An Exciting
—— Novel/el
‘ Ay ROBERT %”
FENTON % ]

LAST FLIGHT
An Aclfion Novelef
F.E. RECHNITZER




5;44/1,27' o
e A ,,,,5 HANDICHP.
cAR

OF COURSE, you are. You've seen that lack of a high school
education—or its equivalent—is a terrific handicap in trav-
eling the road to success. In many organizations, such edu-
cation is required for almost any peacetime position.

By recognizing this fact, you've taken a step forward.
Now, act upon that realization—and you can make giant
strides toward your goal in life.

If you are one of the thousands who left high school to
engage in war work—your time to make up lost education
is Now. You can do this at any time but the longer you
delay the more difficult it becomes.

By all means, return to high school if your circum-
stances permit. If that isn’t possible, act today to obtain
the equivalent of a high school education the L C. S. way.

1. C. 8. is specially organized to serve those unable to
attend residential schools. You study at home or on the job
learn while you earn ... . acquire a high school education
in a surprisingly short time. I C.S. educational standards
are high. Costs of I. C.S. Courses are astonishingly low.
Mail the coupon today for complete information.
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§ Will Train You at Home~-SAMPLE LESSON FREE

Do you want a good-pay job in the
fast-growing Radio Industry—or your
own Radio %hnp? Mail the Coupon for
a Sample Lesson and my 64-page book,
“Win Rich Rewards in Radio,” both
FREE. See how I will train you at
home—how you get practical Radio ex-
perience building, testing Radio cirecuits
with 6 BIG KITS OF PARTS I send!

Many Beginners Soon Make Exira

Money in Spare Time While Learning

The day you enroll I start sending
EXTRA MONEY JOB SHEETS that
show how to make EXTRA money fix-
ing neighbors’ Radios in spare time
while still learning ! It’s probably easier
to get started now than ever before,
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booming. Trained Radio Technicians
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TELEVISION « ELECTRONICS

also find profitable opportunities In
Police, Aviation, Marine Radio, Broad-
casting, Radio Manufacturing, Public
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the public ! Send for FREE books now !
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tails about my Course; letters from
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T IS beginning to look as if the stream-
l lining and wunification of the armed

forces of the United States is going to
be a typical Congressional football game.
With a shuddery sensation along his dorsal
vertebrae, your Skipper recalls the fruitless
and bitter wrangles that followed World
War One.

These wrangles ultimately saw our ablest
air leader, General Billy Mitchel, busted
from authority, saw old-fashioned cavalry
officers back in the saddle on land and bat-
tleship admirals walking their quarter-decks
as of yore. What their stupidity cost us was
every casualty in World War Two—which
would scarcely have had to_be fought had we
readied ourselves for it.

Now the trouble is beginning all over
again, with much the same issues in only
slightly different clothing. Instead of three
departments, the intelligent leaders want
one, with Army, Navy and. Air Forces co-
equal—and the dead-heads are battling vici-
ously to maintain the status quo.

So many half truths and outright false-
hoods have been said and printed about the
current issue that AAF commander, General
Carl “Tooey” Spaatz was recently impelled
to take pen in hand and write the following
editorial in AIR FORCE, the official AAF
magazine. Said the General:

Slips of pens and interpolations between the
lines are continuing to confuse the American
people. Every day some city editor trims a
wordy reporter’s story just enough to make it
misleading.

Serious misunderstanding has come from a
recent article in the nation’s newspapers. This
was phrased to imply that not only the War
Department but General Arnold was opposed
to a separate Air Force. Of course, nothing
could have been more erroneous—nothing could
have twisted the truth more effectively.

The article in question has the following
background: On December 11, 1945, Congress-
men May and Vinson, Chairmen of the Mili-
tary and Naval Affairs Committees respec-
tively—submitted identical bills henceforth
known as the May-Vinson Bills for the estab-
lishment of a separate Air Force. The May-
Vinson Bills were referred to the Committee

‘under Congressman Carter Manasco.

3 — - . R~ e e e e ———— e e

on Expenditures in the Executive Departl'i‘iﬁnts

en,
as is customary, Mr. Manasco wrote letters to
the Secretary of War, the Chief of Staff of the
Army and the Chief of Army Air Forces, re-
questing their detailed comments.

As a result of the numerous conferences that
followed, the Secretary of War, General Eisen-
hower and General Arnold agreed that the pro-
posed Bill could not accomplish completely our
urgent national security requirements. They
concurred in these facts:

That air power is co-equal with land and
sea power in its responsibility for, and contri-
bution to military success in battle; that the
war just ended had demonstrated the impor-
tance of unity of direction; and that a single
reply should be submitted to Congressman
Carter Manasco as representing the joint views
of the three upon the May-Vinson Bills.

This letter, signed by the Acting Secretary
of War is, of course, the one referred to in the
misleading newspaper article. In that item
the clever screening of facts or an editor’s
overcutting caused the inference that General
Arnold was opposed to a separate Air Force.

The letter stated that in his recent message
to the Congress, the President strongly recom-
mended the enactment of legislation for a sin-
gle department of national defense to admin-
ister the Army, the Navy and the Air Forces
as three co-equal branches.

This would establish an organizational struc-
ture providing unified direction below the
President and thereby assuring coordination
and efficiency for our armed forces. It would
give air power a co-equal status with land and
sea forces, and it would achieve maximum
economy with more security for less taxes.

In determining a plan to give air power co-
equal status with land and sea forces, two
courses are open. One is the method in the
proposed legislation, namely, by provision for
three executive departments for the armed
forces, one of which would be the Department
of the Air Forces. The other is the single de-
partment for all the armed forces. It could
not be accomplished with the two departments
we have at the present.

The Acting Secretary’s letter continued that
the War Department was of the opinion that
all three of the objectives of the President must
be promptly achieved in the organization for
military security. The proposed May-Vinson

(Continued on page 90)




WHICH INSTRUMENT

J.YOU WANT, TO

TO.PLAY ?

Thousands have learned to play this quick easy
short-cut way, right at home — AND YOU CAN, T0O!

@ Yes, thousands have learned to
uickly and easily this remarkablo
“Print and Picture" way. And if you

only a half hour of your spare

time each day following the instruc-
tions, you, too, should be able to
play simple melodies sooner than

you ever dreamed possible.

Have Real Fun Learning

That’s why it’s such fun learning musie
this modern, short-cut U. 8. School way.
You learn to play by playing. With this
amazingly quick, easy method you need
no ial talent or previous musical train-
ing. Neither do need to spend endless
hours on scales and tedious
exercisea. You learn to play real tunes
almost from the start. And you can’t go
wrong. Because first you are fold how to
do a thing by the simple printed instruc-
tions. Then a picture or d shows
you how to do it. Finally you do it your-
self and hear how it sounds. Nothing
could be clearer. And sooner than you
ever expected you'll be thrilled to find
that you can pick up almost any popular
piece and play it by note.

X

= See how easy it is!

Hy Oountry 'Tis of Thee Bweet Land of Liberty

L3k at the dlsgram. The first Dote on the music s “C”.
the keyboard and locate ““C* on
thnpianindthaothumtholmuwu.Nw:tnhthe

Follow the dotted line to

as Indicated and

N be
t-mu patriotic bhymn "moﬂn.“ ¥

the

Easy a8 A-B-C, ian't it?

And just think! With the many U. S.
School Courses to choose from, you can
take lessons on any instrument you select,
for less than 7¢ a day! That includes every-
thing . . . valuable sheet music, printed
instructions, diagrams and pictures, and our
Personal Advisory Service . . . no extras
of any kind. Is it any wonder that thousands
have taken advantage of this modern way
to learn music at home in spare time . . .
and to win new friends, greater popularity,
and enjoy musical good times galore?

Send for Free Proof

If you really want to learn music ., . .
to be invited avmarwheu « « » and get lots
more fun out of life . . . mail the coupon
below asking for Free ‘“Print and Picture”
Sample and Illustrated Booklet. See for
yourself how easy and pleesant it is to learn
to play this modern, short-cut money-saving
way. Check the instrument you want to play.
Don’t wait . . , do it now! U. 8. School of
Music, 2949 Brunswick Bldg., New York
10, N. ¥,

U. S. SCHOOL OF MUSIC
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T T e %0 = BTk ooms
7

of the
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PREFEHS HOME 3TUDY
METHOD

"*1 have taken lessons from s pri-
vate instructor but grew tired of
long hours of practics and disoon-
tinued my study. After studying
your course for only 30 minutes
daily, I am now playing for my
Church Chnir with much ease.””

-x Hubhnrd Tm:.

PLAYS ON RADIG
**As a proud student I can't keep
from telling you that as a result
of my course I have a good posi-

tion playing from KTHS every
morning.”* *).8., Heavener, Okia.
*Actu l:ﬂmﬂa names on request,
Pictures by Professional Models.

l "

2949 Brunswick Bldg., New York 10, N. Y.
I am interested in music study, particularly

in thée Instrument

| checked below. Please send me your free illustrated booklet, ‘‘How

I to Learn Music at Home” and free “‘Print and Picture’ Sample.
Piano Trumpet, Cornet Trombone Picoolo

I Guitar Reed Organ Flute Mandolin
Hawailan Guitar Tenor Banje Practical Modern
Violin Ukulele Finger Elementary

| Saxophone Clarinet Control Harmany
Piano Accordion Have you instrument 7. cameeme
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POPULAR LIBRARY

presents

\ Readers’ /Jury Selections

The reading public of America, the most impressive Readers’
Jury ever convened, has voted hundreds of thousands strong
for the books published in Popular Library editions! Chosen
by the public, acclaimed by critics, Popular Library books
are cestain to please you, to hold you, to entertain you.
Popular Library’s list of 25¢ books
includes all fields of literature — fic-
tion, non-fiction, mysteries, collections
of humor, westerns, etc. Handsomely
illustrated covers, clear printing and
strong neat bindings are some of the
pluses which make you wonder how
you can get so much for onlv a quarter} G g
For a few hours of reading enjoy-
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Searchlights were stabbing at the big B-26 bomber as Lew Byington drove it on

YESTERDAY'S PIL

By ROBERT S. FENTON

T

War hero Lew Byington, lost in the mire of battle fatigue,

is suddenly faced by the greatest challenge of his career!

CHAPTER 1

No Job for a Hero

EW BYINGTON leaned forward in
the big leather chair, his new slouch
hat hanging limply from the tips of
his fingers, and staring at the rich rug at
his feet which fleetingly reminded him of a
green and purple hillside in Normandy.
Sitting there, listening to the big man of

Western Central Airlines, it occurred to him
that things could strike harder against a man
than the chunks of stuff that came up from
the flak towers. Spoken words, for instance,
that sent men to a gallows, to an invalid’s
chair or into a future that could have no
meaning.

“You're only one among hundreds, Bying-
ton,” John Gurning said, and kept his eyes
averted as he bent forward and crushed the
hot ash from the stub of a cigar. “I have a

AN EXCITING AIR-WAR ACTION NOVELET
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dozen pilots here who would gladly change
places with you—to have your record. Sev-
enty missions, wasn’t it?”

Byington hardened his
shrugged.

“And four forced landings,” he said. “I
walked away from them all. Maybe that
makes them think I am crazy or, in the
polite parlance of the Air Forces doctors,
psycho.”

Gurning nervously cleared his throat.

“Three years of combat flying takes more
out of a man, Byington, than a lifetime of
commercial flying. That’s not my opinion,
but the findings of men who spend their lives
making a study of such things.”

“Flight surgeons,” Byington snapped. “No
doubt you have an extensive report on me?”

Gurning nodded.

“Naturally, Byington. We have an envi-
able safety record and cannot afford to lose
it. Accidents are out.”

“All right,” Byington said, his face becom-
ing more finely drawn. “I’'m not in shape to
. fly a bomber to the target and back, but the
war has been over five months and I've had
a good rest. Flight surgeons can be wrong
regarding a diagnosis as well as any other
kind of medico, can’t they? Do I look like a
physical wreck? Shucks, man, I'm only
twenty-four, and how much nerve does it
take to kick a passenger plane through a sky
with nothing more dangerous in it than
clouds and birds? Flying is my life and they
want to take it away from me. I can fly
anything.”

Gurning passed a hand wearily over his
eyes.

“Try to understand, son. You've got to
face the cold facts. The Army considers you
unfit for flying and it is impossible for any-
one to reverse the decision. You’ve taken a
lot, kid. Surely you can accept this.”

“Yeah?” Byington got up and slammed his
hat down on the big man’s desk. “So I killed
myself maybe a thousand Germans. Maybe
two. For that I get pretty ribbons which will
get me a cup of coffee if I hand over a dime
along with them. These commercial pilots
have got to live like the way they been ac-
customed and we suckers aren’t going to
chisel in. We beat the old baby with the grass
cutter to come home and starve to death. He
must be laughing, Gurning. Maybe we aren’t
considered a part of this reconversion—"

mouth and

FOR a moment or two Gurning stared at
the pilot.

“You don’t believe what you’re saying,
Byington,” he said gently. “All pilots re-

turned from the war will have a chance the
same as anyone else. All they have to do is
prove they are fit. And they’ll have to go
through the same routine as any new pilot
employed by an airline. If they get through
ground training, they’ll be assigned to planes
as co-pilots until we can assign them.”

Lew Byington laughed.

“That’s rich, mister. That’s the funniest
thing I've ever heard.” He took a cigarette
out of a leather case and Gurning watched
him hold the flame of a lighter to it and
noticed that Byington’s hand shook even
though he had stopped laughing. “I can see
a lad named Rip Orman going to ground
school again. Rip only knocked down thirty-
two Nips and maybe he needs more train-
lng.‘!l f

Gurning waited until the flyer sat down
again and then he watched Byington until
the man had control again.

“There’s a lot of jobs in aviation, son. On

‘the ground. In the laboratories and in the

control towers. With your experience, you
could do a lot to help.” |

“The devil with it, mister,” Byington said.
“I'm a flier.,” He looked out the window at
the glistening concrete runways and stared
hungrily at a big skyliner that was coming
in. It was beautiful to see. No drab paint job,
no gaping holes in its wings. No stink about
it. There was no crash siren going and no
meat wagon around. Bosh, that baby at the
controls did not know from nothing. He
didn’t need much nerve under those condi-
tions.. Like sitting in a Pullman chair and
reading a paper compared to combat.

“If you want a job here,” Gurning was
saying, “just let me know when you make
up your mind.”

“Blow it, “Byington said, and watched the
wheels of the skyliner kiss the concrete.
“Funny, how soon they forget. I blew up a
billion bucks worth of Kraut stuff and killed
maybe a thousand Germans. They got no
more use for me.” He laughed with bitter-
ness and got up to go. “I could fly those
babies out there with my arms folded, Gurn-
ing.”

“Think it over, son.”

“Maybe,” Byington said. “Right now I am
thinking of a B-26 pilot dusting tomato
plants with a puddle jumper.” Byington had
paused in the doorway before leaving the
office. “Or doing reconnaissance work for a
movie studio that wants a location for a
Boyer picture. Or would they take a chance
on me for even that stuff?”

He shut the door not too softly behind
him and went down a thickly carpeted cor-
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ridor to a reception room. It was circular in
shape, very modernistic. The girl at the desk
was very modern too. She smiled at the flier,
a question in her eyes.

“No dice, sister, “Byington said. “Don’t
ever raise your boy to be a soldier. Maybe
you’ll buy an apple from me. I'll be in town
at the corner of First and Broad.” He studied
the picture of a Western Central pilot that
hung from the wall, There were three other
young faces in their frames.

“A nice looking guy,” Byington said.

“Mr. Gurning believes airline pilots should
have recognition too,” the girl said, “That
one there is Harry Brett. He brought a plane
in that had been struck by lightening. The
radio was out and there was a heavy fog.”

“Well, well,” Byington said. “What would
the boy have done if the Jerries were throw-
ing flak up at him too? And if one of his
engines was dangling like a hangnail and the
co-pilot’s blood was spilling into his lap?”

“Everybody couldn’t go to war,” the girl
said, her voice a little cold.

“Nobody should,” the flier said. “Yes, I
guess the Big Boy is proud of this line’s
safety record. I wonder if I'll get my mug
pinned up somewhere, for knocking off all
those Heinies and messing up a couple rail-
road trains, three bridges, and many other
things Nazi too numerous to mention. It is
a cockeyed world. They forget to remember
plenty fast.”

“In your own heart you know the job you
did,” the girl said, “For me that would be
satisfaction enough.”

She got up and walked to the water cooler
and got herself a drink. A neat job, Bying-
ton thought. He liked her specifications, her
silhouette. He wondered if she had a pilot.

“I'm an old old man,” he said, leaning
against her desk. “Practically twenty-four.
I’'m a psycho and filled with combat fatigue,
but I wonder if you would go to lunch with

me.

HE girl dropped the paper cup into a

wire basket and looked at him, mildly
surprised. He guessed she was studying the
shadows under his eyes and the hollows in
his cheeks. She studied him longer than he
believed necessary and his nerves began to
sing.

“Skip it,” he said.
lines in the evening papers.
Pilot Strangles Girl During Lunch Hour.

“I’'m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“I've got a lot of places to go anyway,”
Byington said. “Somebody must need a
pilot. Maybe I'll see you around.”

“Let’s not have head-
‘Ex-Bomber

'r»

He pulled his hat brim down over his
eyes with a vicious jerk and opened the door
and slammed it behind him.

He went out of the long low building and
out onto the walk and watched a big sky-
liner unload. Another was taking off. The
loud speaker was paging a man. There was
the smell of high octane in the air, the wav-
ering hum of many horses. There was no
tenseness about the men who walked about
wearing the cream-colored coveralls of
Western Central. Nobody was sweating the
big jobs in or out. He felt regret and strong
resentment,

During the war he had had it, all that it
took, but men like Gurning told him he was
too burned out as a post-war pilot. He
turned his eyes away and cut through a nar-
row areaway that brought him out through
the gate. He took a taxi and went over into
town. The driver was a reckless jehu and
soon Byington grew fearful.

“You want to khock me off?” he yelled
“Take it easy, pal.”

“Nervous, huh?” the driver shot back.

“Button your lip!” the flier snapped.

In town he went to a tavern and had some
drinks. After a time, every time someone
passed his table, he would hold up a hand,
fingers splayed, for inspection.

“They don’t shake a bit, do they?” he’d ask.
“Tell me, do they shake?”

When they began laughing at him, some of
the strong stuff he had taken wore off, and
he got up to leave. He was almost at the
door when someone called him by name.
He turned slowly and saw a face that was
vaguely familiar.

“Yeah?” he said.

The big man held out his hand.

“You're Lew Byington,” he said with a
grin, “You don’t remember, maybe, but I'm
Hank Varney. I used to run those crates
out at the Darlington Airport before the war.
You had a habit of pestering the life out of
my boys there. Say, you knocked the devil
outa them Nazis.”

“It’s nice somebody admits it,” Lew said.

“I got a car outside,” Varney said. “You
got anything special to do this afternoon?
Like to talk to you.”

“I’'m as free as a bird,” Byington said.

Driving out of the city, Varney told the
ex-bomber pilot that he was going back into
business in a big way. He had three light
jobs and a twin-engined plane that could lug
cargo. There was good money to be had in
this chartering business. A man could carry
the entire Lakeview High School football
team in the old Gurning Skylark,
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“There’s no end to the possibilities, Lew,”
Varney pointed out.

“Where do I fit?” Byington asked.

“Seems to me I remember you flew a little
over across,’ Varney said. “If you can show
me you can handle that two-engined baby,
you're my bet.”

“Sweet words.”

Byington grinned, and lighted a cigarette.
His hand shook a little. There was an ag-
gravating tightness in his stomach and a lot
of things he wanted to forget came back to
him, He had not been in a plane since he
had brough that last B-26 in. They had
sald he should never try to fly one again.
Men who should know. Flight surgeons.
But even experts made prognoses which
proved to be unsound.

CHAPTER 11

Penalty of Combat

T WAS a four hour ride to Lakeview.

Varney saw that Byington had a hotel
room for the night,

“Meet you there at nine in the morning,
Captain,” Varney called out as he drove
away. |

Byington hoped he would sleep sound. A
few hours later he wondered if his snoring
had awakened him. But he was hot in his
bed. He sat all tightened up in the control
pit of a bomber and in front of his eyes were
great oily black puffs shot through with red
and the plane shook under him as the bould-
ers of concussion banged against the plane’s
flanks. '

Other planes were driving in at him—yel-
low-noses, with jets of fire guttering from
their wings. Down below, the countryside
was aglow with a horrible, wavering, bloody
light., Tracers streaked past the window and
the crazy roar of powerful horses shook a
man'’s reasoning,

“I got that one!” Byington heard little
Eddie Schott yell from the tail turret. “Come
in for some more, you slugs!”

The voice broke too quickly and there was -

a terrific jolt that nearly turned the B-26
over on its back. The lights went out and
the intercom was filled with a meaningless
crackling sound.

Lew Byington fought the bomber tooth
and nail, his teeth sunk into his lower lip and
drawing blood. |

On even keel, he checked his crew. Three

voices made themselves heard in the inter-
com. The co-pilot’s head rolled around on
his shoulders and cold air drove through the
shattered window and sprayed Byington with
a red mist. The bomber was bucketing and
fighting the controls. One engine was
thumping and burning dangerously hot, The
port wing was fractured.

“I’ll take this baby home,” Byington ripped
out. “I’ll put her down. It isn’t the first
time, either.” _. q

“You do, and I'll write it up for Ripley,
Lew,” the engineer called out.

“You want out?” Lew yelled above the
roar of Hell outside.

“They beat baseball bats against your hams
in them Kraut camps,” the top gunner
snapped. “Anyway, this I got to see, Cap-
tain. The third time always tells.”

Sure, it was the third time. Twice before
Lew Byington had brought a bomber in on
its belly and had overcome every kind of a
hazard you had to anticipate with such land-
ings. He swept his bloodshot eyes over the
vista afforded him from the control pit and
saw two of the 190s stabbing down from off
to the right. Another Nazi Focke-Wulf
was spearing at them through the crazy pat-
tern of searchlights and it was heating up its
guns.

Byington felt panic for the first time in his
war. He nearly let go. He did yell for his
crew to hit the silk, but his voice was
stretched thin by his fear and no one heard.

He was drawing away slowly when the
190s cut loose with cannon and machine-gun
fire and he felt a violent tug at his shoulder
and let the bomber have its head for several
despairing moments. Sweat poured down
his face and it trickled down his quaking
legs and into his boots. What mission was
this? Or had there been any others?

All memory was shattered and there was
no measuring of time. He kept talking into
the throat mike but it was only a stuttering
jabber. Eddie Schott would not answer him.
From far away, he heard the voices of the
engineer and the top turret man. He won-
dered why they weren’t letting the Nazis
have a taste of the B-26’s cannon.

The 190s kept coming in.

“They’ve boxed us,” he screeched.
is the works! This—"

He could not talk straight any more. Was
it tears or was it sweat that clogged his
throat? It had never been like this before.
His whole body shook as he tooled the
riddled bomber along the fearful skylane and
his fear was heavy upon him.

There were scattered voices in his ears.

“This
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Dude Oldsmith, the navigator.

“Four wheels, no brakes— Wish we had
four wheels—I'm taking bets that Lew walks
away from it.”

“Shut up!” Byington roared hoarsely, as
more ships appeared in the sky. The muck
thinned and a 190 flamed down and the pilot
felt the heat of its passing. Another Focke-
Whulf blew up and threw wreckage against
the beams of light. A fighter plane swept
low over the crippled B-26 and Lew Bying-
ton laughed like a man is not supposed to
laugh. A Thunderbolt.

Byington cried as he nursed the bomber
along. He looked down and saw a ripple of
moonlight on the rough surface of the Chan-
nel. He had to fight the shakes that came
into his arms and legs, and he began to
remember back a little.

URING the briefing, the flight surgeon

had looked at him hard. The medico
- had been staring at him for a couple of days
and it had sawed at the pilot’s nerves.

“I wish I wasn’t in this thing about now,”
Oldsmith said. “But in that pub at—”

“I’d hate to be up here without it,” the
top gunner yelled. “Take her down Lew.
Me an’ Chip have got a bet on.” :

Byington steadied himself with the stub-
bornness of near delirium and watched his
instruments, those that remained to him. He
heard nothing and felt nothing as he
dragged maximum range from the little oc-
tane left to him.

The business of gliding in without under-
carriage again glued his tongue to his palate
and wrung every last bit of moisture out of
his throat. The urge to let it all go in one
last fearful crash was overwhelming. It would
be over quick. A man would not have to
go out there again and take the lumps from
the ground guns and the Yellow Noses. The
ribbons you got would get you a cup of cof-
fee along with a dime.

Oldsmith’s voice penetrated the woolly
layers of stuff that were wrapped around
his brain and his head snapped up.

“Over the strip, Lew— Green lights on
the tower— They waited up for us.”

“Lots of room,” the engineer said. “Put
her down, pal. Remember I got a date with
a gal in Bonmouth on Sunday.”

“We'll need room,” Byington said and
then clamped his jaws tight together and
shook sweat out of his eyes.

The bomber fell over on a wing and he
had some very bad moments before he
straightened it out again. Abstractedly, he
was aware of the small figures scurrying

around on the field below. There was a
confused roar of sound in his earphones and
what was left of his crew were holding on
and praying, he hoped.

The fear came over him again as the
ground came up, a chilling wave of nausea
that nearly finished him for keeps. The one
active engine cut, he exerted every last ounce
of strength keeping the bomber’s nose from
boring into the concrete.

The crippled plane hit and bounced and
threw an engine clear. It slithered off the
runway and cracked its belly wide open be-
fore crashinging into a revetment and shud-
dering to immobility.

Lew Byington caved in when his head hit
hard against the side of his office. He sank
down into a great pit with the shouts of
men in his ears. . . .

Byington sat straight up in bed, the sweat
icy against his skin,

Why did a man have to be thrown back
into a nightmare that had already taken its
toll? This was the sixth time now that he
had put that bomber down after that lacing
over Frankfort and every last frightful de-
tail lingered in his head as he sat staring
at the lesser darkness of the small hotel
room’s one window. He trembled violently
and got up to get the only stuff that seemed
to help him forget.

He took the bottle out of his bag and had
a long pull at the fiery stuff it contained. His
nerves loosened and he went back to bed
and tried desperately to sleep. Tomorrow
he had to prove something to himself, to
men like Gurning, to all the world.

If the past had to come back to a man
in his sleep, why not that part of it that took
place on a beautiful island in the Tyrrhenian
Sea, where pilots forgot the horrors of war
and climbed the salitas to look out over a
beautiful blue and peaceful sea? There were
stone-pines there and a moon that shone
brighter than in any other part of the world.
A man could assemble the fragments there
and breathe in the sweetish salt air and mend
nerves that were pitifully ragged.

Byington arrived at the airport promptly
at nine and got out of a bus to stare at the
old Gurning transport that was getting some
attention from the mechs. A new paint job
hid some of its age but the flyer knew its
length of service. Its fuselage was much too
bloated for the streamline age, and its two
engines could only give out with 1100 horses
combined.

It was an old girl trying to step along
with the modern hep cats, but it was a
plane. It was something that would fly and
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it suddenly became a thing of beauty in By-
ington’s eyes. Varney trotted out from the
long low house that formed a half square
at the near corner of the field and called to
him,

“We're warming the big baby up, Lew. It
sounds pretty smooth and ready to go. How
about you?”

The blood tingled in Byington’s veins,

“I'm as ready, Varney,” he said.

He could not assert he felt smooth.

SMALL crowd of people came up,

seemingly from nowhere. One tall
man packed a camera and he began to step
back, preparatory to getting a good shot at
Lew Byington. Byington went for him and
shoved him off his feet and the camera thud-
ded to the turf.

“Lew, what’s the idea?” Varney said. “We
can use this publicity. It builds fellows like
me up.” ‘

“Yeah?” Byington snapped. “Look, they
aren’t taking pictures of me, Varney. I am
no longer photogenic. At least, not until I
say they can. I got my reasons.”

“Okay, pal,” the Lakeview newspaper
cameraman said in a brittle voice. “Maybe
you war pilots got temperament like movie
actresses. Maybe my sheet ain’t big enough
to do you no good. Some day, Byington,
you’'ll beg for a picture of your mug and a
couple of lines reminding people you killed
some Heinies once. I want to see that day.”

“Look, Mike,” Varney said. “Come back
tomorrow. Maybe he’s superstitious. Maybe
today ain’t lucky.”

There were some big kids there.

“What you say his name was?” one asked
another. “How many planes did he shoot
down?” ‘

Lew Byington laughed without moving
his lips.

“Get that, Varney! You ask that red-
head how much Joe DiMaggio hit seven
yeas ago and he’ll come right out with the
correct figures. They sure forget the aver-
ages of the war fliers pretty fast. A guy is
responsible for knocking off a thousand
Huns, maybe two thousand, but they have
to look it up with the war only over a little
while ago.”

“A lot of fellows flew in the war, Lew,”
Varney said. “They killed a lot of people
and knocked off a lot of planes. Maybe
people are too busy trying to forget blood
and thunder. It is a good thing to forget.”

“Yeah,” Lew said, “Ribbons and a dime
for a cup of coffee. Let’s take a look at that
crate and see if it flies.”

“I'm an old man of twenty-four,” Byington
sald to the girl at the water cooler
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Two light planes took off and Byington
stopped and watched them lift into the air
like startled quail. Toy stuff. They were
little bigger than some models, he thought.
And they’d suggested that he could fly the
midgets and dust off boll weevils or other
Crop peésts.

He grinned as he stepped aboard the
Gurning Skylark. He got into the pilot’s
seat and checked the controls. He fed the
idling plane some gas and listened for bugs
in the engines. They sounded nice every-
thing considered.

“Let’s take her out over the town,” Var-
ney said. “We’ll have a talk later.

CHAPTER III

Disaster

to get moist as he prepared for the
takeoff. A wad of something thick and cold
formed under his breastbone and his heart
was thumping against his ribs. He cursed
the weakness he could not explain as the
transport slid along the hard-packed ground
and turned into the runway.

Relax, he told himself. This is like sitting
in a Pullman and reading a good book. Why,
that dame back in Gurning’s reception room
could take this crate up and set it down
again.

He opened the throttles and let the plane
gather speed until the border of stunted
pine at the end of the runway was just the
right distance away. He lifted the transport
and cleared the trees with plenty to spare
and threw it into a long climbing turn in
the direction of Lakeview.

“Acts nice,” he said to Varney.

“I put a lot of dough in this baby,” Varney
said and slowed the tempo of his gum chew-
inhg. “I been looking for the right pilot. A
hundred a week, Lew. How about 1t?”

“You got yourself a pilot,” Byington an-
swered with a smile.

He thought of Gurning and a couple of
flight surgeons and his smile grew wider.

Sure, that pretty receptionist could handle

a job like this one in her spare time. Some-
how he hadn’t been able to forget the girl.
The one he had planned to marry had not
waited long enough. She had heard he was
not going to fly any more.

The thrum of the engines settled down
to an even thundering sound and they were

YINGTON nodded. His hands began.

over Lakeview at about nine thousand. It
was a day filled with heat haze and maybe
that was the reason Byington’s underclothes
were sticking to him.

Varney settled back and half closed his
eyes. Making a turn, Byington happened to
spot the plane off to the left and slightly
higher than the Skylark., Another appeared
above it and a nerve in his face jumped.

The cold lump in his chest thickened and
for a moment or two he was back in a war
and seeing yellow noses on those harmless
Army ships.

He must have cried out because Varney
was straight in his seat and looking at him
closely.

“What’s up, Lew?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Byington said and pressed his
lips tight.

He could not tell this man who had just
hired him not to mind at any time if he
saw ships in the sky that really were not
there. That it was like a person who had
been startled by a sound as he passed a spot
on a lonely road at night, or saw a shadowy
figure appear and as quickly disappear in
the dark. That person would always hear
that sound or see the shadow every time
he passed that way again.

There was a flash of light off to the left
and Byington winced. His nerves were re-
minding him that things had happened to
disturb them not so long ago and he felt a
weakness in his legs.

“Might as well take her down, Lew,” Var-
ney said. “This job will work out all right.”

Even as Byington nodded, an engine sput-
tered and became cold. The cold sweat came
out on the war pilot’s face and the shakes
got him and held on. The engine picked up
as he fumbled crazily with the controls.
“Okay, okay, Lew,” Varney yelled. “Why so
excited?”

“Yeah, Varney,” Byington said, but the
old terror was riding him,

Three times he had survived a forced land-
ing and he never wanted another one. A
man couldn’t lick the law of averages for-
ever. Take her down, sure. He wanted
down, His throat was leathery and the
harmless transport plane was flying him
when it should have been the other way
around.

“You can go along too far with every-
thing, Captain,” the flight surgeon had said.
“You can do too much of a thing in too
short a time. All of your flying—all you had
in you—was used up in three years. . . .”

He thought, No, I can still fly. This baby
will do just what I want it to do. I'll put it
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on the roof if I have a mind. I’'ll show
those grease monkeys down there some-
thing to lift them out of their pants.

He nosed the Skylark down and came
over the pine clump with little to spare and
with engines wide open. There was a kind
of madness urging him on and he did not
hear Varney scream at him nor feel the man
grab him fiercely by the arm.

“You gone crazy, Byington?”

“I'll give that cameraman a show, Varney,”
the war pilot bit out and zoomed the two-
engine job up again just as it seemed it
would take the roof off a hangar. “They
said I would never fly again! Let’s go over
to Bridgeton and land it on Gurning’s roof.”

“Put it down, Lew !” Varney yelled. “That’s
an order!”

“Okay,” Byington said and banked sharply.

HE balky engine acted up again and
icy fingers clawed at his heart. It kept
going out and coming in again and once it
threw sparks that came back at the wind-
screen.

Lew Byington’s nerves were breaking

when the field came up at him. It looked

no roomier than his backyard at home and
when the wheels hit the ground, the far end
of the runway looked closer than it was and
he slewed the Skylark around, braked it
hard and snapped off a wheel.

He saw a mech’s face only briefly and it
was chalky white and full of terror. Then
the man disappeared and the plane slammed
against a hangar and took an entire wall out.

Varney climbed out first. Blood trickled
from a cut on his forehead. He reached in
and yanked Lew Byington out and flung
him off his feet.

“You're washed up, mister. I was a sucker

to take a chance with you. Get off this field,
you flakhappy dope!” He turned when a
man in greasy coveralls caught him by the
arm.

“It’'s Willie,” the mech yelled. “I think
we better call an ambulance. That wing
caught him and cut him up plenty.”

Varney turned and ran.

Lew Byington drew a sleeve across his
eyes and then looked out over the turf at
the injured man.

The last few minutes had been like a night-
mare and he scarcely believed all that had
happened after the engine had conked out.
He heard Varney yelling for a man to phone
the ambulance. Then Varney came stum-
bling. toward him and in close he stopped
and poured it on.

“You made a nice mess of it, you sap!

Maybe you have killed a man. I believed
you could still fly and took a chance with
you, Byington, even though you had no
license to take a plane off the ground. I’ll
be in a spot over this thing and you can dis-
miss all responsibility by just saying you got
battle fatigue. I haven’t got a leg to stand
on and you won’t have if you don’t get out
of here, but quick!”

“Something happened, Varney,” Byington
said and let a sob jerk loose from his throat.
“lI needed a little more time, I guess, but I
wanted to get in a crate so bad, I—I got
some dough saved up and if it will help out.”

“Get going, mister,” Varney said, his voice
cracking up. “Don’t ever let me see you
around here again.”

“Yeah,” Lew said. “I wish I could—every-
thing is all mixed up—something happened
quick up there—"

He stumbled away, toward the road. He
heard an angry voice. -

“You lettin’ him go, Mr. Varney?
slug should be arrested.”

“Sure, I'm lettin’ him go—he’s a war hero,”
Varney answered. “He wasn’t responsible.
I was flying that plane, understand? Every-
body here, remember that. I took the con-
trols up there and an engine cut out and I
cracked that plane up. That’s my story and
try and disprove it.”

Byington walked down the dusty road,
barely aware of locomotion.

It had not been his nerves, he told him-
self. The realization that he was handling
a plane again and getting it to respond to
his every whim had caused him to let go.
That landing could have been made easily
enough with a crate that was built to stand
the gaff. There wasn’t a pilot anywhere who
had flown up to a thousand hours without
having been in trouble of some kind or an-
other., There was no perfect mechanism,
human or otherwise.

But in his heart he knew different.

He thought, You keep trying to talk your-
self out of it, Lew. You have been in a war
too long and you were trained for war flying
and no other kind, see? What have you got
to offer to men like Gurning?

Byington tried to find an answer to that
one. There had to be something the war
pilots had brought back that the big men in
the business could use. You learn plenty of
tricks when you have to fight against flyers
like Goering’s Abbeville Kids. They save
your very life.

As he climbed aboard the bus, Lew Bying-
ton could not think of even one that would
look good in a book. :

That
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He got to Lakeview and changed for an-
other Greyhound that went to Bridgeton.

His nerves became more steady and he be-
gan to think of the days ahead. Flying was
his life. It was his business. He knew no
other. The world was taking to the air.

After the last war, he recalled, there were
ways for a pilot with an elastic conscience
to make a good living. Stuff that was dan-
gerous to take along the roads could be flown
through the air. As yet there was not much
of a police force wearing wings. There was
a war going on somewhere all the time. A
man could pick the side he wanted to fight
on, The enemy were the lads who paid the
least amount of dough. He had known a
flyer who had done all right below the Bor-
der after the last war.

HERE was a club in Bridgeton called

The Wing. All those who had ever
flown and were flying were eligible for mem-
bership, and it was quartered high up in the
towering Leveridge Building and had a big
lounge and a very nice bar. Ladies were
welcome every Thursday night. Lew Bying-
ton took a chance and went up there after he
had washed up and had his dinner. The
radio was on full blast and several couples
were dancing.

Byington thought he knew one of the girls
but he couldn’t be sure. He went into the
bar that was getting a heavy play and wedged
himself between a uniform and a gray pin-
striped suit. He called for a drink, had two
of them neat and let his tongue go. After
the uniform spoke about reconversion and
the flyer’s chance in the new scheme of
things.

“Pick yourself a spot for a good filling
station, my friend,” Lew said tartly. “You've
been in a war and maybe got your picture
published, but it won’t pay off. Not like one
that is hung on the walls of the room at
Western Central Airlines. They hang the
picture of a flier up there who can land a
transport crate while it is raining. We
should have been smart and stayed back to
grow up with the business. A war pilot
hasn’t a future because he used it up in two
or three short years. What did you bring
back they can use?”

“I'll get along,” the uniform said. “You
got the wrong slant somehow. I didn’t get
your name.”

“It’'s Byington, I got my picture in the
papers once. I flew over in France and Ger-
many and I guess I must have knocked off
over a thousand Huns on the ground. My
crew got themselves over a hundred Jerry

planes but nobody cares to remember that
any more. Some lad in a Gurning passenger
plane will set a record from here to New Or-
leans pretty soon because a woman in the
plane will be racing the stork. Gurning will
hang his picture up and put a plaque under
o P |

“Sure,” the uniform said. “That’s a rea-
son to be remembered, Byington. If you get
what I mean. Right now and far into the
future, I hope people will be thinking up
ways to grow bigger and prettier roses, how
to control cancer, or pay off the mortgage
on their house. The man who will perform
a miraculous operation and save a life will
be—but maybe you don’t see what I am driv-
ing at, Byington.”

“I've been through the eighth grade, pal.
War is a horrible thing now and we have
got to put our ribbons and decorations away
so they won’t remind the public we went
out and killed a lot of Japs and Nazis, We'll
get songs like that old one, ‘I Didn’t Raise
My Boy To Be A Soldier.” But what will it
get me? They claim I brought nothing back
with me that they want in this peacetime
flying business and suggest I go out and
keep a set of books. The devil they say.”

The uniform was not convinced.

“A man doesn’t go through all the flying
we have done without becoming expert in
some phase of the business,” he said. “I'm
going to discover what I brought out of that
mess and cash in on the open market.”

“I’ll see you here six months from now,”
Byington sneered. “We’ll learn who came
out with the most dough. You stick to
hearts and flowers and I'll go work at my
trade. It's the only one I know and the one
they taught me. They want to forget but
I'd just as soon remember. I'm kind of
proud of the score I turned in.”

“I hope you’ll change your mind,” the
uniform said. “Or that somebody changes it
for you. You've got to forget that every
plane that flies is an instrument of destruc-
tion. It can be used for directly the opposite,
mister. Your talents could also be used.”

“This i1s where I came in,” Byington said.

He went out into the lounge and sat down
and watched the dancing. A couple moved
in close and the girl turned her head slightly
and met his glance. His brows lifted and he
smiled for the first time in many hours.

There was no mistaking the slightly turned
up nose and rich full mouth, nor the sparkle
in her grayish-blue eyes. Her recognition
signal stepped up his pulse and he knew that,
three years ago, he would have made a bid
for more than just her smile.
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The bitterness thickened as he let himself
think too much, and suddenly he got up and
walked out into the foyer and tossed a hat
check to the girl at the window. Yesterday's
pilots had to train all over again—for tomor-
row, Bunk!

CHAPTER IV

Leila

AIN was falling when he reached the

street. He felt jumpy and ready for
sleep and hoped he would not wake up early
in the morning with the sweat rolling off
him and with the memory of a crash landing
too crystal clear inside his head.

He angled toward a taxi stand, wondering
what that girl’s name was. Maybe if he had
somebody like her to help him forget—

He spun around when somebody called to
him.

His heart pounded as he tried to make out
the face of a man who stepped into the
blotch of light coming out of the window of
an all night grill. The eyes were hidden un-
der a snap brim, the man’s chin was sunk
into the collar of his topcoat. Byington
wanted it to be Oldsmith or Mike Perry or
Nicksy Vioni or any of those fellows who
used to ride the bombers with him.

The man came in close and Byington was
sure he had never seen him before. He
studied the angular face for a moment. Its
good features were ruined by a mustache
that had been shaved too thin.

“You called my name,” Byington said.

The stranger smiled briefly. |

“Yes, I was at the aero club and I could
not help but overhear your interesting con-
versation, Captain. Let me introduce my-
self. I am Arturo Perra.”

“Somewhere I heard that name before,”
Byington said.

“Perhaps,” Perra said. “I was once head
of the Venezuelan Air Force. 1 flew in
Spain, Captain. Perhaps I have something
that will interest a man of your—shall we
say—talents?”

Lew Byington studied Perra’s face for a
moment, then nodded.

“What can I lose, Perra? Let’s go in here
and hash it out over a nightcap.”

They went back into a small booth in the
rear of The Wing and Perra ordered drinks.
He lost no time putting his greasy cards on
the table.

There was trouble in Caracas and a certain
faction needed a man with experience and
very little conscience to direct the operations
of a small air force. Perra’s countrymen
could fly but they had no actual war experi-
ence.

“The same old story,” Byington grinned.
“You Latins always catch the fever after a
big war is finished. You step in and have
one of your own. I have no doubt you will
pay well for a pilot with my talents.”

“Five hundred for every flight, Captain.
You are the boss. No interference. No
questions asked. If you are interested, you
will meet me in New York at the Plaza two
weeks from tonight. Of course, you will
hold what I have told you in the strictest
confidence. I warn you that it will be very
unhealthy for you if you forget.”

“I’ll be in New York,” Byington said. He
refused a third drink and reached for his
hat, “I have one trade, Perra. I1f I say so
myself, I am pretty good at it.”

He led the way toward the door and then
suddenly put on the brakes.

The girl was looking at him again and this
time there was trouble in her eyes. The man
she had been dancing with at the club was
with her and there seemed something wrong
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with him. There was very little color in his
face and he sat back in his chair, his eyes
half-closed.

Byington crossed to the table.

“Anything wrong?” he asked.
see you again.”

“I’'m afraid Freddie ate something that did
not agree with him,” the girl said. “Would
you call a taxi, Mr. Byington?”

“Sure,” the flier said. “I’ll be glad to. Sit
tight.” He turned to Perra. “I’ll be see-
ing you, my friend.”

“Bueno,” Perra said.

He found out later that the girl’s name was
Leila Thaw. |

After they had dropped Freddie off, he
took her to her own door. She hesitated
while bidding him good night, looked at him
steadily.

“Would you care to come in for a few min-
utes?” she asked him. “It isn’t too late for
a cup of coffee.”

Byington was quick to accept the offer.

He stepped into the snug little apartment
and dropped into an easy chair. Gurning’s
receptionist hurried into the little kitchen
and put the coffee on.

A few moments later, over steaming cups,
she was asking the war flier if he had made
any plans.

“Perhaps,” Byington said guardedly, and
stirred his coffee.

“That was Perra with you, wasn’t it?”

“You know the man?”

“Slightly. I cannot say that I trust him.
There are stories going around that may not
be true but considering the source, I'm in-
clined to credit—"

“Forget Perra,” Byington cut in. “Gurn-
ing—you like working for him at Western
Central?”

“Nice to

IMPLES appeared in the girl’s cheeks

as she laughed.

“Very much,” Leila Thaw said. “In a
year or two, it should be one of the largest
airlines in the country. It is the only one
now that can say it has not had one serious
accident.

“You don’t lick the law of averages,”

Byington bluntly reminded the girl. “Gur-
ning’s been lucky. He’ll blow his top if one
of his crates has a hundred percent wash-
out.” \
“Perhaps,” she said, her lips tightening.
“He is proud of the record, but he picks his
pilots very carefully, Mr. Byington, as you
may know.”

Byngton stiffened.

“Touché,” he said.

“Right on the target,

\ 4

sister.”

“I'm sorry. I didn’t mean that,” Leila
Thaw apologized. “It’s only that Mr. Gur-
ning’s heart and soul is set on guaranteeing
the public the safest kind of flying. His
mechanics are experts, too.”

“The wvery best, sure,” Byington said.
“They never were in a war. Even the mechs
get nerves over there. Sweating them in.”
His tone grew bitter. “No place for tired
nerves—Western Central. Let’s wish Gur-
ning luck and three more years at least with
a perfect record. Yeah, a bad crackup would
set him back ten years. He must be sitting
on tenterhooks and biting his nails. He
should have been a C.O. over one of those
airstrips in France. He’d be with me now,
looking for a chance to eat regular.”

“It isn’t that bad,” the girl said, and he
seemed to detect definite interest in him as
he studied her eyes. “You need a rest and
then you’ll find you have your feet on the
ground. Everything will look different to
you.” |

“l can’t afford to rest. I do not want my
feet on the ground, that is the trouble.” He
got up and looked at his watch. “It’s late
and I have to be going. Thanks a whole
lot for asking me in.”

“I've enjoyed talking with you. Won't
you stop in sometime at the office and let
me know how things go?” She picked up
his hat and handed it to him and gave him
a warm smile. “I really mean it

“Call me Lew,” he said. “I'll maybe do
that, Leila.”

He took a cab when he got outside.

The rain was pouring down. Reality struck
him full in the face and so he thought of
Perra. Doubt crept into his mind but it
was soon gone when he allowed himself to
think clearly. She had really got under his
skin, he told himself. But there was Freddie
and he was a nice looking fellow., People
are kind to men who have been through a
war. It was the thing to do.

Before he got to his hotel, he knew he
would go to New York,

¥ %k k% %

The big Western Central Skyliner was
ready to go. Its glistening wings and long
sleek fuselage sparkled in the sun and the
idling props of the 2,100 horsepower radials
made twin-shimmering discs in the haze of
midafternoon.

It was a neat job all around, Lew Byington
admitted as he made himself comfortable in
his seat and adjusted his safety belt.

He was one of thirty passengers going to
New York. He had never been a passenger
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before and he felt like a bird sneaking a ride
on the top turret of a Mitchell. He felt pretty
useless and out of it all. He took a pocket
magazine from his bag and was idly scan-
ning the story’s buildup on the inside cover
when somebody snatched it out of his hand.
He looked up quickly, ready to tell the book
- snatcher off.

The face he saw made him forget his an-
ger and for a few brief moments he was back
in the driver’s seat of a bomber flying over
the Rhine.

“Lew!” the man in the blue visored-cap
yelled and slammed the passenger on the
shoulder. “Lew Byington!”

“Hopper!” Lew cried out.
Whyte. Well, you old gold brick.”

“Yeah, feller, It’'s me. I'm co-pilot of
this baby. Fancy meeting you here. On an
airplane of all places! And just so much
excess baggage.”

“It hurts,” Lew snapped.
Hop.”

Hopper Whyte had come to the wars two
years behind him and he had most of his
stuff left in him. Enough to qualify him as
a co-pilot for Western Central Airlines. His
eyes were very clear and there was a lot of
meat on the bones of his face.

Hopper had not been too hot a pilot. Lew
remembered the time over the Reich when

“Hopper

“It ain’t good,

Hop went a little haywire. But it was good .

to see him.
“I got nerves, Hop,” Byington said. “So
tell the pilot to be extra careful. Tell him

about the safety record of this company, will
you?”

“Sure, Lew., I’ll see you, feller. I got
business up ahead. I’ll send the stewardess
to hold your hand and stuff cotton in your
ears. She’s a redhead.”

“I got me a girl,” Lew said. A {fellow
could dream, couldn’t he?

HE engines stepped up their thunder.
The Skyliner slid along the long smooth
runway and became airborne before Bying-
ton was hardly aware of motion. A cinch
job, even for a man with battle dust still on
him. No bombs to worry about, just pas-
sengers.

Byington looked around him. There was
no tenseness in the faces within his line of
vision. Men and women and kids sitting
there as if they had been in ‘their own
homes and listening to Benny on the air.
Why not? There were no Focke-Wulf’s
around, no flak. Western Central had never
had a fatality.

The airport faded swiftly behind and the

Skyliner purred beautifully and settled down
for the eighteen hundred mile trip to New
York. At eight thousand, the clouds were
woolly and above them was a sun that looked
a little too red to Byington at that hour of
the day.

He went back to his book again but could
not seem to get his mind on it. He built
up a picture of himself in a war crate over
Caracas and wondered who was in for a blitz
in the South American country. The red-
head came by and smiled at him.

“Hop wanted me to make sure you weren’t
air sick,” she said.

Lew Byington grinned.
guy, huh?”

He knew he had a good chance of dating
this number for New York but he had too
much business there, very important busi-
ness. He brushed her off as easily as he
knew how and she went on toward the tail.
He looked over at a little blond girl about
four years old and winked.

She got her pretty little face all out of
shape when she tried to wink back at him.
The child’s mother was crocheting.

It was a peaceful scene. The war might
never have taken place. There was a cou-
ple in front of him and he was sure they had
not been married very long. There was a
little old lady who slept peacefully, and her
glasses were slipping off.

Byington shook his head. This was not
for him. It was worse than running a trol-
ley.

He tried the book again and managed to
use up another hour.

When he looked out at the sky, he saw
that it was opaque, and for the first time
realized that the plane was bucking a head-
wind. A man across the aisle was very sick.
The stewardess was hurrying back and forth,
having a time keeping on her feet. The
first signs of nervousness crept into the
faces around Lew Byington. The Skyliner
was riding out a storm. The lights were on.
He looked over at the little blond girl. She
had her face buried in her mother’s shoulder.

Rough going, they thought. They should
have ridden through a sea of muck and
through a score of Messups and 109s. This
was still a picnic. It was ugly outside the
rain-spattered windows. It was as dark as
night and the Skyliner bucketed its way
through the soup. Lightning flashed and the
little girl cried. The old lady was awake and
she reached out and tugged at the redhead’s
sleeve as the stewardess passed.

“There is nothing to worry about,” the
redhead said.

“He’s a comical
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CHAPTER V

Storm in the Air

TINGLING sensation ran along Lew

Byington’s scalp and down his back
and he knew then that everything was not
going to be all right. When the needles got
him, he got set for trouble.

He felt the plane whoosh down and jump
up again like a frightened gull. Somebody
screamed. Everything seemed to happen at
once on the tail of the frightened cry.

There was a blinding crackling flash of
light mixed with thunder, that turned the
Skyliner over on its side. Next came a sick-
ening break in the roar of the engines and
the stewardess was catapulted toward the
pilot’s compartment.
~ Byington felt shock. His right arm was a

little numb as he loosened his belt. The
lights went out, came on again dimly. He
knew that the lightning had struck up ahead.

The redhead stumbled down the aisle and
a lurch of the plane nearly upset her again.
Byington managed to get her by the arm
and he pulled her toward him.

“A rough night,” he called out and forced
a laugh. The girl stayed close to him and
held on to his arm.

“Look, Hop wants you up there. Right
away, Lew. The pilot is hurt.”

“Keep your voice down,” Lew snapped and
got her by the shoulders and held on. Her
cheek was close to his lips. “What was that
you said?”

“Hop wants you,” the stewardess said and
her voice was smothered. “He sent me to
get you. Please go up there—Norbert has
been struck by lightning. He—Hop said to
hurry. Won’t you please go? He said—"

“I got a hunch what he said. Sure, I got
a hunch.” Lew was grinning now. “All
right, let me past you.”

Lew Byington went through a door and
into the pilots’ compartment of the Skyliner
and for a brief instant thought he was back
in a war again. The pilot was slumped down
in his seat and he was out cold. Hopper
Whyte was at the controls, fighting a plane
with a fracture in the starboard wing and
with only one engine turning over. His face
was white as he turned it toward Lew.

“Look, feller, take over. You've got to
get this crate in. You can land them
when they’re hurt like this, Lew. On a dime,
remember. Three times they said you have

done it.”

Byington laughed crazily and hung on.

“Three times? You mean a dozen times,
Hopper. In my sleep. Over and over.
Listen, this is your job, not mine. I got
nerves, remember? Or didn’t you hear?
Show me some courage, Hop. Let me see
why Gurning never had an accident. He
hires the right boys, Hop. Okay, I'll coach
you in!”

“It's my first run, Lew. Listen, there’s
only one man can bring this down without
killing everybody back there. There’s a cou-
ple of little kids, Lew. Women—their lives
are right in your two hands!”

Byington held on as the plane took a
sickening plunge down through the storm.
It keeled over like an ocean liner that has
been struck by a mountainous wave. Hopper
bared his teeth and fought to keep it from
spinning. The oily shine of sweat was on
his face and when it was turned pleadingly
toward Byington, he knew Hop was not
adequate for the job which had to be done.

“Let me in there,” Lew said. “Go back
and kid the customers along! Tell ’em funny
stories. Tell them to relax as Gurning hires
the best in the business. That’s the funniest
story I ever heard, Hop! Yeah, I been try-
ing to stop having nightmares in my sleep
and wide awake I walk into this one.”

Lew Byington was at the controls.

The wind howled and whistled and nearly
drowned out the thunder of the one remain-
ing engine. Rain splashed into the com-
partment and stung Byington’s cheeks. Be-
side him, the pilot still rolled about in his
seat, his head dropped on his chest. The
crate weighed twelve tons but it was buf-
feted about like a badminton bird. .

Checking hurriedly, Byington saw that
the compasses were knocked out, their nee-
dles spinning crazily with too much elec-
tricity. He picked up a field with the radio
and got its bearing but the boys at that field
could not be sure exactly what Byington’s
position was.

Then there was only a whining, crackling
sound and communication was nil,

“Well, that’s that,” Byington muttered.

The altimeter said six thousand. It was
enough, Byington thought. Another thought
occurred to him that put a cold grin on his
lips. He wondered how Gurning would feel
if he knew his Skyliner was storm-tossed and
crippled, with Lew Byington at the con-
trols. The big man would be squirming in
his chair and chewing up cigars and think-
ing of the business he was going to lose
after the fatal crash.
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WAVE of bitter resignation swept

over Byington. He could let it all go
and finish it with one great crash and he
would take some of the future of Western
Airlines with him. Gurning had not been
too much concerned about a man named
Byington’s future, . The wild recklessness
was in him again and froze him in his seat.

He figured the odds against him and found
them tremendous. A man can walk away
from three forced landings. He couldn’t
walk away from another, except only in his
sleep. And then he thought he heard a child
cry. It might have been the wind playing
tricks but he thought of the little girl with
the curly blond hair, and the wildness poured
out of him with a kind of sob.

He had not thought of it at the time, when
he had hovered over the targets and checked
with the bombardier. Down on the ground
there had been little kids. Maybe one had
looked much like the little girl who was back
there smothering its fright against a moth-
er's shoulder.

Maybe he had even killed little kids. You
never thought about that when a factory
or a bridge or a road had to be taken out.
And it was that killing he had wanted people
to remember. Sure, it had been war, and
everything had been fair. Everything had
been forgiven. People were quick to for-
DR s 5

He dropped down through the soup and
saw that it was clearer and he was sure he
saw a dim stretch of terrain below. The
wind was blowing the storm up and away
and the rain was no longer battering against
his face. He crabbed the Skyliner closer to
earth and gave it hard left rudder to com-
pensate for the dead weight of a cold engine.

The fracture in the wing seemed to widen
as he glanced at it. He thought he heard a
grinding sliding sound.

He set his teeth and got ready to match
wits and skill with the stricken plane and
asked it if it had not been told that Lew
Byington was an expert at this business of
putting them down and walking away. He
started to talk to the crippled plane.

“I guess you haven’t heard, baby. This is
the savvy I brought back from the war.
This 1s my specialty. This will be something
nobody will forget. You weren’t made to
destroy, baby. You’re a peaceful old dame
and you ain’t going to hurt a living soul.”

He kept up the run of crazy talk as he
eased the transport in., Through the side
window he watched the evergrowing vision
of the earth jumping up at him and forgot
to wonder at the steadiness of his nerves.

He slipped the Skyliner in toward a small
stretch of pastureland between two long,
low hills, until a wingtip seemed about to
slice a frightened cow in half. With a des-
perate effort, at the right second, he pulled
the nose of the Skyliner up and slammed
both heels against the brakes.

He did not hear Hopper Whyte yell in
his ear or hear the cries of fear that boiled
out of the steel cocoon behind him. There
was too much to do all at once and in a
short space of time.

The twelve-ton plane sheared off a wheel
and nosed into a sandbank, lurching violent-
ly. There was a rending of metal and the
screams of the passengers and then a violent
shock when twelve tons of airplane came to
a stop. Byington pitched out of the seat
and hit his head on something. He fought
against his dizziness and managed to stay
on his feet., His shout was instinctive,

“Get them out, Hop,” he yelled.
them all out. There’s a little kid—"

He swayed and fell against something that
smelled good.

“You're wonderful, Lew,” the redhead
said.

He turned and got his arms under those
of the pilot, found he did not have enough
strength to move him. He could smell gaso-
line. He shouted for Hopper Whyte.

After a while, Byington was out on the
grass with the passengers. The woman in
the blue serge suit was slumped down
against an apple tree holding the little blond
kid tightly in her arms.

“Norbert’s coming around, Lew,” Hopper
Whyte said. “Everybody’s all right. Not a
serious injury anywhere. A lad here broke
his arm, 1s all. Lew, you son of a gun, you
can bring ’em down! There isn’t another
pilot in the world who can do 1t like you!”

Byington felt very light in the head and
he keeled over.

“My specialty, Hop. I brought it back
from the war. They said I didn’t have a
thing they could use in this peacetime
bus—"

The last few words did not carry far. Lew
Byington fell against Hop, a dead weight.

“Get

HE room in which he recovered his

senses had a pungent familiar smell and
there was a screen next to his bed., A little
table stood on the other side of the bed and
on the table was a vase of flowers—and a
campaign ribbon and a cup of coffee! Lew
thought the girl raising the window was a
nurse,

“Where did you get the dime?” he called
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out hoarsely. The girl turned on her heels
quickly and stared at him. It was Leila
Thaw. She did not catch on for a few mo-
ments.

“Oh! I took the ribbon out of your pocket.
The coffee is for me.”

“Did I break something?”

“Not quite, Lew. Just a concussion.” She
came over and sat down and put a soft palm
on his forehead. ‘“Stay quiet now.”

“You came to see me,” Byington said.
“That is all the medicine I'll need. I’ll get
up in a little while.”

Leila shook her head.

“No, you won’t, Sure, I came here. 1
represent Western Central Airlines. Mr.
Gurning sent me He wants you to work
for him, Lew.”

“Me?” Byington stared at her. “Don’t
make me laugh. What does he want with
me?”

“He wants to hang your picture up on
the wall,” Leila Thaw said. “There’ll be a
plaque under it that will say you saved the
lives of thirty-three people and nobody will
ever forget that, Lew. Don’t you see? Peo-
ple who save lives are remembered long after
those who destroy lives are forgotten. Gurn-
ing needs what you brought back from the
war, Lew. All your skill and knowledge of
flying, even though you may have to stay
on the ground when you teach it to the kids
coming up. You've got to be reasonable,
Lew.”

“And just why do I have to?”

Leila Thaw leaned closer until he felt her
sweet breath brush his cheek.

“Because why, mister? Because I can only
go for a man who has both of his feet planted
firmly on the ground. Going around fighting
revolutions for people will not make you a
fit husband for anybody, Lew. You would
not live to see your kids through grade
school. Lew, I knew you were in love with
me when you left that night. If I am wrong,
I’ll go somewhere and die.”

His mouth opened wide. He was pretty
slow in using his arms and getting her head
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against his shoulder.

“You sure know everything, baby.
are right in every way.”

He knew there would be no more night-
mares.  He saw that little blond kid again
and knew he had done something far greater
in that storm than he’d ever done in seventy
bombing missions. It made him feel washed
clean inside and very proud.

“Yeah, we’ll have a son and he’ll be the
best transport pilot in the world. No war
for him. We've all got to be sure of that.
I’ll hide my ribbons and decorations in a
trunk in the attic so he won’t get ideas. The
thing he’ll have to go on will be that picture
of his old man in Gurning’s office at Western
Central.”

“Yes, Lew,” Leila said in a smothered
voice. ‘“That’s the way they’ll always re-
member you. For the good things. Yes,
you have everything straight now: Destroy-
ing, even made legal, is not worth remem-
bering. Your best service to the country is
still to come.”

“Guess that’s true,” Byington said, and
held on to her tightly. “I sure got the big-
gest break of any war pilot in this business
of reconversion. I don’t need to fly any
more because I got my angel.”

“You get another kiss for that,” Leila said,
then drew away from him. “lI have to go,
Lew. I’ll be back tonight.”

When the door closed behind her, a plane
thrummed somewhere overhead and it was
just as well she was not there to see the
eager, hungry look in Lew Byington’s eyes.
She would have known then that some day
she would have to compromise. Listening
to the sweet sound, Lew was pretty sure he
could get her to anyway.

Once a flyer, always a flyer, and anyone
with brains knew that. Leila had more than
her share. He knew the future was going to
be very bright indeed. He could forget his
ribbons and he drank very little coffee, any-
way, as it was bad for his nerves. He would
show them all sooner or later that he could
still land a plane on a dime.
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Ambrose busts the bottle of Schnapps over the Kraut’s head

ERRORNAUTICS

By JOE ARCHIBALD

[ ]

When Ambrose Hooley and Muley Spink run into Sergeant
guerre, Heil breaks loose!

Schickelgruber in the first

WAS telling some of the boys in Hick-
ey's barber shop just the other day that
if me and Ambrose Hooley knew as
much in the late summer of 1918 as we do
now, there never would have been a second
world war. It was just too bad our hind
sights was not as good as our gunsights
and that Uncle Willie Hooley did not have
a brother christened Nostradamus.
Nostradamus was born in the Middle Ages

26

and predicted aerial warfare and the burning
of London and even knew the Frogs would
some day build a Maginot Line. About the
only thing the old M.D. could not predict
was Ambrose’s Uncle Williee Maybe be-
cause Uncle Willie was something of an
oracle himself.

Be that as it may, we will go back to the
last guerre when me and Ambrose flew with
the Ninety-Third Pursuit Squadron near
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Commercy, France. The only charming
thing about the homely little turtle, was his
life as he could get caught in a sky all alone
with a Spad and without ammo by forty
Fokkers fresh out of a factory and come
back with nothing more than a touch of
hay fever. Ambrose could do more things
with a Spad than Willie Hoppe could do
with a billiard cue and he was one reason
we won the last war. |

Well, it was during July and the Krauts
have been more dangerous than usual as
they are in their own corner and want to
fight out of it, and Allied observation planes
have been taking quite a pasting trying to
wash up what ammo and supply dumps the
Huns have got left back of the lines.

A rat is always the most testy when it
backs against the wall and puts up its dukes.
And during these hot months, there have
been rumors flying around France thicker
than relatives gathered around an old rich
recluse’s death bed and they say Bullsheviks
have trickled into the Kraut lines and are
starting a revolution.

The brass hats of the last fuss were just
as inhumane to inferiors as they were re-
ported to be by topkicks in this one and it
is one day at dusk when we come back from
a patrol, looking like seven moths that have
flown through a corn hopper, that our
C.O., Major Bagby puts his cards on the
table. |

“Chaumont is inclined to believe there is
something in this story that Germans are
beginning to revolt, gentlemen,” Bagby says.
“So far Intelligence hasn’t succeeded in un-
covering anything. That means—"

“One guess,” Ambrose snaps. “The air
corpse is the hope of the Democracies, huh?
Awright, I'll put on a beard, git a bottle of
vodka and some caviar an’ drop down some
night out of a D.H. Four. Only thing is I
never learnt to speak Russian in no gram-
mar school. I could make out I got a cleft
in my palate, though.”

“You get out of here, Hooley!” Bagby
yvelps. “Go to your hut and wait until I send
for you.”

“I’ll never volunteer for nothin’ ag’in,”
Ambrose says.

E STARTS for the door when the siren

screeches and then we all duck as a
plane whooshes right over the mess shack.
Then there is a blood-curdling crash and we
all rush out to see a crate piled up against
two apple trees. There is a man hanging
over a lower limb like a sack of rice and he
is trying to spit out his goggles. Another

character crawls out from under a wing and
says why don’t the highway department put
up signs when roads are slippery and wet.

After a while we get the crew of the
D. H. 9 to talk and they ask first for a
transfer.

“I'm not your C. ©.”
“Come now—try and think.”

“Awright, but I hate to,” the pilot of the
two-seater says. ‘“Who put out the proper-
gander the Krauts is licked? We made a
try for a fuel dump over back of Metz and
seventeen Albs jumped us. We had to drop
our eggs fast and let them fall where they
may. Things are gittin’ awful tough if the
guerre is most over, and am I happy I
wa'n’'t here when it started. Who has
cognac?”

“Just a last minute show of power,” Major
Bagby sniffed. “It’ll peter out faster than a
football stabbed with an ice-pick. We got
’em on the run everywhere.”

“Yeah,” Ambrose says.
us.”

Major Bagby chased Ambrose half way to
the Nissen hut. I enter sometime later and
the little tomato is stretched out on his cot
reading a letter. The envelope is on the
bed and I pick it up, then drop it like it
was a live grenade. The postmark scares me.

“Uncle Willie is way ahead of the times,”
Ambrose says. “Just listen to this, Muley.
Uncle Willie don’t write very plain and I
have to read it to you.”

“I wouldn’t mind if you didn’t bother,” 1
snap.

“‘Dear Ambrose’,” he begins to read aloud.
“‘Hopin’ this finds you still somewhere in
France and not under it, I got a suggestion
to make. I've writ the war department but
they don’t seem to want no help there so
I'll just tell you what I think. I got the
idea last Fourth of July when we was shoot-
in’ rockets off and one set fire to the bushes
next to our house. It burned the ell out of
it but we got the fire department in time.
Now, they must have dry spells over there
and why couldn’t the Allies shoot rockets
from airplanes into places where the Ger-
mans have stored shells and gasoline and
stuff. It would save planes and lives as the
bombers wouldn’t have to git right over
the dumps. You see, Ambrose, you would
set the rockets off while you was headed for
home as the chute could be built out over
the tail. I have made a rough drawin’ for
y ou.’ ”

“No,” I groan. “No more, Ambrose.”

But he goes right on reading, regardless.

““There must be fireworks stowed away

Bagby snorts.

“Right toward
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in France as they celebrate Bastille Day
there, don’t they? Well, Ambrose, it is only
a idea. I’'m so full of them I got to get some
off my chest or bust. Miriam is goin’ to
have pups and I hope they will have beagle
blood in some of them. Hopin’ you are the
same. Your Loving, Uncle Willie.””

“You should send him a souvenir,” I says.
“What did Napoleon ever do with his hat?”

Ambrose lets it pass. He is studying the
rough drawing his Uncle Willie sent him.

“You can scoff, Muley Spink,” he says.

“They said the Wrights was all wrong when -

they made a airplane. Do people laugh at
Ben Franklin now every time they turn on
a light or plug in a flatiron? Let’s go into
Commercy tonight.”

“With the early patrol starin’ me in the
face?” I snap. “I will have the jumps enough
as it is without wearin’ myself out all night
runnin’ away from gendarmes and M.P.’s.”

“I am in no mood for horseplay, Muley. I

won’t even speak to a dogface or a A.E.F.
- cop,” Ambrose says and seems to mean it.
“The C.O. will see we git a motorcycle as I
caught him with a king of diamonds up his
sleeve last night.”

“When are you startin’ to blackmail the
Old Man?”

Ambrose Hooley takes a soiled looking
- envelope out of his pocket. It is pale lilac
in color.

“l managed to pick this up, Muley. It
is from a dame in Paree named Juliette and
she calls Bagby, Toopsy. We will have no
trouble goin’ off the airdrome, Muley Spink.”

GET ready as I do feel in the need for

some vin blanc. A half hour later we
are in Commercy and peering in through
the door of an oasis called Cafe Tabac.
It looks safe enough so we go in. We
are having a snort of eau de vie when Am-
brose speaks in a voice which could be heard
at Dunkirk.

“I think we made a mistake, Muley,” he
says. “We are in Chaumont. Look, a
brigadier general, a full chicken colonel and
a captain. I wonder is it the Intelligence
. Corpse got lost, maybe?”

“I heard that remark!” the colonel snaps.
“You come over here!”

“Me?” Ambrose asks. “Well, it 1s about
time a brass hat offered me a drink. Excuse
me, Muley.”

I tell Ambrose I will meet him later where
we left the motorcycle and hurry out. But
I stand just outside, and it is an education
watching Ambrose get into trouble. One
word leads to another and the captain shoves

Ambrose. It is like scratching a match to
see if a gas tank is empty. The little crack-
pot pushes the captain.

“Oh, you lookin’ for fireworks, are you,
Lieutenant?” the colonel yelps then.

“Why, how did you know?” Ambrose says.
“Maybe you are intelligent after all!”

“That does i1t!” the captain howls.

“Come now, gentlemen,” the brigadier be-
gins. “Let’s—"

The colonel swings on Ambrose and misses
and clips the captain in the ear. Ambrose
Hooley never misses and I see the colonel
pirouette like a bally dancer and an eagle
flies off his shoulder.

The Frog bartender whistles for cops and
the last thing I see when I turn to run is
Ambrose getting knocked right through a
window in the rear of the estaminet by a
Frog who fights with his feet.

I get into a narrow alley, slip into a dark
doorway and listen to the whistles blowing.
There is the sound of a shot.

I do not venture abroad until close to
midnight. When I get to the motorcycle,
I hear a voice close by.

“Start it up, Muley.
bathtub on the fly.” _

Ambrose comes running as I turn the
mechanical bug loose and we are on the
outskirts before the gendarmes and M.P.’s
tumble to the fact that their quarry has
escaped. Half way to the drome I notice
Ambrose is hugging a bulky package to his
bosom.

“How in blazes did you jump aboard hold-
in’ that?” I ask him.

“I’'m here 1s all I know, Muley. A guy
can’t go in no Frog pub without gittin’
insulted. I sure would like to know how
they figured I was after fireworks. When
that Frog caught me with his right foot, I
went right out into a little storeroom filled
with bottles and things.”

“Somebody shot at you, Ambrose?”

“No, I threw a firecracker into the estam-
inet, Muley. It was about a foot long.”

“Don’t tell me you've already found—"

“It was luck, Muley.”

Early the next morning, we walk out to
the Spads and there is Major Bagby with
a look in his eye that says it will be a very
good thing if you two gland cases never get
back for what will happen to you if you do
will be a caution,

“He knows,” Ambrose says under his
breath.

“I don’t see how things git around,” I
sniff and pass the time of day with the ack-
emma. The grease-monkey says my oil line

I’ll catch the tin
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shouldn’t act up again like it did the last
time out.

“If it does, I will come back even on just
a wing and make you eat what is left of
the stuff,” I says. .

We go over back of Metz and watch two
D.H. Four’s circle over what looks like a
camouflaged dump. One starts unloading
when a dozen Albs squirt out of the sun and
shorten the already dwindling Kraut ammo
supply in a hurry.

I see some pieces fly from Ambrose Hool-
ey’s Spad and hope part of them did not
belong to him as I play ring-around-rosy
with a checkered Alb. Bugeye Boomer
whizzes past and points to something behind
me and 1t is not a mallard duck. A tracer
or two curls past my dome and tries to show
the other Spandau bullets, my vital spots.
A strut vanishes and I go into a sideslip
that takes me right down on top of Ambrose
who 1s just shooting an Alb’s prop off.

UR wingtip did not miss the little to-
mato by more than the width of a
sheet of carbon paper, I'll bet, and I thought
I heard him cussing me as I climbed. Bug-
eye Boomer is coming down and a nice fat
Kraut tries to slip between us and we could
have made a sandwich out of the bum if
we had had some lettuce.

Instead we shot off his tail and one wheel
and some of fny Vickers stuff took a piece of
an aileron off Bugeye’s Spad. We avoid an
embrace by a miracle and I says to myself it
looks like we are fighting this aerial epic in
a closet, there seems to be so little room.

Then I reach for a cloud as four Albs are
after me and there is a Spad behind the Albs.

When I come out of the cloud, only one
Alb is left and the Von is standing up in his
cockpit trying to hold the top wing on. Am-
brose Hooley lets go at the Heinie who soon
has a monoplane, and he waves to me.

Ambrose has more holes in his Spad than
there are mosquitoes in a jungle and his
Hisso sounds like a hippo with asthma and is
throwing more smoke than an Elk’s stag
party. But he lands before I do and steps
out and takes a little notebook out of his
pocket. “Five more Krauts today, Muley.
Put your name down here as a witness!”

“We have two visitors, Hooley,” Major
Bagby says. “They are just dyin’ to see you.
A colonel and—" |

“They started it,” Amrose yips, and takes
the lilac colored missive from his pocket.
“Didn’ they?”

‘Major Bagby’s eyes bug out and he lunges
for the evidence. Ambrose sidesteps and the

C.O. nearly runs into a prop that has not
quit spinning.

“I have been intending to send this to
Mrs. Bagby,” Ambrose says, hurrying toward
the Nissen hut.

The upshot of it is that Major Bagby has
to go to bat for the fliers of his squadron
and he says he will take the case all the way
to Pershing if he has to, which seems possible
as the colonel is a very stubborn cuss.

“I saw you hit the captain, Colonel!”
Ambrose says. “I was defendin’ my superior
officer. Captain, I suppose you deny you
got boffed by the colonel?”

“It was an accident, and you know it, Lieu-
tenant.”

“Tsk-tsk,” Ambrose says. “A likely story.
No A.E.F. jury would believe it!”

“All right, Major,” the colonel snaps. “You
aid and abet this shocking lack of discipline,
do you? Well, let me tell you something. I
happen to have married a second cousin to
the Commander-in-Chief, is all. We are like
that!” And the Brass Hat holds up two
fingers pressed close together. “Inside of
thirty days, you’ll be saluting Captain Grop-
per here—first! I’ll make it my life work to
bust you!”

Major Bagby sighs and eyes the Service
persuader the colonel is carrying. Ambrose
Hooley notices this and excuses himself and
slips out of the Operations shack. Fifteen
minutes later the car carrying the Brass Hats
goes past the sentries and me and Ambrose
saunter over to watch mechs patch up a
wrecked D.H. Nine.

“You ain’t goin’ to tell me the C.O. thinks
that could fly again?” Ambrose says to a
sarge.

“Yessir. And if anybody flies it—"

“Don’t look at me like that!” Ambrose
says. “An act of Congress wouldn’t git me
even to taxi it off this pea-patch.”

Three days later, word comes from Chau-
mont that they have got to have proof that
the Bullsheviks are trying to give the Kaiser
the old shiv in the brisket. And the brass
wants to know why a certain Kraut fuel
dump over by Forbach is doing business as
usual after the Intelligence Corps has tipped
the aviators off as to just where it is situ-
ated. |

Of course the brass does not mention
that ninéty percent of all the A.A. batteries
owned by Kaiser Bill are ringed around the
dump and that there is a Heinie Fokker D-7
squadron just a mile from it.

“Have some good news for you, Hooley,”
Bagby says one night when we huddle.
“That colonel who is after your pelt took
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himself a pigeon and dropped down behind
the lines to get that fuel dump. He told
the brass he would do what the whole U. S.
Air Corps couldn’t.
are!”

“He has more nerve than brains,” Ambrose
says. “That Brass Hat is so dumb he thinks
they sold orangeade at Custer’s last stand.
Ah—er—I wonder if I could see you in priv-
ate later, Major?”

“You try and blackmail me out of cash as
well as my rating and I will shoot you in cold
blood!” Bagby yelps.

“Oh, it is business, not pleasure,” the little
crack-pot says.

UST two hours later, I am writing to a

dame back home when Ambrose Hooley
enters the hut. He assumes a cocky gait and
I start sweating.

“Well, Muley, I got his consent,” Ambrose
says. “You know that D.H. 9 they have been
- workin’ on? The Old Man has promised we

can use it for experiments with the rocket
bombs.” y

“He has? What is the idea of the ‘we’
stuff? I won’t set a foot in that flyin’ coffin!
Rockets?”

“Look, Muley. I will build a wooden chute
like we used to build for shootin’ off rockets
when we was kids. All you got to do is stand
in the rear pit and light the rockets while I
fly the D.H. 9. It will revolutionize air war,
Muley. We will get famous.”

“When I git applause,” I says flatly, “I
want to be where I can hear it and not get it
posthumorous. Don’t ring me in on no sui-
cide compact. From now on, Ambrose, I
never saw you before in my whole life.”

“I am disappointed in you, Muley. 1
thought you had moxy.”

“Shut up,” I says. “The incident is closed.”

It 1s a week later the D.H. 9 is pronounced
fit for the air by a flight sarge. Major Bagby
is just sweating over news that three two-
seaters were knocked off over Forbach when
he 1s notified the Ninety-Third Squadron is
stronger by one crate. He sends for me and
Ambrose,

“I know what you want,” I says to Bagby.
“I refuse to go up in that thing.”

“Spink, this is only an experiment,” the
C.0. says. “You won’t have to fly more than
a mile or two from this airdrome. There has
been a drought in Europe for nine weeks and
the woods and grass and bushes are as dry as
a prospector’s boots. Hooley might have
something here.”

“Let him go,” Ambrose says. “I will take
Lieutenant Moody. Go back to your cro-

What a lucky stiff you'

chetin’, Muley Spink!”

An hour later I am helping Ambrose build
a rocket chute on the D.H. 9 and non-coms
stand around and whisper to each other.
Once I overheard the flight sarge say that
aviators can go up in a Spad once too often
ltke a pug can get in a ring once too often
and I do not bother to censure the bum.

When we are all set, Ambrose Hooley goes
and gets two rockets and brings them over
to the D.H. 9 which is already warming up
about as slow as a corpse yanked out of a
watery grave.

“You are partakin’ in a new phase of aerial
combat, Muley,” the little halfwit says.
“When I say the word, put a rocket in place
and set it off. Contact!”

We take off. The D.H. 9 waddles across
the field like a ruptured goose and finally
lifts. We circle and then head toward Toul.
Ambrose turns his noggin and gives me the
signal and I put a rocket in the chute and
then pull out my briquet. I light the fuse.

Wh-0-0-0-0-sh!

I duck a shower of sparks as the rocket
breaks loose and describes a fiery arc through
the scraposphere. Ambrose, surprisingly
enough, does not go over to Forbach to
fight with the Krauts, but heads back to
Commercy and sets the D.H. 9 down. A
strut caves in and we are dragging loose
wires. For a couple of bad seconds I tells
myself we are down for a D.H. 9 count and
will be lucky to walk away by ten P.M.

“Well, Hooley?” Bagby asks.

“The experiment was a success, Major.
Wa'n't it, Muley?”

“I preserve my decision,” I snap.

It is sometime later we get the word that a
Frog Spad outfit near Pagny was not insured
and had to move their drome in a hurry. Our
rocket set fire to the woods just back of their
outfit and three canvas hangars went up plus
one dSpad which was sick and couldn’t be
flown out. The Frog C.O. arrived at the
Ninety-Third Squadron in a Renault boiler
and says the Krauts have let loose a new
secret weapon.,

“Don’t say one word!” Major Bagby gulps.
“Run out and tell the mechs to wheel that
D.H. 9 into a hangar out of sight. I hope
this snail-eater doesn’t know much English!”

“Why, it was successful, Muley!” Am-
brose exclaims. “We are ready to launch the
attack against the Kraut dump. Tomorrow
at dusk!”

I try to leave the Operations shack but my
legs are two wet ropes. To think I could
have joined the infantry much easier than I
did the air corpse!
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OST of that night I spent in writing

letters to loved ones, and try and give
my old man some advice as to how he should
spend the ten thousand he will get as soon
as my obit appears in the hometown sheets.
Ambrose Hooley sleeps as sound as a babe
loaded with paregoric and nothing could
scare him, not even a cobra if it crawled in
the cot with him. He is the nearest thing to
an apeman I know and alongside of him Tar-
zan played with dolls.

It is dusk. The D.H. 9, repaired once more,
is ready to hop off. Ambrose carries his
whole sack of pyrotechnics to the two-seater
and crams them in the rear pit along with me.
If I'd had a pair of Lewis Betsies in the crate,
I would have been too cramped to use them.

“Here’s my hand, Muley,” Ambrose says
as we get set for the hopoff.

“Leave me alone,” I choke out. “Soon I
will be pickin’ up one of your legs some-
wheres.”

We shoot across the field, the two-seater
flapping its wings like a vulture and splitting
at the seams.
ward Forbach where an X is waiting to mark
the spot for us.

Some Spads on their way home drop down
and have a look at us and one of the bums
nearly goes out of control, Another one
waves goodby at us, and then salutes like
pilots do when they see a comrade heading
for the other side of the veil.

Something rattles against the fuselage.

“Boche!” I yelps.

We are close to our objective when I
realize the rattling sound is the sweat beads
that are dropping off my pan. Ambrose lifts
a hand and I put a rocket in place and whip
out my briquet. There are some Fokker
D-7’s greasing a runway below and Kraut
scrap-iron begins busting up all around us.
Ambrose clears the target, then turns back
toward Commercy. I light a rocket.

Who-0-0-0-0sh!

I put another rocket in place and light it,

just as a Spandau burst hits the wooden
chute and knocks it bow-legged. The rocket
backfires and I duck.
I feel a million sparks bite at me and the
D.H. 9 goes into a fit. Bullets are still flying
and I feel like a dame in a basket with a
drunken Hindu magician sticking knives
through it. I hear Ambrose let out a yelp
and I think he said something about the
engine being missing. -

Then he pulls the crate out of the spin
when we are about five hundred feet up and
I smell leather and hair burning. I yank a
splinter out of my chin and lean forward

We get airborne and fly to-

and wrap my arms around Ambrose Hooley's
neck.

“I am on fire!” I howl. “Land quick, Am-
brose!”

“Just as if I could help it!
me, Muley.”

We hit and it is not like me and Ambrose
are in a big feathered four-poster and hav-
ing a pillow fight.

I counted six bounces the D.H. made
before we hit a haystack and when I tum-
ble out there is a pitchfork sticking out
behind me. Ambrose finally comes out of
the haystack working like a corn borer and
calls to me. Krauts answer him. There are
six ugly looking squareheads surrounding us
and - they are crawling with ordnance.

“Handen hock!” a little Potsdam stooge
with a big handlebar mustache says. “Snell!”

We do like he says. We are kicked and
pushed across a farmyard and into an old
Frog house. There is a character sitting at
a table and he needs a haircut worse than a
French poodle. He has eyeglasses so thick
a Spandau bullet would ricochet off them
and all he needed was a Russky bomb in
front of him to make the picture any plainer.

“Bullsheviki, Muley!” Ambrose says. “It
is like falling into a pit with diamonds in it,
as what good are they to you?”

It is quite a screwy layout. There is a
box of oil paints and an artist’s palette on
the table. I pick up a painting the size of
a postcard and get a quick gander at it.
Whoever smeared it on was no Mike Angelo
but you can see it is a kind of chateau on
top of a mountain with a flag flying over it.
The flag has a funny looking cross on it.
The funny looking squarehead with the big
lip curtain is no Herr Obust but he seems
to run the place. A little Kraut comes in
and holds up a hand like he is warding off
flies.

“Herr Schickelgruber!” he says.

I‘Ja ?I‘!

“Der munition materiallager—kaput!”

Stop chokin’

“The dump!” Ambrose translates. “We
got it, Muley!” |
“Stille, Schweinhund!” Schickelgruber

snaps, but he grins at the Russky Intelli-
gence bum. “Ja, it will not be long, mein
freunds! The verdammt Junkers—"

“We are watchin’ history bein’ made, Am-
brose!”

CHICKELGRUBER chases all the

Heinies out and quizzes us about the
secret weapon the Allies have got. The
Russky must have been a Road scholar as
he translates for the squarehead.
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“Tell him to go take a good running jump
into the Rhine, Tovaritch,” Ambrose sniffs.
“Tell that half-pint Kraut if he calls me a
swine hound oncet more, I'll cut him down
Steppe by Steppe!”

The Russky does. Schickelgruber goes
into a dither and gets down on the floor and
bites a rug. Then he throws a stream of
Heinie at the Bullshevik. The Volga addict
tells us that the squarehead has seen a vision
like Joan of Ark and will lead the Krauts to
mastery of the world the next time out.

“He 1s wacky, Muley!” I says. “We got
to git back and tell Chaumont about Russia
and this beer garden Napoleon. I'd like
to git hold of that notebook over there on
the table. Look at the sky, Muley. We
must have set fire to a cellerloid factory.”

Schickelgruber goes into a huddle with
the Russky and then both characters nod.
The Volga villain says we are to be shot as,
if we live, the future of the world i1s in
jeopardy.

“What country is that?” Ambrose asks me.

I shake my dome. Schickelgruber picks
up a book and studies it as he paces the
floor. He says something to the Red and
the Trotsky stooge relays it to us.

“You are a threat to the new Germany,
gentlemen, ja! Schickelgruber sees it in the
stars. When Scorpio is in the same house
with Taurus, the Bull—"

“Ambrose,” I says. “Let’s ring up Mary
Antonette and ask how Louie 1s.”

“They will be surprised, Muley, when 1 tell
them I am Rasputin in disguise.”

The Russian says there is another citizen
of the hated democracies to be shot with us
and is in the next room. Schickelgruber
opens a door and we see a colonel sitting
on a stool and .it is the colonel who wants
Ambrose’s scalp.

“Fancy meeting you here,” Ambrose says.
“lT guess you know who washed up that
dump, huh?”

“And I thought I could meet my fate in
peace,” the Brass Hat says.

It looks like the end for me and Ambrose
Hooley. Krauts are bad enough when they
have all their marbles, but if you get in the
clutches of one who has lost them all, it's
worse still. But Fate came in and joined
the Allies. She arrived in the form of a
canvas sack that is very familiar to us.

A little Potsdam rebel lets out a string of
Kraut gibberish and plunks the sack on the
floor at this Schickelgruber’s feet. Ambrose
Hooley shoves a cigarette into his face and
snaps a briquet to flame. Schickelgruber
yanks the sack open, takes out some pin-
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wheels, lays them down, gets up and bends
across the table for some more. Ambrose
attaches one to the tail of his coat and lights
the fuse.

There is a flash that lights up the room
and Schickelgruber cuts loose with a horrible
shriek. A pinwheel passes close to my ear
and red and green and blue lights break up
close to the ceiling. It was the rocket that
raised the roof.

It whooshed right through Schickelgru-
ber’s legs and parted the Russky’s hair,
bounced off the wall and chased Ambrose
under a table. It hits the jamb of the door
through which Krauts are barging and a
bomb in it goes off.

When I recover I am riding something
across the floor and find out it is the tough
colonel. The Heinie non-com, Schickel-
gruber, is groping his way to an exit and all
his mustache, save a little splotch of black
under his big beezer, is gone. A big lop of
hair is tumbled down over his left eye and
I remember the last Charlie Chaplin picture
I saw. |

“Make snell!” Ambrose yowls. “Come
on!” Then he ducks a pinwheel which has
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