire-Eyes with us?”

“The same way we went out,” said
Agent 10. “The Yank sub is going to be
off Hamilton point every day just before
dawn. I'm taking an infra-red buglight
along to signal her if we want her to come
in close. Naturally, when we get Fire-
Eyes we've got to lay low until we can
contact our sub. Can do someway, I
guess.”

“You're sure he's stopping at Ber-
muda?’ Dusty asked. “I don’t see why
the hell—"

“Neither do I. But I got it straight
from one of the best men in the depart-
ment. Say, what's the matter?”

Dusty had suddenly started to pound
one fist against the open palm of the
other hand.

“Hell "’ he said, “we can do it easier
than that. Didn't you hear what Walker
said—the bomber forced down is being
flown over here. That’s our meat—and
a damn sight quicker than by submarine.

“Who knows but what Fire-Eyes might
want to talk with a pair of pilots forced
down during a fake raid. And after all,
it'll be something for us to get away in
in case we want to. Sure, its perfect!
And we’ve wasted enough time. Can you
get a couple of uniforms and your make-
up kit?”

“Yes, but listen, Dusty—"

“Forget it!” Dusty cut him off sharply.
“Don’t you see, we can’t waste the time
in case you are wrong? But with that
bomber we can go places—and Bermuda
isn't the only one. And—look, that must
be it coming in now!”

CHAPTER FIVE
Murder Drome
HE field siren had started to wail out

its eerie note, and floodlights were
springing into life. Presently the siren
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died out, and as it was lost to the echo
Dusty heard the faint throbbing rhythm
of throttled airplane engines to the east.

He turned, peered up into the sky, and
saw half a dozen Yank pursuit planes
come sliding down, settle gently on the
tarmac and taxi into the hangar line. He
only gave them a passing glance, though.
There was still one more plane left in the
sky. He watched it glide earthward.

“You're right, Dusty! It's the bomber
they got at Dover!”

Dusty nodded at Agent 10's excited
comment, said nothing, and kept his eyes
fixed on the plane. It was of the con-
ventional twin-engined, single center-
winged type, with the folding landing
deck trap-hook for use on airplane car-
riers. Its pilot was now cranking down
the wheels. A moment or two later, the
big craft touched the runway, rolled for-
ward a few yards, and then was nosed
around in toward the line.

When it came to a full stop, the door
opened, and out piled a couple of Yank

soldiers, each with drawn automatics.
They waved them toward the open door
and two figures in the uniform of Invader
air force pilots stepped gingerly down onto
the ground.

Their wrists had been shackled, and
with a soldier taking up a position on
either side they were herded through the
group that had collected on the tarmac,
and along it toward the field commander’s
office.

Dusty automatically started to join the
group that trailed along behind, but sud-
denly stopped and grunted with surprise.
Two other pilots in the uniform of the
U. S. air force climbed out of the plane.
Dusty blinked hard, took another good
look, and started running toward the
captured Black plane. Jack Horner also
let out an astonished yip and stuck right
at his heels.

“Well, I'll be damned!” roared Dusty,
as he skidded to a halt in front of the
pair. “What in hell are you two doing
here?”

Curly Brooks turned and winked at
Biff Bolton, jerked a thumb toward
Dusty.

“Do you know this guy, Biff?” he
asked. ‘“Damned if that ugly mug of his
doesn’t look familiar! And who is the
military fashion-plate with him?”

Bolton screwed up the features of his
moon face, thoughtfully scratched a fin-
gertip along his lower jaw.

“Gosh, you got me, Curly,” he rumbled.
“But they’re always switching mechanics
around to different fields you know. May-
be we've seen ’em at—"

The big pilot leaped to one side just
in time to avoid Dusty’s foot arcing up
toward the seat of his breeches.

“Hey, don’t!” he yelled. “I went horse-
back riding this morning!”

“Come on!” shouted Dusty. “What’s
the big idea ?”

“Don't you ever listen in on the radio?”
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Curly answered for them. “My friend,
you are now looking at two saviors of
your country. Two gallant eagles of
Uncle Sam, who heard a call to arms.
With our trusty air steeds under us, we
thundered to the scene of conflict. And
there, by dint of courage, grim deter-
mination, and flying skill you'll never be
able to acquire—my valiant comrade and
I convinced a couple of Black clucks that
it would be one hell of a good idea for
them to set their lousy crate down o
the ground and call it a day!”

“And figuring that you might be here,
and need taking home,” added Biff Bol-
ton, “we got permission to fly the crate
over. And of course we brought those
two yeggs along for your department to
play with, Jack.”

“You mean you were mixed up with
those bombers that were reported to be
headed this way?" Dusty frowned.

“Yeah, sure,” Curly nodded. “Biff and
I were joy-hopping around Atlantic City
when we tuned in the call. So we slammed
on down, just for the hell of it. Must
admit, though, that we were only two of
about nine hundred crates that showed
up. But, we were lucky, though. Got
the only bomber. The rest beat it, with
some of our lads after them. This baby
here didn’t like the looks of our X-
Diesels, I guess. He just quit, and we
followed him down.”

“You got the call too, huh, skipper?”
asked Biff. “I didn't see your ship.”

“Didn’t have a chance to get over,”
Dusty replied evasively.

“Ah-h-h!” breathed Curly softly. Then,
“Mama tell papa all about it, huh?”

“If you insist,” said Dusty evenly.
“Atlanta and Roanoke have been com-
pletely wiped out!”

Curly and Biff stiffened, and the kid-
ding grins on their faces vanished im-
mediately. -

“What?”’ they roared in the same
breath. “When? How?”

ONSCIOUS of the look of annoyance

that came into Jack Horner's eyes,
Dusty told them of the flight of the
transport plane. But that was all. much
to young Horner's evident relief. It was
Curly who broke the silence that followed
Dusty’s words.

“I was wondering,” he grunted. «f
couldn’t figure why this baby, here, had
no eggs aboard. And I didn't see any on
the others either. But vou haven't any
idea what—what that thing could have
been?”

Dusty shook his head.

“Not the faintest,” he grunted. Then
he added in a sharper tone, “Well, its
been nice seeing you children again. Now
get back to your ships, and get along
home before the major docks you a
month’s pay.”

Neither of them moved. Curly fished
for a cigarette.

“Coming along with us, kid?"" he mur-
mured casually to Dusty.

Dusty shook his head.

“Can’t! Jack and I have got—"

A pistol shot suddenly shattered the
stillness of the night. Before it was lost
to the echo, the piercing cry of a man in
mortal pain rang out. The sound came
from Dusty’s right, over by the radio
building, some hundred yards away.

In a flash he spun around, jerked his
automatic free and started pounding over
the ground, the three others right at his
heels. When he was still fifty yards from
the radio building, he saw the door slam
open. Before he could even swing up his
gun, a figure darted out and immediately
lost itself in the surrounding darkness.

From out of that darkness a sentry
bellowed, “Halt!” And his rifle spat flame
and sound. A couple of other sentries
roared out a challenge too, and followed
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it up by pulling triggers. As a matter of
fact, in the space of split seconds the
entire field was in an uproar.

Officers and men were dashing out of
buildings and hangars. Someone was roar-
ing for the floodlights to be turned on;
someone else was bellowing for the sen-
tries to form a cordon about the field.

Dusty, however, did not check his pace
toward the radio building. When he
reached it, he dived in through the door,
skidded to a halt, and snapped his eyes
about the room.

The first thing he saw was a bullet
shattered transmitter unit on the far wall.
Then he saw the feet and lower part of
the legs of a man on the floor behind
an overturned table. Darting around the
table he bent over the limp figure of a
Yank radio sergeant.

The non-com’s right hand held a service
automatic. The arm had been flung out
so that the gun was resting on the floor.
His eyes were closed, and his O. D. shirt
just above the place where his heart would
be was stained a dull crimson. As Dusty
reached out a hand for the man’s pulse,
the non-com coughed raspingly and blood
spattered off his lips.

“Lousy Black rat—use my set will
you? I'll damn well—"

The voice trailed off to an unintelligible
whisper. Dusty bent his head low.

“Who was it, sergeant!” he called out.
“How do you know he was a Black?
What happened ?”’

The radio non-com stared at him
through glassy eyes, seemed to realize
that he was a Yank.

“Gone for a bite,” came the gasping
words. “Found—the rat trying to contact
Black station—on low wave length. Shot
—and busted transmitter. He—he slung
knife—the dirty—"

HE effort was too much. The man’s
words became a horrible gurgling
sound in his throat. By that time, Curly,

Jack Horner and Biff Bolton had joined
Dusty. But all four of them were equally
helpless to do anything for the radio man.
He was beyond all possible help. A final
sigh slid off his lips and he died.

For a moment or two Dusty continued
to stare at him. Then on impulse he
reached down and pulled a small bone-
handled trench knife from under the dead
man. The blade was covered with fresh
blood. He held it up for the others to
see, then let it drop to the floor again.

“Good God!” young Horner choked,
“what do you suppose?”

“Plenty !” Dusty snapped getting to his
feet. “Curly! Biff! Tear out and help
them catch the bum who did this. Hurry
up—get going! Jack—you stick here a
second !”

Curly and Biff hesitated a moment, then
ducked outside. Young Horner immedi-
ately turned to Dusty, but the Yank ace
silenced him with a gesture.

“Now I'm getting ideas!” he said in
a low, hurried voice. “And it’s that that
bomber is important. The Blacks didn’t
plan on it being captured. The rat who
killed this poor devil tried to tell someone
about the bomber—that its crew had been
captured. Anyway, you and I are leaving
in it at once.

“That bomber is our homing pigeon.
I'm sure of it. It’s going to take us right
to the center of this mess. I'm going
to do a little signaling with it on my own.
Tell you about it later. Listen, those two
pilots that were captured. They took ’em
to the guard house. Go over and get
their uniforms and your make-up kit.
And meet me in the bomber on the far
side of the field in ten minutes, Can
do?”

‘“Yes, sure!”

Dusty started pushing him toward the
door.

“Tell you about it later, Jack!” he
snapped. “I'm betting everything I ever
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had that I'm right. Now, get going!”

Young Horner hesitated, took a last
look at the dead radio sergeant, then
went bounding out the door. When Dusty
left a couple of moments Jater, there was
a steely glint in his eye. A crowd had
collected in front of the open door, and
several questions were hurled at him.
To them all he shrugged.

“I don’t know a thing!” he snapped.
“You, corporal, stand guard. Someone
go get the field C. O. You two, there,
come give me a lift with the bomber. I'm
going to fly it to Dayton for examina-
tion!”

He said the last in a loud voice, and
let his eyes slide over the group. Was
one of them the rat who killed the radio
sergeant? It stood to reason that the
man was garbed in a Yank uniform.
There was no answer to the question,
and with two mechanics at his heels, he
ran over to the bomber, climbed into the
pilot’s compartment and started the twin
engines. As they roared into life he
thought that he heard a few more rifle
shots. He wasn’t sure, and didn't stop
to investigate. Giving the mechanics the
nod to stand clear. he slowly taxied over
to the far side of the field.

It seemed that he had no sooner
reached the other side. swung around into
the wind, than a figure ran out of the
darkness, jerked open the cabin door,
and climbed inside.

“Fast work, Jack!” Dusty started, then
stopped short.

The grinning figure, black pilot uni-
forms slung over his arm, who slid into
the seat heside him. was Curly Brooks!

“You! What the hell?”

“Yeah'" Brooks came back sharply.
“Get the hell off! I'll tell you about it.”

“Listen. Curly, no—"

“Off. Dusty, for God's sake!” the other
rapped at him. “Jack has been wounded

—not seriously. But he can’t join you!
Now get this damn thing into the air!”

CHAPTER SIX
One Down, Two to Go

USTY hesitated for a fraction of a

second, then rammed home both
throttles and sent the Black bomber roar-
ing across the field. Once he got it clear
and headed up into the night sky, he
snapped on the instrument cowl lamp and
turned to Curly.

“Let’s have it, quick!” he snapped.
“What happened ?”

“Knew there was something up,” be-
gan Curly, speaking rapidly. “So I hung
near the radio hut, joined Jack when he
came out. He wouldn't say a thing. But
I went into the guard room with him.
The general was there, working on those
two Blacks. Listen Dusty, they came
through. One of them ’fessed up that
Fire-Eyes left this afternoon by sub-
marine for Bermuda. He's due there at
dawn.”

“What ?”

“Right! Due there at dawn. I heard
that much. Then Jack collected their uni-
forms and started out. It happened
then—a dumb guard opened fire before

either of us could stop him. The damn
fool winged Jack in the shoulder. Jack
told me he was to meet you. So I took

the uniforms and came on—his kit, too.
He said to be sure to tell you about Ber-
muda. We head there, now, eh?”
“Maybe,” grunted Dusty, frowning.
“But I'm going alone. Listen, Curly,
don’t ask questions—but you can’t come.
Dammit, you don’t know the language.”
“Nuts, I don't! After listening to you
recite your lessons out loud for the last
three weeks, I could tackle Chinese in
nothing flat. I learned enough to get me
by in a pinch. Whatever your plan is,



THE TELSA RAIDERS

35

you can do most of the talking. I'll just
act like a dumb guy—make believe I'm
Dusty Ayres.”

As Curly talked he was busily peeling
off his uniform and climbing into one of
those he brought along. That done. he
went to work on his face with Jack Hor-
ner’s make-up kit. Dusty said nothing,
but his brain was clicking over at light-
ning-like speed.

He was both glad and angry that Curly
was along. . Brooks was the best man in
the world to have along when it came to
trouble. Yet, this was a job where a
second man might prove a hindrance
rather than a help. Before leaving the
radio building, he had noted the wave-
length reading on the outgoing message
recorder. Once he got altitude he was
going to contact that wave-length him-
self. The station direction-finder dial,
when he received a check-back would tell
him plenty—he hoped.

“Here, I’ll take over while vou change.”

Curly’s voice cut in on Dusty’s
thoughts. Reluctantly he turned over
control of the plane, and started changing
his own uniform for the one Curly had
brought along for him.

“Is it Bermuda?” Brooks asked.
what do we do?”

“Yeah, it is,” Dusty grunted. “But first
I'm going to play with this radio a bit.
I’ll take over, now. You dump our stuff
out the window, when I bank. Don’t
want them to catch in the tail section.”

~ Curly had dumped the Yank uniforms,
dnd Dusty was reaching for the radio
set, when it happened.

“Fly straight north!
either of you!”

Dusty froze, held his breath. It didn't,
however, require the psychic powers of a
fortune teller to figure out the situation.
The owner of the gun suddenly jabbed
against the back of his neck was the mur-
derer of the radio sergeant.

“And

Don’t move—

Failing in his plan to contact someone,
the man had done what any other quick-
thinking spy would have done—hidden
himself where the searching party would
least expect to find him.

For a split second the pressure of the
gun on Dusty’s neck was released. He
heard Curly sigh, and out of the corner
of his eye saw his pal slump over limp
against the side of the cabin.

“Damn you—"

“Steady! Fly north, I say!”

Raging inwardly, but quite conscious
of the gun back in his neck again, Dusty
altered the course of the bomber from
due east to north.

A grating chuckle greeted his move-
ments.

“This is one time you cannot talk your-
self out of it, my friend! I am not so
stupid as the others!”

Dusty shrugged but made no effort to
open up the throttles.

“Talk myself out of it?” he snorted.
“Hell, think I'm a dummy—that gun of
yours in my neck? But you didn’t get
word through to your boy friends after
all. eh? Too bad that radio sergeant
wasn’t a better shot.”

The pressure of the gun against Dusty’s
neck wasn't relaxed a single bit.

“The throttles, my friend,” said the
figure in back. “I’'m in a hurry., Open
them up to full power.”

DUSTY’S heart sank. With a sigh he
reached out his free hand toward
the throttles, shoved them forward. But
as he brought his hand back he allowed it
to hit against the cabin light switch. In-
stantly the cabin was flooded with light.
The man in back of him cursed harshly,
jabbed the gun forward so savagely that
Dusty had to grit his teeth hard to check
the groan of pain coming up to his lips.
“Turn off that light,” came the hissing
words, “or you will diel”
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“Okay, sorry,” Dusty grunted, his heart
pounding wildly. “My mistake.”

“Another mistake will be your last.”

Dusty leaned forward, flicked off the
light switch, but a tiny grin tugged at the
corners of his mouth. In the few seconds
allowed he had obtained a good look in
the rear view mirror fitted to the top of
the instrument board. In that mirror he
had seen the reflection of the steel-eyed
figure in the uniform of a U. S. air force
mechanic, standing behind him.

More important that that, though, he
had noticed that the man wore no para-
chute pack, nor were there any parachute
packs on the rack farther back in the
cabin. In other words, the only para-
chute aboard the plane was the vest pack
clamped to the back of the seat in which
Dusty sat.

With the knowledge of that, hope
sprang up anew in Dusty’s hreast. The
Black agent had not pulled the trigger
of his gun because he was not a pilot, and
there was no way of safely leaving the
plane. To get the vest pack. against which
Dusty leaned, would necessitate Dusty’s
taking his hands from the controls and
getting out of the seat. It was kismet
for fair.

For a couple of minutes neither man
spoke. Holding himself rigid, Dusty
weighed his chances of risking a bullet in
the back of the neck. There was the ever
present possibility that the Black might
go haywire and let him have it anyway.
If he could only figure on some way to
get that gun away from his neck—get it
away for just a couple of split seconds.

The voice behind him broke into his
spinning train of thought.

“Don’t move my friend! I am going to
use the radio!”

A hand reached around in front of
Dusty, snapped on radio contact, and spun
the wave-length dial. The dial needie
moved down a reading well below the

general transmitting wave-length. In
fact, way down to the reading Dusty had
noted in the Washington field radio build-
ing. Then the Black reached over and
picked up the transmitter tube and the
head phones. Swiftly and silently Dusty
tensed his whole body. He didn’t know
whom the Black was planning to contact.
But he could make a wild guess. Maybe
he was wrong—but he couldn’t risk it.

“You poor boob!” he snapped. “Think
vou can send on such low transmitting
volume ?”’

There was a grunt behind him. Again
the hand reached around in front of him,
and toward the radio panel. Without
seeming to move, Dusty hunched his
shoulder against the upper part of the
Black’s arm. The man stretched his arm
a bit more and for a fleeting instant the
pressure of the gun muzzle against Dus-
ty’s neck was relaxed.

In that infinitesimal period of time,
Dusty whirled into action. With every
ounce of his strength he slammed down
on the left rudder pedal, belted the stick
over, and ducked his head forward. The
plane lurched to the left, and the Black,
whose weight was on his right foot, was
flung off balance to the right.

He roared out a curse in his native
tongue, tried to swing his left hand hold-
ing the gun down toward Dusty. But his
lurch to the right had pulled the gun too
far back. And when it spat flame and
sound, the hunk of steel from its muzzle
chewed into the left side of the cabin.

He didn’t have time to jerk the trig-
ger twice. One hundred and eight-five
pounds of American wild cat was upon
him. The instant Dusty slammed the
plane into its split-arc turn to the left,
and ducked forward, he pivoted about and
hurled himself out of the pilot’s seat.

While still practically in mid-air, he
got a flash glance of the Black toppling
over backward, and of the flame-spitting
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gun clenched in his left hand. Then Dus-
ty dropped down. One hand caught the
Black by the throat. The other clamped
down on the gun hand wrist. And Dusty’s
knee plowed down on the Black’s stomach.

Air whistled hoarsely from the agent’s
twisted lips. The skin of his face went
purple. His veins stood out taut, and his
steely eyes bulged from their sockets and
became glassy.

Twisting sharply over on his side Dusty
crashed down with his right foot a split
second after he let go of the man’s gun
wrist. Wrist bones crunched under his
heel and the gun dropped out of limp
fingers. Pivoting back, Dusty swung his
clenched free fist and clouted the Black
on the left temple.

The Black gave up the ghost then. His
eyelids fluttered closed. His tongue sagged
out one corner of his mouth and his whole
body went limp as a sack of rain-soaked
grain.

Heaving himself up, Dusty grabbed the
gun on the cabin floor, and dropped back
into the pilot’s seat. It took him a second
or two to pull the plane back on even keel,
swing it around and head it due south.
Then he swung on robot control.

“Now, sweetheart,” he breathed heavily,
“it’s papa’s time to draw cards!”

Getting out of the seat, he bent over
and jerked the Black up onto his feet.
Holding him pressed against the wall with
one hand, so that his drooping head was
propped up, he began systematically to
smack first one cheek and then the other
with the flat of his hand. The Black's
face was dripping blood before he finally
opened his eyes.

Dusty stopped smacking him, waited
for the man's brain to clear. Presently
the glazed look in the man’s eyes faded
out to be replaced by a glare of berserk
hatred. He ran his tongue over his bleed-
ing lips, tried to shift his weight on his
feet. But Dusty held him fast.

“Who talked who out of it that time,
eh?” he clipped at the man. “Looks to
me like you're the sucker.”

THE Black mumbled something hoarse-
" ly, but it was too jumbled up for
Dusty to understand any of it. With a
sudden movement he released his hold
on the Black, stepped back. The agent
wasn't prepared, and he sat down as
though he’d been smacked across the
back of the knees.

A gurgling roar spilled off his lips, and
he started to get up. But that’s all he did
—just started. Dusty’s hand, holding the
gun, snaked out and slashed down. Blood
spurted from the man’s ear to the point
of his jaw, and he let out a scream of
pain.

“That’s better!” Dusty grinned, as the
other remained seated on the floor. “I
don't like to talk to people when they're
standing up.”

Cobra eyes glittered into his.

“Shoot me—I will tell you nothing!
Nothing at all.”

The words were little more than a con-
tinued hiss of sound. Dusty shrugged,
fingered the gun he held in his hand.

“Not even a teeny-weeny little bit?”
he echoed.

The Black spattered blood, as he shook
his head savagely.

“Kill me—but I will not say anything !’

Dusty’s lips were frozen in a half grin,
but his eyes were stone cold, emotioniess.

“Dead rats don’t talk,” he said in an
even deadly voice. “I’d be a sucker to
kill you. I'm just going to ask you to
change your mind. But just keep your
shirt on. I want my pal to listen in on
this.”

Swinging on robot control, Dusty kept
the Black covered, reached over and
slapped Curly’s face. Brooks groaned
weakly and raised a protesting hand. Then
his eyes opened and he stared dully about.
He didn't get it at all, at first.
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“What the hell?” he mumbled.

Then he saw the Black and his right
fist cocked back.

“Hold it, Curly!” Dusty stopped him.
“The company wants to
talk. You okay, now?”

“Yeah, guess so.
How’d you do it?”

Dusty grinned, turned
toward the Black. His
gun hand shot out. The
man saw it coming and
tried to duck. He was
about five and a half
years too late. The down-
slashing gun muzzle
opened his left cheek some more, and his
scream of pain made Dusty’s ear-drums
ring.

“Don’t—don’t!”

“That’s up to you, sweetheart,” Dusty
said to him in a soft, yet deadly voice.
“Now, the first question—who were you
trying to contact at the Washington field,
huh? Speak up—we haven’t got all
night!”

The Black sunk his teeth deep into his
lower lip, and said nothing. Dusty
leaned forward.

“Shall I tell you?” he barked. “It was
Fire-Eyes, wasn't it? Fire-Eyes on his
way to Bermuda, eh? Now, tell us why
he’s going there? No, first tell us about
what happened at Atlanta and Roanoke?
What was it ?”

The man shook his head vigorously,
spattered blood from his slit cheeks.

“I don't know!” he moaned. “I don’t
know!”

Dusty shot a glance at Curly, read the
mutual thought in his pal's eyes. The
Black was undoubtedly telling the truth—
he didn’t know.

“Where is the attack to be made?” he
suddenly shot at the man,

“I—tell you—nothing!”

Dusty raised the gun again, then as a
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new thought suddenly hit him with dyna-
mite force he unconsciously lowered the
gun, half turned toward the radio.

“Dusty—look out!”

Curly’s cry jerked Dusty around. He
didn’t have time to do anything but pull
the trigger. The Black, cornered
like a rat, was making a last des-
perate attack. And it was
his last attack, too.

The bullet smashed
squarely between his
eyes, and he was stone
dead even as he fell on
top of Dusty. With a
heave, the Yank shovel
him off, and let him drop flat on the
floor.

“Too bad,” he grunted, “but it checks
with my idea.”

“What idea?” asked Curly. I didn’t
think he said much.” .

“Didn’t,” Dusty replied. “It’s what
he did—I'm just getting stupid.”

“Say, what the—"

“Pipe down, and look at the radio,
Curly,” Dusty interrupted. “See, it’s not
on a ground station wave-length, nor a
navy one either.”

“By God, no!” Brooks gasped. “He
was trying to contact some plane in the
air!”

“Right!” Dusty nodded. “That bum
was going to send some message through
to a plane. I'm wondering, Curly—I'm
wondering if Fire-Eyes is on his way to
Bermuda by submarine. Anyway, we're
going to start finding out things right
now !”

Slipping on the ear-phones, he reached
out his other hand to twist on full trans-
mission volume, .

“Here’s where you test your knowledge
of the lingo, kid!” he breathed softly.
“Better make it good!”

A moment or two to suck in his breath
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and steady himself. Then he put his lips
to the transmitter tube.

“Are my signals clear?” he asked in
the harsh grating jargon of the Black
Invaders.

Seconds of tingling silence ticked past.
Every nerve and muscle in his body quiv-
ered with excitement. His hand holding
the transmitter tube shook so violently
that he had to jam it against his lips.
Suddenly, there was a buzzing sound in
the ear-phones. Then a voice answered
in the same tongue,

“Signals clear!
quickly !”

HAD the wings dropped off the plane
at that moment, Dusty would have
not been any more surprised. Wide-eved
he stared at the radio panel, oblivious to
Curly’s questioning gaze. His heart
looped over inside his chest. And his
surging blood roared in his ears. Even
though the words had come to him in the
native tongue of the Black Invaders, he
recognized the voice instantly.

It had been the voice of Zytoff, the
Black ace of aces, and his greatest enemy.

“Your report in code! Quickly, fool!”

The sound of Zytoff speaking again
jerked Dusty out of his whirling trance.
He gulped, snapped his eyes toward the
station direction finder. And it was then
that he received the second jolt in as many
minutes. Zytoff was not more than four
hundred miles from his present position.
As a matter of fact the Black’s position
was half way between the Delaware coast
and Bermuda. And unless the station
direction-finder was going haywire, he was
flying a course straight for Bermuda!

“Your report!” the ear-phones crackled.

Impulsively Dusty jerked the transmit-
ter tube back to his lips.

“Impossible at present,” he said. “Ene-
my has discovered key symbol. But they
suspect nothing of plans. Call you back
soon. Signing off!”

Make report in code,

“Wait!” barked the ear-phones. “Main-
tain your contact! What is your code
number ?”

Dusty thought quickly, remembered that
Jack Horner had once told him that Black
agents were listed by a number preceded
by the letter B.

“B Three-sixteen!” he snapped. “Ene-
my planes approaching. Signing off !’

As he spoke he tuned down transmis-
sion volume to give Zytoff the impression
of set failure. Then he snapped off con-
tact altogether, and turned to Curly.

“That dead Black there was impor-
tant!” he shouted. “The Blacks are wait-
ing for something—something that bird
planned to tell them. Listen, Curly, it’s
perfect—Zytoff is Fire-Eyes’ right hand
man. We'll hook onto him.

“Wherever the attack is, it’s a cinch
Zytoft will be there. And Fire-Eyes will
be with him. I knew damn well this
crate would take me to the center of
things. Listen, we're over water—dump
that dead Black! We don’t want him
around in case we have to land.”

“But I still don’t get it!” Curly ex-
claimed as he got up from his seat. “I
heard him ask you for the report, but—"

“Exactly the idea!’ Dusty cut him off.
“He wants a report about something I
don’t know. But get this—and I've figured
it so right from the start—Zytoff was be-
hind what happened at Atlanta and Roa-
noke. So we tag him and he'll lead us
right to the front stoop of Fire-Eyes,
whether it’s Bermuda or Reno. Get going
with that Black.”

Leaning forward, Dusty snapped on
radio contact and twisted on full transmis-
sion volume. The wave-length reading he
didn’t touch, for it was still the same.

“B Three-Sixteen checking back!” he
called in the Black Invader tongue. “Con-
tact for special report!”

Ripples of tense excitement chasing up
and down his spine, he waited for the
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reply, eyes glued to the station direction-
finder. A moment and the ear-phones
crackled so loud that they both heard it.

“No report, now! Proceed at once for
enemy naval engagement at AT-Twenty-
two!”

The voice clicked off into silence. Brows
furrowed in a puzzled frown, Dusty con-
tinued to stare at the station direction-
finder dial. According to the dial, Zytoff
had changed his course. In fact he had
done a right about face and was flying
hack toward the American coast. As a
matter of fact he was within shooting
distance of the Delaware shore. And then
Dusty let out a bellow of surprise.

“Hell yes! The naval arsenals south of
Wilmington !”

He shouted the words at the top of his
voice, and kicked the ship around in a
groaning left bank. Curly reached over
and grabbed his arm.

“What the hell!” he asked. “What are
you changing our course for?”

“I got it now!” yelled Dusty, as though
he were talking to himself. “Sure! It's
Wi ilmington next!”

“But why? What about the naval en-
gagement at AT-Twenty-two?”’

“Don’t you savvy it?” Dusty barked
back. “AT-Twenty-two is about four hun-
dred miles off the New Jersey coast! A
naval scrap there would pull all available
ships away from the seaboard bases and
leave Wilmington wide open. Hell, Curly,
figure it out—Atlanta, Roanoke, and now
Wilmington!”

/“By God, yes!” Brooks cut in. “Our
three most important bases along the east
coast!”

“Right! And—"

The red signal light on the radio panel
blinked rapidly. As Dusty shot out his
free hand, he noted that some station was
sending out signals over the U. S. navy
S.0.S. wave-length. A couple of seconds
later, when he'd spun the dial knob, the

broadcaster’s voice barked in the ear-
phones.

“Third and Fourth Atlantic squadrons!
Attention Third and Fourth Atlantic
squadrons. ... Strong enemy naval force
reported north of AT-Twenty-two Area.

. Proceeding southwest in battle for-
mation. . . . Proceed and make contact
at once. All naval and coastal air units
within range are hereby ordered to sup-
port this maneuver.”

The words smacked against Dusty’s
ear-drums, whirled around inside his head.
He hesitated for the fraction of a second,
then snapped on full transmission volume
and grabbed up the transmitting tube.

“Air units, Delaware area, attention!”
he roared into it. “Believe enemy plans to
attack Wilmington naval base. Advise con-
stant patrol over entire area!”

“You poor boob!” Curly shouted as
Dusty signed off. “Don’t you suppose
that he’ll listen in on that?” '

“T hope to God, he will!” Dusty cracked
back. “It may make him change his mind.
May make him realize that we’re onto his
little trick. Hang on—with luck we should
meet him about half way between the Del-
aware coast and AT-Twenty-two!”

CHAPTER SEVEN
Atlantic Tornado

BOTH props spinning over at maximum

revs, Dusty held the plane on a crow’s
course for a point far out over the Atlan-
tic. To the east, dawn was etching a thin
line of light along the horizon.

For an hour neither Dusty or Curly
spoke a word. There was nothing for them
to say. What they expected to meet, neither
of them had the faintest idea. Perhaps
full dawn would see the greatest naval
battle in history. Or perhaps it would see
hundreds of Yank and Black Invader
planes fighting for supremacy of the air
above the east coast of the nation.
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Of one thing, though, they were posi-
tive. The enemy was preparing to strike
its master blow. Maybe by air, maybe by
water—and maybe by both. With Atlanta
and Roanoke destroyed, the American
military resources were badly crippled. If
Wilmington were destroyed too—

Dusty refused to think of the answer.
Hunching forward over the stick he kept
switching his gaze from the radio panel
to the shadowy skies ahead. Not once,
however, did the red light on the panel
blink. Realization of that added to his
worries.

By all rights, a hundred-and-one navy
messages should be streaking through the
ether. The Third and Fourth Atlantic
squadrons should be communicating their
progress back to navy H.Q. That, of
course, would be done by code. But, the
signals would register on the radio never-
theless.

Impulsively, Dusty reached out and
twisted the dial knob so that the needle
touched every available wave-length read-
ing. Yet, not once did the red light flash
its signal.

“The set’s gone on the blink,” he grunt-
ed to himself. “Or else they—"

It was then that he heard it. A faint
high-keyed hum in the phones. His heart
stood still, as he swung around toward
Curly.

“No wonder!” he shouted aloud, un-
hooking one of the phones and pressing it
against Curly’s ear. “Everything’s been
static-jammed !”+

Curly nodded dully.

“That makes it just as tough for them!”
he replied. “They can’t get anything
through, either.”

“Maybe they don’t have to!” Dusty
snapped.

“Good God—look there!”

Curly’s sharp cry was but an echo in
Dusty’s ears. Far ahead the dawn sky
had suddenly been transformed into a gi-

gantic whirlpool of yellowish-red flame.
Rather, it 'was not one whirlpool, but a
dozen or more of them. A dozen or more
circles of fire cutting down toward the
rolling waters of the Atlantic.

In a flash, dawn skies flared up into the
brilliance of high noon. Like a curtain
being drawn aside from the window of a
lighted room, the entire eastern heavens
shimmered in dazzling light.

For a second or two it all blinded Dusty.
Then, as the retina of his eyes became
adjusted to the sparkling glare, he saw
a unit of U. S. carrier planes become en-
gulfed in swirling hell. Like flies caught
in the heat of a blast furnace, the Ameri-
can naval planes seemed to shrivel up and
go plunging down, leaving behind long
trails of oily black smoke. Some of them
were completely encircled by the flaming
whirlpools, and like tinfoil they virtually
melted away into nothing.

Unable to speak, or even make a sound,
Dusty unconsciously glanced downward.
Far below, the water was dotted with
Yank ships of all types. Black smoke
poured from every funnel, and Dusty
could almost see the foamy waters churned
up by spinning propellers. And at that
moment a whirlpool of hell slithered down
from above, and completely ringed four
armored cruisers.

Instantly great clouds of sooty steam
belched skyward to completely hide the
cruisers from view. And as though hell
itself were exploding by sections, great
fountains of livid flame spouted up
through the blanket of billowing steam.

A moment later, another whirlpool
swept down to ring six sleek torpedo de-
stroyers. Like the armored cruisers they
became lost in flame and sooty steam. An-
other whirlpool came down, and another,
and another, until it looked as though the
entire Atlantic was one limitless expanse of
raging flame.

From a thousand miles away, Dusty
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faintly heard his own voice. Then he be-
came conscious of the fact that Curly was
pounding him with one hand, and pointing
off up to the right with the other. Then
Brooks' words broke through his own
shouted curses.

“Up there—there’s a ship up there! See
it? See it? Not a Yank ship either!”

Dusty twisted around in the seat, put
up one hand to block the glare as much as
he could, and strained his eyes in the direc-
tion Curly pointed. About five thousand
feet above his own altitude, and perhaps
five miles farther out to sea, a lone plane
was drifting about in a series of lazy
circles.

The distance was too great to see details
clearly but Dusty was able to note the
biplane wings with back-to-back engines
set between the wings, halfway out from
either side of the fuselage.

On top of the fuselage, at a point where
the top wings joined it, there was what
looked to be some sort of a turret arrange-
ment. He wasn’t sure, but he thought that
the muzzle of a high-calibre gun projected
out from the turret.

Before he had time to get a good look,
another diving whirlpool of flame appeared
in the air about half a mile directly in
front of him. Its brilliance instantly blot-
ted out the strange craft overhead.

With a wild cry he slammed.down on
right rudder with every ounce of his
strength. And at the same time he shoved
the stick over. The bomber virtually
groimed aloud in protest against the violent
maneuver. But it was no time to think
about being gentle with the plane. Like a
nail being drawn toward a powerful mag-
net, the floating ring of fire was sweeping
down toward them.

“We'll never make it—it’s going to get
us!”

Dusty made no attempt to reply to Cur-
ly’s shout of alarm. The interior of the
cabin had suddenly become as the interior

of a blast furnace. Sweat oozed out on
Dusty’s forehead, trickled down into his
eyes.

Through half-glazed eyes he stared at
the sealing lugs of the cabin, noted dully
that they were twisted in place. Instinc-
tively though, he held his breath. Memory
of Roanoke caused him to do that.

Engines roaring out their song of over-
reved power, the bomber went hurtling
downward. Each split second was a life-
time in hell to Dusty. No matter how fast
the bomber tore down, the whirling ring
of yellowish red fire appeared to go faster.
It grew bigger and bigger, its edges widen-
ing out across the sky. '

“Hang on tight!” Dusty gasped. “Our
only hope is to zoom up past—before it
gets over us!”

EVEN as he got out the words he pulled
the stick back, straightened the rud-
der. With an ungodly wail that must have
been heard way into shore, the nose of
the bomber arced up toward the heavens.
A split second later Dusty shoved down
on the right rudder pedal, pushed the
stick over. Like some giant bird caught
in a terrific side wind, the bomber skidded
outward and upward in a vertical position.
To the left a whirlpool of fire was
sweeping toward him. Unable to do any-
thing more, Dusty simply sat rigid, eyes
glued on the horrible phenomenon. As
though by magic his sweat-drenched body
went bone-dry. The skin of his face and
hands grew taut under the make-up Curly
had smeared over them. Then all of him
became burning hot.

Then, a blasting, hissing sound. The
interior of the cabin became a sea of
flickering red. The control stick was
wrenched from his grasp. Almost instant-
ly it smashed back against his hands. But
he hardly noticed the pain that shot up
both arms to the shoulder sockets. The
plane had slapped off the top of its zoom
and he could just barely see Curly.



...THE BOMBER SKIDDED OUTWARD AND
UPWARD IN A VERTICAL POSITION

I L .
////(,,. ,//// ////‘,//,'/ 17 /,/v//‘///;/, / ,/// //////Q//’/,,//// 4

,‘/,,/"/" J,-/'./_/lv/r/,’/,, . '///’v .//’,///"/ ‘ /‘;/ f/'// N i
7 g 17 My )ty i e 10 1507 1400 1
I LAy 1t /// lir /"////////////"/,./f 5

it 11 Nt Y U




THE TELSA RAIDERS

45

His pal sat as one dead; glassy eyes
peered out from a pain-twisted face,
stained the copperish glint of a Black
Invader. Curly was staring unblinking
out toward the left wing. His mouth was
half open and lips quivered vialently. It
was as though he was trying to say some-
thing, but could not get sound out of a
flame-seared throat.

Hardly conscious that he was moving,
Dusty turned his head and looked toward
the left, out the side cockpit window. His
first impression was that the left wing-tip
was cutting through a solid wall of fire.
Then in a split second realization came to
him.

The wall of fire was a long ways off,
and streaking downward. The reason that
the wing-tip seemed to be cutting through
the fire was because there was no wing-tip.
Three feet of it had been mysteriously
chewed off. No, not chewed off—melted
off! The frayed, almost dripping edges of
the wing covering curled up like wooden
shavings right before his eyes.

Without warning he was suddenly
slammed over against Curly’s rigid body.
The jolt seemed to start his brain clicking
over. He realized that aileron control of
the plane had become jammed and that
the craft was falling over on one wing.

Brooks roared something in his ear, but
he didn’t hear what it was, nor did he
bother to find out. Cursing savagely, he
straightened up in the seat, got his feet
and hands back on the controls, and tried
desperately to bring the plane up onto an
even keel.

He succeeded, almost. That is, by eas-
ing the stick back, and alternating the
speed of the engines, he was able to get
the plane up out of its mad dive toward
the water. But it was impossible to hold
it up. With sickening regularity, the craft
slid off and down, first on one wing, and
then on the other.

“If you can make it, the old tub shoutd
float for quite awhile!”

Curly’s calm unhurried comment
snapped Dusty back to complete posses-
sion of all his faculties. The very sound
of his pal’s voice was like a tonic. He
jerked his head around, grinned into Cur-
ly’s face that was now no longer twisted
with pain and emotion.

“It’ll be a long swim, if it doesn’t float!”
Dusty remarked.

Brooks returned the grin, said nothing,
and stared out of the forward window.
Battling the controls constantly Dusty
took a second or two to look out the win-
dow himself.

The sky was no longer on fire, however,
there was a dull red glow being thrown
up from the rolling waters off to the left
and in back of him. He didn’t dare twist
around to get a better look. He doubted
if he could see anything, anyway.

With the fire gone from the sky, the
shadows of early dawn were beginning to
reappear. Of the strange craft he saw
nothing. It had either flown away, or else
was being blotted out from view by the
reappearing shadows of early dawn,

“Just one ship! All the others were
Yank crates! Good God—did you see any
Black ships?”

Dusty shook his head, wrestled with the
plane as it flip-flopped helplessly down
toward the sea.

“No, didn't see a single one,” he mum-
bled. “It was a trap. And we were
almost caught in it!”

“Almost?” came Curly’s harsh echo.
“Hell, if this isn’t the end, I'd like to know
what is! But maybe one or two of them
escaped and will pick us up. I don’t get
it, though! By God, I don’t get it at all!
What are those fire rings?”

Curly’s words echoed the tantalizing
thoughts racing around in Dusty’s head.
He didn’t get it either. He felt like a
man hopelessly lost in a jungle of mystery.
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With a grating curse, Dusty shoved the
disturbing thoughts to one side. This was
no time to try to solve the mystery nor
was it any use to attempt to discuss it with
Curly. A safe landing on the rolling
swells below was the paramount item at
the moment.

He jerked his head toward Curly.

“Unhook the sealing lugs of the roof
trap!” he snapped. “Get up on the seat
and be ready to climb up through when
we settle. But hold fast, we’ll probably
smack hard.”

URLY hesitated, started to say some-

thing, but changed his mind. Instead
he nodded abruptly, and getting up on the
seat began to unhook the sealing lugs that
held the cabin roof exit air-tight.

Meanwhile, fighting the sloppy move-
ment of the craft every inch of the way,
Dusty brought it down closer and closer
to the water. A faint mist hung just over
it, and although he was able to guess ap-
proximate wind direction, he was unable
to do anything about an into-the-wind
landing. With aileron control gone it was
too risky to try and skid the plane around
into the wind. It was going to be a cross-
wind landing, or a crash.

The last hundred feet were made at al-
most stalling speed. Like a cripple being
helped down a flight of stairs a step at a
time, Dusty eased the bomber down those
last hundred feet, a foot at a time.

Had it been a normal landing he might
have noticed the wake of a submarine
periscope in the water about three quarters
of a mile away. But he didn't, and with
face drawn and tensed, and every muscle
of his body rigid, he stalled the bomber
ten feet above the crest of a swell, and
waited for it to settle.

For a fraction of a second the craft
hung motionless, then, as though the in-
visible wires that suspended it had been
cut, it sank down, tail first.

Instantly there was a terrific thump
against the floor of the fuselage. And al-
though Dusty had flung out both hands
in the last split second and braced himself,
he was thrown forward against the instru-
ment board with battering-ram force.
Only a lightning-like half twist of his
body saved his face from being buried
in the compass dial.

Dazed and badly shaken, he managed
to wiggle back onto the seat and look up
toward Curly. Brooks had the trap exit
open and was hanging suspended on his
crooked arms.

“You okay, Curly?”

“Yeah, guess so,” came his pal’s voice.
“But you sure made good on the bump
part. Sit tight while I get out, then I'll
give you a hand.”

The plane had settled by the nose, and
water was begining to seep in at the floor
of the cabin. Pulling himself up onto the
seat, Dusty braced himself against the
angle and waited for Curly to wiggle up
through the opening. That took but a
minute, and as soon as Brooks’ feet and
legs disappeared his head and shoulders
reappeared. He reached down with his
right hand.

“Grab hold, Dusty. Watch your head
as you come through.”

Dusty obeyed, and in the matter of a
few seconds, both he and Curly were sit-
ting on the top of the cabin, their legs,
from the knees down, dangling down
through the trap exit.

In that way they were able to brace
themselves against the motion of the half
floating plane as it was heaved up and
down by the rolling swells.

Curly fished in his tunic pocket, pulled
his hands out empty, and cursed softly.

“Nuts! Left my smokes behind. You

" got any?”

Dusty fished with the same result. Cur-
ly sighed.
“Oh, well, been meaning to give them
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up for years,” he muttered “No time
like the present.” Then, casting his eyes
out over the dim, gray water, “What do
you think the chances are, Dusty?”

The other gazed out over the water, said
nothing. There wasn’t anything to say.
That is, anything that might help. There
was nothing to see but shifting shadows
and shifting gray swells.

The red glow had completely disap-
peared. Clouds of smoke still hovered
about high up in the sky. At least in the
dim light of dawn they looked like clouds
of smoke.

“That’s what I think, too,” Curly sud-
denly spoke again. “Old Dame Luck has
given us the merry run around this time.
But hell, if I only had a smoke!”

Dusty grinned, reached out and grabbed
hold of Curly’s arm.

“As usual, its my fault, Curly,” he said.
“I should never have let you come along.
I’m sorry.”

Brooks snorted.

“Your fault, my eye,” he grated.
“You couldn’t have stopped me, and you
know it. Oh, nuts, what’s the sense of it
all, anyway! We're here, and here we
are. It’s nice to have met you, Dusty, old
kid. I've known worse guys—I guess.”

Before Dusty could say anything,
Brooks suddenly went rigid. half raised a
hand and pointed ahead.

“Look—a periscope!” he gasped. “A
sub, heading this way. God bless you,
Lady Luck!”

Tt was true. As Dusty snapped his eyes
around. he saw the curved top of a sub-
marine periscope sliding through the water
toward them. Instinctively he raised a
hand and started waving wildly.

Oblivious to the rolling motion of the
floating bomber he got up onto his feet
and started waving both hands. Had not
Curly wrapped both arms about his legs
and held him, Dusty would undoubtedly

have gone sliding off the top of the fuse-
lage.
“They've spotted us!” Dusty shouted.
“It’s breaking surface. Hot dog, Curly,
you'll get your smoke, now! You—"

Dusty stopped as the thought came to
him. Both he and Curly were made up as
a couple of Blacks, and they were on top
of a Black bomber. If the approaching
sub was a Yank navy boat they might be
blown out of the water. After all that had
happened, it was reasonable to believe that
the Yanks would not take any chances—
even with a couple of supposedly helpless
pilots floating around in mid-ocean.

Heart pounding, Dusty stood motion-
less, watching the periscope come higher
and higher out of the water. It was about
fifty yards away, and moving through the
water at a snail’s pace—moving in a sort
of half circle that would eventually bring
it broadside to the floating plane.

Higher and higher the periscope came
out of water. Then white foam splashed
out to the sides and the top of the con-
ning tower broke surface. Water spilled
away from its gray-green sides.

A forward deck rapid fire anti-aircraft
gun broke the surface, then the snub-
nosed bow. The bow sank down under
again as the craft was trimmed for sur-
face running. And then like some great
silent sea monster the entire top half of
the submarine rose up clear of the water.

A shout died in Dusty’s throat. His
eyes, expecting to see the familiar U. S.
navy submarine flotilla markings, saw no
such thing. On the front of the conning
tower was a white B with the number
26. And just under it, circled by a white
band, was the conventional black flag of
the Black Invaders!

CHAPTER EIGHT

Underwater Peelots

COUNTLESS conflicting thoughts rac-
ing through Dusty’s head, he watched
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the underwater craft sneak in close to
the side of the plane. A moment or two
later, the conning tower hatch swung open,
and the head and shoulders of a Black
naval officer appeared. In one hand he
held a small megaphone. He raised it to
his lips, and harsh Black Invader spoken
words echoed across the water.

“Crawl out on the wing! The drift will
bring us in close enough to take you off.”

Dusty nodded his head, got down on his
hands and knees, so that his head was
close to Curly’s.

“(Get it, kid ?”” he whispered.

“Not all of it,”” came the answer.
“Something about crawling on the wing?
Hell. shall we?”

“We've got to!” Dusty hissed back.
“We've got to—and pray like hell that
we put it over. Play that you're hard of
hearing, Curly. Hit on the head when we
landed. That way you'll be able to cover
up anything vou don’t understand. Right!
Here we go.”

Twisting around, Dusty crawled along
the top of the bobbing wing, and past the
silenced engine. It was ticklish going.
Swell spray made the metal covering as
slippery as a greased plank. Half a dozen
times he almost slid off into the water.

The sudden trembling of the wing made
him look up. The submarine had drifted
in close, and now three burly Black sailors
were fending off the damaged tip of the
wing. At the same time they were trying
to hold the wing steady.

Dusty chanced a searching look at their
faces. An expression of respectful curi-
osity was on each ugly face. A sense of
hope flickered through him. He risked his
voice as he got close.

“Take my hand,” he snarled in their
tongue. “Help me aboard, you blunder-
ing fools! Careful, now, curse you!”

Instantly one of the sailors released his
grip on the wing, reached out and grabbed
Dusty’s left hand. Steadying himself,

Dusty took two quick steps and a jump.
The jump landed him on the water-soaked
conning tower deck of the submarine. He
immediately turned around and started to
help Curly aboard. His help was not
needed, however.

One of the other two sailors was al-
ready hoisting Curly aboard. Out of the
corner of his eye Dusty saw the Black
naval officer watching from the conning
tower. It was a perfect chance to fix
things for Curly.

*“Careful with that officer!” he roared
at the sailors. “He was injured when we
landed. Struck his head. He has lost his
hearing.”

The sailors nodded, gave Curly a sym-
pathetic glance. Then one of them pointed

toward the conning tower hatch.

“The commander is waiting for you,”
he said. “We will get anything you have
left.”

Before Dusty realized what the man
meant, the sailor had jumped onto the
wing, and with the ease of a born acro-
bat trotted across its slippery surface to
the trap exit in the cabin roof. Without
bothering to shout that there was nothing
worthwhile in the cabin Dusty turned
and climbed the ladder to the conning
tower hatch. Jet eyes bored into his as
he reached a level with the Black naval
officer.

“What happened? You are many miles
from the Teska!”

Teska! Dusty wanted to shout for joy,
but he didn't. So the bomber’s carrier was
the Teska, eh? Thank God, the Black had
told him instead of asking him. He
shrugged, grimaced disgustedly.

“We were trapped in the raid on Wash-
ington.” he said as his heart stood still in
his chest. “The dog Americans almost
surrounded us. We were driven far north.
Then worse luck was ours. The left en-
gine failed. We could barely keep in the
air. An hour ago the skies exploded. Our
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left wing was damaged. We were help-
less. We could do nothing but land !”

The Black made no move to step aside
and let him climb down through the con-
ning tower hatch. As a matter of fact
he simply stood staring at him in annoyed
amazement.

“The slkdes exploded ?” he echoed grat-

ingly. “Then you do not know what it

was P’

Dusty’s heart started down toward his
boots. He knew that he had made a mis-
take—had talked too much. The Black
seemed dumb-founded that he didn’t
know what the sky phenomenon was.

A split second for thought, then he
shrugged again and pushed his bluff act
to the limit.

“No,” he said. “We were only given
orders to fly the course and return. Orders
irom Zytoff,” he added as an afterthought.

The name Zytoff caused the hard gleam
in the Black’s eyes to abate somewhat. He
mumbled something that Dusty didn’t
catch, stepped back. _

“Come down below,” he said gruffly.
“There is brandy in the mess galley. You
may want some. We can talk again, later.”

A queer note in the man’s voice sent
little icy ripples sliding up and down Dus-
ty’s spine. There was nothing he could do,
however, but obey.

Casting a glance downward to make
sure that Curly was right at his heels, he
swung first one leg and then the other
over the lip of the conning tower opening
and slid down onto the grilled steel plat-
form at the head of a circular companion-
way ladder. The Black had already gone
down the ladder to the control-raom deck,
and was waiting for him.

Hardly daring even to look at Curly,
Dusty went down the ladder and followed
the Black along a narrow companionway
to a door at the far end.

When the Black shoved it open it
proved to be the entrance to a small offi-

cers’ mess. There were half a dozen chairs
bolted to the floor along both sides of an
oblong table, also fixed to the floor. Light
was furnished by wall ports, and on the
walls there were several framed photo-
graphs of Black submarines.

The Black paused at the doorway, nod-
ded his head inside.

“Make yourselves comfortable,” he said
in what struck Dusty as a grudging tone.
“I will have food and brandy sent you.
And I will be back later.”

AS THE man spoke, his eyes swung

past Dusty to Curly. For perhaps
five seconds they stared unblinking, and
a strange glow smouldered in their depths.
Then with a curt bow, the Black stepped
away from the doorway and walked back
toward the mid-section of the craft. Giv-
ing Curly the “come-on” nod, Dusty
walked into the room and slumped down
in one of the chairs. Curly, a troubled
look in his eyes, sat down in a chair oppo-
site him.

“I don’t think we’re going to get to
first base! That mug smells something
screwy!”

Curly’s voice was even lower than a
whisper. Dusty just barely heard him. He
pulled down the corners of his mouth,
and gestured significantly with his hands,
fingers extended and palms facing upward.
Then on sudden thought, he leaned for-
ward.

“How is your head, now?” he asked
loudly in Black Invader jargon. ‘“Does it
still pain?”’

He winked and Curly took the cue
instantly.

“What are you saying?’ he asked in
the same tongue. “You speak about our
plane?”

Dusty grinned.

“No!” he shouted. “Not plane—pain!
Does your head pain?”’

“Yes, it is too bad about our plane!”
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Just as Curly spoke the last a messboy
entered the room carrying a tray. Sight
of the food and bottle of brandy upon it
sent Dusty’s spirits soaring. There was
nothing better than to meet trouble on a
full stomach. And when
he tried to, he couldn’t
recall just when he’d last
eaten.

Without any comment
he dived into the food
placed before him. Curly
was a close second for
speed. For ten solid
minutes they did nothing
but eat. Then topping it
off with a small brandy
apiece they leaned back contentedly in
their chairs.

Curly absently fished around in his
pockets, but remembering that he didn’t
have any cigarettes, he issued a long un-
happy sigh and fell to staring moodily at
the pictures on the wall.

And it was about a minute after that,
that the Black officer returned. He
brought a second officer with him. A
thin, cruel-faced man of junior rank. He
carried a pad of paper and a pencil in his
hand. Dusty must have stared at it ques-
tioningly, for the senior officer smiled,
jabbed his thumb toward it.

“T will write my questions out for your
friend, if he still cannot hear,” he said.
“And from your shouts just after I left
vou, I judge that he still has trouble.
Now, will you please explain your experi-
ence to me again?”’

Dusty tried to keep the strain he felt
from showing in his face.

“Certainly,” he said.

And then in unemotional, matter of
fact tones he told a suitable chain of lies.

. At least he considered them suitable, and
from the sympathetic nods that the Black
gave him every now and then, he be-
lieved that the navy man considered them

suitable also. The Black’s first question,
however, set his heart to pounding madly.

‘“There was not a third pilot with you?”

“Why no,” Dusty replied shaking his
head. “Just my comrade and myself.”

A quiver ran through the boat, telling
Dusty that they were getting underway.

He looked at the Black officer.
“Our destination ?”” he asked.

“l cannot tell you,”
came the curt reply. “We
sail under secret orders.
So there was no third
person with you ?”

The Black seemed not
to hear Dusty’s question,
He turned and stared
hard at Curly, particularly at his hands
and face. Then he turned back and gave
Dusty the same careful scrutiny. The

queer puzzled glint had returned to his
eves.

“You say that your comrade, here,
struck his head when you made your
forced landing,” he suddenly shot out.
“It was not bad, that is obvious. Nor
do you appear to be badly injured. Were
you?”’

DUSTY’S heart skipped about six
beats. He could feel sweat trickling
down the back of his neck. And the
palms of his hands became clammy. He
knew that the Black was fishing for
something, leading him on step by step.
Though the man’s manner was seemingly
harmless, Dusty knew that a steel-trap
brain was at work behind those jet black
eyes that bored into his own. The man
was playing him, yet not taking any
chances of playing him too fast.

There was obviously only one answer
to give the man.

“No, neither of us were hurt that bad-
ly,” he said quietly. “And again I ask—
why do you ask about a possible third
comrade?”
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“The blood,” came the startling answer,
“How do you account for it?”

“Blood?’ Dusty got out thickly, and
coming within an ace of saying it in Eng-
lish. “What about blood ?”

“In the cabin of your plane,” the Black
replied, arching his eyebrows in evident
surprise. “It is on the floor, and on the
right wall. One of my crew noticed it—
he told me about it. That is why I
thought one of you was badly hurt.”

With every ounce of his will power
Dusty forced an expression of puzzled
disbelief to remain on his face. But back
of the temporary mask, memory was click-
ing over at lightning-like speed. Blood?
Hell yes, he’d gun whipped that Black
agent to a bleeding pulp. The man had
splashed plenty around. In the dark, of
course, he hadn’t noticed. Or hadn’t given
it a thought, if he had noticed. But
now—

He let a knowing look flood into his
face, threw back his head and laughed
harshly.

“Ah yes!” he said. “Now I remember.
I had forgotten all about that. The blood
is from the nose of the pilot who usually
flies with me. He is a clumsy fool at
times. Yes, he was so eager for us to
be off from the Teska that he ran his big
nose against the cabin door jamb, as he
entered. It was a good smash, and he
bled like a stuck pig. I refused to let
him come with me then. Besides, he
needed a doctor’s care. So my true com-
rade, here, came with me instead.”

To Dusty’s great relief the Black
joined in the laugh.

“Ah, I understand, now,” he said. “But,
for a few moments, I was quite puz-
zled. You did not land on American
territory, then?”’

A silent note of warning shot through
Dusty. He had the eerie feeling that he
was in ever his neck, and sinking deeper.
A web of mystery was clowly closing in

around him. But for the life of him he
could not figure what it was about—what
it was, that this Black was trying to find
out.

“No, of course not,” he said impulsive-
ly. “We would have been captured.”

A tiny smile, or was it a smirk, tugged
at the corners of the Black’s mouth. He
glanced at his junior officer, broadened
his smile. Then he slowly swiveled his
eyes around to Curly Brooks, and finally
back to Dusty.

“That is strange,” he murmured softly.
“Very strange indeed. One of you, of
course, is trying to be very clever, but
you see, I have been told. I have been
given my orders. Naturally T would nof
be in these waters, so close to the Amer-
ican forces—what is left of them—if if
were not for vou. Come, you can be hon-
est with me. I know who you are.”:

Dusty could almost feel Curly go
rigid. He knew that his pal had under-
stood enough of the Black’s words to get
their general meaning. As for himself,
every drop of blood in his veins seemed
suddenly to freeze solid.

His was the feeling of a man who too
late has realized that the supposedly solid
earth beneath him is but quicksand, He
stared into the Black’s eyes, wondered if
he could reach his holstered gun in time.
The other smiled pleasantly.

“My deepest admiration, my comrade
lieutenant,” the Black said. ‘“But you
need not play the actor any more. I take
back my question. I will no longer em-
barrass you. But to prove that I have
been advised correctly, I will tell you who
vou are.”

Time stood still. Dusty swallowed;
didn’t believe that he had spoken the
words until they echoed back to him.

“And—who am 1?”

The Black’s eyes twinkled knowingly.
He bobbed his head up and down like a



52

DUSTY AYRES AND HIS BATTLE BIRDS

small boy well pleased with himself for
having ferreted out some secret he was
not supposed to know. He even went so
far as to shake a playful finger at Dusty.

“One of you—which, it does not matter
—is Agent B Three-sixteen!”

As he finished the Black leaned back,
gestured broadly and chuckled. Had a
torpedo, or a depth bomb, caved in the
side of the submarine at that moment,
Dusty wouldn’t have even noticed it. A
surging wave of relief swept through
him. Yet at the same time his body tin-
gled with eerie foreboding. B Three-
sixteen! The code number he had given
to Zytoff over the radio! A code number
he had made up in his own mind!

On impulse he had spoken that code
number into the transmitter tube of a
radio. Spoken it to Zytoff. And now, a
Black submarine commander was calling
him by that very same code number!

“You see, I have been advised! But
you still wish to keep your little secret,
eh? Very well, I admire you all the more
for it. In fact, had you told me of your
own accord I would have thought less of
you. As we all know, it means death when
one of our agents reveals his identity—
when there is no occasion to do so.”

Somehow Dusty managed to shrug.
And somehow he managed to get the
words out of his mouth that had gone
bone dry.

“It is best for you to keep your secrets,
and for us to keep ours.”

“Very true, very true,” the Black said
parrot-like, and got to his feet. “Now I
leave you to make yourselves comfort-
able. I am sorry, but I cannot permit
you the freedom of my boat. As you say,
we both have our little secrets. That but-
ton, there, on the wall—if you desire
anything, press it.”

The words came from Dusty’s lips im-
pulsively.

“Cigarettes,” he said.
behind.”

The naval officer dived into his pocket,
pulled out a pack and matches, dropped
them on the table.

“Allow me to give you mine,” he smiled.
“My own special brand. You will like
them, I'm sure. And now, until we reach
our destination—which, of course, you
have already guessed—I leave you with
my compliments.”

And with stif bows, the commander
and his junior officer walked out of the
mess cabin and closed the door behind
them.

“We left ours

CHAPTER NINE

Fire-Eyes

GGMIND telling me the destination

you're supposed to have guessed

Curly’s whisper just barely carried
across the table. Dusty swung his eyes
back from the door through which the
Blacks had passed, stared stupidly at his
pal, and slowly shook his head.

“I haven't the faintest idea yet!”

“Yet?”

“Yeah, yet! Here, have one of these
lung burners while I do some thinking.
There’s something beginning to percolate
in the old bean—but I just can’t put a
finger on it. I’ll nail it though, in a few
minutes.”

“Here’s hoping!” murmured Curly,
reaching for the cigarettes. “Damn this
Black lingo anyway—I only got about one
quarter of what he said. What about
that B Three-sixteen stuff ?”

“Shut up!” hissed Dusty. “I want to
think!”

Slumping back in the chair, Dusty fixed
half closed eyes on the opposite wall. And
then, totally oblivious to the continued
looks of puzzled annoyance that Curly
shot toward him, he carefully retraced in
his mind every single step he had taken
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since the very beginning of this cockeyed
merry-go-round of mystery.

The minutes ticked by, became half
an hour. Curly fidgeted in his chair,
lighted his ninth cigarette in succession.
He coughed meaningly a couple of times.
But as far as Dusty was concerned, Curly
was ten thousand miles away. An hour
passed, and still Dusty sat slumped in his
chair like a man in a coma. The only
movement was the occasional blinking
of his eyelids.

Finally, though, he sat up straight,
started to smash a clenched fist down on
the table but caught himself in time.

“Got it," Curly!” he breathed fiercely
but softly. “By God, I believe I've got
it!”

Curly grimaced, snubbed out his ciga-
rette.

“About time you got something. Me,
I've got the jitters! Well?”

Dusty leaned forward so that his head
was but a bare two or three inches from
Curly’s.

“The Black agent who killed the Wash-
ington field radio sergeant!” he whis-
pered rapidly. “His job must have heen
to keep on General Horner’s tail. FEither
that, or he was to dig up something im-
portant in Washington and communicate
that knowledge to Fire-Eyes.

“Naturally, Fire-Eyes would not risk
taking it direct. So, his pet favorite,
Zytoff, was the go-between. Something
went haywire, so Zytoff instead of taking
_my report over the air—perhaps because
"1 said that the Yanks had learned the code
—ordered me, thinking I was the agent,
to the AT-Twenty-two area, where this
submarine would pick me up!”’

“Maybe,” nodded Curly, as Dusty
paused for breath. “But how did Zytoff
know that this Washington agent was
going to be in a plane?”

“No, you don’t get the idea,” Dusty
frowned. “Listen, you didnt have much

trouble, you and Biff, forcing that bomber
down—it wasn't with the others, was it?”’

“No, it 'wasn’t. All by itself, about
ten miles up the coast. The rest were
way south, milling with our coastal
planes.”

“There’s the answer, Curly! Listen,
this agent—that I’'m supposed to be—was
after something hot in Washington. What,
damned if I can even guess. However,
in case he couldn’t get word through via
radio, he was to be picked up by the
bomber you and Biff forced down.

“By luck, you and Biff came down the
coast and bumped into the bomber. That
made the agen: ..ut of luck. So he tears
back for Washington, hoping that he can
get word through that he missed the ship
that was to pick him up.

“Anyway, he tried to get word through
via the Washington field radio station.
The sergeant scared him away, so what
does he do? The only thing he can do—
hides himself in the plane he’s supposed
to be in, anway.

“Luckily, I trip him up—and pinch-hit
on the radio. And Zytoff, thinking that
he's in the plane that picked him up, gives
me orders to go to the place where I'll
be met by this submarine. In other words,
it had been planned for that bomber to
meet this submarine. And, instead, we've
met it!”

“It sounds logical,” murmured Curly,
frowning. “But where do we go from
here ?” -

Dusty reached out his hand, took hold
of Curly’s arm.

“We go,” he said in a hushed voice, “to
where it was originally planned for that
Black agent to go. To wherever Fire-
Eyes is—to make the report in person!”

Curly’s eyes became saucers, and he
swallowed three times in rapid succession.

“My God!” he gasped, “you think of
the happiest endings!”

Dusty shrugged.
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“I may be wrong,” he said. “May be
screwy as hell. Bat damned if that isn’t
the way it shapes up to me. There's only
one thing that bothers me.”

“Only one thing?”

“Yeah!” Dusty whispered. “B Three-
sixteen! I thought that code number up
on the spur of the moment. There isn't a
chance in a billion that I could have hit
on the exact code number of that Black
agent.

“It's just possible, though, that Zytoff
didn't know the real code number. He
only knew, probably, that it was the right
man hecause of the wave-length reading
that I contacted him on. The agent set
it, vou see. And ten to one, it was the
registered reading for that bomber.”

“But this wall-eyed sub commander
knew it!" hreathed Curly.

Dusty scowled at the top of the table
a minute, before answering. Suddenly,
his face lighted up in a smile.

6eI)ART of my guessing was wrong.”

he said. “Where we met this sub
was not the original meeting place. That’s
why the commander told me that I was
a long ways from the Teska. Zytoff prob-
ably told him that he had given B Three-
sixteen orders to go to AT-Twenty-two
and be picked up."”

Curly squinted his eyes in heavy
thought for a moment or two. Then he
heaved a long, dubious sigh.

“Everything vou say seems to check,”
he murmured, “‘except one thing.”

“Yeah?™

“Yeah! B Three-sixteen has valuable
information. Yet—Zvtoff orders him to
proceed to a spot where he may run the
risk of being wiped out. And what's
more—lamn near was wiped out! That,
my friend. doesn’t make sense to this
aged head.”

Curly's brutal but unquestionably sane
logic sent Dusty's spirits whizzing down

the skids. He nodded his agreement ab-
sently, furrowed his brows and tried to
think of a suitable answer. There just
wasn't any, however. No matter at what
angle he regarded it, he met the same
solid wall of cold reasons—if B Three-
sixteen had valuable information, Zytoff
certainly wouldn't order him to his death.
That sort of thing just wasn’t being done,
even among the Blacks,

Taking a cigarette, Dusty lighted up.
He took one puff and hurled it to the floor
in disgust. Curly must have lungs of
plated steel to smoke those things. Get-
ting to his feet he began to wander
musingly around the mess cabin. When
he passed the door he stopped, and im-
pulsively tried the knob. It wouldn’t turn.
The door was securely locked on the other
side. Curly grinned crookedly as their
eyes met.

“Think a way out of this one, B Three-
sixteen!” he grunted.

Dusty gave him the agate eye, walked
back to his chair and slumped down into
it. For the want of something better to
do, he glanced at his wrist watch. To
his amazement he saw that it was close
to noon. It didn't seem possible. He
put the watch to his ear, realized that it
was ticking smoothly. So it was true—
almost ten hours had passed since he and
Curly left the Washington field.

At that moment an invisible force
thrust him back in the chair, and it thrust
Curly up against the edge of the table.
For a couple of seconds Dusty thought
that the submarine had been hit. Then he
realized what was taking place. The sub
was breaking surface after an underwater
run. He glanced at Curly, saw the ques-
tion in his eyes that he was asking him-
self. Had they reached their destina-
tion?

Almost automatically, he pulled his
gun from its holster, and inspected it
closely. It was in good working order.
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Sticking it back, he glanced toward his
pal, again.

“Up to Lady Luck, now,” he grunted
softly. “But if it’s ixnay, get all you can
while you can—maybe him, if we meet
him.”

“Right through one of those damn blaz-
ing eyes of his!” Curly grated back. “And
I hope to God that I get just one chance!”

Dusty nodded, but made no reply. A
feeling of utter hopelessness was stealing
over him again. He tried to beat it off,
but it stayed with him.

For hours both he and Curly had been
living on borrowed time. He could feel
it in his bones. All the luck in the world
had been theirs. But was it going to get
them anything? Was it going to last?
For a thousand years, it seemed, he had
been groping about in the dark—for just
one tiny thread of light to guide him to
a definite goal. And he was still groping!

There was a clicking sound in the door
lock. It swung open, and the submarine
commander stepped inside. He was smil-
ing pleasantly, almost joyously. Like a
cat who has swallowed the canary, it
struck Dusty.

“We have arrived, my comrades,” he
smiled. “If you will come with me.”

Dusty got slowly to his feet, then al-
most groaned aloud as he realized that
Curly was already on his feet and walk-
ing toward the door. Curly, who was sup-
posed to have lost his hearing! Too late,
Curly realized his blunder. The submarine
commander gave him a shrewd, calculat-
ing look. ~

“Ah, then it is not permanent, eh?”
he murmured. “You are able to hear
now ?”’

Dusty held his breath. Curly leaned
forward, like a man trying to hear every
word.

“My hearing?’ he said falteringly, in
the Black native’s tongue. “Yes, I can
hear a little.”

It was all Dusty could do to stop him-
self from leaping across the mess cabin
and slapping his pal on the back. Curly
had understood enough of what the Black
had said to get the meaning, and his ac-
cent when he replied had been well-nigh
perfect. It certainly seemed to meet with
the approval of the submarine commander
too. He smiled, and bowed.

“I'm very glad. I was worried. We
have no doctor aboard, and there was
nothing I could do to help you. Now, this
way, my comrades.”

For a split second the eyes of the two
Yanks met, and read the other’s reflected
thought—thank God, there hadn’t been a
doctor aboard the submarine!

Leading the way, the commander
stepped out into the companionway and
started toward the conning tower deck.
Dusty hesitated, but killed a wild hope
that had suddenly sprung up within him,
as he saw the armed sailor waiting re-
spectfully for them to follow the Black
officer. Giving the man a hard look he
stepped through the door and made his
way along the companionway, with Curly
right at his heels.

Instead of going up the conning tower
ladder, the Black made his way forward
and pushed open a small bulkhead door.
Dusty followed, and found himself on the
forward deck near the rapid-fire anti-
aircraft gun. The gun didn't interest
him, however.

The thing that nailed his complete at-
tention immediately was the massive
armor-plated hulk about a hundred yards
off the port bow. In other words, the
Black airplane carrier riding low down
in the water.

N SPITE of the ticklishness of his
present situation, Dusty could not help
but stare in unconcealed admiration at the
carrier. It was of the latest type; a craft
of speed, formidableness, and efficiency
from bow to stern.



THE TELSA RAIDERS

57

It sat well down in the water to coun-
teract excess rolling during plane ma-
neuvers in heavy weather. Its flight deck

was clear of any obstruction, the two fun-.

nels, and navigating bridge being set at
an angle on the port side that more or less
brought them out over clear water.

The aft part of the flight deck was cov-
ered with planes in take-off formation
position. Planes of all types, but none
with props ticking over. Below the flight
deck eight-and twelve-inch-gun turrets
were visible, concrete evidence that the
craft could hold its own in any kind of
a sea engagement.

“This way, my comrades. The tender
will take you over to her.”

The Black’s voice snapped Dusty back
to the present. Nosed in close to the port
rail of the submarine was a small Deisel-
powered tender. She was manned by a
couple of Black sailors and a junior naval
flight officer. The submarine commander
was pointing at it.

Dusty smiled, snapped the Black In-
vader salute, then grabbed hold of the
chain rail of the submarine and leaped
lightly down into the tender cockpit.
Curly Brooks jumped down after him.

Instantly the tender shoved over,
swung her nose around, and started glid-
ing through the rolling blue green swells
toward the carrier. She hoved to on the
starboard side, and the crew made her
fast to the gangway ladder. The junior
officer stepped up on to the platform, mo-
tionedl to Dusty and Curly.

“You will follow me, please,” he said.

There wasn't much else they could do.
And so, each with his own troubled
thoughts the two Yanks went up the
gangway ladder to a port entrance just
under the flight deck. There they were
met by two officers of commanders rank.
The junior flight officer saluted and dis-
appeared. The two ranking ones fixed
piercing black eyes on Dusty and Curly.

“Your code number?” one of them sud-
denly snapped.’

Dusty took the bit in his teeth.

“B Three-sixteen,” he said. Then nod-
ding toward Curly, “My good comrade
and I have been working together.”

“I see,” replied the Black in a tone that
made Dusty's blood go down below the
freezing point. “Well, your work to-
gether has finished. You, B Three-Six-
teen, will come with me. Your comrade
will go with this other officer.”

Dusty hesitated. Of all things, he
didn’t want to be seperated from Curly.

“And may I ask why?” he got out
harshly. “‘Are we to consider ourselves
as prisoners, who have done some
wrong ?”’

He put scorn into the last, and steeled
himself inwardly. The sensation of eerie
foreboding was sweeping over him again.
To his relief the Black officer looked sur-
prised.

“Prisoners?” he echoed. “Hardly! But
B Three-sixteen knows that he has in-
formation for the ears of only one man.
Come! We have lingered here long .
enough. You can join your good com-
rade later.”

Dusty looked at Curly, forced a hope-
ful grin to his lips.

“Be of good cheer,” he said slowly in
the Black Invader tongue. “The separa-
tion will be only temporary.”

Though it was the flowery type of con-
versation between Black Invader friends,
Dusty prayed fervently that Curly would
get the underlying meaning. In other
words—“Chin up, kid! We’ll still be able
to draw more cards!”

Curly smiled back, sucked in his breath.

“I shall wait content,” he said, with
perfect accent.

Turning back to the officer who had ad-
dressed him, Dusty nodded and motioned
with his hand for the other to lead the
way. The journey consisted of going aft
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to a point slightly aft of ’midships, then
down grilled companionway ladders to the
waterline deck, and aft some more until
finally the Black stopped before a cabin
door.

He lifted his hand and jabbed a button
studded in the jamb. A couple of seconds
later a tiny white light at top of the door
glowed into life, and there was clicking
sound in the lock.

Instantly the Black grasped the door
knob, pushed the door open and stepped
back as he did so.

“You will enter,” he said.

Dusty stepped into a room flooded with
brilliant light. It blinded him momentar-
ily. He blinked rapidly, tried to focus his
eyes. He heard the door click shut behind
him. Then his eyes became adjusted to
the glare, and he glanced around.

He found himself in a high-ceilinged
square room. There were chairs, very
comfortable looking ones, too. And tables
covered with charts and books. A thick
rug was on the floor. Bookcases, and
countless charts lined the side walls.

In one corner there was a huge ten-
foot globe, virtually covered with little
colored flag pins. At the far end of the
room, directly opposite him, there was a
small dias, A massive carved wood chair
stood on the dias. And in the chair sat a
figure, the very sight of whom straight-
ened Dusty’s backbone stiff as a ramrod,
and made his heart thump savagely against
his ribs.

The figure seated in the chair was Fire-
Eyes, supreme commander of the Black
Invaders, and self-styled Emperor of the
World!

CHAPTER TEN
Yank Lightning

FOR perhaps two full seconds, Dusty
stared into the slitted, blazing orbs that
virtually burned out at him from behind

the stiff green mask. Then he snapped
his right hand up in the conventional
Black Invader salute—fingers extended
upward, on a level with the right shoulder,
and the palm facing forward. And as he
saluted, he shouted the Black Invader
chant of homage to their supreme leader.

“He-e-e la-a-a 20!”

That all done with he stood waiting,
heart skipping beat after beat, and a crazy,
mixed-up conglomeration of thoughts rac-
ing madly around inside his brain.

Presently, an eternity to Dusty, and the
black-garbed, green masked figure, moved.
He inclined his head slightly. Then like
the roll of distant thunder words came
from behind the green mask.

“You come to me with news?”

“l come to the Supreme One with
news,” Dusty stalled. Then as he thought
quickly, “I come with much news. What
news does the Supreme One desire first "

A moment of silence, during which the
blazing orbs seemed almost to burn holes
in Dusty’s face. It was all he could do to
keep himself from turning his head and
looking anywhere but at that green mask.

“Your secret code number is what ?”

“My secret code number is B Three-
sixteen, Supreme One,” Dusty answered.

Silence again. A heavy stifling silence
that made sweat ooze out at the nape of
Dusty’s neck and go trickling down his
backbone. For a crazy instant he was
seized with a mad desire to go for his au-
tomatic and place a hunk of steel through
one of the two slits in the green mask.

But several sane reasons killed the idea.
The range was too risky, even for his
marksmanship. Also, if he could but find
out what information Fire-Eyes desired
it might give him an inkling as to where,
when, and how the Black Invaders intend-
ed to launch their next blow—if it had
not already been launched.

And another reason, a mighty impor-
tant one, incidentally, it was an odds-on
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bet that other eyes besides those of the
supreme commander were watching him.
Something, call it a sixth sense, told him
that he and Fire-Eyes were not alone. Let
him but make a move for his gun and he’d
go out like a light.

No, better to let his gun alone for the
present. Fire-Eyes wore bullet-proof
clothing. He knew that from past ex-
perience. The man’s only vulnerable spots
were those two blazing orbs_behind the
slits in the green mask. And, hell, the
range wasn’t worth a try, yet.

“So your code number is B Three-six-
teen ?”’

The words boomed out, seemed to lit-
erally smack Dusty in the face. He sensed
the beginning of the end, but he doggedly
stuck to his guns.

“That is the code number I have used,
Supreme One,” he replied evenly.

“I do not believe you,” the green mask
thundered back. “However, I shall give
you a chance to prove yourself. What do
the dog Americans know of my where-
abouts? Where do they believe me to be?
And where do they expect me to strike?
Answer me those questions, and I shall
know whether to believe you or not.”

Dusty’s brain raced over at top speed.
Should he bluff or tell the truth? That
is, tell the truth insofar as he knew it?

“Well, why do you hesitate ?”

“Only to choose my words, Supreme
One,” Dusty said humbly. “I wish to col-
lect. all the facts I have learned in the
American capital. Supreme One, they be-
lieve that you are on your way to Ber-
muda. And they believe that you will
attack their eastern coast with a large
naval and air force. They do not, how-
ever, know how their Atlanta concentra-
tion base, and their munitions depot at
Roanoke were destroyed. You have com-
pletely fooled them, Supreme One.”

A noise like high explosives going
through the walls crashed about the room.

Dusty ducked instinctively, but realized a
split second later that the sound was but
roaring laughter coming from behind the
green mask.

“They believe I go to Bermuda, huh?
When, B Three-sixteen? Tell me when?”

The emphasis on the last word was akin
to a knife going through Dusty’s heart.
There was a dreaded, ominous ring to it
that made him seem to shrivel up inside.
Just why, he couldn’t say. In some crazy
way he felt that it was a catch question.
In fact. he knew it, just as sure as he
knew the sun rose in the east and set in
the west. Yet, for the life of him he didn’t
know how it should be answered.

“I do not exactly understand the Su-
preme One’s question,” he stalled desper-
ately for time.

“It is a simple enough question, you
fool!” came back the bellowing words.
“Yesterday, today, tomorrow, next weck
—when do they expect me to go to Ber-
muda ?”

Dusty took a chance.

“Last night they believed you to be on
your way.”

Silence, heavy and sinister. Dusty knew
that he had said the wrong thing. Face
blank, eyes riveted on the slitted green
mask, he moved his right hand a fraction
of an inch nearer his holstered gun. But,
no more than that.

“So!” the words seemed to virtually
burst up through the steel plated ceiling.
“So, I was on my way last night, hah?
Then, some one was caught. Some one
was caught, and that information forced
from his lips. You were working alone,
B Three-sixteen ?”

“I was working alone, Supreme One.”

“And you do not know of any of your
comrades being caught? One of my air-
plane pilots, perhaps?”

Dusty shook his head.

“I know of no one being caught, Su-
preme One.”
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More torturing silence. Then suddenly,
Fire-Eyes shot out his long right arm,
grabbed a cord, that Dusty noticed for
the first time, and jerked on it once.
Almost instantly a section of the book-
cases on Dusty’s left swung open, and a
tall, good-looking man in the uniform of
a Black Invader air force pilot officer
stepped into the room. Dusty didn’t have
to look at him twice. He recognized the
man instantly.

None other than Zytoff, of course.

The Black ace saluted his senior, and
stood at respectful attention. Fire-Eyes
did not even turn his head. He swung
up his right gauntleted hand, pointed the
big forefinger at Dusty.

“You will question him, and I will
listen!"” he boomed. ‘“The part on which
I have just touched is the part of which
vou had charge. Proceed!”

Zytoff nodded, turned and took a couple
of steps toward Dusty. Although he was
not sure the Yank thought he saw a
tiny grin tugging at the corners of the
Black ace's mouth. Then the man spoke.

“You will please give me your report
now ! The report I refused over the radio.”

Dusty tried a long shot.

“It is of no use now,” he said. “I
wished to inform you of American navy
movenients toward northern waters.”

“And that is all?”

“What else did you desire, my com-
rade officer?” asked Dusty, fighting to
keep surprise in his voice. “Did you not
wish to know that, because—of the Su-
preme One’s movements ?”

NO SOONER had Dusty got the words
out of his mouth, than he knew that
his blind random shot had smacked the
nail right smack on the head. Zytoff nod-
ded his head. and a faintly puzzled look
came into his eyes.
“*That is true,” he said. Then after a
short pause, "'But that was not all T ex-

pected. What about information regard-
ing the reorganizing of American air de-
fense bases along their eastern coast?

“Did you not send out the radio order
to draw all their air units up to the Cen-
tral Atlantic states? You were to inform
us when that had been accomplished !”’

Zytoff cut himself off short, leaned for-
ward. The smouldering death in his eyes.

“That radio message was not sent?”
he barked.

Dusty’s brain pounded like a dynamo
gone haywire. Draw all Yank air units
up to the Central Atlantic states? Had
the murderer of the Washington field
radio sergeant sent out a message after
all? Had he sent out a fake concentra-
tion message to all available air units? If
so0. for God’s sake, why?

If the Blacks were going to launch a
smashing sea and air attack against the
east coast, why try to get American
forces concentrated there to meet them?
True. Atlanta and Roanoke were gone.
That left the southeastern area crippled.
But the Yanks could still rally plenty of
resistance against a Central Atlantic states
attack.

“Are you deaf, fool? Or does your si-
lence mean that you have failed? Did you
send that message?”’

“Yes, of course I sent it, my comrade
officer,” Dusty lied. “And may I ask—
when does the attack begin? For my serv-
ices, I should like to be with the advance
attack.”

Zytoff ignored the question. He half
turned and faced Fire-Eyes. Then words
rushed off his lips so fast that Dusty was
unable to get but a couple of them here
and there. He heard the words—*“lie, do
not believe then, and advise we delay at-
tack until sure.” The Black commander
nodded his head slowly, and once more
Dusty actually felt the burning heat of
his horrible eyes. Suddenly words boomed
out from behind the green mask.
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“You toy with death, B Three-sixteen.
I give you one mdre chance. There is one
bit of information you have not given to
me. It is the most important of all. Have
the Tenth, Thirtieth, and Forty-first
American super-cruiser and aircraft bat-
tle squadrons changed their positions?
Tell me the truth and you will be reward-
ed beyond your highest hopes!”

Dusty felt as thowgh the floor was
shpping away from beneath his feet. He
wished with all his heart that Curly was
with him. Curly could answer that ques-
tion, for only 2 week ago he had acted as
special navy air force cotirier attached to
the aircraft carrier Stamford.

The Stamford was one of the ships in
the Forty-first aircraft battle squadrom.
Curly would know where they were, and
could give some dizzy answer. But he
didn't. For all he knew the three squad-
rons might be plowing through the ice at
the North Pole.

Hell, and double hell. If he’d only taken
the trouble to ask Curly when he was
relieved of caurier duty. But he hadn’t.
He'd been too busy studying the damn
Black Invader lingo. And Curly hadn’t
made any mention of it, for the reason
that courier work was so damn boring that
you promptly forgot about it when your
assignment was over.

But Fire-Eyes wanted an answer. Dusty
knew from the way the big man leaned
forward that the information would be of
vital importance to him. He sucked in
his breath sharply, and staked his fate on
a bluff answer.

“The squadrons of which you speak,
Supreme One,” he said slowly, “are still
at their same positions off the New Eng-
land coast.”

Zytoff cursed harshly. Then he sud-
denly broke into a wild laugh. He took
three quick steps toward Dusty, stopped
and stood regarding him through nar-
rowed lids.

“American dog,” he barked out in Eng-
lish, “your fool’s game has now come to
an end. You have told us what we want
to know. Prepare to die!”

" Dusty forced a half-puzzled, half-in-
jured look to his face.

“My comrade officer speaks insulting
words when he calls me an American
dog.”

“Silence, you fool! We have had
enough. You are a fool, and so is your
superior officer, General Horner, for se-
lecting so stupid a man for such a deli-
cate task.” B Three-sixteen? Bah! There
is no B Three-sixteen! But had you
guessed the correct code number, we
would still have known.”

Dusty sparred desperately for time so
that he might inch his hand back a bit
more toward his holstered gun. He knew
that he was trapped and sunk—that the
next few minutes meant his life.

“But my comrade officer!” he shouted,
still speaking in the language of the Black
Invaders.

“Enough! Hold your lying tongue. Do
you think that one of our agents in Wash-
ington would wear the uniform that you
now wear? Do you think that one of our
agents in Washington would have a skin
so dark as yours? You fool, some day
when I meet your superior, General Hor-
ner, I shall tell him how he neglected to
advise you to leave your American-made
wrist watch at home!”

HE strap holding Dusty’s watch
seemed to burn into the skin of his
wrist as Zytoff snarled out the damning
words. Like a collapsing house of cards
everything he had accomplished as an
American agent went flat as a stove cover.
He wanted to boot himself into eternity
for his colossal stupidity.
My God, yes, the murderer of the Yank
radio sergeant had looked like an Ameri-
can, of course! Worn an American uni-



form, too. And all this time he’d thought they had let him continue to play his
he was getting away with an impersona- dumb game,

tion of that man, when in reality he was Why? Because they wanted the infor-
all made up as the blackest of Black mation that the real agent could probably
Invaders.

He felt sure that he had fooled only
himself ever since he and Curly had
dropped down into the water. The sub-
marine commander had been wise. So

had Fire-Eyes, and so had Zytoff. But

WETHING SMACKep J)
CAINST HIS GUN
HAND
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give them. They had asked him all kinds
of trick questions. Questions that seemed
stupid to him. Yet—and his heart chilled
at the thought—in trying to match his
cleverness with theirs, had he accidentally
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told them part of what they wanted to
know?

The voice of Fire-Eyes crashed in on
his swirling thoughts.

“There are several ways to kill a dog.
You can shoot him, and get it over quick-
ly. You can chain him to the floor and
let rats eat their fill of his flesh. You
can apply the ancient water death, a drop
at a time on his forehead until he goes
permanently insane.

“Or you can have a drop of acid in-
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stead of water—a drop of acid on each
joint in the body, and two for each eye.
The ways to kill a dog are many. What
if I gave you your choice?”

The Black commander spoke in perfect
English. But, as Dusty replied, he still
stuck to the Invader lingo. One tiny
consoling thought was his. They did not
know who he was. At least he was con-
cealing his true identity. And by God,
that was one satisfaction he’d keep from
them to the very end.

“What does it matter which I choose?”
he flung back. “Death is death, in the
end!”

“True!” came back the booming voice.
“But there can be much horrible pain and
suffering before the end. Answer a ques-
tion I shall ask you, and I promise a swift
end. Death will be vours, but there will
be no pain—no pain that yvou will remem-
Ler long after you are dead!”

“Ask the question, and I will decide if
I shall answer it!” Dusty hurled at him.

“Very well then. The question I asked
a few moments ago—have the Tenth,
Thirtieth and Forty-first squadrons
changed their positions? Do not lie. As
a dog American agent, that is one thing
vou would be bound to know. Now tell
me.”

“And if I tell you, on my word,
that I do not know?” Dusty countered,
and steeled himself as he felt his right
hand press against his gun.

The answer came back to him instantly.

“I would know that your word was a
lie! You know, and you can tell me.
Remember my bargain.  Speak!”

Dusty let his shoulders droop, as though
he was giving up in complete surrender.
But the movement enabled him to shift
the weight of his body onto the left foot.
And it also drew back his right arm. He
looked straight at Fire-Eyes, but out of
the corner of his eye he could see Zytoff.
The Black ace was leaning forward, body

rigid, and his right hand a good six inches
from his gun.

“A swift death, then,” said Dusty. “I'll
tell you. The Tenth, Thirtieth, and For-
ty-first aircraft battle squadron have been
moved—to—"

The Yank paused, went through the
facial motions of a broken man fighting
desperately to keep up his courage.

“Moved to where?”’ came the roaring
question.

Dusty gulped like a fish out of water.

“Moved—to—"

Lightning! That’s the only way to de-
scribe Dusty’s movements as he pivoted,
dropped into a half crouch, and jerked
his gun free. But even at that, they were
not fast enough.

Before his finger had curled about the
trigger, the walls crashed out sound,
Something smacked against his gun hand,
shot white fire clear up his arm to the
shoulder socket. Something hot and hiss-
ing streaked across his right cheek. The
room became bathed in red haze.

He saw Zytoff clutch at his chest, cry
out sharply and drop to the floor in a
heap. There came a bellowing roar from
Fire-Eyes. The Black commander was
halfway out of his chair. He turned to
the left, stumbled down off the dais, and
went charging toward the left side of the
room.

Dully, Dusty was conscious that he was
flat on his back on the floor. Through
glassy eyes he saw his gun four feet away
from his bleeding right hand. He tried
frantically to force his body toward it,
but the ceiling fell down on his face in a
terrific crash.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Checkmate

EEDLES—thousands of them, white
with heat, pricking every square inch
of skin on his body. They passed clear
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through him, came out the opposite side,
and then cut back in again.

“Damn you to hell! I won't tell you a
thing! I won't tell you a damn thing!
Curse the whole lot of you—curse you to
hell and back!”

The sound of his own voice echoing
back through his half stunned senses,
pried Dusty’s eyelids open. At first he
could see absolutely nothing. A billion
shadows were swimming around in a sea
of glaring light.

In an abstract sort of way he knew
that he was lying on his side, on some-
thing hard. The glaring light hurt his
eyes. He closed them, and tried des-
perately to rally his strength. From head
to foot there was no feeling in his body.
His brain commanded his legs to move,
but he could not feel them move. A
thousand tons of lead seemed to be press-
ing down on every muscle of his body.

He opened his eyes to narrowed slits.
Shadows were still swimming about. But
they were going slower, now, much slow-
er. He sucked air into his hot and ach-
ing lungs. At first he thought he was
going to faint. Everything started rac-
ing madly around inside his head.

Then his brain cleared, and he found
himself looking along the surface of a
thick rug. A couple of seconds later fa-
miliar objects presented themselves clear-
ly. Chairs, tables, charts, bookcases, and
a huge globe. It was then that he real-
ized he was still in the same room.

For a couple of moments he blinked
stupidly. Then tried to get up. But he
couldn’t—couldn’t move a single muscle.
Sweat poured off his face. The needles
started piercing his body again, yet the
pain of them was little more than a dull
ache.

Suddenly he realized that he could move
his head. It seemed to fly off his shoul-
ders as he moved it. But he gritted his
teeth and mushed his right cheek through

the rug nap until he could see his legs.
Every part of him screamed aloud for
those legs to move, but like lead pipes
they remained motionless, one flung gro-
tesquely across the other.

“My God—I'm paralyzed—I'm para-
lyzed!”

He shouted the words aloud in sudden
panic. Then with sweat streaming from
his face he cursed himself to move; his
legs to move, and his arms. Finally,
though, he lay gasping for breath, as the
horrible truth seared a path across his
brain. From the neck down he was com-
pletely paralyzed.

“It must be fate, for things to end
this way, Captain Ayres!”

A voice! Zytoff’s voice!

For a moment, Dusty burst out with
insane laughter, Then he cut it off short,
forced his splitting head back. He could
just barely see the crumpled form about
ten feet away. Zytoff was lying on his
stomach, head twisted to the left, one
arm flung out on the rug, and the other
crooked under him. The side of the
man’s neck nearest Dusty was red with
blood. Blood was also seeping through
the nap of the rug from under the left
side of the man’s chest.

As Dusty looked at him, the Black’s
lips quivered, twitched back in a twisted
grin,

“Ten feet, and yet neither of us can
reach that gun! 1t is fate, my friend.
Fate that we should die together, yet so
many, many worlds apart.”

Dusty saw the gun. It was his own.
On the rug, ten feet from his outflung
paralyzed arm. He swiveled his eyes
back to Zytoff, grinned.

“Yeah, tough!” he said. “I’'m sorry,
Zytoff—that I didn’t get you clean. I
don’t like to see even a Black die this
way.,l

“You didn’t fire your gun, captain,”
came the choking words. “You didn’t fire
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a single shot. It was—someone else. The
one who was with you. Who was he—
Lieutenant Horner? He’s a fool, if he
thinks he has helped any.”

URLY! Curly Brooks! His pal’s
name crashed through Dusty’s brain,
Had Curly fired some of those shots?
But that was impossible! How could
Curly have found the room? How could
he have fired any of those shots? No, it
couldn’t have been Curly.
He stared at Zytoff, moved his head in
a negative motion the fraction of an inch.
“One of your own gang, Zytoff, if it
wasn't me. You Blacks were always rot-

ten shots. Had them park behind the
walls, eh? I had a feeling they were
there.”

“Yes, they were there, Ayres. You
see, we knew that you were no agent of
ours. It was too crude. But I'll tell you
something, my friend—let us call it a
farewell compliment—I did not know that
it was you, until I heard you cry out in
your own native tongue a few moments
ago. You at least fooled us that much.”

The Black’s words grew weaker and
weaker as he talked. They seemed to
come out of his mouth like drops of
water from a leaking bucket.

“Thanks,” Dusty grunted. Then, sud-
denly, “How about Roanoke, Zytoff ?”

Zyvtoff had closed his eyes, but his lips
twitched into a smile. A tremor ran
through his limp body. It was almost as
though the man were chuckling to him-
self.

“Something you’ll never know, my
friend. Something that will spell com-
plete victory for us. Fate has decreed
that I shall not live to see that victory.
But I'm only one man. And I die con-
tent, captain. Die, knowing that we shall
ultimately crush vou into obedient sub-
mission.

“This time. nothing can save your coun-

try. The Supreme One’s plans have been
well thought out. And everything, even
to the minutest detail, has been well done.
Your—country is—doomed to defeat!”

The eyelids fluttered closed, and the
Black lay so perfectly limp and motion-
less that Dusty was positive he had died.
A great conglomeration of mixed emo-
tions sweeping through him, he stared
silently at a man, who, though a hated
enemy of the United States, was never-
theless a man of great daring and cour-
age, and complete devotion and loyalty to
duty.

But Zytoff had not died yet. Dusty
saw his lips move back in a smile again,
heard the huskily spoken words that came
out from between them.

“It is kismet, yes! Or checkmate, if
you wish. You fooled me, and I fooled
you. That radio order I gave you, cap-
tain—to go to AT-Twenty-two. I knew
you were not the right agent. But—I
did not know it was you.”

The Black coughed, sprayed blood.
Dully Dusty wondered why he did not
die. It seemed unbelievable that there
was a single drop of blood left in the
man’s veins. But Zytoff went on speak-
ing.

“That was your mistake, captain—to
go to AT-Twenty-two. Had you been
the real agent, you would have gone else-
where. Luck was yours, however—luck
and the fact that T was too busy destroy-
ing the American planes and bhattleships
to take care of vou until it was too late.

“You managed to get down into the
water. One of our submarines picked
you up—one that I had ordered to that
area on the chance that vou were not the
agent bringing us information. When
you were picked up—I could not radio
the submarine commender. I had static-
jammed the entire area. But he had re-
ceived previous orders. He brought you
here—I came here. And it is kismet,
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You have not found out what you want-
ed to know. We have not—yet—found
out what we wanted to know. But that—
is only a question of time.”

Zytoff's voice trailed off again. Dusty
continued to stare at him, and silently
battled with his thoughts.

“Zytoff!”” he suddenly called out. “Fire-
Eyes’ going to Bermuda—it was a bluff,
eh?”

“It was a bluff that worked perfectly,”
came the almost whispered reply. “As
your navy will find out, too late. That—
was vour final blunder, captain. A blun-
der to say that the Americans knew that
the Supreme One had left. Every one
of our pilots was told that—told it in
case he was captured and forced to talk.
When you spoke I knew that one of our
bombers had been forced down—the
bomber you flew to AT-Twenty-two. No
agent would have said that—for none of
our agents knew.

“But the goal has been gained. Your
ships and your aircraft will rush to those
cursed islands—and find nothing. And
before they can return—ah-h-h, it will be
much too late then!”

The faint note of triumph in the man's
words rasped Dusty to the core.

“You're wrong, Zytoff!” he snapped.
“Wrong as hell! Bermuda is one spot
where all aircraft and surface ships have
been ordered to stay away from!”

The Black’s eyes flew open wide, flood-
ed with a glazed look of mad disbelief.

“No!” he choked. “You lie! You lie,
dog! There is nothing your leaders want
more than to capture the Supreme One.
Their desires fitted into his plans. He
was the bait that drew them away from
our true objective.”

Dusty laughed. Then suddenly cut it
off with a choking gasp. A strange
tingling sensation was rippling through
his right foot. Teeth clenched against
the pain, he twisted his head down, and

looked. Glory be to God—Hhe could move
his foot!

FROM a long way off he heard Zytoff’s

whispering voice again. But he didn't
pay any attention. The tingling sensation
was rippling up the calf of his right leg
to the knee. It had also crept into his
left foot. He wasn’t paralyzed after all.
He wasn’t going to have to lay there
helpless until some of the Blacks came
back to finish him for good! Life was
coming back into the lower part of his
body.

He wanted to cry out—shout the news
at the top of his voice. Hope, that he
had subconsciously abandoned, returned
to him in a seething turmoil of emotion.
He must get out of this damn room be-
fore any of the others came back. He
must find Curly. Curly! God alone
knew what had happened to him by now.
Was he dead? Had he fired those shots?
Where was Fire-Eyes? He'd stumbled
when he’d leaped down off that dais!
Stumbled like 2 man winged by a bullet!

Dusty lived through the torture of the
damned as life slowly seeped back into
his paralyzed body. How he had been
paralyzed, he could only guess. The back
of his neck smarted horribly. A bullet
had probably glanced off a nerve center.
But the hell with wondering how he had
been paralyzed! Movement was coming
back to him. He could move both of his
legs, from the hips down! And yes—
there—those wiggling fingers that he was
staring at were attached to his right hand.

Dusty was now able to get up on his
hands and knees. He shut his eyes tight,
fought desperately against a crazy sway-
ing motion that was trying to sway him
out over the lip off a yawning pit of utter
darkness. Gradually the swaying sensa-
tion left him. He felt the fingers of both
hands curling into the thick nap of the
rug. The back of his right hand was on
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fire. But pain—even the terrible pain at
the base of his skull didn't bother him
now. The overwhelming joy at being able
to move again blotted out everything else.

“So it is not fate, after all! Just mis-
fortune for me alone.”

Dusty screwed around, looked at Zyt-
off. The Black’s face had become ashen
white, but his deep-sunken eyes were
like smouldering coals of fire. A wave
of pity for the man swept through Dusty.
But it vanished instantly as he thought
of the thousands who had died a horrible
death at AT-Twenty-two.

Face stony, he reached out for the
gun, then crawled close to the Black. He
put his weight on the other hand, leveled
the gun at the Black’s head.

“If they reach you in time, maybe
you'll ltve,” he said, forcing harshness
into his voice. “Spill Fire-Eyes’ plan of
attack, or they'll never reach you alive.

“So, help me, Zytoff—wounded or not,
I"1l let you have it right between the eyes
if you don’t talk. Why are the positions
of the Tenth, Thirtieth and Forty-first
squadrons so important? What is Fire-
Eyes planning to do?”’

Zytoff looked straight down the muz-
zle of the gun, and smiled.

“Not planning to do, my iriend,” he
said through blood flecked lips. “Is do-
ing, now—would be better.”

“Doing what?” Dusty grated at him,
eves agate. “Let’s have it, bum! See,
I’'m putting pressure on this trigger!”

A milky film spread over Zytoft’s eyes.
Then the evelids fluttered closed. But
the man’s lips stayed back in a taunting
smile, and he just managed to breathe
out the words.

“One of your favorite expressions, my
foolish friend—go to hell!”

Dusty stared at the limp body, slowly
lowered his gun.

“Damn yvour hide!” he gritted. “But,
you're half white, anyway!”

Zytoff’s lips twitched, but no sound
came from them, nor did his eyelids flut-
ter open. Dusty stared at him a moment
longer, realized that the man was still
breathing feebly.

At that moment he heard somewhere
in the distance the faint clanging of a bell
gong. Instinctively he straightened up,
gasped with pain but stayed upright. Then
inch by inch, as fast as he could, he
pushed himself up onto his feet.

He would have fallen over sidewise,
but for a nearby table. Bracing himself
against it, he swept his eyes about the
room. Finally he found what he was
looking for—the hidden door in the wall
through which Zytoff had first entered.

“Come on, get going!” he grunted sav-
agely at himself. “What the hell—wait-
ing for them to serve tea, or something?
Get the hell out of this place—and get
out fast!”

Perhaps the self-lashing words had
something to do with it. And, then
again, perhaps they didn't. But at any
rate, he shoved himself away from the
table, and, like a man dead-drunk lurch-
ing from lamp post to lamp post, he went
staggering across the room to the oppo-
site wall. When he reached it he steadied
himseli for a second or two, then began
fumbling about the crack outline of the
door. But save for the quarter inch
crack, his fingers slid over nothing but
smooth wood. There was no knob or
handle to the door, nor even a counter-
sunk push-button.

Cursing softly. he went over every
inch of the door and its connecting sides.
Again he heard the distant clanging of
the bell gong.

“Damn this thing!” he snarled and
hurled himself against it.

And it happened! The door pivoted
in the middle, and he went flying through-
into a cave of darkness!
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CHAPTER TWELVE
Dusty Takes Over

UNABLE to stop himself, he went
rushing forward, feet hardly touch-
ing steel-plated flooring under him. Then,
without warning, he crashed up against
some invisible and immovable object,
bounced back and sat down hard.

Instantly the darkness vanished, and
the familiar parade of spinning stars and
comets flooded his eyes with blinding
light. He had the weird, eerie sensation
that his head had been ripped from his
shoulders and was floating off by itself
through space.

Gradually, though, the stars and com-
ets faded away before the onrush of re-
turning darkness. And his head came
back onto his shoulders again. He knew
that for a fact. The piercing pain at the
back of his neck had redoubled in in-
tensity. Weakly, wabbly as a new-born
kitten, he struggled up on his feet, and
leaned against the object that had halted
him so abruptly. It was a solid steel-
girder-braced wall.

Twisting so that his back was against
it, he relaxed for a moment to give his
head a chance to stop spinning and re-
newed strength to flow back into his
veins. It was then he saw why the door
had opened so suddenly.

Through the crack on all four sides the
light of the room which he had just left
was filtering. In short, it was a swing-
ing door, pivoted in the middle. Had he
but pushed against it with his hand in the
first place, instead of fiddling around for
a disguised handle or a hidden release
push-button, he would have opened it
immediatety !

“Numbskull!” he grated at himself.
“You sure left your brains back on the
drome!”

By now his eyes had become accus-

tomed to the darkness, and he could see
where he was. It was a four-foot wide
companionway that led off in both direc-
tions. That is, to his right and to his left.
Squinting his eyes along it in one di-
rection he saw: nothing but the dim out-
line of bracing uprights and girders. And
when he squinted in the opposite direc-
tion he saw exactly the same thing.
Closing his eyes, he tried to picture in
his mind the relationship of his present
position to the door he had een ushered
through when he first met Fire-Eyes.

He had been walking aft then, and had
gone left through the door. That would
place this door, in front of him now, to
the left of the main door to the room.
That meant that this companionway,
where he was now, ran crosswise through
the ship. The port side was to his right,
the starboard side to his right. In other
words, he was somewhere on the water-
line deck of the carrier, standing facing
the stern. '

“And so what?” he grunted thickly.
“Dammit, I can’t stand here for the rest
of my lifef”

It was at that moment he became con-
scious of something that had escaped him
since the very moment he had come
aboard. The carrier was in motion. In
that other room, because of the thick rug
probably, or the excitement of the occa-
sion, he had not noticed the vibration.

But he could feel it now, and plenty—
through the soles of his boots, and in his
back pressed against the girder-braced
wall. And the moment he felt it he real-
ized that the carrier was not loafing along
at any cruising speed, either. Her elec-
tro-turbines were turning up maximum
revs, and slamming the giant craft through
the Atlantic at top speed.

“Navigating bridge and funnels on the
port side,” he murmured softly to him-
self. “Hum-m-m, so we'll head star-
board until we get our bearings.”
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Pushing himself from the wall, he
turned and started along the companion-
way leading toward the starboard side of
the ship. Every step was like a step in
bare feet on spear points. The slightest
movement made his head light as a feath-
er, and the rest of his body so much
dead-weight lead.

The pain-in the back of his neck be-
came so intense that he was forced to
bite down savagely on his lower lip to
keep from groaning aloud. To ease the
pain, if possible, he raised his left hand
to his neck, felt sticky, blood-drenched
raw flesh. It hurt him less when he left
it alone.

A sudden dully clanking sound to his
right brought him up short, his heart
skipping every other beat. A soft shaky
laugh spilled off his lips, as it came again,
and he realized the cause.

The upright bracing girders projected
out a bit into the companionway, and he
had accidentally slapped his gun up
against it. He had actually forgotten
that the fingers of his right hand were
still clutching the gun.

Shifting it to his left hand, he followed
the wall with his right, and continued on
his way. Presently the companionway
stopped—that is, it split T-shaped. One
section led aft, and the other toward the
bow.

On sudden impulse he started toward
the bow end—there was more light that
way. But he had not rounded the corner,
when he stopped short and ducked back
into the cross-ships section.

Footsteps were coming along the com-
panionway from the bow. Squeezing in
behind the intersection upright girder, he
slowly stuck his head out and peered
around the corner.

Tsr two or three seconds he could caly
hes footsteps. Then a pair of feet came
intn view. Then the flaring bottoms oi
sailr pants. Then a fatigue jacket. And

lastly, the hawkish face of a Black sea-
man, with the close-fitting skullcap on
his jet black hair,

Ducking back out of sight, Dusty
grinned thinly. And for the first time in
hours a thrilling warmth flooded through
him. Here was exactly what the doctor
ordered.

HOLDING his breath, gun raised and
: held poised, he waited still as death
while the footsteps drew nearer and near-
er. But when they were not more than a
dozen yards from the corner upright
girder behind which he crouched, they
stopped dead.

Not daring to look, he waited in agoniz-
ing suspense. Thick-soled seaman’s shoes
shuffled on the steel deck; became silent
and shuffled some more. Then they start-
ed hitting the deck again in firm steps—
and the sound of those steps grew louder
and louder in Dusty’s strained ears. The
Black was continuing his original course.
The reason for his stopping would prob-
ably never be known. But, that didn’t
matter a damn.

Five steps away. Four steps—three—
one!

A burly shadow crossed Dusty’s line of
vision. His eves flew to the top part, the
head, and just behind where the ear
should be. And in perfect timing, as
though his gun hand was synchronized
with the retina of his eyes, he swung the
gun down.

Dusty hit him right where he had
planned—about three-quarters of an inch
behind the seaman’s left ear. The man
slumped as if he had been hit by an anvil.

Rather than tax his strength by catch-
ing the man, Dusty let him hit the deck.
Then, bending over, he caught hold of
one of the seaman’s hands and dragged
him back into the cross-ships companion-
way. That accomplished, he placed his
gun on the floor and began to strip off"
his own uniform.
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Pain made sweat stream off his face,
and his breath to come in quivering, rasp-
ing gasps. But somehow he managed it,
and in due course he was garbed as a
Black seaman.

Picking up the gun, he stuck it in the
pocket of the fatigue jacket. On second
thought, though, he jerked it out, took
deliberate aim and smacked the muzzle
down on the left temple of the sailor.

Pulling the man to the side, he jammed
his limp figure back in the darker shadow
cast by one of the projecting upright
girders. Behind another girder he
jammed the pilot’s uniform he had taken
off. Then, for a moment, he leaned
against the companionway wall and
fought to steady his jangling nerves.

Eventually, a matter of a couple of
minutes, he succeeded in pulling himself
together somewhat, rounded the corner
and started down the companionway to-
ward the bow.

He passed several doors leading off to
unknown places, but he didn’t pause. Up
forward the bell gong was clanging at
regular intervals. The sound came from
the deck above. That would be the deck
just under the flight deck.

The companionway made a sharp right
angle turn to the right. He saw the com-
panionway ladder about twenty feet
ahead. Right hand sunk in the fatigue-
jacket pocket, fingers curled comforting-
ly about the butt of the gun, he braced
himself with his left hand and went up
the companionway ladder.

Tt brought him out into a large dome
shaped compartment. One snap glance
around, and he knew what it was. The
three trim Black Navy scouting planes
to his right were sufficient. He was in
one of the carrier’s plane hangars.

There were doors on all four sides of
the room. He selected the door on the
bow end, moved quickly over to it. But
as he reached his hand out for the knob,

the door was suddenly swung away from
him. Before he had time even to blink,
a Black, with petty officer’s insignia on
his uniform, came through the opening.
Both Yank and Black stopped dead,
stared at each other. Dusty thought fast.
He groaned aloud, swayed slightly on his
feet.

“Have they found the American dog?”
he gasped. “I was badly hit.”

The petty officer gulped.

“You are injured!” he exclaimed.
“Come, you must be taken to the sick
bay.”

Dusty shook his head.

“No, no!” he shouted. “I am better.
But I have been unconscious since the
shooting. Tell me what has happened ?”

“There were two of them, as you prob-
ably know,” came the reply. “One is now
dead, with the great Zytoff, on the deck
below. The Supreme One has left. I do
not know if he were badly wounded or
not. I saw blood on his tunic as he got
into the plane. We are now searching the
ship for the other dog. It will not be
long.”

“But the ship?” asked Dusty breath-
lessly. “It is going at top speed.”

“But of course!” replied the petty of-
ficer, a faint puzzled frown creasing his
brows. “The word has come—the Amer-
ican sea squadrons have changed their
positions. There is nothing to stop us
now!”

“The American squadrons?” echoed
Dusty in forced jubilation. “You mean
the Tenth, Thirtieth and Forty-first?”

The petty officer’s frown deepened.

“What others but those?” he snapped.
Then, harshly, “But how did you know
their numbers. You—you have been
eavesdropping, eh? When you were sta-
tioned behind the wall of that room to
guard the Supreme Onme, you listened,
eh?”’

Dusty raised a protesting hand, shrank
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back as though fearing the wrath of this
superior officer.

“But I have ears!” he said, putting a
whine into his voice. “I could not help
but hear—like the others. But the great
Zytoff is dead, you say? It cannot be
possible!”

“Have you no eyes?" rasped the petty
officer, with just the faint trace of con-
fused suspicion creeping into his voice.
“Did you not see that other American
dog shoot him from behind the wall? Did
you not see the blood spurt—see him fall
over dead? Or were your ears your
eves?”

Dusty pointed at his bleeding neck and
cheek.

“I saw very little before bullets from
the dark struck me,” he said. “I fell and
knew no more.”

The petty officer was frowning so
deeply now that he almost looked cross-
everl.

“That is very strange!” he muttered.
“No one else was injured. I understood
that the dog was behind the wall oppo-
site to the one where the guard was sta-
tioned. Here, twist your face to the light.
Let me have a good look at you!”

The petty officer’s hand was on his
gun. At that exact moment, however,
the bell gong up forward started clang-
ing furiously.

"“The signal!” exclaimed the Black.
“They have found the other dog! They—"

HAT was the last word that the petty

officer spoke for a long time. At the
sound of the hell he had half turned. He
didn't have the chance to turn back.
Dusty’s gun laid open his face from ear
to jaw bone. He emitted an eerie gur-
gling sound from his throat and folded
up like a rickety deck chair. As he hit
the deck Dusty already had him by the
collar. One of the planes was about fif-
teen iect away. Dragging the petty of-

ficer like a sack of meal across the deck,
he heaved him up, dumped him in the
cockpit, and shoved the glass cowling
shut,

“A little hangar flying for you, sweet-
heart!" he grinned.

Then pivoting, he slid through the open
door and continued his way forward.
Pain, and there was lots of it, was now
practically forgotten. He knew definitely
that Curly Brooks had saved his life;
that he had nailed Zytoff, and maybe Fire-
Eves, too. Good old Curly, the one-man
army, and how!

But Curly had been caught!
or dead?

The torturing thought speeded up
Dusty's {iootsteps. He practically ran
down the companionway toward the lad-
der at the far end.

The bell was still clanging, and he knew
now that it camie from the port side of the
flight deck, Just before he reached the
ladder, lie came to a companionway that
led off toward the port side. Should he
cross over that way. or go up the ladder
and across the deck?

Alive—

The few seconds he took to make up
his mind were as a giit from the gods.
He heard loud ralking down the com-
panionwayv leading to the right!
Plack Invader voices, were arguing ve-
hemently.

“Of a certainty [ can!

Vaices,

; Did I not =
with the great Zytoif last night? 1
watched him operate the Telsa gun!”
“I grant you that. my comrade!” cut in
a deeper voice. "But I assisted with e
experiments in Eurcpe. T understand the
timing of the liquid gas shells. Thar is a
delicate operation. I assure vou. Let us
cempromise. The great Zytoff is gone.
We must do our part without him.
“You fly the plane, my comrade, and 1
will operate the Telsa gun. Together we
shall kill them by the thousands. We
know what Zxytoff planned to do—to isc-
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late the territory completely from the
north until our forces have strongly en-
trenched themselves.”

“But I insist—"

“Come, my good comrade, we waste
valuable time. Let us agree to my pro-
posal. You must, as junior officer. Come,
let us go see what the American dog looks
like, before we depart!”

There were a few grumbling words
that Dusty didn’t catch. He didn't have
time to concentrate on hearing them. A
thin beam of light on the companionway
deck widened, just as he stepped back out
of sight.

He- heard the bump of a doorknob
against the wall, and the shuffle of foot-
steps going away from him. Sticking his
head around the corner, he saw two broad
shouldered figures in black, walking rap-
idly toward the port side of the carrier.

He waited until they were practically
out of sight around a slight hend. Then
he spun around the corner and went for-
ward swiftly and silently, yet on the alert
to check his pace and go into action if the
unexpected suddenly happened. But it
didn't. That is, not until he had rounded
the bend himself and was moving toward
a narrow ramp that rose up to a level with
the main flight deck.

As a matter of fact, it happened so
quickly. his Dbrain registered it about a
quarter of a second too late. There came
loud shouting from the top of the ramp.
Several figures garbed in the uniforms of
Black Invaders appeared.

One of them was suddenly catapuited
outward amid vile curses. The figure went
flat on the ramp, hounced twice, slipped
and slid down the rest of the way, and
finally came to a stop almost at Dusty's
feet.

Frozen, he glanced down at the limp
form. The man wore the uniform of a
Black navy commander, with senior pi-
lot's rating. It was a uniform exactly

like the one worn by one of the Blacks
who had met him when he first came
aboard. But as Dusty glanced at the
face, his heart seemed to explode in his
chest.

Regardless of the copper-tinted skin,
the black bushy eyebrows, and jet shaggy
hair, he knew that he was looking at the
face of Curly Brooks!

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The Telsa Plane

FOR one infinitesimal part of a second,

Dusty stood there staring down at his
unconscious pal. Yet, even in that short
time his brain raced over at top speed,
grasped the utter hopelessness of the sit-
uation, and decided upon a wild plan of
instantaneous action.

Screaming a mad curse in the Black
tongue, he stooped over, grabbed hold of
the slack of Curly's tunic and pulled him
up on his feet. Holding him with one
hand, he wildly brandished the other
clenched fist.

“Dog of a dog!” he roared. “Your bul-
lets would seek my life, wouid they? You
would try to kill me as I trapped vou?
Now, you have heen trapped. and a thou-
sand deaths will be yours!”

Cutting oft  short. Dusty
whirled toward the jroup of Black of-
ficers, who had halted haliway down the
ramp. He singled out the senior officer,
saluted with his free hand.

“For my injuries!” he roared at the
Black, “let mine be the first hullet to en-
ter his hieart.  Tell me, i commander,
where shall T take the dog>™

The senior officer advanced down the

himself

ramp a couple of steps.

“He is not to die yet.” iie said. “We
will first get words from his lips—words
that may help us. Take the dog to my
quarters, and you shall have your re-
venge, later.”
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Dusty’s heart started beating again. He
wanted to sob aloud with joy. In the few
seconds allowed he had discovered that
Curly was not badly injured.

Brooks must have been taken unawares
and slammed over the head with a gun
or some other blunt instrument. There
was a small gash about an inch up from
the tip of the left ear. Curly was out
cold, but he was breathing without diffi-
culty.

“At your orders, my officer,” said
Dusty, and although the exertion made
his head swim horribly, he heaved Brooks
up on his shoulder and waited for the
senior Black officer to stalk by him and
on down the companionway.

Others followed, but with quick move-
ments, Dusty slipped into step right in
back of the senior officer. His heart was
pounding so hard that he almost believed
that it would drive his ribs out through
his chest.

Part:of the pounding was the result of
the dead weight on his shoulder—it didn't
help his pain-screaming body at all. And
part of the pounding was exultant relief
that his spur-of-the-moment plan had
worked.

To have opened fire on that gang on
the ramp would have brought death swift-
ly and surely to Curly and himself. Oh,
he would have nailed a few of them, but
the gunfire would have brought the entire
ship’s personnel on the run. And the au-
tomatic in his fatigue-jacket pocket would
not have lasted long against the thousand-
odd Blacks who made up the carrier’s
crew of officers and seamen.

Forward—left, right, left, right! Pain,
pain, pain—shooting, with hot-pains in
every cubic inch of his flesh and bones!
Where in God’s name were this rat’s quar-
ters? Were they at the end of the world?

In a dulled sort of way, he realized
that they had turned off into another com-
panionway. Maybe it was one through

which he had come ; maybe, it wasn’t. He
didn’t know. and cared less just so long
as they reached the damn Black’s quar-
ters before his strength gave out com-
pletely.

And then, as though coming out of a
dream, he found himself staring through
an opened door into neat but comfortable
shipboard quarters. The senior Black of-
ficer was inside, and motioning for him
to enfer. He stepped over the raised,
polished brass threshold and over to a
chair the Black pointed at.

Gingerly, yet not so as to arouse sus-

_picions, he deposited Curly in the chair,

then hung onto the back of the chair him-
self, and sucked in his breath. At the
same time he slid his right hand up to-
ward his fatigue-jacket pocket.

But suddenly he cut short the move-
ment, and let his hand fall back. On a
small cabin shelf, not a foot from his
head, was a Black Invader gas gun hol-
ster. And there was a gas gun in the
holster !

Still holding one hand on the chair, he
moved around in back of it so that his
right hand was within grabbing distance
of the holstered gas gun. But he didn't
reach for it at once. Pretending a cough-
ing spell, he bent over slightly, raised his
free hand to his lips—which brought it
within inches of the gas gun—and shot a
furtive glance about the cabin from under
his furrowed brows.

Within the next few seconds the whole
situation would come to a head. If the
senior officer ordered him out of the
cabin, he was sunk. There’d be a fight,
and that would be the end for him and
Curly. Also, if that mob outside piled
into the cabin, the result would be just as
disastrous.

Not one of the damn rats was going to
so much as lay a hand on Curly. No,
not by a damn sight. It would be death
all around, of course. But by God, the
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Blacks would know that they’d been in a
fight when they woke up in hell.

The snarling voice of the senior officer
cut off the rest of Dusty’s thoughts.

“You, comrade seaman!” he barked,
“do what you can to bring this dog back
to where he can talk. There is brandy,
there, on that shelf.

“Comrade lieutenant-commander, you
will remain. You other comrades—back
to your stations, and prepare for flight
action immediately !”

IT WAS a crazy, cockeyed thought, but

Dusty felt that he could almost kiss the
Black for his words. Just two of them
were going to remain! The others were
being sent away.

Steeling himself, to stop his hands from
shaking, Dusty turned and took down the
bottle of brandy from the shelf. As he
did, his eyes glanced through the single
porthole in the cabin. It looked out and
down onto the main flight deck. Be-
cause of the peculiar angle at which the
superstructure of the craft had been set
on the port side, it was as though he were
not on the carrier at all, but looking down
at it from another ship.

That, however, was but a fleeting im-
pression. Something else, a million times
more important, met his gaze and held it
transfixed. On the center of the main
flight deck, not more than forty to fifty
feet from where he stood, was a giant
plane,

“It was of the bi-plane type, and pow-
ered by four engines. The engines were
in pairs, back to back, and placed between
the wings halfway out irom the cabin
fuselage. Their mountings were perfect-
ly faired, and save for the pointed snout
fore and aft, they alinost looked like solid
mid-wing struts. ;

The cabin fuselage was of the con-
ventional type, save for one most im-
portant detail. Located on top of the

fuselage, in the nose was a round, flat-
topped domie.

The muzzle of a five- or seven-inch gun
projected out through a sealed opening.

Halfway out from the point where the
gun projected through the sealed opening,
the muzzle was clamped to the top of
the cabin by a streamlined metal mount-
ing. Its presence indicated at once that
the recoil of the gun was absorbed by
mechanism inside the turret.

One flash glance at it was all Dusty
could aiford. But as he pulled the brandy
bottle down off the shelf and tugged at
the cork, two thoughts streaked through
his brain.

One was memory of the strange craft
he and Curly had seen high in the air
over AT-Twenty-two area; the other was
memory of the conversation he had over-
heard not more than ten minutes ago.
The Telsa gun! The Telsa gun that
fired liquid-gas shells!

That craft out there was the answer to
Atlanta and Roanoke! That craft out
there was Zytoft's secret! The Telsa
gun—Iliquid gas shells that created a
diving whirlpool of yellowish-red fame
and destroyed all it touched. Yes, wiped
objects from the face of the earth. the
surface of water, and out of the air!

“Steady with your hands, fool! Would
you pour it on the rug instead of into a
glass!”

The snarling words jerked Dusty back
to the present. The senior Black officer,
and the one whom he had addressed as
comrade lieutenant - commander were
watching him through angry eyes. In
the nick of time he held the bottle upright
before its contents splashed down onto the
thick rug. )

Mumbling humble apologies, he took a
glass from the shelf, and poured some
of the amber liquid into it. Putting the
bottle back, he started to force the lip
of the glass between Curly’s lips. but the
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senior Black officer snatched it away from
him.

“You spill too much!” he barked. “I
will do this!”

Dusty nodded briefly. It gave him the
one opportunity he desired. That is, it
focussed the entire attention of the two
Blacks upon Curly Brooks. Stepping
back until he was pressing against the
cabin shelf, Dusty watched the two
Blacks like a hawk.

The senior officer had grabbed Curly
by the hair, forced his head back, and
was jamming the glass between the un-
conscious Yank’s lips. The other was
pressing his thumbs cruelly against Curly’s
jaw bone to make him unclench his teeth.

Twisting slightly to hide his right hand,
Dusty reached up and snaked the gas gun
from out of its holster. It felt awkward
and clumsy in his numbed fingers. At
that moment panic gripped him. The lieu-
tenant commander was turning his head
toward him. Yet for the life of him he
couldn’t swing up the gas gun and
squeeze the butt clamp trigger.

One, two, three seconds of torturing
hell dragged past. Through a roaring
haze Dusty saw both Blacks jerk their
heads around toward him. The glass
slid from the hands of the senior offcer,
spilled brandy down the front of Curly's
tunic, and fell noiselessly onto the rug.
Stark hatred flared up in both Blacks’
eyes, and like two mechanical dolls they
went back a pace. opened their mouths.

The gun was up! Dusty squeezed
hard. There was a faint hiss, and a thin
stream of purple smoke spurted out from
the tapered muzzle of the gas gun.

It caught the lieutenant-commander
right square in the face. Even as he
crumpled to the floor, Dusty swung the
gun and blasted the deadly purple stream
straight into the face of the senior Black

officer.

IT all happened in the fraction of a sec-

ond. But even as Dusty released pres-
sure on the butt clamp he flung his other
arm around Curly and pulled the lean
pilot, chair and all back into the far cor-
ner of the cabin.

From past experience he knew that the
deadly purple gas from a Black Invader
gas gun lost its effect in the matter of
split seconds. But he wasn't taking any
chances. Holding his own breath, he
pinched Curly's nose and clamped his
other hand over the unconscious man’s
mouth.

His burning lungs were about ready
to burst, and Curly’s body was trembling
slightly before he let out his own breath
and took his hands away from Curly’s
face. Then slowly he relaxed, stared at
the two motionless Black officers on the
rug.

“At least you saw it coming I’ he grated
softly to himself. “And that's some-
thing!”

Half spinning, he darted over to the
door through which he had entered, and
softly slid a locking bolt into place. To
his left there was another door. It was
partly opened and led into a small state-
room. He stepped over to it, stuck his
head inside, and saw a third door,

It opened onto a small gangway ladder
leading down to the level of the main
flight deck. A crooked grin twisting his
lips, he slid its locking bolt home. Then
he ducked back into the first room.

Curly was slowly rolling his head from
side to side, and groaning faintly. Scoop-
ing up the brandy bottle Dusty spilled
a bit of the liquid between Curly’s lips.
Brooks made a face, gagged and coughed
slightly.

Then slowly his eyelids fluttered up.
Glazed eyeballs became fixed on Dusty’s
face. Brooks blinked several times. Then
a look of grim defiance seeped into his
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eyes. A violent tremor ran through his
body, and his lips parted.

“Better go for your gun, rat!” he
snarled.

“Silence, dog!” Dusty roared in the
Black Invader tongue.

Then he leaned close to Curly.

“Take a good look, kid!"” he whispered.
“But pipe down! How do you feel?”

“You!” Curly gasped in a low whis-
per. “God, I thought they'd killed you—
couldn’t see you but I knew you were in
that room. Say—they did get you! Your
face and neck! You—" .

“Never mind my face and neck, now!”
Dusty cut in quickly. ‘“‘Are you all right?
Can you move? We've got to get out
of here, pronto!”

“I'll be okay in a minute,” came the
faint answer. *“‘Got clouted on the dome.
I—I remember now. Dusty! There's a
queer looking ship on the flying deck.
Like the one we saw at AT-Twenty-two.
I was taking a look at it. But a grease-
ball came out of the cabin, and I lost
my head. I swung on him, and that’s all
I remember.”

Curly Brooks stopped short as his eyes
fell on the two Blacks on the floor. He
pointed at them, looked at Dusty.

“Dead,” Dusty nodded. “But listen,
how the hell did you get to that room
where he was—Fire-Eyes, I mean? And
this uniform you've got on?”

Some color flooded back into Curly’s
tinted skin and he grinned.

“T had a hunch things were going hay-
wire when they separated us,” he said.
“So when that mug was ushering me
down a dark companionway, I slugged
him. Swiped his uniform and shoved
him into some kind of a closet, and locked
the door.

“Then I went back in the direction
yowd gone. Guess I got lost, 'cause
when I went through a door I saw half
a dozen Blacks peeking through slots in
a wall. They all had guns to those slots.

”
!

“It was too late to turn back. A couple
of them had seen me. I gave ’em a tough
look, and walked past them. It was a sort
of between-the-walls passage that went
around almost three sides of the room.
Found a dark place that had a slot in it.

“I got there just as Zytoff started
speaking English to you. Meant to get
them both and rush in for you. But, the
other rats started blazing away. Guess
I went sort of coo-coo.

“When I saw you falling I planted
some in Zytoff. Then I slapped a couple
at Fire-Eyes. Think I hit him. Then
hell broke loose. I ducked out meaning
to come back as soon as I could. Got lost
again. Saw that plane—and the lights
went out.”

“Wait, hold your horses!” Dusty fi-
nally shut him off. “Try to get up, kid.
I've got ideas. I want you to put on this
big shot Black’s uniform. It's our only
chance. That crate is just outside.

“I think it'll be taking off in a few
minutes. We can get to it through a
door in the next room. This is the ship
commander’s quarters. I haven’t been
spotted—tell you about it later. With you
dressed as him we can make it. We—"

Dusty cut himself off short as the
thought came to him. He leaned over,
placed his hand on Curly’s arm.

“Kid!” he whispered breathlessly.
“You were with the Forty-first carrier
squadron a week or so ago. Where were
they stationed then? Or were they on
just a routine patrol?”’

Curly screwed up his face in deep
thought.

“The Forty-first?” he echoed dully.
“Oh yes, I was attached to the Stam-
ford. She’s the flagship. Why they
went down to join the Tenth and Thir-
tieth super-cruiser and carrier squadron
in the Florida and Bahama Islands pa-
trol. The Forty-first replaced the Eighth
and Sixteenth. They were transfered
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to Pacific coast duty. Why? What about
them?”

Dusty stood stock-still for a couple of
seconds. Then suddenly, he smashed his
bleeding right hand into the paim of his
left, and in his wild excitement didn’t
even feel the pain that shot up his arm.

“By God!” he breathed fiercely. “Of
course—of course! Hurry Curly! For
God’s sake step on it! We've got to
leave here, and now!”

Curly was pulling the carrier command-
er’s uniform over the one he already
wore.

“What’s up!” he hissed.

Dusty helped him button up the tuinc.

“The plan!” he whispered excitedly.
“Fire-Eyes’ plan! TI've got it at last.
God, we've been lunk-heads—figuring a
Central Atlantic states attack by sea and
air. Oh my God, the devils have pulled
everything up there! Wiped out Atlanta
and Roanoke—leaving it helpless.”

“Leaving what helpless!” grated Curly.
“For God’s sake, what are you driving
at?”’

Dusty pulled him through the door into
the small stateroom.

“The Blacks plan to nail Florida!” he
hissed. “The one thing they've been
waiting for was the Tenth, Thirtieth and
Forty-first to be pulled up north. That's
been done, now. I'm sure of it. It's a
gigantic sea and air attack against Florida.
Come on we've got to get a warning back
to shore!”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Hell’s Finale

¥

‘W’ITHOUT giving Curly a chance to
make any comment, Dusty pulled
him over to the door that led out to the
short flight deck ladder. Sliding back
the bolt he swung it open a couple of
inches and peered out.
The giant biplane was still in the same
place, in the center of the flight deck.

Its nose was pointed toward the bow,
which, as Dusty stuck his head out far-
ther and saw, was empty of planes.

At the extreme cut-off point of the
bow a small group of carrier greaseballs
were lounging about.

Toward the stern a whole swarm of
greaseballs and ordinary sailors were
wheeling planes off the elevator plat-
forms and rolling them into formation
behind other planes already in position.

But no one was near the giant biplane,
however. At least, not as far as Dusty
could see. The cabin door was on the
side facing him, and it was partly open.
But though he peered hard toward the
glassed-over cockpit in the tail section,
he could see no movement to indicate
pilots or greaseballs were inside.

Pulling his head back in again, he
twisted toward Curly, jerked a thumb
over his shoulder at the plane.

“We make a dive for it, kid,” he said
in a flat tone. “With that crate, I hope
we can do plenty. But we take it off
their hands, anyway. Okay?”

“Listens swell,” was the quiet answer.
“I wouldn’t mind a whirl at the controls
of that baby. That damn gun thing looks
interesting, too!”

“Save it!” Dusty snapped him down.
“We go down, just as though we owned
the boat, see? You a couple of steps
ahead, because of your rank. I've still
got a gun in my pocket. Walk fast, but
not too fast.

“But when we get within jumping dis-
tance—jump fast. If I know my engines
the ones on that crate are the preheated
type—so they should click off the bat.
All set?”

“I'm on my way,” grunted Curly.

With that, Brooks pushed past him and
started down thedeck ladder. Dusty waited
until he was at the bottom step, then went
down himself. Contact with the flight
deck sent millions of sharp tingles shoot-
ing through him. Not that the deck was
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electrified, but because only some thirty
feet lay between Curly and himself, and
the latest Black Invader weapon of the
air.

Thirty feet! Yet in the next moment
it seemed like thirty miles. Every part
of him shouted for speed—shouted for
him to race madly across
the metal deck to the bi-
plane. It took every
ounce of his will power
to hold himself in check;
to walk a couple of paces
to the rear of Curly, just
as a Black sailor fol-
lowing his commander
should.

But with each step
he kept shooting his
eyes toward the stern of the ship. Those
forward didn’t bother him at all. If they
were going to have company, said com-
pany would come from the stern of the
carrier. Back where fighting planes and
scouting craft were being wheeled into
place for a mass take-off.

And when they were but a short dozen
steps from the half opened door of the
cabin, a voice called out in Black Invader
lingo.

“My comrade commander!
ute, pleasel”

From the stern of the carrier running
footsteps pounded along the deck. Dusty
shot his eyes in that direction, and swore
under his breath. The naval officer who
had escorted him to the quarters of Fire-
Eyes was running toward them.

“Keep on going, kid !’ he hissed. “Go
right on inside! I'll take care of him!”

Curly gave no sign that he had heard,
but kept right on toward the ship, how-
ever. Walked right up to it, and pulled
the door open wide, and started to climb
in. Dusty quickened his pace slightly, so
that he was right at Curly’s heels,

By now, the naval officer was only ten

One min-

yards away,” and shouting at the top of
his voice.

“My comrade commander!
wish a pilot for that plane?
intend to fly in it?”

The Black was at the cabin door now.
He ignored Dusty, in his sailor’s garb,
and started to climb inside. It was his
own tough luck for ignoring Dusty. He

might have known what hit him,
had he paid any attention. But
he hadn’t and he hit the
deck so hard that he actu-
ally bounced.

Gun still clutched in
his hand, Dusty leaped
over the body and dived
in through the cabin
door, The instant he
stopped, he whirled around and banged
the door shut. For a split second, dark-
ness blurred his vision,

Then he saw Curly hurling himself into
the nearest seat. Brooks’ savage curse

echoed back to Dusty—and his grated
words.

Do you
Do you

“Where the hell's the engine starter
pedal? Ah—there!”

THE last word was drowned out by

the whirring noise of spinning elec-
tric gears. A couple of seconds later, all
four engines roared into life with a sound
akin to a battle cruiser salvo.

Dusty rushed forward, and flung him-
self into the seat beside Curly. Brooks
had released the wheel brakes, and the
giant craft was rolling along the deck,
picking up speed with every rev of its
four propellers.

Like ants pouring out of their hill nest,
Blacks poured out onto the deck of the
carrier. Instantly the savage yammer
and crackle of machine-gun and rifle fire
came to Dusty’s ears above the roar of
the engines.
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There was nothing for them to do but
sit and take it—and pray for the best.

The cut-off bow of the carrier swept
toward them at express train speed. Dusty
held his breath, and waited. On they
thundered, right up to the very lip of the
bow. Then Curly pulled back on the con-
trols.

Two, three seconds of hellish sinking
sensation, and finally, as though reluctant
to leave the carrier deck, the big plane
lumbered slowly up into the air.

Once clear, though, it picked up speed
and climbed steadily upward. Dusty
didn’t bother to look back. He knew that
Black pursuits would be racing off the
carrier and up after them. But they had
to risk that for awhile,

“Keep climbing, Curly!” he yelled.
“But zigzag a bit! They’ll be letting
loose with their anti-aircraft guns in a
moment! I'm going to—"

As though his words had been a signal
to the Black gunners, five puffs of sooty
smoke dotted the sky in front of them—
one after the other in rapid succession.
Almost at the same instant, Dusty heard
a dull thumping sound on the cabin roof.
He didn’t bother to look up, but he knew
that high speed anti-aircraft shrapnel
had smacked them.

Shooting out both hands, he clamped
radio ear-phones over his head with one
hand; snapped on radio contact, spun the
dial knob to the official H. Q. reading,
and grabbed up the transmitter tube with
the other.

“Attention, Washington!” he roared
into it. “Florida area in danger of imme-
diate enemy attack. Speed all possible
help there at once. Believe enemy will
make attack against both east and west
coasts. A combined sea and air attack.
A-Six speaking! Relay attack alarm at
once. Florida area in danger! Florida
area in danger S.0.S. Emergency!”

The signal light on the radio panel
blinked rapidly, but he didn’t bother to

tune into the signals. He knew that it
was a request from Washington H. Q.
for a check-back. They undoubtedly
wanted more details. He didn't have
them. He knew only the main item re-
garding the attack. And so, ignoring the
blinking light, he shouted his S. O. S.
call over and over again.

The plane was now at high altitude, and
Curly was maneuvering it this way and
that, so as to keep clear of the blazing
bursts from the high angle anti-aircraft
guns aboard the Black carrier.

“They’re overtaking us, Dusty!” Curly
shouted aloud, suddenly. *‘And there are
no damn machine guns on this crate! 1
don’t see any!”

Dusty repeated his S. O. S. call once
more, then jumped up. There was a lad-
der in the nose of the ship. He rushed
toward it, ran up the steel rungs. As he
guessed, the ladder led to a small circular
platform.

Standing on the platform his head and
shoulders projected up into the round
turret. On a panel in front of him was a
mass of instruments. A flash glance at
them told him that they were instruments
for shell explosion timing, range finding,
angle of fire, and so forth. At the bottom
of the panel there was a small lever,
fitted with a spring grip.

About two feet above his head was the
rear end of the six-inch gun that stuck out
through the sealed opening at the front
of the turret. On both sides of the barrel
of the gun, where it projected out through
the turret, there was a small oblong glass
port that permitted him to look out at
the skies directly ahead.

The rear of the gun was about three
times the size of the loading breach of
the ordinary six-inch gun. It looked like
five cylinders fitted together to form a
solid circle. The front end tapered down
into the main part of the gun barrel.

From the rear end of the cylinder at
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the bottom there was a seven-inch U-
shaped loading tray leading back to a
circular honeycomb arrangement at the
rear of the turret. And in each of the
cells of the honeycomb there was a brass
nosed shell,

As Dusty stared at the whole thing, his
heart sank. He knew that it was a rapid
fire type of gun, but how the hell it
worked was beyond him.

Suddenly, though, he let out a wild
shout of joy as the truth came to him.
He realized that the multiple cylinder
shaped breach revolved just as does the
loading chambers of an ordinary revolver.
He also noticed the small lever at the
bottom of the honeycombed shell caisson,
and realized its use instantly.

Reaching out, he pulled it down. There
was a slight whirring noise. The caisson
revolved until one of the cells was in a
direct line with the loading tray. A split
second later, the shell was pushed out by
a bumper rod against its base. Down the
tray the shell slid, and its driving band
tripped a small trigger arm that projected
up through the bottom of the loading
tray, about six inches from the rear end
of the bottom cylinder of the loading
breach. There was a sharp snapping
sound, and the rear end of the cylinder
twisted outward and swung back clear of
the loading tray.

The movement was perfectly timed,
and the bumper rod pushed the shell into
the cylinder. Then the bumper rod trav-
eled backward, dragging along the bot-
tom of the loading tray, and tripped the
trigger arm in the reverse direction.

Instantly the rear end of the cylinder
swung back, and slowly screwed itself
into place. And tiny recoil locking lugs
dropped down into their grooves. Back
went the bumper rod and disappeared in-
side the honeycomb cell.

Dusty still held the lever down. There
came the whirring noise again, and the
shell caisson revolved until another shell

was in line with the loading tray. And
the loading operation was repeated all
over again. The only difference being
that as the driving band tripped the trig-
ger arm, the multiple cylinder breach of
the gun moved around one cylinder.
Heart thumping madly, Dusty held the
lever down until all five cylinders in the
breach had been loaded. Then he re-
leased the lever and peered hard at the
dial panel. In the very center there were
five dials all in a row, and they were num-
bered from one to five. The dial was
graduated in seconds and minutes (Black
Invader figures, of course). And printed
in the center of each dial were the words,

EXPLOSION TIMING

Reaching out, Dusty turned the knob
of each dial until all needles pointed to
the same figure. Then he glanced at the
other dials. One was for range, another
for angle of fire, and a third for speed of
fire.

At that moment the fury of hell itself
blasted against the outside of the turret.

“Dusty! For God’s sake, we've got to
do something! The sky is full of the
rats!” Curly’s voice came over the foud-
speaker connected with the control room.

Dusty didn't take time to answer.
Through the glass ports on either side
of the gun barrel, he could see the two
squadrons of Black planes thundering
toward them. Other Black ships were
even closer. Tearing his eyes from the
sight, he reached over to the instrument
panel, and set the dials to the best of his
ability. Then twisting his head down
toward the ladder opening, he shouted
into the mouthpiece.

“Curly! Straighten her out on a level
course, and hold her there. I'm going
to take a chance on using this damn gun!”

As Curly’s acknowledging shout came
back to him he was already gripping the
small lever fitted with the spring grip.
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“Here goes!” he roared, and squeezed
hard. '

Swi-s-s-h!

A jolt like an electric shock streaked
up his arm, and a blast of hot air smacked
against his cheek. He let out a yelp and
staggered back. But as his eyes: looked
through the ports he saw a ball of yel-
lowish-red appear in the air, just in front
of the on-rushing planes. One of them
actually plowed into it, and seemed vir-
tually to melt apart in thin air. A sec-
ond later the ball of yellowish red flame
flickered and faded out.

It was then that Dusty realized that
he’d released his grip on the spring
handled lever. He grabbed the lever
again and squeezed it tight. Swis-s-s-h!
Swis-s-s-h! Swis-s-s-h! Swis-s-s-h! Four
times in rapid succession, and a terrific
blast of hot air rushed through the round
shaped turret. But Dusty was prepared
this time and he had braced himself.

Seconds later the sky just over the
advancing planes became marked by a
wavy circle of sparkling yellowish-red.
It swooped down over the Black ships,
and in a terrific flash of light blasted
them out of the sky. Four or five
seconds later the ring of fire grew weak-
er and weaker, until finally it faded out
into nothing.

“Got it! Got it this time!”

HOUTING the words at the top of his
voice, Dusty spun toward the load-
ing lever under the honeycomb caisson,
pushed it down and held it there until all
fivé cylinders of the breach had been
reloaded.

It was during the second loading that
he got the answer to a question that had
come to his mind. That was, how the
empty shell casings were ejected. He
knew how, now. There was an oblong
chute leading downward from a point just
under the bottom breach cylinder. And
there was an oblong flap running the en-

tire length of each cylinder.

In short, when a shell was fired, and
the cylinder holding the empty shell had
revolved around to the chute, the flap
was automatically opened. Thus the
shell dropped down into the chute, and
the flap was swung shut before a new
shell was shoved into the cylinder.

A split second to realize that, and Dusty
was squinting out through the ports at
the sky filled with Black ships. They
were trying to close in from the side—
obviously keeping clear of the death trap
area. Streaking out his free hand Dusty
readjusted the dials.

“Bank left, Curly!” he bellowed into
the mouthpiece. ‘“Slam right at them.
I've got the hang of this, now !”

Instant movement of the craft told him
that Curly had heard, and was obeying or-
ders. Through the glass port he saw
four solid squadrons of Black planes
start to break up formation and swing
off into the clear. He laughed harshly
and reached for the spring-handled lever.

“Yeah?” he grated. ‘Like hell you do!
Have some of your own medicine !”

With that he squeezed the spring grip
and held it squeezed. The swishing sound
echoed around in the gun turret, and hot
air almost blasted him off his feet.
Through blurred eyes he suddenly no-
ticed a chain metal helmet hanging on
the turret wall to his right. But it was
too late to try to put on the thing, now.

The heavens outside had now become
a sea of raging flame. Raging flame in
the form of a gigantic circle that swooped
downward through the Black planes. Like
flies caught in a blast furnace they lit-
erally shriveled up one after the other.

Then and then only, Dusty released
his grip, turned and reached a third time
for the caisson loading handle. But no
sooner had he reloaded the Telsa gun than
he heard Curly’s voice come roaring
through the transmitter.

“Dusty—Dusty! For God's sake, look
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’ south!”

Dusty snapped his eyes toward the
port hole, stared across the air space.
His heart looped over in his chest, and
he let out a choking gasp. A giant cabin
plane was racing southward, its pilot ob-
viously striving frantically to get clear
of the deadly liquid gas shells. But it was
not the design of the plane, or its move-
ments, that started Dusty's blood surging
through his body. It was the insignia
on the fuselage. There was the conven-
tional Black Invader flag, but beside it
was painted a green mask with only eye
slits showing.
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“Fire-Eyes |”

There was no time to make an accurate
calculation of the range. He grabbed hold
of the firing lever.

“Curly! Swing straight toward it—give
the engines every damn thing they will
take !”

“Swinging now!” came through the
transmitter.

Eyes glued to the plane ahead, Dusty
waited until it was tail section on to him,
then he pulled the lever down and
squeezed with every ounce of his strength.
Once again the turret echoed with hiss-
ing, swishing sound, and hot air blasted
against him, seemed to sere every square
inch of skin on his face. But he steeled
himself and held the firing lever down
until the Telsa gun was empty.

Releasing the lever, he spun around,
virtually fell down the ladder, and re-
joined Curly. Neither of them spoke.
Like two stone statues they sat rigid, eyes
clamped on the heavens ahead.

THE giant cabin plane was swerving
this way and that, as its pilot tried
frantically to race out from underneath
a gigantic, hovering ring of flaming yellow
and red. For one split second the pilot
almost succeeded. But at that very in-
stant, as though the Devil himself had
been waiting, the horrible ringed death
swooped down and completely enveloped
the banking plane. Instantly a fountain
of fire belched upward, and something
went flying off into space—flying off en-
tirely clear of the ring of flame.
Mechanically, Dusty’s eyes followed it.

“Curly—look there—my God—see who
it is! Fire-Eyes, Curly! Fire-Eyes—
he was blown clear of the plane!”

The rest stuck in Dusty’s throat.

Clearly he saw the coarse black uni-
form, the big gauntlets, and the green
mask, and skull cap. Fire-Eyes—Fire-
Eyes hurtling down to a hell all his own.

Wind caught the massive figure, flung it
this way and that. Spun it over and over,

It smashed into the rolling waters of
the Atlantic, and disappeared from view.
White foam marked the spot for a few
seconds, and then even the foam disap-
peared. The waves continued rolling
eternally onward.

“Got him—good God, Dusty—he's gone
—forever!”

Curly’s words came to Dusty as an
awed whisper. He turned to his pal, tried
to say something, but the words just
wouldn’t come from out of his throat.
From head to foot he feit like so much
jelly held together by the uniform he
wore. Fire-Eyes—gone forever? The
curse of the civilized world removed for
all time? It didn’t seem possible!

“Damn! Dusty, lend a hand, here!
Something’s- gone screwy with the con-
trols. I can’t hold her up! She’s—she’s
going out of control! Hold fast!”

Long before Curly had finished, Dusty
knew that the Telsa plane was slip-slid-
ding helplessly downward through the
air. He tugged savagely with Curly on
the controls, and got the nose up a bit.
That didn’t help much. They had lost
too much altitude. The uninviting waters
of the Atlantic, the rolling graveyard of
Fire-Eyes, were directly below them.

But as he snapped his eyes to the left,
beyond where the Black commander had
gone to his doom, he saw smudgy smoke
low down close to the water. He knew
what was under that smoke—high speed
destroyers of the Black Navy.

He suddenly caught Curly’s eye, read
the same thought in them. 'He grinned
tightly.

“Not our day either, kid, I guess,” he
said with a shaky laugh. “Oh well—I
guess the gang won’t have much trouble
finishing it up, now. Nice to have known
you, kid.”

“Yeah, it has been nice,” said Curly
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in a husky voice. ‘“And—anyway, we’re
going together. Always hoped it would
be this way—if it had to happen.”

There was no time for either of them
to say anything else. Like a tired bird,
completely exhausted from a long flight,
the big plane staggered down and hit
the water sidewise. Darkness, and utter
silence caved in on top of him.

W’HEN Dusty opened his eyes again,
he had the feeling that he’d just
awakened from a bad dream. He tried to
move, but a million pains shot through
him, and he went limp with a groan.
“It's true, kid, we’re still alive!”
Dusty managed to turn his head in the
direction of the voice. It was then that
he realized where he was—under the
sheets of a hospital cot. Some four feet
from him was another cot. And propped
up in that cot, head and one arm swathed
in bandages was Curly Brooks. Beyond
Curly stood three motionless figures.
They were General Horner, Biff Bolton,
and Agent 10, Dusty blinked stupidly.
Then memory suddenly rushed back.
“Then—then—" he began and stopped.
“Right!” " came Curly’s low voice.
“They weren't Black Navy ships—one of
our own destroyer flotillas. And they
confirmed what we saw—Fire-Eyes tak-
ing the permanent water cure, I mean.”
Dusty slowly raised his eyes and looked
at General Horner. There was an ex-

pression on the Intelligence chief’'s face
that he had never seen before. The big
man looked like a father who has just
been told by the doctor that his sick son
has passed the crisis, and will live. He
nodded jerkily.

“That is right, Ayres,” he said in a
choked voice. “We know definitely that
he has gone for good. Who he was,
God only knows—and I hope we never
find out.”

“Say!” Dusty suddenly asked.
attack on Florida?”

“A complete failure, thank God!” was
the reply. “They must have learned
what you two had done. When they still
had a chance of victory they retreated—
raced off like rats. Yes, I guess it’s over.

“Their devilish leader is gone. Their
morale will break, now. We'll smash
them out of Canada in a month. Shortly
after that, their grip on Europe will be
broken, too. Yes, son—it’s about over.
And T don’t know what to say. I don’t
know how to—"

The man’s voice failed. The hovering
silence that comes after the roaring storm
settled over the room. Those four men,
who had done so much together, simply
looked at each other through misting eyes.
Hundreds of words were on each man’s
tongue. But in that moment no one could
say a thing, for it was a moment in the
lives of men when mere words would be
utterly inadequate.

“The
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He came tearing toward
Bender, guns blazing.

Twenty pilots watched that spinning coin. But only one knew the real
purpose of the bet, knew that an ace’s life was being gambled for sui-
cide stakes—with death the winner's prize!

clouds were still sweeping across

the rain-drenched earth. On the tar-

mac of Contact Unit number Nineteen,
haggard-eyed pilots moved silently about.
For over two hours now, they had been
waiting for the clouds to lift enough for

I T WAS considerably past dawn, but

a Unit patrol. Twice, “Bullet Joe” Ben-
der, C.O. of the outfit, had raced .off
alone, only to turn back for the field
before he'd obtained one hundred feet of
altitude.

At the moment he was snubbing out
his seventh cigarette in a row, listening

87.
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marble-eyed to the heated words of Clem
Haynes, leader of B Flight.

“lI can’t wait any longer, major!”
Haynes breathed fiercely. “Hawks was
one of my best pals, and I've got to go
over and find out what happened to him
whether you like it or not!”

The C.O. fixed him with his expres-
sionless eyes. And when he spoke, there
wasn’t a single trace of emotion of any
sort. His voice was simply flat, and un-
punctuated.

“I’'m just as anxious as you are,
Haynes,” he said. “But, I am not going
to permit a bunch of pilots to get them-
selves killed, just to find out what hap-
pened to one.”

“Lord, major, I'll go out alone. Dammit
—vou don't know what Hawks means to
me. He wasn’t your pal, he was my
pal.”

Bullet Joe's face went suddenly white.

It was as though he had been lashed by a
whip. But that was the only sign he gave
of what his inner feelings might be.

“I don't think you get the point,
Haynes,” he said. “There isn’t a pilot
in the Unit who wouldn’t try anything to
help the next man. But we're here at
the Front for a bigger job than that.
We're here in the interests of a hundred
and forty odd million people. And—"

“The devil with the country!” the other
blazed. “I’'m thinking only of Hawks.
Perhaps right now, he’s out there, pinned
helpless beneath the wreckage of his ship.
T told you that last night he contacted me
long enough on the radio to say that
something had happened, and that he was
going to crash.”

“But he didn’'t say what that some-
thing was, did he?”

“No. But—"

“Then you have no guarantee that he
did crash! Perhaps he simply made a
forced landing, and hasn’t been able to
contact us yet,”

“Rot! That was over nine hours ago!
Oh damn this useless talk! I'm going
to—"

The C.O’s. right hand shot out, clamped
over Haynes’ wrist and held it like a
band of steel.

“Hold it, son! Tell me, just how long
have you known Hawks?”

The pilot stood glaring at him. Then
slowly a slightly dazed, befuddled look
came into his eyes.

“Why, why I've known him a couple
of years, I guess. We've been pals ever
since training days.”

“Had quite an argument with him a
week ago, didn’t you? Wasn't it over
some card game debt?”

The pilot flushed, chewed his lower lip
a moment.

“Yes, that’s right!” he said heatedly.
“He owed me some money, but he said
he didn’t. We—we had a slight falling
out. But, but hell, what’s happened
washes that all up. He's my pal, and I'm
—a few lousey dollars dollars doesn't
mean anything in comparison with his
life.”

“No, that’s true,” murmured the C.O.,
squinting at the low sweeping clouds.
“But I'd take things just a bit steady, son,
if I were you. That way, you'll be set for
any jolt that might come your way.”

“Jolt? What do you—"

Haynes stopped short, as a field orderly
ran up and saluted the commanding
officer.

“Corps Area H.Q. wants you on the
phone, sir. Colonel Allen, it is, sir.”

“Right. Thanks, corporal,” nodded Bul-
let Joe. .

And without giving Haynes a look he
turned on his heel and went dog trotting
over to the Unit office, barged inside.

“Listen, Bender,” came the crackling
voice of the Corps Area C.O., after he
had announced himself, “Second Infantry
says that there isn’t a sign of a crash in
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their area. Said they've been over every
square inch of the ground. I'm afraid it
looks like Hawks went down on the Black
side of the lines. Damn sorry, Bender.
Weather’s rotten down your way isn’t it?
Well, don’t do anything foolish, old man.
I'll contact you later.”

Bender grunted something as the phone
clicked and went dead. Forking his own
instrument, he sat perfectly still, staring
dully at the opposite wall. Even when
the roar of a revving airplane engine
echoed in to him, he didn’t move. That is,
he moved nothing save his lips.

“You damn, hot-headed fool, Haynes.
Go ahead, disobey my orders. If you'd
only use your brains a bit more, you'd
realize lots of things.”

With a heavy sigh that seemed to come
from the very bottom of his shoes, Ben-
der got up from the desk, walked out into
the cold gray morning. He was just in
time to see Haynes' sleek ship become
swallowed up in the clouds.

He stared at the spot where it dis-
appeared, then walked quickly over to
the line. The other pilots watched him
through slitted eyes; each man was wait-
ing for him to blow up verbally. But he
was too old a soldier to give vent to his
inner feelings at such a moment.

“Start up my crate, corporal,” he
ordered quietly. Then sweeping the others
with his eyves—“The entire Unit is
grounded until further orders. I trust
that you gentlemen realize that I mean
just that!”

URNING his back on them he went

over to his ship, legged into the pit,
and ran veteran's eyes over the instru-
ments. Everything was in perfect order.
A motion of his hand, and the mechanics
stepped clear of the wings. Ten seconds
later, he was charging across the field.

Pulling the wheels clear he plowed
straight up into the enveloping clouds. At

ten thousand he broke through the top
into more or less clear air. There was still
a thin layer at eighteen to twenty thou-
sand, but the ball of crimson flame, that
was the sun, was fast burning it into
oblivion.

Leveling off, he throttled to the three-
quarter mark and took the next three or
four minutes to minutely calculate his ex-
act position. The answer was that he was
some twenty miles due south of the ex-
treme northern tip of New Hampshire. In
other words, twenty miles from a thin
strip of rugged ground, that for the pres-
ent belonged to no man on earth.

Flying by instrument he started circling
about, always widening each new circle so
that he gradually drew closer and closer
to the border line of the United States
forces and the Black Invaders.

Eventually, the northern section of his
circling carried him over that border line.
But not once did he bother trying to
pierce the sluggish sea of slate gray
clouds that completely concealed the earth
below him.

Suddenly, though, he stiffened and
peered hard toward a section of sky to
the west. For several seconds he sat
motionless,

“Nuts!” he growled aloud. “I must be
seeing things. But I wonder.”

Ten minutes more of slowly circling
about, then once again he stiffened and
peered hard out across the air. This time,
though, it was toward the northwest. And
this time, also, he knew that he was not
seeing things.

About ten miles away, perhaps a shade
less, and weaving in and out among the
drifting cloud layers, was a shadow that
could not be anything else but an air-
plane. The distance was too great for him
to see it clearly—even to make out the
type of ship.

All he knew was that some other pilot
besides himself was drifting about in the
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air. Perhaps it was that young fool,
Haynes—and then again perhaps it
wasn'’t.

“So, we'll find out!” he growled the
thought aloud.

He hand-heeled the throttle wide open
and cut sharply around toward the
blurred, moving object. But before he had
even cut a couple of miles from the dis-
tance, the blurr merged into a rolling
cloud bank and became lost completely.

Whether its pilot had spotted him and
chose that method of avoiding a meeting,
he could not tell. But when he reached
that section of air and circled about, his
lips were pressed together in a thin grim
line, and there was a tiny cold flame flick-
ering in his eyes.

“Whoever it was, he saw me!” he
breathed softly. “I know damn well he
did.”

Though something inside of him told
him that it was but a waste of fuel and
time, he nevertheless clung to that sec-
tion of sky for another half hour. Finally,
though, he gave it up, swung back to the
home field and picked up the field’s beacon
on his blind flying panel.

Throttle wide open he started following
it in, when suddenly the red signal light
on the radio panel began to blink. With
his free hand, he snapped on contact, and
started twisting the wave-length dial
knob.

He got a “pick-up” about halfway
around the dial. A station sending out
signals over the S.0.S. Emergency wave-
length.

“Twenty-first artillery requesting im-
mediate air co-operation!” his ear-phones
crackled. “Enemy bombers striving to
engage our position. Four bombs already
dropped. Send scouting plane to N.H.-
Four immediately !’

As the message was repeated Bender
signed off, and sat glaring at the instru-
ment.

“Enemy bombers over the Twenty-
first?” he echoed thickly. “How—how ?”

He left the question wunanswered,
kicked ruddér, rammed the stick over and
cut around toward the N.H.-4 area. It
was a thirty-minute flight, and when he
reached the spot he was unable to sight a
single thing on the ground. By instru-
ment calculation alone, he knew that he
was over the place. But he made no effort
to slide down through the clouds.

The Twenty-first was a secret battery,
cleverly concealed in the White Moun-
tain foothills, less than a week before,
Apart from Artillery H.Q. only Unit
Nineteen and an observation unit knew
of its existence. It was to be a key part
of a major offensive soon to be launched.

The Yank troops on the line were going
to retreat, and purposely suck the ad-
vance forces of the Blacks down after
them. Then, at a given time, the hidden
guns of the Twenty-first would open up
with a blasting bracket fire that would cut
the Blacks to ribbons; leave them helpless
and marooned.

Flanking attacks by Yank ground
forces would mop them up in no time.
And the total result would be a gaping
hole in the enemy main lines of communi-
cations and frontal positions.

To try to go down for a look at the
Twenty-first would simply be inviting one
of the foothills to smack his ship square
on the prop. Nor did he dare try to con-
tact the gunner commander on the radio.
The Twenty-first had already gone on the
air once. To go on a second time might
give the Invader radio position finder
units the one thing they wanted. In short,
the exact location of the Twenty-first.

And so, trusting that the engine detec-
tor boys below would realize that a Yank
plane was above them, and not open up
with blind anti-aircraft fire, Bender flew
tight figure eights back and forth across
the area. But though he peered and stared
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until his eyeballs felt ready to pop out
of the sockets, he saw nothing but clouds
and gray air, and more clouds, and more
gray air.

“Back to the drome, sap!” he finally
grated at himself. “This is something
you'll never be able to figure out, slapping
around up here!”

So saying, he banked around, and once
more headed for his own drome.

HE flew in by signal beacon and man-

aged to sit down on the fog and
cloud bound field without so much as even
buckling a wheel.

But it was not until he had cut the
switch and legged out that he noticed that
most of the pilots and mechanics were
in a huddle over in front of A Flight
hangar. The instant his feet hit the
ground, he started running.

The object of attraction was a moon-
faced, disheveled man in pilot’s garb, pufi-
ing on a cigarette. Bender didn't need
a second look to realize that the man was

the missing pilot, Hawks. He was just

finishing a sentence as the C.O. came to
a halt.

“—lousey sensation sitting there in the
dark and rain, not daring to climb out.
Believe me, I never want to experience it
again. Oh, hello, major! Guess you
thought I was gone for good, didn’t you?”

Hawks snubbed out his cigarette, and
grinned. The group moved back to give
the C.O. more elbow room.

“What happened to you?” was Ben-
der’s blunt question.

The other shrugged.

“Don’t know, exactly, sir,” he said.
“The engine just quit cold and I had to
go down. Figured that I was going to
crash. But I was lucky. Somehow sat
down on a hill shelf. In the light of the
flare it looked like a level field until the
last second. Just managed to stop at the
edge. So help me, major, the right wheel

wasn’t two inches from the lip—and a
three hundred foot drop straight down.

“I was too scared to do anything but
sit tight until dawn. Then I got out.
There was a farmhouse nearby. A couple
of the hired hands helped me puil the
crate back—and held the wings so that I
could rev up for a take-off. Just made it.
And here I am, thank God. They told me
that you and Haynes, sir, had gone out
looking for me.”

The C.O. made no immediate reply. He
swiveled, ran his eyes over the others.

“Haynes hasn't returned, yet, sir,”’
someone said.

The commanding officer nodded silent-
ly, and turned back to Hawks. His voice
was still flat and toneless.

“Where'd you come down, Hawks?”

The disheveled pilot shrugged. gestured
hopelessly.

“T don't know, sir,” he said. “I couldn’t
even see into the valley. But I imagine
that it was somewhere in the N.H.-5
area.”

“Didn’t you ask the farmhands who
helped you?”

Hawks flushed and groaned.

“By God no, I didn’t, major.” he stam-
mered. “I was so keen to get the ship
back from the lip, and off again, that I
didn't even think of it. I'm sorry, sir.”

Bender stood regarding him thought-
fully, started to speak, but stopped short
as the sound of a throttled engine came
from out of the drifting clouds.

It came lower and lower. Then it sud-
denly roared out in loud tones, and every
man standing there on the tarmac knew
that the pilot of the hidden ship had aban-
doned the idea of landing and was circling
the field at full throttle.

The C.O. jabbed a finger at the flight
sergeant.

“Snap it up!” he rapped out. “Put
neon flares out there. Perhaps he'll see
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them. His beacon guide must have gone
dead on him. Hurry, man!”

The last was but a waste of breath.
The flight sergeant was already racing
into the hangar. He came out a few sec-
onds later, a dozen neon flares tucked
under his arm,

A mechanic ran out onto the field with
him, and together they laid out the flares
in parallel rows, and touched them off.
Instantly twin rows of purplish red light
cut up toward the fog and clouds.

“If he's got eyes, he can do it now!”
grunted Bender, more to himself than to
the others.

As though the pilot of the unseen craft
had actually heard the words the noise
of the engine abated. Presently the
pointed snout of Haynes’ plane poked
down through the mist.

A few feet from the ground the craft
leveled off and settled nicely. Tail up
Haynes taxied it into the line, climbed
out. He first spotted Bender and started
to speak. He cut himself off short, how-
ever, as he saw Hawks.

“Hawks !"" he shouted, leaping forward.
“God, but I'm glad to see you, kid!
Where the hell have you been?”’

In a few sentences Hawks told his
story, slapped his friend on the back.

“Like a bad penny, you know, kid,
always turn up. But thanks for going
out to look for me. How about a drink?”

“You can have that drink, later!” Ben-
der’s voice cut in on them. “Right now,
I want you both over at the Unit office.”

The two pilots looked at each other,
shrugged and followed their commanding
officer across the rain-drenched field.
Once they were all inside Bender mo-
tioned them to a couple of chairs, seated
himself behind the desk.

“Let’s have your reports on what you
saw!” he snapped at them.

“Huh? Reports?”’

“Just what I said!” the C.O. nodded

as they chorused at him. “You in particu-
lar Haynes! What were you doing, fool-
ing around the N.H.-3 area? Why didn’t
you wait for me?”

Haynes stared at him, looked blank.

“I don’t think I understand, sir!” he
gulped. “I wasn’t anywhere near the
N.H.-3 area—unless I was lost and didn’t
know it. And I most certainly didn't see
you.”

Bender switched his eyes to Hawks.

“Well, then it must have been you,
Hawks. What was the idea of lighting
out that way?”

“I'm afraid that you're still wrong,
sir,” replied Hawks in flabbergasted
tones. ‘“The first time I’ve seen you since
yesterday was when you landed a few
minutes ago, sir. Was there something
that I should have seen?”

“Maybe not seen,” Bender replied
slowly. “But at least heard—over your
radio.”

“Say, that reminds me!” Haynes sud-
denly cut in excitedly. “An S.0.S. Emer-
gency call started to come in over my set,
but the set went haywire before I could
make out anything. That’s what put out
my beacon-finder I guess. But what'’s
happened, sir?”

The C.O. glanced first at one, then at
the other.

‘““At least four bombs were dropped on
the Twenty-first artillery position,” he
said quietly. “I heard the S.0.S. for air-
craft help on my radio. But when I
arrived there, there wasn’t a single other
plane, Black or American!”

“But why—" Haynes started.

“Why ask you two?”’ the C.O. clipped
at him. “Because I did see another plane
near that area about half an hour before
the call came through. And unless I'm
mighty wrong, only two other American
planes were aloft this morning. Sit tight,
while I make sure of that.”

Bender reached for the phone, took off
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the receiver. Four minutes later, he hung
up, nodded grimly.

“I was right!” he snapped. “There
hasn’t been another American plane aloft
this morning.”

“But good God, major!” exclaimed
Haynes excitedly. “I swear to you I
didn’t see a single plane from the time
I took off until I landed.”

Hawks seemed to be fighting for
words. He finally succeeded in getting
them off his lips.

“The—Twenty-first, sir?” he gasped.
“Was there much damage done? Hell,
how could enemy planes know about the
Twenty-first ?”

“I don’t know the answers to any of
your questions,” the C.O. replied quietly.
“Very well, that’s all.” Then, changing
his mind, “By the way, I don’t want fric-
tion in this outfit. Has that card debt
been settled yet?”

Haynes flushed. Hawks looked blank,
then grinned.

“By gosh, no,” he said, looking at
Haynes. “Plumb forgot about it. How
much do I owe you, eh?”

Haynes scowled at the C.O., waved his
hand in a gesture of dismissal.

“Forget it!” he grunted.

“I wouldn't,” cut in the C.O. in a flat
tone, his eyes on Hawks. “It may prove
to be just about the most important thing
in your life. Anyway, that’s all for the
present. The whole Unit is grounded until
further orders. That includes you two,
naturally.”

Haynes’ face went red with anger, but

‘ender didn’t give him a chance to speak.
He simply waved them both out the door,
and reached for the desk phone.

IFTEEN mimutes later he fell to pac-
ing restlessly up and down the length
of his office. His hands were clenched
tightly behind his back, and his worried
eves were fixed straight in front of him.

“It’s possible!” he muttered to himself.
“There's one way of finding out, yet—
hell, if I was wrong it would smash
morale to the devil. Still—"

He finished with a hopeless shrug,
went outside and over to the hangars. In
compliance with his “no flying” orders,
the mechanics were wheeling the ships
back into the hangars.

As each one was pulled inside, a couple
of greaseballs wiped it off, while an arma-
ment sergeant checked the guns and bomb
racks.

It was sudden realization of what the
armament sergeant was doing that pulled
Bender up short. Narrow-eyed, he stood
watching the non-com clamp four fifty-
pound Tetalyne bombs into the wing
racks. On impulse he moved into the
hangar.

“Was there something wrong with
them?” he snapped, jabbing a thumb at
the bombs.

“Eh, sir?” grunted the sergeant
straightening up. “Why, no there’s
nothing wrong with them, sir.”

“Then why'd you have to take them
off?”

“Off, sir? I didn’t take them off. There
weren’t any on, sir. I'm just putting these
new eggs in place, in case Lieutenant
Haynes has to go on patrol, on short
notice.”

The C.O. nodded silently, started to
turn away, but stopped himself.

“They were loaded this morning, .of
course ?”’

The armament sergeant looked hurt.

“Of course, sir!” he nodded vigorously.
“I never let a ship go out onto the line
"less the bombs are in place.”

With a smile to indicate that it was
simply a routine question Bender strolled
from hangar to hangar, inspecting every
plane. With the exception of Haynes'
plane, every single ship was fitted with
bombs.
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“Haynes’ bombs gone,” he murmured
softly to himself, “and the Twenty-first
reported that four bombs had been
dropped on them. Now, that is inter-
esting!”

Smiling faintly to himself he went over
to the mess, had a drink and came out
again. At just about that moment a staff
car rolled onto the field and was braked
to a stop.

The tall, leather-faced figure of Colonel
Allen, Area H.Q. commanding officer,
stepped down from in back, saw him, and
came over in long strides.

“Well, here I am, Bender,” he an-
nounced as they shook hands. “What the
devil’s it all about? Why couldn’t you
tell me over the phone?”

“Reasons, colonel,” the Unit C.O.
smiled back. “Come over to the office,
will you? It's best that we be alone.”

When they were inside, Colonel Allen
confronted him again.

“Well, let’s have it! Must be damned
important—all this secrecy, and stuff.”

Face expressionless, Bender pulled a
folded sheet of paper from his pocket and
held it out to the other.

“First, I want to give you this,” he said
quietly.

The colonel smoothed it out, glanced
at it casually, then stiffened, and let his
eyes go wide,

“Er—er—what the devil, Bender!” he
cried when he found his tongue. “This—
why this is your resignation from the
service! Have you gone out of your
head ?”’

“No, sir,” the other replied evenly.
“It’s just a little matter of protection for
you, in case a plan I have in mind goes
haywire.”

The Area H.Q. commander let the
resignation drop on the desk, and sank
into a chair.

“Maybe vou know what you’re talking
about, Bender!” he got out with a rush.

“But I'm damned if I do!”

“The Twenty-first artillery was bombed
this morning, sir,” the Unit C.O. began
slowly. “Just after I called you, I checked
with their commander in detail. Only four
bombs were dropped, but they destroyed
nine guns. I admit that the damage was
small, considering. But the point is, the
position of the Twenty-first was supposed
to be an air-tight secret.”

“Yes, yes, of course!” the Area H.Q.
colonel cut in sharply. “But, good
heavens, Bender, you're not taking the
responsibility for that bombing, are you?
The devil—in weather like this you
couldn’t possibly hope to do any worth-
while air protection work. How those
Black devils found out about the Twenty-
first, I certainly don’t know. But I’m not
blaming you, Bender.”

“But I am, sir!”’ replied the C.O.
evenly. “If I had used my brains, it
would never have happened. That’s one
reason why I’ve handed you my resig-
nation. The second reason is, protection
for you, in case a plan I have in mind
falls through. In short, colonel, I intend
to get whoever bombed the Twenty-first.”

The other sat up straight, let his jaw
sag.

“You—you mean you know who did
it?” he gasped. “Why, I—"

“I’'m not sure,” Bender interrupted.
“But I do know this—only one plane was
engaged in the bombing. That much, the
Twenty-first commander swears to. Un-
fortunately, though, his engine detectors
were out of kilter and he was unable to
determine the type of plane. I guess you
think I'm talking in riddles, but there is
more to my problem than just the Twen-
ty-first. Though, God knows, that’s im-
portant enough. However, now that you
have my resignation, I ask that you per-
mit me to work the problem out my own
way. I accept the full responsibility for
anything that happens.”
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Colonel Allen sat scowling at the floor;
eventually heraised his eyesand fixed them
on Bender’s face. -

“Let me ask you this,” he suddenly
said, “What else might happen? Nat-
urally, I'm not stupid enough to miss part
of your point. You mean that a Black
agent in our midst was responsible for
the bombing, don’t you?”

“I think so,” replied the C.O. with hesi-
tant emphasis. “That’s what I want to
make sure of. And as regards anything
else that might happen, well—it's just
possible that the morale of a damn fine
lad might go up in smoke. Might even
affect the entire Unit.”

“You certainly do talk in riddles,” the
other replied grufly. “However, I've
known you too long not to realize that
you've got a level head on your shoul-
ders. So—so, very well. I'll grant any re-
quest you want to make.”

“Thank you, colonel,” Bender smiled.
“Now, here’s one thing in which you
can help me.”

Leaning forward, the C.O. talked earn-
estly for several minutes. Colonel Allen
listened right to the end.

“Very well,” he nodded as Bender fin-
ished. “It all sounds perfectly crazy to
me—but you must have reasons.”

COUPLE of hours after noon mess,
Allen and Bender were standing in
front of the curious-eyed members of
Unit 19 in the mess. Outside, the weather
was perfect for flying, but as yet no
orders had been given for the greaseballs
to pull the planes cut of the hangar. That
is, with the exception of Bullet Joe Ben-
der’s plane. It had been on the line for
some time, fueled to the hilt.
“Gentlemen,” Colonel Allen began,
when the noise of shifting feet quieted
down, “I regret to make this announce-
ment, more than I have anything else in
my life. Bluntly, it is this. On orders of

Air Force G.H.Q., Major Bender has
been ordered to Washington for tempo-
rary duty. Unfortunately, it comes at a
time when he is needed here at this Unit
more than ever. During the major’s ab-
sence I will take personal command of
this Unit.”

The Area commanding officer paused
to let his words sink in. Head bent, Ben-
der stared transfixed at the floor. A mo-
ment later the colonel continued.

“My first task as temporary C.O. of
this Unit, has to do with a mest delicate
mission—a mission of utmost importance
and trust. In short, the position of the
Twenty-first Artillery, which was myste-
riously bombed this morning by the enemy,
is being changed.

“Outside of the Twenty-first comman-
der, I am the only man who knows of the
new location to be occupied during the
darkness of tonight. It is necessary, how-
ever, for certain Infantry commanders to
be acquainted of the new position. And
rather than trust to infantry radie code, it
has been decided to inform these com-
manders by air. I mean, drop the mes-
sage on their headquarters. It is a simple
enough task, but it must be accomplished
by a trusted pilot—a volunteer of the first
water, if you get my point.”

The colonel paused for the second time,
let his eyes rove over the half circle of
eager faces before him.

“Do not misunderstand me,” he con-
tinued a moment later, “there is consid-
erable danger attached to the mission. The
volunteer is quite likely to run into enemy
patrols. However, the volunteer selected
must under no consideration permit him-
self to fall into the hands of the enemy—
even at the cost of his own life. Now, I
believe I have covered all the points, so,
I will ask for that volunteer.”

As one man the entire Unit stood up
and stepped forward a pace. Colonel
Allen smiled, shook his head.
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“My congratulations, gentlemen,” he
said. “But I cannot select you all—just
one. I—"

He stopped
Bender.

“You, major,” he smiled. “As your
last act before leaving for Washington,
you select the man for this mission.”

The Unit C.O., stood up, stared stead-
ily at his charges.

“T'll select two,” he said quietly. “And
then we’ll let the toss of the coin decide
between them. Hawks and Haynes, step
forward.”

A murmur of disappointment rippled
from lip to lip as the two close friends
stepped briskly forward and saluted.
Bender glanced at them both, pulled a
coin from his pocket.

“One toss,” he said. “Who wants to
call?”

The pair looked at each other, grinned.
Then Haynes turned to Bender. -

“T feel lucky, sir,” he said. “I'll call!
Heads I go, tails Hawks goes. That okay,
Hawks?”

“Yeah, sure, kid. That’s okay.”

Silence settled over the room as Bender
spun the coin high into the air. He caught
it in one hand, slapped it down on the
back of his other hand. Then slowly he
removed the hand.

“Tails,” he announced quietly, looking
straight at Hawks. “You're elected. Take
the rest of your orders from Colonel
Allen. As for the rest of you lads, I'm
not good at speech making—just a plain
soldier. But, I will say this—if I can pos-
sibly wangle it, I'm only going to stop
long enough in Washington to get per-
mission to come right back here. In the
meantime, do your damnedest—and give
’em hell.”

Jaw clamped shut, Bender turned on
his heel and strode out of the mess. On
the way to his office he stopped long
enough to hail the flight sergeant.

short, and turned to

“Get her warmed up, sergeant!” he
ordered. “T’ll be taking off shortly. I'll
send for my kit, later. Good luck.”

Inside his office, Bender sank down into
his desk chair, hooked his hands under
his chin and stared glassy-eyed at the
opposite wall.

“If I'm wrong,” he murmured husk-
ily, “I never will come back. And—and
somehow, I sort of hope that I am wrong.
Damn this blasted war to hell, anyway.
It isn’t just bullets that kill a man!”

He was still sitting at his desk some
fifteen minutes later when Haynes shoul-
dered inside. There was a peculiar glint
in the pilot’s eyes as he looked at his
C.0.

“Yes, Haynes?"’ Bender grunted.

“I want to take Hawks’ place, sir!” the
other got out with an edge to his voice.
“He isn’t in shape to fly the mission. Had
too tough a time last night.”

“And why are you so anxious to take
his place?”’ the C.O. came right back.
“Think he can’t do the job?”

The pilot avoided his eyes.

“T don’t know,” he said gruffly. “Hawks
has changed—something’s happened to
him. Not like he used to be at all.”

“Perhaps I've noticed that, too,” Ben-
der put in quietly. ‘“Maybe this job will
help him redeem himself in his own eyes.
There are times, Haynes, when only a
pilot can help himself. You'd want to
fight your own battle wouldn’t you?”’

“Yes, but—May I be perfectly frank,
major?”

“Go right ahead.”

“Well—well, that Twenty-first bomb-
ing this morning. Outside of yourself,
Hawks and I were the only two ships
aloft. And—and—"

“And you think,” Bender said as he
faltered, “that I suspect one or the other
of you? Is that what you’re trying to
say ?”’

“Yes—partly.”
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“Then forget it!"” the C.O. said sharply.
“If I did, would I select you two to de-
cide who was to be the one to deliver the
news of the change of location?”

“No, I suppose not. Only it looks like
some kind of a test.”

“Perhaps it is. A chance for Hawks to
help himself. Do you want to deny him
that chance?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then foregt about it,” Bender smiled.
“But by the way, Haynes, if I did want to
suspect someone, I believe I'd select you.”

“Eh? What?”

“Your bomb racks were empty when
you landed this morning. All four bombs
were gone.”

“Huh? Oh yes! I—I—I dumped them,
fearing that I might crash after my bea-
con finder went on the blink. Good God—
you don’t—

“Certainly not!” Bender shut him up.
“This gang is the finest at the Front.
Every man is aces with the next man—
and that’s the way I want you all to go on
feeling. When any of us goes west, the
others are at least left with a memory
that inspires greater things. And I mean
that, Haynes. Think it over.”

The pilot nodded dully, saluted and
without a2 word walked out of the office.
Bender stared tight-lipped at the closed
door for a moment.

“Think it over plenty, Haynes!” he
grated savagely.

HE sun was about two hours from the

western edge of the earth as Bender
throttled his plane and let it drift about
in‘lazy circles, just under the lower fringe
of a massive cloud bank. For over an
hour he had remained hidden in the
clouds. But now he had cut down into
the open.

Hunched forward on the seat, he
clamped powerful binoculars to his eyes
and swept the panorama of war far below
him. It was as familiar to him as the palm

of his hand. But he wasn’t studying the
layout of the American defenses against
the Black Invaders a few short miles to the
north.

Rather, he was .searching the air -just
above the Yank troops, straining his eyes
for a glimpse of wings streaking from

.- this point to that point and on to another

point.
- At intervals he raised the glasses and

- focussed them on the sldes to the north.

But. he only held them there for a mo-
ment, and almost immediately returned to
his vigil below.

It was about half- an hour before he
saw it. A sleek-nosed Yank plane streak-
ing toward a white triangle on the ground
formed by strips of weighted canvas. It
was the marking of an infantry brigade
H.Q. And Bender knew without hardly
giving it a glance that the plane swoop-
ing down was piloted by Hawks. .

Flying with one hand, holding the
glasses to his eyes with the other, he
watched the American plane swoop lower
and lower, until it seemed that its wheels
were actually rolling across the strip
canvas,

Tiny figures rushed out to the triangle.
Then Hawks’ plane went arcing high up
into the blue.

“One, Hawks,” Bender grunted, nosing
his plane up into the cloud fringe. “Two
to go.”

Keeping well in the clouds, but not
enough to hide Hawks from view, he
watched the other ship slice air toward
the northern tip of New Hampshire.

About fifteen miles from the line it
went streaking down again. This time
toward a strip marking laid out in the
shape of a square, cut through the mxddle
by a single diagonal line.

As in the case of the other infantry
H.Q., ant-like figures swarmed out, and
became motionless as Hawks’ plane once
more zoomed skyward.
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“Two!” Bender grunted. “Maybe I'm
wrong. Maybe I'm wrong!”

When Hawks again leveled off he
changed his course slightly, veered toward
low-hanging clouds to the northeast. Tag-
ging above him and behind, Bender
changed his course, also, and unconscious-
ly fingered his electric trigger trips.

“One more, Hawks,” he breathed
softly. “One more—and then it depends
on you.” ’

Hardly had the words slid off his lips,
than the red signal light on the radio
panel flickered for an instant. He stared
at it, wondering if his eyes had just
played him a trick. The light was not
winking now.

Impulsively, he reached out his free
hand, snapped on contact, and started
twisting the wave-length dial. The result,
however, gained him nothing. At one
point on the dial a series of sharp sound
crackled out of the ear-phones, but before
he could tell whether they were spoken
words, or static kick-back, the set went
silent.

Switching off, he returned all of his
attention to Hawks’ plane. The Unit
Nineteen pilot was rushing down toward
his third and last objective. Sweeping
down in a long dive that carried him
straight toward the Black Invader side of
the New Hampshire theatre of war.

For the third time he swooped low over
strip markings, and went arcing heaven-
ward. But instead of swinging back in
clear air, the plane went rushing straight
for a billowing cloud bank.

At the same instant, Bender rammed
his throttle wide open, and tore hell for
leather for a point beyond the clouds. He
knew that it would be well inside the
Black lines. But, that didn't bother him
in the slightest.

Nor did he become particularly excited
when he suddenly spotted four dots slid-
ing down from the north. One glance,

and a guess, told him that they were Black
Darts on patrol.

Okay, let them be Darts. If Hawks
came cutting out from the northern side
of the cloud bank—

He didn’t finish the thought because
just then he saw Hawks’ plane nose up
through the top of the clouds and go
streaking due north.

“You rat!” Bender roared, smashing
his free fist against the side of the cock-
pit. “I didn’t want to think so, but I
was right !”

Shoving the stick forward, he sent his
plane rocking down the airways toward
the other Yank plane. Hawks was now
well over the Black lines, and hidden
from the American side by the clouds, he
was slicing earthward.

Agate-eyed, Bender watched him go
lower and lower—stuck right to his tail.
Eventually, when Hawks was little more
than five hundred feet up, Bender got the
last bit of proof—the last bit of proof
he had actually dreaded coming to pass.

A brightly colored message dropper
fluttered out through Hawks' opened
cockpit cowling and went slip sliding
earthward. The sight of it made some-
thing snap inside Bender's head.

The next thing he realized, he was
jamming both trigger trips forward.

Through a red haze he saw Hawks’
plane start to cut back toward the clouds
and the American side of the lines. But
a second or two later, its pilot must have
spotted Bender’s plane hurtling down, and
guessed the truth,

For the plane cartwheeled over on wing
and went slicing back toward the north.
Not only toward the north, but toward
four Black Darts rushing down toward
it.

HAD Bender been less seething with
blind anger, he would have concen-
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trated more on the Darts, and less on.

Hawks’ plane.

“T'll never know the whole story, you
rat!” he roared. “I’ll never know because
you’re not going to live to tell it. Land
on a hill ridge? Like hell you did! You
slid north to-your rat.friends, told them
about the location of- the Twenty-first.
Yeah, sure you did. Their bombers com-
" ing over would be spotted, so you took on
the job. Sure, you knew just where the
Twenty-first was located. In an American
crate you could get down low through
the clouds. Yeah, it was your ship I saw.
No wonder you ducked into the clouds.
What happened to the real Hawks?”’

As though in direct answer to his bel-
lowed question, the heavens chattered
with aerial machine-gun fire, and a with-
ering blast of steel hammered and
smashed into Bender’s plane.

It was then he realized the nearness of
the Darts. Two of them were cutting
around and down to box him, while the
other two were dropping into position

with Hawks. As though their arrival bol--

stered the courage of the Black agent in
the American plane, he suddenly slapped
his plane around on wing-tip, and came
tearing toward Bender, guns blazing.

A sane man would have half rolled out,
and tried to dive clear of the five vultures
striving to nail him with bullets to the
airman’s cross. But at that moment, Bul-
let Joe Bender was not sane. Four Darts
were there, but he hardly saw them. He
had- eyes only for the American plane—
an American plane that carried one of
the most hated men of war, the spy. The
spy who worms his way into the hearts
and confidence of men, and plots their
ultimate slaughter and annihilation.

Unseen fingers poked holes in the dural
covering of his wings. Others smacked
against his glass cowling, smashed it and
sprayed splintered glass over his face and

neck. But he didn’t even feel the sharp
stings that shot through his body. - .

Calm, cool as ice outwardly, he streaked
in at the fake Hawks, made as though to
deliver a broadside, but ceased fire in-
stantly. The pilot of the other American
plane tried to bank around into the clear.
And in the split seconds allowed, Bender
slammed into the finish of his baiting
maneuver with savage vengeance.

With every ounce of his strength he
hauled back on the stick. The nose
whipped up, and the plane shot skyward
like a rocket headed for the moon.

At the completion of less than a dozen
revs of the prop, however, he thumped on
right rudder pedal, at the same time wal-
loping the stick over. For one fleeting
moment the plane bucked, then it pivoted
practically in its own length and went
thundering down.

Directly below him was the other
American plane, floundering around in
the air. But the pilot might just as well
have tried to gather for himself a col-
lection of stars. Not a single- shot of
Bender’s deadly twin bursts missed the
mark.

From the muzzle of the guns they
streaked down the few feet of air space
separating the two planes, and smashed
through the glass cowling of the Black
agent’s ship—and finished up in the top
of his skull.

He was undoubtedly stone dead before
Bender even ceased fire.

“See you in hell, rat!”

The echo of Bender’s roaring voice
came back faintly to his ears above the
savage yammer of the Dart guns. Like
a drowning man going down for the third
time, he became dully conscious of the
hissing death closing in on him.

And he became fully conscious of it
when a white hot coal slid down the left
side of his neck and smashed into the top
of his shoulder.



100

DUSTY AYRES AND HIS BATTLE BIRDS

He heard himself laugh crazily; knew
that he was fighting the controls of his
plane, fighting grimly to get clear of the
four death ships darting in at him, and
dive back for the American side of the
lines,

He knew also that his cramped thumbs
were holding the trigger trips jammed
tightly forward—that his guns were ham-
mering out a defiant challenge. But
whether his burst were hitting anything,
he did not know.

Earth, sky and clouds had become a
great shimmering blur of misty red. It
grew deeper and deeper in tone—changed
to a heavy purple, then to a murky black.
And then, suddenly, it all flared up in a
gigantic explosion of flashing yellow and
orange.

G"-'I‘HANK you, captain. I'll just sit
here and wait for him to come
around. Thanks.”

Through a roaring inferno of sound the
familiar voice came drifting into Bender’s
senses. Then, presently, he knew that his
eves were open, and that he was staring
into the sombre features of Colonel Allen.
The Area H.Q. commander slowly smiled,
leaned forward.

“Just take it easy, Bender. You've lost
a lot of blood. Now, don’t get yourself all
excited. The medico says you'll he okay.”

“So, they didn’t get me !”

Bender's thickly spoken words sounded
strange to his ears.

“No, they didn’t,” replied Colonel
Allen. “Though God knows why they
didn't. Second Infantry told me that you
came tearing over their lines with four
Darts on your tail, blasting you to hell
and gone. Somehow you managed to get
down. Washed out your plane, but you
got down. You're in Second Infantry
emergency hospital now.”

“Hawks was a rotten Black spy,

colonel” Bender blurted out, as memory
came rushing back to him.

The other nodded.

“So I gathered from what you raved
about while you were still unconscious. By
the way, how do you feel ?”

“Okay,” Bender grunted. “As good
as could be expected, I guess.”

“Well, then, how about making this
damn mess a bit clear to me. I knew
nothing about your plan, except that you
wanted me to make that trumped-up
speech to the pilots. You did suspect
Hawks, then?”

“Yes. To tell the truth, I'd been won-
dering about him for over a week. Not
that he was a spy. I never even dreamed
that until after the Twenty-first was
bombed. I just thought it was something
that had happened to him. He wasn’t him-
self—and he wasn't.”

“All clear as mud!” Colonel Allen
grunted, as Bender paused. “Why not
try beginning at the beginning ?”

“The beginning was a couple of years
ago. I—I was very fond of a certain lady
—and lost out. The coming of the war
made me forget plenty. Then one day I
got a letter from her. Her kid brother
had enlisted. She asked me to try and
get him into my outfit—you know, sort of
watch over him. I couldn’t refuse. Haynes
came with him. They were close pals.
Well, everything was fine for several
months. Haynes did all the watching over
voung Hawks that was necessary.

“Anyway, about seven or eight days ago
there was a card game. Hawks lost quite
a hit to Haynes. Hawks came to me to
see if he could draw on flying pay due
him. I said that I thought it might be
done. But, he never came to me again. In
fact, a couple of days later he had quite
a fight with Haynes. Absolutely denied
any card debt. And beginning with then,
Hawks was an entirely different type of
man. Looked the same, and talked the
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same—but there the similarity stopped.”

“Did you try to do anything about it ?”

“No. It was his squabble with Haynes,
not mine. I like my pilots to settle their
own differences. But I watched Hawks;
and wondered what I could do. Then he
disappeared and came back the next day
with a forced landing story. Right then I
began to smell things rotten. Still I had to
make sure about him. Figure it out for
yourself, colonel. Could I have charged
him with being a Black spy who had
taken the real Hawks' place?”’

“It would have been rather stupid. Yet,
you might have accused him in private.”

“And supposing I had, and had trapped
him. Don't you see?”’

Colonel Allen frowned.

“I don’t believe I do.”

“I was thinking of Haynes,” Bender
said. “Think of the jolt to him, finding
out that his best pal was dead, and that
a rotten rat had taken his place. It would
have smashed him. I know what com-
radeship is in time of war. What it feels
like to go on wondering and wondering
what has become of your best pal. It eats
a man away. And although Haynes might
have spent his rage and wrath on the fake
Hawks—even killed him—he would still
go on eating his heart out over the mys-
terious end of his real pal.”

“I see,” nodded Colonel Allen, admira-

tion lighting up his eyes. “Then this plan
of yours was—"’

“Was to accomplish two things,” Ben-
der finished. “First to prove that the fake
Hawks was a spy. And second, providing
he was, to allow Haynes and the other
friends of the real Hawks to carry on with
their own tasks, firm in the belief that
their pal had not died in vain. That he
had been killed in the line of duty.”

“Oh, so you're not—"

“Going to tell them the truth? Hell
no! All they will be told is that Hawks,
while carrying out a mission for which
he volunteered, was killed in action. That
is what I want you to tell them, colonel.
My little crash was but an accident. Say
that I ran-into some Blacks, too—say any-
thing you think will fit. You agree?”

“Certainly,” replied the other, reaching
out his hand. “But I wish that.I didn’t
have to keep it a secret. It would be a
wonderful lesson for other commanding
officers. Devotion to their real duty, I
mean—that of really leading their men.
But—oh well. By the way, though, there
was one risk you certainly did take. Sup-
posing that coin had come down in favor
of Haynes, instead of Hawks?”

“Impossible !”

“Eh?”

“Certainly. I'll show you how the coin
spinning trick is done, sometime. Learned
it as a kid.”

(P a s s
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Holdmg onto t:he stick he got one leg out of the pit.

An entire squadron failed to locate that Black sub. But [igger Harris
bad a hanch he conld do it solo—with two depth bombs and a one-way
crash ticket to hell!

the U. S. battle cruiser Tampa, tossed

two cards onto the mess lounge table,
and nodded at the red-head seated second
on his right.

“Any two you've got, Red,” he grunted.
“Just so long as they go with three aces.”

“Yeah? Aces? Say, how many of them
things are in this deck? Okay, here’s your
two. Cards to you other gamblers?”’

The three other pilots seated at the
table shook their heads, and grimaced their
momentary disgust of Lady Luck.

“Keeping it in the family, eh?” mur-
mured Jigger, squinting at the two cards
102
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he’d drawn. “Well. well! Look what papa
got. Up fifty cents, Red.”

“Your fifty, and fiity more.”

“So? Then you must—"’

Jigger didn’t finish. A captain’s orderly
was standing at his elbow.

“Yes?”

“Captain's compliments, sir. You're
wanted at his quarters, immediately.”

Jigger frowned, pocketed his cards, and
shoved back from the table,

“Hold it, gang. Be right back. Mean-
time, keep an eye on Red for me.”

The red-head growled something Jigger
didn't catch. He was already out in the
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companionway, and swiftly making his
way forward to the captain’s quarters.
When he eventually rapped on the door,
a gruff summons .bade him enter. He
obeyed and saluted stiffly.

“You wished to see me, sir?”’

Weather-wrinkled -eyes met his.

“That’s right, Harris. Sit down. I have
a little surprise for you.”

Jigger wondered, but didn’t say any-
thing. He simply walked to the chair indi-
cated and dropped his one hundred and
ninety pounds into it—and waited patient-
ly. It took Captain Lawrence a couple of
minutes to get under steam. °

“Yes, Harris, a surprise for you,” he
said, as though he hadn’t stopped. “A little
reward for you. This afternoon the chief
of naval air force is coming out to in-
spect the Tampa. As a matter of fact, he’s
going to take a maneuver run with us up
and down the coast. Should be our guest
for a couple of days, or more. And you,
my lad, I have selected to fly him out here.”

With an effort, Jigger forced the pleased
smile to his lips. A damn aerial chauffeur
for an H.Q. big bug? Nuts! Rather con-
tinue in the poker game below decks.

But Jigger didn’t say what he thought,
naturally. Instead:

“Thank you, sir. Thank you for select-
ing me. I feel honored.”

“I figured you would,” beamed the com-
mander. “Better lose no time in shoving
off. Take a two-seater, of course, and pick
Admiral Jensen up at San Pedro Base.
I've just been informed by radio that he’s
there now. So get started at once.”

Half an hour later, silently cursing all
admirals in general, and one in particular,
Jigger shot off the catapult arm and went
curving up into the blue sky. At ten
thousand he checked his climb, set a com-
pass course for San Pedro far out of sight
beyond the horizon, and slumped back
against the headrest.

In that position he remained for some

time, flying by instinct and permitting the
plane to do all of the work. However, he
was still some forty miles from shore when
suddenly he sat up straight in the seat,
and peered hard toward the water on his
right front,

For perhaps thirty seconds he didn't

-move. Then the words came off his lips

in a rush..

“Well, I'll be damned!’ he breathed.
“If that wasn’t a Black sub I just saw,.
then I'm a Chinaman.”

Throttling automatically, he started to
coast down and around in slow circles,
meanwhile studying the blue-green rollers
of the Pacific below him. A couple of
minutes passed before he saw it again.
But this time he saw it clearly.’

Four-fifths of the boat was submerged.
Just the tip of its conning tower was
above water. That was enough, however.
He did not have to see the markings on
each side of the bow to tell him that it
was an enemy underwater craft.

Tearing his eyes from it for a second,
he made a swift calculation of his position,
then reached out his free hand, snapped
on radio contact, and spun the dial knob
to the emergency wave-length reading.

“All stations attention!” he barked into
the transmitter tube. “Enemy sub sighted
awash at position C-Four. Craft heading
due north at surface cruising speed!”

AS he finished repeating the call for the
third time, he saw the turret tower
of the submarine sink below the water.

. And a minute or so later a crash dive took

it completely out of his sight. Helpless to
do anything about it, he watched it go.
He had neither bombs nor depth charges
aboard. Just a couple of twin Brownings
that would have been as good against the
submarine as snowballs against the sides
of a blast furnace. Five minutes later there
wasn’t a thing to be seen on the water
below, or in it.
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Nevertheless he continued to circle
about for awhile. But when he sighted a
flight of coastal defense planes hoving into
view from the north, he straightened out
toward San Pedro again.

When he landed in the breakwater
basin. and taxied up to the boarding ramp,
the chief of naval air forces was waiting
for him. Motioning for Jigger to remain
in his pit, the high official climbed into the
passenger’s pit and made himself comfort-
able.

“Shove off,” came the order to Jigger
through the inter-cockpit communication
tube. “By the way, are you the pilot who
sent out that submarine alarm? What's
your name?”

“Yes sir,” Jigger called back. “I'm
Flight Lieutenant Harris, sir.”

“And you saw an enemy submarine?”’
“Yes sir.”

“Damn fuony! As close in as that?
Perhaps you were mistaken. I want to get
out to your ship as quick as I can!”

The flight back to the Tampa was un-
eventful. That is, as far as the actual fiying
was concerned. Jigger accomplished that
with perfection. It was during the landing
when he stubbed his toe.

Perhaps he was just careless. Or per-
haps it was because he was just a bit sore
at his big-bug passenger’s attitude regard-
ing his sighting the enemy subimarine. Or
perhaps it was just one of those things
that sometimes happen to the best of
airmen.

At any rate, he landed the plane like
ten ton of brick. In a smooth sea nothing
would have happened probably. But the
sea wasn't smooth. An off shore wind
was raising quite a swell. As a result the
nose of the single pontoon “snubbed” on
a wave crest. The left wing pontoon did
all it could, but that wasn’t enough. The
plane cartwheeled through the water,
mushed up on its nose, and then slapped

back so hard that the main pontoon
buckled.

When the stars and comets stopped
whizzing around in front of Jigger’s eyes,
he realized that the passenger cockpit was
almost entirely under water, and that
Admiral Jensen was still in the pit.

But the chief of naval air force was
very much alive. Very much indeed. And
he was telling all within a radius of his
foghorn voice, just what he thought of a
pilot named Harris.

But he stopped suddenly, for the very
simple reason that his head went under
water. And it was then Jigger realized
that the admiral was somehow pinned in
the seat.

With a yelp of alarm he clammered out
of his pit, crawled along the broken back
of the plane to the passenger cockpit. After
three head and shoulder plunges into the
water, he managed to untangle the ad-
miral’s foot from a broken control cable,
and hauled him up into the air.

At just about that time a tender from
the Tampa swung along side, and took
them both aboard. With a groan, Jigger
relinquished his swearing and sputtering
burden, and sank down on one of the
seats.

His first crash in three hundred hours
of matchless flying—and it would happen
when the big boy of them all was along!
He knew what was coming, and he waited
in brooding silence.

As a matter of fact, he waited exactly
forty-five minutes. During that time he
boarded the Tampa, went straight to his
quarters, took off his soaked umiform,
dried himself, and climbed into a fresh
one. Then he sat down and prepared
himself for the inevitable.

The captain’s orderly came to summon
him shortly after that. And in due course
he was in the commander’'s quarter.

“You blundering idiot, Harris!"" was his
greeting. “What the devil did you do that
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for ? T thought you knew how to fly. Good
God, the Tampa will be the laughing stock
of the Navy. And all because of you.”

“I’'m sorry, sir, mighty sorry.”

That was simply waving a red flag in
front of a bull. The Taempa’s commander
was boiling, and he intended to stay boil-
ing. He smashed a ham fist on his desk
and glared at Jigger.

“Sorry—sorry ?” he thundered. “What
damn good is that? Do you know, young
man, that the admiral might have been
killed? Might have been drowned? For
weeks I've been trying to get him out to
inspect the Tampa, learn what a fine ship
she is, what a fine crew—and possibly
recomnend us for a higher rating in the
line. And now—now—" ;

The captain stopped for loss of words.
Jigger remained stiff as a ramrod, and
said nothing. There wasn’t anything he
could say. Just a case of taking what came,
and liking it.

And it came very shortly.

“You're relieved of all duty aboard the
Tampa, Harris! I'm assigning you to
shore duty. Yes, maybe a little extra flying
training.”

Jigger swallowed hard, chewed his
lower lip. Assignment to shore duty? He
had expected plenty punishment. But
assignment to shore duty? The crime of
crashing didn’t warrant that, even if the
chief of naval air force was in the crash.

He squared his shoulders grimly.

“4Sir,” he said evenly, “I wish to protest
that! I made a mistake in flying judge-
ment. I admit that, sir. But I don’t con-
sider you've the right to assign me to shore
duty.”

“Oh you don't, don't you?” the senior
officer roared. “Since when does a flight
lieutenant tell his captain what is right,
and what isn’t. By God, Harris, I'm not
only assigning you to shore duty, but I'm
going to see to it that you're grounded!”

Jigger looked him straight in the eyes,
and didn’t flinch.

“Very well, sir,” he said slowly. “There
ts nothing I can do about it. I suppose.”

“No, there isn't. Now, go to your
quarters and remain there, until I detail .
a pilot to fly you ashore. Incidentally, you
can use up part of your remaining time
setting down a written apology to Admiral
Jensen. That’s all. Get out of here.”

SO mad he could hardly see, Jigger

Jensen about faced and marched out
into the companionway. On the way to
his quarters a couple of his closest friends
stopped him. Or rather, they tried to. He
ignored them, kept right on going to his
quarters. There he slammed the door,
went over to his bunk and dropped weariy
down on it.

“The big bum !” he muttered. “Why the
hell did I pick navy flying in the first
place? Aw, nuts!”

With a half sigh, half groan he cupped
his chin in his hands, and stared moodily
at the opposite wall. He was stilt that
way ten minutes later when the door
opened and Red Dawson shouldered into
the room. The red-head regarded him
silently for a moment.

“How come you smacked her up, kid?”

Jigger whirled on him savagely.

“Listen, if you've just come here to
ride me, then get the hell out, now!”

Dawson whistled softly, sank down on
the bunk beside him.

“Bad as all that, eh?” he murmured.
“The Old Man must have blistered you
plenty. What’s the rap, anyway? A
month’s flying pay?”

“Nothing so bad as that!” Jigger gr:ited.
“He let me off light. Just assignment to
shore duty, and grounded.”

Red Dawson went up straight from the
bunk.
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“What?” he exclaimed. “Say! You're
kidding me? He can’t do that!”

“Of course he can’t!” Jigger snapped at
him. “But he has! One of you birds is to
be detailed to fly me ashore. The big bum
won’t even trust me to take a crate by
myself. Aw hell, maybe I rate it anyway !”

“Pipe down!" Dawson soothed. “Just
a lousey bit of luck. I think a cross wave
got you kid: It looked to me that way. It
was unfortunate that his nibs was riding
with you but—assignment to shore duty!
By the way, kid, did you see an enemy
sub?”’

“You too?” Jigger blazed. “My God,
does everybody think I've gone screwy?
Of course I saw a sub. Right smack in the
center of C-Four. Hell, I wouldn’t mind
one of her tin fish clipping this battle
wagon right now.”

*I believe you,” Dawson grunted. “Only
it does seem kind of funny.”

“What the hell's funny about it?”

“Well,” Red hesitated. “I was talking
with Sparks awhile ago. You know, he
lets me take a squint at the radios that
have been decoded for the old man. Any-
way, if there’s any place where a Black sub
shouldn’t be, it’s at C-Four.”

“Why?”

“Well, Sparks says there’s going to be
some kind of a review tomorrow at C-Four
and Five. And orders have gone out to
keep clear of those waters until word
comes through. Now, if you did see a
Black sub, it would seem to me—"

“That the Blacks have got wise to the
review idea!" Jigger finished for him.

“Yeah, something like that,” Dawson
nodded. “Even one sub could raise a lot
of hell with a flock of battle wagons getting
in each other’s way.”

Jigger made no comment. For the mo-
ment he had forgotten about his own pre-
dicament. He was too busy thinking of
the slate-green turret conning tower top

he’d seen sliding through the waters of
C-Four.

One submarine could do a lot of dam-
age. It could steal into those waters, rest
safely on the bottom until the right time,
and then break surface. True, it might
be destroyed. But its loss to the Blacks
would be practically infinitesimal com-
pared to the American losses.

Yet the idea seemed ridiculous. A Black
submarine that far inside the battle cruiser
barrier that guarded the entire west coast?
Hell, it was—or was it? The seemingly
obvious impossibility of such an idea was
perhaps the one thing to be counted on as
a distinct advantage—an advantage that
outweighed all risks attached.

Jigger suddenly gripped his pal by the

arm.
“Red!” he said “I’'m betting that that’s
just what the Blacks plan to do! The
sub’s on the bottom of C-Four waiting
right now—I'll bet my shirt on it.”

Dawson shrugged his big shoulders.

“Maybe you're right,” he grunted. “But
so what? The searchers that went high-
balling up there after your radio call, re-
ported that they didn’t see anything., Not
even a trace of slick-oil.”

“But supposing I am right!” Jigger in-
sisted “Don’t you realize what might
happen?”

“Sure! A lot of good guys would wake
up saying hello to Davy Jones. But we'll
just have to take that chance. Unless,
maybe—you think you can convince the
old man that you did see a sub. I mean,
tell him what you've been telling me.”

“Fat chance on that!” Jigger growled,
as memory raced back to him. ““That bum
wouldn’t believe me now, even if I told
him the correct time. Hell, if I could only
get hold of a crate.”

“Huh? What for? Go sub hunting ?”

“Why not? I might spot it again.”

“Not if he’s resting on the bottom.
Planes only dive through air, you know.”
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Jigger ignored the last, got to his feet
and started pacing slowly up and down the
length of his small room. Red Dawson
watched him for several moments, then
suddenly reached out his hand and took
hold of his arm.

“Listen,” he grunted, “I know that
dizzy look in your eyes, from past exper-
ience. You're hatching up something—
something that’ll probably get you into
worse trouble than you're in now.”

Harris freed his arm, loked at him
steadily.

“What could possibly be worse than
being assigned to shore duty?” he grated
out.

“Being kicked out of the service, for
one!” Red smapped right back at him.
“Listen, Jigger, why not see the old man?
You never can tell. He might figure that
you are making sense, and order the whole
damn C-Four area to be depth charged,
and dragged!”

Jigger made a wry face, held out his
two hands and jabbed his thumbs toward
the floor.

“That old baboon wouldn’t even let me
open my mouth,” he grunted. “Hell, and
I always thought he was an okay skipper.
Nope. This is something that yours truly
is going to play solo.”

“Solo?” Dawson echoed: “How in hell
can you play anything solo? You're sup-
posed to be under arrest, aren’t you?”

“Right. But I wouldn’t be the first man
who busted out of an arrest.”

“Nothing doing !”” Red said firmly. “Tell
you what—Hicks and I will do that little
job for you. We've got a couple of practice
flights to get in anyway. And if we do find
the sub and smack it, we'll say that you
requested us to do it, see?”

“No I don't!”

“But Jigger! Hell, kid, this man’s navy
is tough! Do you want to spend the rest
of your life in a navy jug? Gosh, when
you get ashore, you can always make appli-

cation to Washington H.Q. for a court
trial of your crime. And—say, that is an
idea! Think his nibs would stand for an
airing of how he got a nice ducking? Like
fun he would. His big-shot buddies would
ride him to a fare-thee-well.” "

“That, also, isn't worth a damn!”

Dawson cursed softly, pounded his big
hand on his right knee, and glared at his
friend.

“For Pete’s sake, will you piease use
your head ?” he said in angry desperation.
“Just how in hell do you expect to do
anything ?”

IGGER went over to the small mirror,

glanced into it and smoothed out a
couple of wrinkles in his tunic.

“I’'m going up to see the old man,” he
said quietly,

Dawson almost fell off the bunk.

“You're what?” he gasped. “Why, not
two minutes ago, you said the old man
wouldn’t even let you open your mouth!”

“That’s right, Red. But on second
thought, maybe he will.”

“Well, I'l be damned!’ the other
groaned softly. “I guess that crash did
knock you a bit screwy.”

Jigger grinned, leaned over and gave
him a playful slap on the back.

“Hold tight, Red,” he said. “I'll be
seeing you later—when I'm Jigger Harris,
ex-Navy!”

Dawson sat bolt upright, opened his
mouth to speak. But before he could get
any words out of it Jigger had gone
through the door.

Just outside the captain’s quarters, Jig-
ger took the salute of the orderly, and
made his request.

“Flight Lieutenant Harris wishes to see
the captain,” he said stiffly.

The orderly about faced, and slipped
through the door. He was back in about
ten seconds.

“Sorry, lieutenant,” he said, “but your
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request has been refused. The captain is
with the admiral.”

Jigger scowled, chewed his lower lip
a moment. Suddenly, he grinned tightly.

“Tell the captain that the request is
based on Officers’ Rights, Article Seven,
Para. Two, Active Service Regulations.”

The orderly’s eyes went wide, but he
made no comment. About facing, he went
through the door for the second time.
When he reappeared again there was just
the faint sign of a smile on his face. He
stood to one side, held the door open, and
nodded.

“The captain will see you, sir.”

Jigger returned the nod, and stepped
through into the room beyond. Seated
behind a paper-littered desk were Captain
Lawrence and Admiral Jensen. Both were
scowling darkly. But, particularly in the
case of Admiral Jensen, the scowl made
him look all the more foolish in the over-
sized uniform he had borrowed from the
Tampa’s commander, while the ship’s
tailor got to work on his own.

Captain Lawrence ignored Jigger's
snappy salute.

“What the devil do you want to see
me for, Harris?’ he boomed. “Your re-
quest compelled me to admit you. What
information have you that comes under
Article Seven?”

“Sir,” Jigger said quietly, “I wish to
report verbally that I sighted an enemy
submarine in zone C-Four. It is my belief
that an enemy craft in those waters con-
stitutes a hindrance to the welfare of
navy personnel and equipment, sir.”

The report was delivered in the best
of navy routine, and Captain Lawrence
was checkmated as regards Jigger’s action.
Lower lip stuck out he coldly eyed the
pilot from head to foot. It was the chief
of naval air force who spoke.

“What makes you so sure of that, lieu-
tenant?” he spat out. “Do you consider
the Blacks fools?”

“On the contrary, sir,” Jigger replied,
“I consider them a very clever foe. As re-
gards my being sure—I can only ask, sir,
that you take my word for it.”

“Lieutenant Harris,” the admiral said,
“since you sent out that radio alarm, I
have received detail reports from search
patrols. Those reports absolutely contra-
dict your original report. You must also
realize that you flew me over those very
same waters, on the trip back here to the
Tampa. You will agree that we sighted
nothing in the nature of enemy navy
craft?”

“Yes sir,” Jigger nodded. “I agree with
you, sir.”

The admiral permitted himself a thin
smile. Let a young navy cub outwit him
with words? Not by a damn sight!

“Then,” he said, “I see no reason why
I should accept your word, in this instance.
You may return to your quarters.”

But Jigger stood his ground, because
it so happened that he knew his rights.
And he had come prepared.

“Very well, sir,” he said stiffly. “Then
I request that my resignation from the
service be accepted temporarily. As chief
of naval air force you are entitled to
accept it, pending final Navy Board
action.”

The admiral went red around the gills.
He wasn’t sure what was coming next.

“And if I refuse?” he snapped.

“If you refuse, sir,” Jigger told him,
“I am automatically relieved of all duty,
and am entitled to proceed at once to the
nearest shore area base for a Navy Board
hearing. You permit that, sir?”

A tingling silence settled over the room.
Jigger held his breath. His whole plan
of operation depended upon what was
said next. Like a statue of stone he stood,
eyes fixed on the admiral’s face. He didn’t
dare look at Captain Lawrence.

Five, ten seconds of agonizing suspense,
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and then the chief of naval air force ex-
ploded.

“I do permit it!” he thundered. “Yes,
I certainly do! And I'll tell you something,
Lieutenant Harris, your trial before the
Navy Board will be the hardest thing in
your life. You think you'’re very clever
with your knowledge of rules and regula-
tions. Well, let me tell you, sir, I've been
in the service too long to be bluffed by
a young cub. Yes, I permit your request.
Now, get out of here, and proceed to
San Pedro Base at once and report to the
Base commander. I'll deal with you at the
trial "

Out the corner of his eye Jigger could
see Captain Lawrence’s face. It looked like
a four-alarm fire, ready to fly apart in
small pieces. Too late, the Tampa’s com-
mander realized that he had walked into
a perfect trap, and he could do nothing.

Admiral Jensen’s order transfering
Jigger to San Pedro at once, automatically
rescinded the arrest and assignment to
shore duty order of his own. To do any-
thing about it, would be the same as try-
ing to reduce the admiral’s authority. In
other words, he simply had to sit tight
and take it.

“Thank you, sir,” Jigger said evenly,
fighting to keep his face straight, and just
barely succeeding.

Then, saluting quickly he executed a
snappy about face and practically bolted
from the captain’s quarters. On his way
back to his own quarters, he went up on
the. forward deck and buttonholed the flight
officer.

“Admiral’s orders,” he grinned. “I'm
on my way to San Pedro base. I'll take
the reserve single-place job. Okay in about
twenty minutes ?”

The flight officer, Caldwell by name,
peered hard at him.

“San Pedro, eh?” he grunted. “Talking
with Red, a couple of minutes ago. He's
plenty worried about you, Jigger. What

the hell are you up to—planning to get
yourself hung?”

“Higher than a kite,” Jigger nodded.
Then added, “That is, if I lose. See you
again, sometime, somewhere, kid. No, wait
—for a pal, would you slip a couple of
depth charges into the racks?”

“Huh ? My God, you plan sub hunting?
Why !”

“Hell, no!” Jigger cut him off. “I'm
practically out of the service now. Want
a couple of souvenirs, that’s all. Kid
brother always was after me for a couple
of depth charges. Swell to have around
the house, you know. Be a pal, Caldwell.
They’ll never be missed.”

The flight officer clenched his teeth, shot
air whistling through his nose.

“Okay,” he muttered. “But why the
hell I'm doing it for you, damned if I
know. You're just cracked, you are!”

IT was over half an hour when Jigger

went whamming off the rear deck cata-
pult, skimmed the water for a couple of
split seconds, and then arced smoothly up
for altitude. The final pleas of Red Dawson
were still ringing in his ears.

He grinned sadly, twisted in the seat,
and looked down back. Smoke slithering
from her funnels, the Tampae was loafing
through the rolling seas. The captain's
private bridge was deserted, and Jigger
dully wondered if the two big bugs were
watching him through one of the ports.

He knew, without bothering to check
up, that radio information had already
gone to the San Pedro Base commander.
And he imagined that it had contained
some very explicit instructions as to how
e was to be dealt with once he reported.

“But that's the catch, sweetheart!" he
murmured toward the steaming Tampa.
“Mrs. Harris' boy, Jigger, isn't reporting
at San Pedro yet. And maybe—not even
then!”

Climbing up, until the Tampae was com-
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pletely lost under a thin cloud layer, he -
leveled off and set the nose of the plane
on a dead-on course straight up the coast.
That accomplished, he gave the plane its
head, and set .about adjusting. the drop
toggles and timing gear of the depth
charges.

As he worked, he tried not to let hlmself,

think—but failed miserably. Too much
depended upon the future, for-him to be
able to keep it from his mind. .

To begin with, he had taken that future
into his own hands. No one could possibly
do anything for him now, save himself.
If he failed in this venture, he was doomed
to be permanently out of luck. He had gone
much too far to even hope for any leniency
as far as his superiors were concerned.

As the result of an unfortunate crash
he’d locked horns with them. Undoubtedly
they now realized his motive. Perhaps
Captain Lawrence had said something.
However, the water was over the dam, and
they could do nothing but wait until the
next time. And meanwhile—

“Meanwhile, you sap!” he echoed the
thought aloud. “Meanwhile, you've got
to make good, and then some!”

Unconsciously he twisted in the seat
and stared back shoreward; stared back
toward the C-Four area. Was it, after all,
just one of those things? Had his eyes
really played him tricks—and there hadn't
been a Black Invader Navy submarine in
those waters?

What a rotten joke for his imagination
to play on him, if it had been a joke!

The more he thought of it, the more
chilled he became inside. And the more the
sweat oozed out on the nape of his neck,
and trickled down his backbone.

Limitless miles of water, God knew how
deep in some spots, and he was going to
prove his eyesight was okay by finding
that Black submarine again. In spite of
himself he burst into harsh laughter.

“Red was right!” he shouted at himself.

“You certainly are cracked. You're right,
and -the whole damn navy’s wrong, eh?
Nuts—and more nuts!”

A million and one wild, crazy thoughts
whirling and spinning around.inside his -
head, he nevertheless - continued to fly -
doggedly northward.. Win, lose, or draw, -
he at least had te .follow. out his hunch
and plan. ;

After a.full hour,.he ﬁnally eased back
the throttle and allowed the plane to coast
gently down through the cloud layer. In
a matter of seconds he checked his position,
and.found himself right where he expected

. to be. That was, about twenty miles due

northwest of San Miguel Island, off the
California coast. At the altitude it was but
a dot. A dot, just faintly visible in the
fading light of day.

A glance at his watch showed that there
was very little daylight left. And for a
moment the thought shot through him
that he wouldn’t have time to do anything.
At least nothing that he expected to do.
However, he savagely brushed it aside,
hauled the throttle all the way back, and
went fluttering down at the flattest possible
gliding angle.

Hunched forward over the stick, he
peered hard at the small but rugged con-
toured island that had once been a beauti-
ful summer resort, but since the war had
been completely deserted due to the fear
of air and sea attack.

Everyone of its limited number of in-
habitants had long since fled to the safety
of the mainland, leaving San Miguel to
the mercy of weather and seas.

Right now, it looked like a forgotten
spot of ground in the water, its southern
tip sort of reaching protectingly toward
the larger islands of Santa Rosa, and Santa
Cruz. The last two were occupied by navy
details, but San Miguel was left to itself.

However, at the moment it was the
most interesting spot on the face of the
globe to Jigger. And as he floated down
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toward it, he searched every foot of its
rocky coast. Back and forth, back an
forth. .

Only when he was less than a thousand
feet over the island, did he shove on throt-
tle, eased the stick back, and climb his
plane toward the skies. A heavy frown of
worry creased his brows, and he absently
beat his free clenched fist against the side
of the cockpit.

“Guess I was wrong!” he muttered.
“They wouldn't chance it. Yet, where the
hell could that thing have been headed?
Couldn’t possibly have busted through our
cordon out to open sea.”

Unable to arrive at an answer to any of
his questions, he climbed up back through
the clouds again. The sun was well down
over the horizon and flinging into the sky
a few final and defiant crimson rays.

Unconsciously Jigger stared at them,
watched them fight a losing battle with the
coming of twilight and night.

And then, suddenly, he went bolt up-
right in the seat, wiped the back of his
free hand across his eves, and peered
narrow-eyed toward some cloud scud far
off his left wings. A tiny, blurred shadow
was drifting slowly back and forth across
the top of the scud. It was an airplane.

Jigger recognized that instantly. But
what brought the sharp gasp to his lips
was realization that the plane was not of
American design. As a matter of fact, at
the distance, it seemed to be of a type
he had never seen before.

RUE, it was a monoplane, a center

wing monoplane of the Dart type. But
unlike the Dart, its fuselage was not of
sleek, graceful design. Rather it was
barrel-shaped at the nose, and tapered
back to an unusually high finned tail.

It seemed impossible to Jigger's tech-
nical side that the wing was mounted in
the correct place. The plane looked as
though the center of gravity must be no

more than six or seven inches back from
the bulb-like nose.

Tearing his eyes from it, he plunged
down into the clouds, flew blind for ten
full minutes, then slowly eased up into
the clear again. He found himself not
over a mile from the strange looking craft.
At the moment it was flying directly away
from him,

It was then he realized that the craft
was no longer drifting back and forth
across the top of the scud. On the con-
trary, it was tearing efigine full out due
south.

“Now what the hell?” mumbled Jigger,
easing his throttle open a shade more.
“That baby’s keeping a date, and thinks
he’s late—or I miss my guess. Yeah, it—”

He cut off the rest as the truth suddenly
came to him.

“Hell, am I dumb!” he shouted. “Of
course its a radio plane! And what’s more,
it's a submarine-feed plane. They carry
the fuel oil in that oversized nose. Or
maybe it's extra batteries, Who cares?
We're getting places now, thank God!”

Hugging the clouds, and keeping far
enough behind to prevent the pilot of the
strange craft from spotting him, Jigger
trailed it foot by foot across the darkening
sky.

Finally, when he was almost inclined
to close in and blast away, the radio-fuel
plane started curving around and down.
Its pilot seemed to be in no hurry. And a
couple of times Jigger was positive that
he had been sighted.

The Black ship, however, did not change
its original maneuvering. Around and
around it circled, drawing closer and closer
to the waters below.

Jigger strained his eyes at the water,
not knowing exactly what he expected to
see. There was nothing. Not even a sign
of a coastal patrol boat.

Several minutes dragged by, and Jigger
was beginning to helieve again that the
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other pilot had seen him, and was pulling
some sort of trick, when suddenly the
radio plane stopped circling. It flattened
out and shot forward at full throttle, less
than three hundred feet above the top of
the swell.

Instinctively, Jigger followed suit. But.

at that moment, he lost all interest in the
other plane. Now, his entire attention was
riveted on something skidding down the
remaining three hundred feet.

It looked like a gigantic white and black
striped cigar. It hit the water with a
splash, disappeared from view, but came
bobbing up to the surface a few seconds
later.

Staring at it, floating on the surface,
Jigger saw a thin trail of phosphorescent
smoke spew upward from the center of
the curved side showing above water.

Several feet up, the wind caught the
smoke and whipped it into oblivion, but
more smoke continued to stream up from
the object in the water.

“Now what—"

Jigger cut off his own question, strained
his eyes through the fading light toward
a point in the water about a quarter of a
mile away from the floating object. It
looked like a shadow—Ilike a shadow cast
on the water by a cloud passing across
the face of the sun.

But there was no sun now, and Jigger’s
heart began to thump madly against his
ribs. The shadow on the water was creep-
ing closer and closer to the floating ob-
ject.

It was then that Jigger realized three
things, the combination of which made his
head whirl and the blood to surge through
his veins. The first, that the floating ob-
ject was undoubtedly a sealed fuel con-
tainer fitted with a smoke beacon signal.
The second, that the shadow was a sub-
marine navigating just under the surface
of the water. And the third, that the sec-
tion of water below him constituted the

northern border of the C-Four zone. In
other words, though he hadn't realized it,
the mysterious submarine feeder plane had
lead him straight back to C-Four.

Impulsively he glanced upward for an-
other look at the Black plane. But it was
nowhere to be seen. As swiftly as it had
appeared, it had disappeared in the twi-
light heavens.

Turning his gaze toward the water
again, he focussed on the moving shadow,
and automatically leveled out of his down-
ward spiral. The floating fuel container
was still giving off its smoke signal, and,
as Jigger now noticed, there was a dull
greenish glow to the smoke.

An eternity of tingling suspense
dragged by. Then like the stealthy under-
water monster that it was, the conning
tower of a submarine broke surface. Sec-
onds later the high prow was awash, then
the forward high angle rapid fire gun, and
finally the aft deck as the men inside
“trimmed” ship.

Practically hovering in the air, Jigger
waited a few seconds more; allowed the
undersea craft to slide close to the floating
fuel container. Then with a wild bellow,
he walloped the throttle all the way for-
ward, shoved the nose down and went
streaking seaward like a flash of light.

One hand clutching the depth-charge re-
lease toggles, the other curled tight about
the stick, he guided his plane straight for
the gliding boat in the water.

The light was poor, but he didn’t have
to see the hull markings. One look at the
silhouette of the submarine in the water
was enough to tell him that it was
the very same craft he had sighted in
these very same waters, not over seven
hours ago.

Since then it had undoubtedly been rest-
ing safely on the bottom, and had only
come to the surface to meet its feeder
plane at an agreed spot and time.
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HE started to yank back the toggle

handle, but didn’t. At that very
instant, the bow gun of the submarine
helched out flame and sound. An unseen
fist smashed against Jigger’s ship, and for
one horrible instant he thought that he
was flying apart in small -pieces.

But when he finally managed to regain
control, and the ship continued to “hold”
air, he realized that he had not been badly
hit—if hit at all.

There was no time to make sure. The
crazy maneuver of his plane had taken
him right smack over the Black boat. He
cursed savagely and yanked back one of
the depth charge toggles. Eyes glued
downward, he saw the “can” hit the water
twenty yards astern of the submarine.
Split seconds later, a roaring bellow of
sound carried up to him above the roar of
his engine, and a great fountain of sea
water spouted upward.

In the froth and foam that mushroomed
outward in all directions, Jigger momen-
tarily lost sight of the submarine. But
when he saw it again, his heart contracted,
and the blood ran cold in his veins. It had
undoubtedly been unharmed, and was now
making ready for a crash dive.

Had Jigger been thinking less about his
miss, and more about the reason why the
submarine was attempting to crash dive,
he might have noticed something else.
But it was not until he had released his
second and last depth charge that the truth
came crashing home to him—crashing
home in the form of steel hell raining
down on top of him from above.

Jerking back his head, he looked up
and saw three Black Darts slicing down.
How long they had been there, and where
they had come from he had not the slight-
est idea. There was time only for a des-
perate attempt to get clear of their wither-
ing fire.

Smashing the stick over, and booting
right rudder with all his might, he whirled

the craft around and down. Then pulled

. it straight up on its nose. Only when he

fell off the top, did he have an opportun-
ity to see what his second depth charge
had done.

And when he found out, he let out a
wild war whoop of delight. The subma-
rine’s steering gear and propellers had ob-
viously been damaged. White foamy wa-
ter was boiling around the stern of the
craft, as it lurched drunkenly through the
water to port.

Hell, one more depth charge would
finish it off completely. Just one more!

Unconsciously he reached for the tog-
gles, only to realize that Caldwell had only
given him-two charges. Unless a miracle
happened, the fight would be a draw. That
was, as far as he and the submarine were
concerned. He still had the three Black
planes to reckon with. And they—

His heart came up into his mouth, and
every muscle in his entire body seemed
to go rigid. He couldn’t believe his eyes,
and for several seconds he sat as a man
of stone staring fixedly out across the
water.

As though by magic the massive outline
of a big battle cruiser came looming
through the dim light of fading day. It
was an American ship. And as Jigger
gaped at it, totally unmindful of the Black
pilots striving to smack him with steel, he
recognized the familiar outline of the
Tampa.

The Tampa, here in C-Four. Good
God—certainly! With Admiral Jensen
aboard, the Tampa would undoubtedly be
the flagship of the review, Sparks had told
Red Dawson about. She was the first to
arrive at the scene. That was only
natural, as she would take the lead posi-
tion in the review. And—

“My God! Oh my God !”

From a long ways off Jigger heard the
echo of his own bellowing voice. Some-
thing had shot away from the wallowing



114

DUSTY AYRES AND HIS BATTLE BIRDS

submarine. Shot away into the water in a
shower of spray. And now it was leaving
a white trail through the water. A tin
fish! Helpless to get away from the battle
cruiser the Black submarine had released
one of its deadly torpedos.

Under normal conditions it was nothing
for those aboard the Tampa to worry
about. She was a half mile distant and
traveling under wraps. She could easily
swing to starboard or port, and let the
tin fish miss her. Yes, if those on board
knew that they had been fired at.

Two horrible moments and Jigger
realized that the bad light had not only
hidden the streaking torpedo from the
Tampa's lookout, but even the submarine
itself. Those on board were obviously
interested in what was in the air, not what
was on the water.

The savage hammering of steel against
the side of Jigger's plane snapped him out
of his paralytic trance. There was only
one possible way to save the Tampa—and
he was it!

To resort to the radio would be to lose
precious seconds. The torpedo was within
six hundred vards of the battle cruiser.
A couple of the cruiser’s planes were be-
ing catapulted off, but there wasn't any-
thing their pilots could do.

The crippled submarine could be
handled later. Right now it was the tor-
pedo that counted. A tin fish getting set
to bite a fatal chunk out of a steel-plated
hull.

Skidding clear of a Black plane that
swung in close, Jigger cut around in a
dime turn, and went thundering after the
water churning torpedo. He passed it in
less than a hundred revs of his propeller.

Pulling up in a zoom he shot skyward
a couple of hundred feet then kicked the
nose over and down. As he did, he reached
up with his free hand and slammed open
the glass cockpit cowling. Easing the
plane out of its dive, he hauled the throttle

all the way back.

Holding the stick between his knees, he
then clamped the vest parachute pack har-
ness about him.

Taking hold of the stick again, he
locked the rudder pedals, and climbed up
on the seat so that the upper half of his
body was in the open air. Gingerly he
got one leg out of the pit, and clung on
with one hand while he regulated the glide
of the plane with the adjustable stabilizer.

“Do your stuff, old girl!” he breathed
fiercely. “For God's sake, do your stuff!”

WITH that, he let go, and hurtled his

body upward and outward. The very
instant the tail of the plane sw:ept past
him he yanked the rip cord ring of his
vest parachute pack, and breathed a fer-
vent prayer.

A second, a minute, a year of agonizing
hell, and then he felt the harness tighten
about him; felt an invisible hand jerk him
skyward and fling his body in an arc, as
though it were a stone at the end of a
string.

Wind whipped his eyelids, and changed
heaven and ocean into a swimming blurr.
He tried to brush the water from his eyes,
but his wind-fluttered lids sent steady
streams of tears running down his cheeks.

But through that swimming blur he
saw his plane hit the water, nose first. It
showered spray high into the air, and be-
came lost to view for a moment as it
went cartwheeling through a swirling
whirlpool of foam and spray, right square
in the path of the on-rushing tin fish.

“A damn good crate, too!”

In an abstract way, he knew that words
had spilled off his lips. And then all the
devils of the deep let forth a blasting
roar of sound. A fountain of livid flame
shot straight up into the air.

It towered far over Jigger, unbrellaed
outward and spewed downward. A ter-
rific force smashed against every square
inch of Jigger's body. He had the crazy
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impression that his legs, arms and head
were sailing away from him, leaving the
rest of his body spinning over and over in
mid-air,

It was useless to battle against it. Use-
less to try to do anything.

And then, without waming, swirling
coolness enveloped him.

Instinct, and instinct alone, forced him
to unsnap the chute harness and swim
away from the water-logged silk that the
sea was trying to wrap around his legs
and arms.

Half a mile away the wallowing sub-
marine was striving desperately to crash
dive away from the knife prow of the
Tampa which was slicing through the wa-
ter toward it.

Automatically treading water, Jigger
watched the war drama through frozen
eyes. The crew of the submarine made one
last desperate effort—and lost. The prow
of the mighty Taompe hit it and cut
through its steel plates as easily as a
butcher’s cleaver would go through a fresh
egg.

A mighty explosion shattered the ocean
and sky, and two shredded steel hulks
rose up clear of the water, crashed back
into it again, and disappeared forever.

“Atta girl, Tempa!” he shouted. “That’s
the way to handle those babies!”

He saw something moving toward him.
He didn’t know what it was. But a few
moments later he felt his body being lifted
out of the water. Faces were dancing
around in front of him, and voices were
jabbering excitedly. He dully recognized
some of his shipmates from the Tampa.

A hot bath, a cold bath, an alcohol rub,
and a shot of navy rum were next in
order. The new man in him came to life.
And with the coming of that new man,
came, also, Captain Lawrence and Ad-
miral Jensen to his quarters. Those who
had cared for him softly faded out
through the door.

For several seconds the two big bugs
stood staring at him. It was the admiral
who finally broke the silence.

“Why didn’t you tell us of what you
planned to do, Harris?”

“You didn't believe me, sir,” Jigger
answered quietly. “It was a gamble I had
to take alone.”

“I see. But how did you know that the
sub would be on the surface at a certain
time ?”

Jigger shook his head.

“Didn't, sir. I thought that perhaps the
craft was hiding out at San Miguel. But
I was wrong. Then I was lucky—I sighted
her feeder plane. From then on, I con-
tinued to be lucky.”

The admiral shot air out through his
lips, glanced at Captain Lawrence, and
shrugged.

“You're lucky, all right, Harris,” he
said. “In fact, the luckiest man in the
entire Navy, if you ask me.”

“I'm sorry, sir,” Jigger began. “I
didn’t want to play it that way. It’s only
that—"

“I think that both Captain Lawrence
and I understand,” the admiral cut in.
“Fortune usually does favor the young
and daring, Navy rules and regulations,
notwithstanding. You saved the Tampa,
Harris, and God knows how many aboard
her. So I’'m recommending two things.
One, to the Navy Department—high
honors for you. The second, to the three
of us—that we forget everything else that
has happened. What do you say, Captain
Lawrence?”

The leather-faced skipper smiled.

“I agree wholeheartedly, admiral.”

“And you, Lieutenant Harris?”

Jigger grinned at the Tampa’s com-
mander.

“Officially, and unofficially,” he said, “I
am in complete accord with my captain’s
wishes !”
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Designed by Jack
(Speed) Osward, 354
Penimore St, Brook-
lyn, N. Y.
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" JOWDY, gang! Well, I don't just
know how to start the chin-fest
this month. I've got quite a few

things on my mind, and I'm having a hard
time trying to nail down the first item and

pass it on to you.

Such being the case, I guess I'll start in
the usual way, and list the new-comers to

the Pen Pal outfit. Here they are:

William F. Hayes, 210 Wilson St., Hav-
erhill, Mass.

Fred Hilmich, 1109 7th St, N. W., Wash-
ington, D. C,

Hillard Wiatrowski, 4339 Henry Ave.,
Hammond, Indiana.

Ed Miller, Jr., 2030 Tainmount Ave., St.
Paul, Minn,

Bill Thompson, 959 Brunswick Rd., East
Cleveland, Ohio.

Robert Wilber, 96 Interstate Parkway,
Bradford, Penna.

William Dolan, 11 Maple St., Brattleboro,
Vermont.

Kenneth Craig, 5218 Race Ave., Chicago,
I, -

Jimmy Cole, 703 Dorgaspar, Santa Fe,
New Mexico. .

Jack Osward, 354 Fennimore St., Brook-
Iyn, N. Y.

Jack Cowles, 9 N. 16th St., East Orange,
New Jersey.

Frank Galopin, 16 Shamrock St.,, Pea-
body, Mass.

Blake Spahr, 613 N. Hanover St., Car-
lisle, Penna.

Ben Anderson (age 12), 201 9th Street
North, Moorhead, Minn.

Norman White, 1973 IFairview St., Mt.
Penn, Reading, Penna.

John Mclntyre, 5245 Hawthorne St.,
Philadelphia, Penna.

Otis Jefferson, 3416 N. 4th St., Chester,
Penna.

Eugene Rickabaugh, 738 Thomas Ave.,
Johnstown, Penna,

Charles McMullen, 738 Thomas Ave.,
Johnstown, Penna. (also)

Brutus Preston, 723 Essex St., Lawrence,
Mass. '

J. Dickison, 700 E. Compton Blvd., Comp-
ton, Calif.

R. A. Adams, 15 Hindmans Road, East
Dulwich, London S. E. 32, England.
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Well, there you are, fellows. The lads I
have just listed are red-hot aviation fans,
and are ready for a fight, fun or frolic
any day in the week. So get out your
pen and ink, and drop them a line of
greeting. Who knows, maybe one of those
lads has a second-hand Pan-American
Clipper ship that he’d like to swap for an
old Hisso rocker arm, or something.
You'll find out as soon as you write,

And that brings me up to the main
theme of his chin-fest.

As you figured out after reading “The
Telsa Raiders” in this issue, Dusty and
his gang have practically slapped the
Black Invaders into calling it quits. Yup,
I guess we'll let the boys take a well-
deserved rest.

Maybe you won't like that idea so much.
And then again maybe you will throw
your hats in the air and give three cheers
for the fact that you haven't got to wade
through the old Skipper’s yarns any more.

However, I can say that it really has
been a lot of fun writing the stuff, and
having those grand arguments through the
mails. And so, being as how this may be
my farewell chin-fest with you, as a favor
I'd like to have you pin back your ears
and pay just a bit of attention to what
I'm going to get off my chest.

Since the very beginning, it has not at
any time been my idea to get you fellows
all steamed up on the advantages of war.
Rather, it has been my idea to point out
the disadvantages of war, and the terrible
sacrifices mankind has to make in order to
win a war.

Fellows, I'm telling you from the bot-
tom of my heart, that war is the most
stupid thing that man ever engaged in
since the beginning of time. Now, don't
get me wrong. I'm not advocating that
we sit back and let any nation, or nations,
take us for a merry-go-round ride. In
our minds, the little old U. S. A. is the
greatest country on the face of this earth.

And I know that you lads from other
countries think the very same thing about
your native land.

The point is, how shall we keep our
country the greatest in the world—and
keep it that way with honor, To my way
of thinking, that is not such a difficult
task. Let us be fair in all our dealings
with other nations, let us take no back
talk from any of them, and let us show
that we are ready to back up our honest
dealings with an A-No. 1 Army, Navy
and Air Force. In short, in time of peace
prepare for war.

Sounds goofy? Sounds like we should
be the international bully? Certainly not.
Just ask yourself this question—and if
you can’t answer it, ask someone consid-
erably older than you are. What coun-
try, in the entire history of the world,
ever started a war they didn’t believe they
could win? Just name one!

MAKE it a bit plainer, let’'s forget
nations and countries for the moment,
and consider the idea from the individual
standpoint. Let's take any one of you
lads.

Okay, there’s a lad living in the next
block. He may have some things you'd
like—say, a swell sling shot, or baseball
glove. Maybe he’s captain of the ball
team, and you want to be captain of that
team. The fellows elected him captain
for several reasons. They like the way he
plays, or they like the way he leads the
team. Or they like him because he’s a
swell lad, and gives everyone a square
deal.

Still, he gets your goat. In other words,
you're jealous of all the things he has. So
you start figuring to yourself how you
can bring him down a peg or two. Maybe
if you gave him a good licking, it would
make him look punk in the eyes of the
gang. He’s just a shade bigger than you
are. He is also a bit stronger than you
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are. You know that his dad has taught
him how to box. And you know that he
can take it, and come right back for more.

In other words, if you scrapped him,
there might be a pretty good chance of
your going home to supper with a couple
of sweet black eyes, some skinned
knuckles, and your clothes all mussed up.
So what do you do?

You say to yourself. Nix on that!
I might get a good beating, and be a hun-
dred times worse off than I am now.

Nope! I guess I'll just string along with

him, and let it go at that, He gives the
other fellows a square deal, and I guess
he’'ll give me one, too.

And there you are. That’s just how one
nation might feel about another nation.
The second nation has lots of things that
the first mation is jealous of. (Never end
a sentence that way!) But the first na-
tion knows that the second nation is well
prepared to protect what it has, and so
the first nation forgets the idea of going
to war.

Of course, there are lots-of other things
that enter into this war idea. You might
be goofy enough to think you could lick
that lad in the next block. And one na-
tion might be goofy enough to think that
it could lick another nation.

Such things have happened, and they’ll
happen again. What I'm trying to peint
out is, that if we show other countries
that we are quite prepared to finish any-
thing they might start, they’ll at least
think it over before starting.

Now, in the Dusty Ayres yarns we
have given a fiction picture of what would
happen if a strong nation tried to give us
a trimming. I've used my imagination to
the limit sometimes. I'm not saying that
every war weapon ['ve put in the Dusty
yarns was both possible and practical.

However, I have tried to stick pretty
close to. probability. - The idea is, that un-

til a war starts you never know what is.

going to happen—or what weapons will be
used before the conflicting forces have
decided to call it a day.

If you don’t agree with me on that
point, a study of the World War will
give you quite a surprise. Did the aver-
age person think in 1914 that flame
throwers, armored tanks, high speed
scout planes, long distance: bombers,
trans-oceanic submarines, Big Berthas,
and gas shells would play such important
parts in winning the war? The answer
is no.

And if there ever is another great war,
we'll see lots of things that we don't even
dream about now. Who knows, perhaps
the next war will make the Black In-
vader inventions look like a bunch of doll
house toys. Personally, I hope not be-
cause we did give the Black Invaders
some trick stuff to use on Dusty and his
gang.

Oh yes, here’s. something I must get off
my chest before I put on my hat and coat
and jump out the window.

Remember that story, “The Tropo-
sphere F. S.?” In the Hangar Flying
department that month, I asked you lads
to find out what troposphere meant. Well,
I've received several letters regarding that
question, and although a great many of
you came pretty close, no one gave me
the exact definition:

The majority said, “The troposphere is
that section of air just below the strato-
sphere.” Well, I can't say that that’s
right, nor can I say that it is wrong. So
I'll give you the exact definition.

Here it is:

The troposphere is the line of demarka-
tion in the atmosphere where tempera-
ture changes. From-the ground upward
the temperature of the air decreases in
temperature at the rate of about one de-
gree for every three hundred feet, until
it reaches a point where it ceases to. de-
crease and starts to increase. The air
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region at that point is known as the tropo-
sphere. At the equator the change takes
place at between sixty and sixty-five thou-
sand feet. At longitude 40 (practically
through the center of the United States
from east to west) the change takes place
at forty to forty-five thousand feet. And
at the North Pole the change takes place
between thirty and thirty-five thousand
feet.

So as you can note the region known as
the troposphere varies according to what
part of the world you happen to be in.
However, as the stratosphere is the air
region directly above the troposphere I
suppose its right to say that the tropo-
sphere is the air region directly below the
stratosphere. Next time I go up there,
I'll take a look around and let you know
definitely.

ALL of which brings us up to the next

item on my chest. It is in regard
to the three-view drawings and design
suggestions that you lads have been send-
ing in to me, First, let me say this—that
for every drawing I've published in the
magazine, I have received a hundred or
more that were equally as good.

Believe me, I've tried to be fair in this
three-view drawing idea. I've received
many letters from lads saying that they
considered the drawings they sent in to
be every bit as good (if not better) than
many of those that I have published.

To that I offer no argument. I agree
with you one hundred per cent. My only
regret is that I haven’t been able to pub-
lish every single drawing, and suggestion,
that’s been sent in.

For obvious reasons, though, that was
absolutely impossible. So I did the next
best thing. In other words, I published
as many as I could of the drawings that
came in to me first. It was really a case
of “first come, first served.”

However, here is a thought and a re-
quest that I'd like to leave with you fel-
lows. Just because Dusty and his gang
are taking a rest—or passing into forgot-
ten history—do not give up the three-
view drawing idea. -~

Neither you nor I can come within rifle
shot of predicting the changes that will
take place in the field of aeronautics. And
for that reason, it would be a crime for
you to put aside your design talents just
because there isn't any magazine to send
them to.

According to your letters, countless
numbers of you fellows have formed your
own individual Dusty club. Well, keep
those clubs going. Don't toss them out
the window just because the old skipper
doesn’t happen to be around to jump on
your neck when you slow up. After all,
my whiskers are growing longer and
whiter every day, and I don’t figure to
be around forever. I simply got the idea
started—and I'm leaving it up to you fel-
lows to carry on with the work.

In the department every month I've
published long lists of chaps all over the
world who want to be pen pals. You
have all those names and addresses, so
why not swap ideas on aviation, just like
you've been doing for over a year now?

ND so we come to the next idea in
mind—the question of adequate na-
tional defense.

With regard to adequate national de-
fense, I'd say that that is something that
rests squarely on the shoulders of you
fellows. Why? Well, I'll tell you—you
are what we old fellows call the younger
generation. You may be in school today,
but tomorrow you will be governing the
affairs of the nation,

If we are to have international peace in
the future, it will be you young ones who
will make that peace. If we are to have
war, it will be you young ones who will
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make that war—and fight #, too. Just
paste that fact in your hat and think it
over in your spare time.

Perhaps us old folks will make every-
thing fine for you. Or, perhaps we will
succeed in making an awful mess of
things—although I sincerely believe that,
with President Roosevelt in the White
House, that will not come to pass.

Okay, I guess I've lectured you enough
for the time being. Let’s go into some
other dance. And would you guess it—
let’s have this next dance with that great
industry we call Commercial Aviation.

Should I fall down a flight of steps
tomorrow and bust my neck, I would feel
truly glad that I was able to play a small
part in the birth, growth and develop-
ment of commercial aviation in this
country.

The part I played was very small
indeed. In fact I seriously doubt if any-
one could discover it even with the aid
of a very powerful microscope. How-
ever, it is a big item in my memory.

I can remember the time when I first
saw an airplane. Long before most of
you were born, I imagine. Seeing that
first airplane did something to me. Sure,
maybe it made me goofy, like I am now.
But, seriously, I have realized countless
times since, that I witnessed the begin-
ning of a great advance in the history of
mankind.

The air, as a mode of travel, was the
last thing for man to conquer. Mine was
the good fortune to play a tiny part in
the conquering of the air. I have flown
in that air for more hours than I can re-
member. I have written a billion times
as many words about it And I have
taught several people how to fly.

When added up, that even isn’t a drop
in the bucket of what others have done.
But I am simply trying to point out to
you the joy that is mine because I was
fortunate enough to play a small part.

However, to use an old and worn out
saying, the surface of aviation possibili-
ties has not even been scratched as yet.
What we old men have done is only the
beginning—a very small but very im-
portant beginning.

If I can but leave you believing sincere-
ly in aviation I shall be happy for the rest
of my days. Aviation holds more for the
youth of this world than anything else I
can think of at the moment.

Do not, however, consider that avia-
tion is simply flying through the air. The
biggest mistake that any of you lads can
make, is to consider aviation in terms of
piloting a plane. Believe it or not, the
actual piloting of an airplane is less than
ten per cent of the aviation industry.

Lots of you fellows have written me
asking what you must do in order to be-
come a mail pilot, or an army pilot. When
you do that you are simply shooting at th
top of the heap. :

It has been said that for every man at
the controls of an airplane there are a
couple of hundred that make it possible
for him to be there. In your eyes the man
at the stick is the hero, and the romantic
figure. But, just bear in mind that there
are a couple of hundred others just as
much the hero.

All of which means that the aviation in-
dustry is big enough to include all types
and kinds.

The best thing I can say to you is, no
mmatter what your own particular goal in
aviation may be, do not become dis-
couraged because it takes you a while to
reach that goal. Countless brave men
have sacrificed their lives to give you the
aviation of today.

Do not, by being reckless, and thought-
less, and over-zealous to better their ef-
forts, destroy all that they have done. The
ploneers of aviation living and dead, are
handing down to you young fellows the
torch of accomplishment. Do not let the
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flame die out. Keep it burning brightly
so that what they have done, will not have
been done in vain. )

Each and every one of you owes that
much to them whether you become pilots,
air-line presidents, high air military offi-
cials—or simply use the air mail for your
letters.

And so, gang, we come to the end of the
flight. It’s time to ease back the throttle
and slide down to a three-point on the
home drome. It’s been lots of fun—more
than I can say.

If I've given you any enjoyment, I'm
glad. And if I've made you sore, then
I'm sorry. Perhaps we’ll all take off again
sometime. However, until then, or in
case we never do, keep your nose down
on the turns, and tail winds and happy
landings now and forever more!

AU REVOIR
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