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Sabotage Crashes Out a Pal’s Life Before 
Jerry Blake Gets Things Under Control 
for a Final Showdown with a Spy! 
 

O BEGIN with, the names, dates, 
and places in this thing are all 
screwy, and for a very good reason. 

What happened is a part of Naval Aviation 
records that isn’t open to the public. And 
so, if I should reveal it to said public I’d be 
yanked up before a Navy Court, have my 
rank stripped from me quicker than that, 
get one beautiful kick in Q the pants and 
be belted right out of the Service on the 
first bounce.  

However, things in the world today 
being as they are, I figure it might be a 
good idea to give you a little peep at what 
can happen—and what did. 

So here goes, and let the gold stripes 
fall where they may. 

I was in my quarters at Pensacola 
primping up for a swell date with 
something extra swell when “Jeff” Tyson 
came barging inside. 

“Put away the hair oil, kid,” he 
informed me, “your date is off.” 

“Over my dead body,” I said without 
stopping the whiskbroom. “Whatever it is 
it’s no soap. I got my pass, signed by the 
commandant.”  
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“Tough,” Jeff said. “But the 
commandant has just informed me that 
Lieutenant Jerry Blake, and yours truly are 
to do some flying in the two new FZ-Four-
B jobs we just recently brought from the 
Coast. It’s a fact.”  

I swung around at that, sure he was 
kidding. The FZ-Four-B was the very last 
word in Navy single seater scouting 
planes. In fact, it was so new that final 
tests for acceptance had yet to be made. 
Which, of course, meant that strictly 
speaking the job really wasn’t a Navy 
ship, yet. Jeff and I had lived with those 
two ships from the drafting board to the 
finished article, and only last week had 
flown them east to Pensacola where we 
were to make the final tests for routine 
acceptance. However, those tests weren’t 
to be made for at least three more days. 

“You’re nuts!” I said. 
“It’s the commandant who’s nuts,” Jeff 

grinned. “He’s fit to tear his hair. The big 
shots in Washington have been 
entertaining some South American big 
shots, and they’ve come down here to see 
the FZ-Four-B under a full head of steam. 
So what could the commandant do? Right! 
Not a damn thing, unless he wants 
Washington on his back. So it’s you and 
me out to the field, kid. After all it’s no 
loss for the young lady—if you get what I 
mean?” 

 
Y HAIR brush missed him by less 
than that, as he ducked and spun out 

the door. I sighed with sorrow over what 
the young lady in question really was 
missing, changed to my working clothes 
and went over to the field. The greaseballs 
had our two jobs out on the line and all set 
to go, and to tell the truth I forgot about 
the young lady right then and there. A look 
at those ships could make me forget 
almost anything. 

Well, while the greaseballs made a last 

minute check the commandant introduced 
Jeff and me to the group of South 
American big shots. They were plenty big 
big shots so don’t expect me to name 
names. Anyway, we shook hands all 
around, said it was a wonderful day, and a 
great honor, and all the rest of the usual 
bunk. 

Then the commandant told Jeff to put 
his ship through its paces first, while I 
stayed on the ground and explained things 
to the visitors, as I speak a couple of other 
languages beside the good old U.S.A. 
lingo. 

About ten minutes later Jeff took off, 
and you should have heard the visitors 
gulp with amazement, and well they 
should. Jeff waved his hand, opened the 
throttle, and zing, he was off the ground 
and climbing for the clouds just like that. 
However, he leveled off at about five 
thousand and started tossing that job 
around, and Jeff was one pilot who could 
toss a job around over any man’s air field. 
It was beautiful to watch that guy, and the 
commandant had to nudge me a couple of 
times to snap out of my silence and talk. 

Well, for fifteen minutes or so Jeff put 
on a show you’ll seldom see, and then, 
suddenly, the ship started jitterbugging all 
over the sky. The only way I can describe 
it is to say that it looked as if Jeff was 
cockeyed drunk and didn’t know an 
aileron from a three dollar hat. It just 
wasn’t any kind of flying. A slide slip this 
way, then up with the nose until the ship 
stalled. Then down hill like hell, a floppy 
half roll, and then hell-bent for heaven 
again. Our visitors started jabbering a mile 
a minute, and the commandant grabbed 
my arm. 

“What the devil is he trying to do?” he 
demanded. 

“I don’t know, sir,” I said, not taking 
my eyes off that groggily dancing ship. 
“But he’ll be out of it in a minute. Maybe 
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his ‘chute harness got tangled on the 
stick—or something.”  

That was a damn weak guess, and I 
can still hear the commandant’s snort of 
disgust. But, frankly, I’d said it just to say 
something. I knew that something serious 
was haywire, and that Jeff was having one 
hell of a time. And when the ship came 
flip-flopping lower and lower I forgot all 
about our visitors and everybody else, 
except Jeff. I even ran a ways out onto the 
field.  

“Jump, Jeff!” I screamed at him. 
“Shove back the cockpit cowling and 
jump, man. To hell with the ship! Jump! 
Bail out! Hit the silk!”  

Of course I couldn’t hear my own 
voice above the roar of that falling plane, 
but my yelling was just one of the things 
you do instinctively in the moments of 
high keyed excitement. But my shouting 
didn’t do Jeff any good. His ship kept on 
coming down and the glass cockpit 
cowling was not shoved forward so he 
could bail out. For a split-second my 
hopes rose. When the ship was no more 
than a couple of hundred feet from the 
ground it started to nose up out of its crazy 
dash earthward. 

 
HE maneuver was as though a dying 
man were making one last final effort 

to land safely — and couldn’t. The nose 
dropped again, the ship lurched over on 
one wing, was never righted again, and it 
hit the ground at a terrific rate of speed. 

The sound of that ship striking was 
like a load of shale spilling down on a 
sheet of armor plating. A cloud of dust 
belched upward a hundred feet in the air. 
When the ground wind took it away, the 
ship was little more than a ball .of twisted 
and crimped wreckage bouncing and 
skidding across the field. It didn’t come to 
a halt until it was clear over on the other 
side. 

I think the commandant yelled 
something at me but I’m not sure. At any 
rate I didn’t wait for him to repeat it. The 
ambulance was already in second gear. I 
made a flying leap for the running board, 
caught hold and hung on hard as we went 
zipping across the field. 

During every split-second of that ride, 
I expected to see flames from high 
compression gas and oil spew out of the 
wreck. Even though the engine had been 
obviously switched off, there was the 
chance that the cylinders would be hot 
enough to ignite the raw gas spilled out of 
the burst tanks by the crash. 

I was off the running board of that 
ambulance before it braked to a stop. In 
three leaps, I reached the wreck and 
started hauling bits aside to get at the 
blood-smeared and crash-mashed figure in 
the pit. Naturally, I was hoping against 
hope that. . . But I’ve already said that Jeff 
was killed, and he was. No human born 
could have lived through that crash. 

And so, when I finally reached his 
body and saw for myself, I stopped pulling 
parts of the wreckage away and stepped 
back. After all, Jeff was dead. There 
wasn’t a thing I could do for him, now. 
And throwing things left and right, such as 
I had been doing in my heart-frozen 
frenzy, might destroy the one clue as to 
what had happened and why he had 
crashed. 

So I stepped back and waited for the 
commandant to come out. It was a wait no 
longer than ten or fifteen seconds, just 
long enough for him to turn our visitors 
over to the adjutant.   Then, he came 
racing out on foot. His face was white with 
rage but in his eyes there was heartache 
and sorrow over Jeff’s death. 

“God, this would happen with them 
here!” he groaned. “When will 
Washington let us do our job without 
being put on parade every third day? What 
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happened, Blake? Have you any idea? 
Was that ship in condition to be taken up? 
If not, why the devil didn’t you . . .”  

“The ship was in condition, sir,” I said, 
and stepped on my rising anger. “As to 
what happened, I don’t know. The ship 
either went out of control, or—or 
something happened to him. I mean, a 
heart attack— But that’s out. I don’t know, 
sir.”  

“The other ship is grounded until 
we’ve made a full investigation,” the 
commandant said, climbing back on his 
horse of authority. “It’s evident that 
something is wrong with this new design. 
They’re rushing out new designs too damn 
fast anyway. You’ll take charge of the 
investigation, Blake. Report what you find 
to me. At least this is further proof that the 
Navy should make its own planes. It’s 
stupid, handing out civilian contracts!” 

 
E RAVED on some more, but I 
didn’t pay any attention. Frankly, I 

took his remarks as a sort of personal 
insult to me and Jeff. We had done a lot on 
the design of those ships and had 
superintended their construction from prop 
boss to rudder post. In other words, I knew 
damn well that the ship was okay. Yet, 
mystery had dropped out of the skies on 
top of it—and Jeff, my best friend, was 
dead. 

Anyway, I just stood there while the 
commandant had his say and then went 
back to his office. The ambulance and 
wrecking crew stood around waiting for 
me to give them the word. But I just stood 
there. 

Maybe, when you stand beside the 
dead body of your best pal, you commune 
with him through your subconscious mind. 
Now, don’t go away. I’m not going off on 
that tack. I simply say that to explain why 
I just stood by that ship and looked at Jeff 
and said nothing, did nothing, and, believe 

it or not, thought nothing. 
Then, suddenly, I seemed to come out 

of the trance with a jerk. The first thought 
I had was that something was wrong. And 
in that same brief instant, I realized that I 
was staring at the memo pad fitted to the 
inside of the cockpit. There was but a 
quarter of the top page left. The rest was 
missing, and the edges looked as though it 
had been chewed off. I mean, that’s the 
impression I got at first. 

But when I stepped closer for a better 
look, I saw that the missing part had been 
hastily torn off. 

Now, that probably doesn’t mean a 
thing to you folks who ride trolley cars, 
subways, and maybe a transport plane now 
and then. But it meant plenty to me, as it 
would to any other test pilot. And for this 
reason—that pad was used for test notes 
made while in flight, and each page was 
carefully removed at the end of each flight 
because it was a record of that ship’s 
performance, and all the flight records of a 
new ship were kept in a separate file by 
the officer in charge of the tests. 

I had a fifty page file of the tests I’d 
made of the other FZ-Four-B. And so, I 
knew that the other three-quarters of that 
torn sheet should be there, unless—unless, 
true to test pilot practice, Jeff had written 
something before he died. And I was damn 
sure of that when I saw that the pad pencil 
was not in its clip. 

Well, I backed away from the ship and 
turned and faced the ambulance crew and 
greaseballs waiting for me to give the 
word. 

“The lieutenant was my best friend,” I 
said to them gruffly. “Go on back, I’ll give 
you the word when to come out.”  

They gave me a pop-eyed stare, no 
doubt wondering if I had suddenly gone 
nutty with sentiment. But I didn’t care a 
damn what they thought. I wanted some 
time alone with Jeff and that wreck. In 
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short, I wanted to find that missing torn 
sheet of paper before anybody else did. 

Don’t ask me, why, because I couldn’t 
tell you. But maybe it was because if Jeff 
had spotted some weakness in the ship, 
and had written it down, I wanted to find it 
out and not somebody else. Those two 
ships meant everything to Jeff and me, and 
if there was a fault, and I could cure it, 
without the whole thing being aired in a 
mess of red tape, then so much the better. 

The world would never know that Jeff 
and I had slipped up on something after 
our long weeks of testing on the Coast and 
our final recommendation to the Navy 
Department to accept the ship. Yeah, a 
desire to keep Jeff’s aeronautical slate 
clean, and mine, too, if you must have the 
truth. 

 
NYWAY, I sent the ambulance crew 
and the greaseballs back to the 

hangar. 
When they left, I stepped through the 

hole in the wreckage I’d made to Jeff’s 
smashed body in the cockpit. I started 
looking for that missing piece of paper. 
Don’t ask me how I felt, searching poor 
Jeff from head to foot and moving his 
dead body so that I could look under him 
and around the splintered floor of the pit. 
Even now, I dream hideous nightmares of 
being a toothless ghoul ripping up 
graveyards and stealing corpses by the 
dozen. I wake up in a cold sweat with 
hands twisted in the bed sheets and my 
chattering teeth doubling for castanets. 

But somehow, I managed to steel 
myself to the job. And after what seemed 
ten thousand life-times in hell, I found it. 
Jeff had wadded it into a ball and stuck it 
into his mouth. Yes, Jeff was afraid of 
course, that the ship would catch fire in the 
crash, and had hoped that the flames 
wouldn’t destroy him completely. 
Anyway, that’s where it was. And when I 

smoothed it out and looked at it through 
eyes that were wet with tears—and I’m not 
ashamed to admit it—I thought that I was 
looking at the hieroglyphics of a five-year-
old, or else of an adult gone completely 
screwy. 

I turned the paper every which way 
and still couldn’t make any sense out of it. 
The pencil markings ran all over the place, 
crossing and recrossing each other a dozen 
times. And then, suddenly, it came to me 
that Jeff must have made those marks 
when he couldn’t see or was too weak to 
keep .the pencil steady. And then, 
suddenly, I was able to make out one 
word. That word was “vent.”  

From there on, it was easier but a lot of 
the words hadn’t even been completed. 
The pencil had just trailed off the paper in 
a straight line. I took out a pencil and 
paper myself and put down, in order, 
everything that was on that piece of paper. 
And when I’d finished that, I added what I 
figured to be the missing letters. The result 
was this: 

 
Carbon fumes getting me. Vent seems choked 

and cowling is jammed. Will try to land. 
 
I guess I studied that for five minutes 

or so, trying to figure out just what Jeff 
meant. Then I took a good look at the 
triple glass cowling that enclosed Jeff’s 
seat. Of course it was busted up quite a bit 
by the crash, but the right side seemed in 
good shape except for one little detail. 

As you probably know, the glass 
cowling of a cockpit, when open, is slid 
forward in grooves over part of the engine 
cowling. When you get into the seat, you 
simply reach up and grab the handle fitted 
to the center support of the cowling frame 
over your head and pull it back. The 
slipstream, of course, prevents the cowling 
from sliding forward in its grooves while 
you’re in flight.  
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Well, what I’m working up to is this. I 
saw that one of the side pieces of the right 
groove had been sprung. The screw was 
loose so that the side piece bowed 
inward—into the groove. The cowling 
couldn’t be pushed open because the 
runner of the cowling would jam up 
against that metal side strip bowed into the 
groove. For a few seconds, I figured that 
the plane crashing had sprung that side 
piece loose. But when I took a quick look 
at something else, the old heart began to 
hammer and cold rage started rising to the 
boiling point within me. 

That something else was the air vent in 
the cockpit right down by the left rudder 
pedal. Without bothering to get technical, 
on the FZ-Four-B job there was what we 
called the air vent. It worked on the 
principle of the air vents you see in 
restaurant kitchens. In other words, it 
dragged out any and all engine and 
exhaust fumes that seeped into the 
enclosed cockpit and kept fresh air 
circulating about. Without it, you might 
have the same experience as sitting in your 
car in a closed garage with the engine 
running. And, brother, you’ll only do that 
once, if you get what I mean! 

Anyway, as I looked at that air vent, I 
saw that something was stuffed in it, 
making it of no use at all. Right! You 
guessed it! And, as the truth whipped 
through my brain, I was too stunned to do 
anything but just stand there, gaping at 
that vent. 

Poor old Jeff had been murdered! That 
cowling strip had been sprung, so that 
when he closed the cowling, he’d never be 
able to open it. And the vent had been 
stuffed up, so that the fumes would get 
him—and get him before he realized what 
had happened. He’d pass out cold, crash 
and catch fire, and the fire would destroy 
everything. No one in God’s world would 
ever be able to figure out what happened. 

But Jeff hadn’t gone under as quick as 
somebody had hoped. He’d lasted just 
long enough to kill the engine, and dash 
off a few words as to the cause—and pray 
there wouldn’t be any fire. A test pilot to 
the very end. Even with death coming up, 
he had tried to leave word as to what had 
happened. He’d— 

“Well, what’s the matter, Blake?” a 
voice barked in my ear. “Have you found 
anything?”  

I turned around to find that the speaker 
was the commandant. With him were the 
four mechanics that had been assigned to 
Jeff and me. I started to speak and then 
thought better of it. . 

Jeff was dead. Jeff had been murdered. 
By whom, and why? I didn’t have the 
faintest idea at the moment but by the gods 
I was going to find out even if it was the 
last thing I ever did. At least, I owed that 
much to my pal. 

And so, I just looked blank at the 
commandant, and shook my head.  

“I haven’t an idea, sir,” I said. “But 
I’m sure it was no fault of the plane.”  

It was like cutting my heart out to say 
that against Jeff, but I did it for a good 
reason. Plans were leaping into my head 
and taking shape. I mean, Jeff and I were 
more or less strangers to the bunch at 
Pensacola. At least, Jeff was, because this 
was the first time he’d ever been stationed 
East. And that meant, to my way of 
thinking, that Jeff hadn’t been murdered 
for personal reasons. It meant that 
somebody was out to stop all chances of 
the Navy accepting the FZ-Four-B. And 
that meant that an attempt would be made 
to wash-out the other FZ-Four-B. 

Two hours ago there were only six 
men who could get close enough to the 
ships to loosen the groove side strip and 
stuff up the air vent. They were Jeff, me, 
and the four expert mechanics assigned to 
us. Naturally, Jeff hadn’t done it, and I 
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knew damn well that I hadn’t. And so, it 
had to be one of those four greaseballs. 

 
S THOUGH still stunned by Jeff’s 
loss—and God knows I still was—I 

glanced vacant-eyed at the four waiting 
behind the commandant. 

There was Collins, a brick-house-built 
redhead who could make an engine sing 
high C. Pratt, who was so skinny that 
when he stood sidewise he looked like a 
human propeller. instead of one of the best 
fitters I ever met. Miller, a silent, sour-
faced kid, who was just about as good as 
Red Collins. And Taylor, a short, chunky 
man, who could tell you, by just listening, 
the exact number of revs your engine was 
turning up. he was that good.  

Collins, Pratt, Miller, and Taylor! 
Which one? Frankly I had to force myself 
even to suspect that it could be anyone of 
them. But, it had to be. And so, I swung 
my eyes back to the commandant and put 
the first part of my plan into action. 

“I can’t give it a good inspection—
with the lieutenant still in it, sir,” I said in 
a dull voice. “I think we’d better move it 
to the crash hangar. Meantime, I want your 
permission to take the other job up for a 
test spin.”  

The commandant’s eyes started to 
crackle, and he opened his mouth, but I 
beat him to the punch. 

“It is the sensible thing to do, sir,” I 
said. “The way that ship is smashed up I 
doubt if an examination will tell us 
anything. But realizing that something 
may be haywire, I’ll be on my guard, and 
set to bail out. And if there is something 
wrong, we’d better find out right away, 
don’t you agree, sir? But frankly, I don’t 
believe there is.”  

I don’t know what part of my little 
speech got him to agree. Maybe it was that 
last crack—my supreme confidence in the 
FZ-Four-B design. Maybe he said to 

himself— 
“All right you young fool, go up and 

break your neck. It’ll be a good lesson to a 
lot of you young upstart know-it-alls we’re 
getting into the Service these days!”  

Maybe, but he agreed to my flight, 
issued orders for the crash to be taken 
away, and went stamping back to his 
office. 

I wanted to stick around and watch 
those greaseballs take the crash away, but 
I didn’t dare for fear that one of them 
would get suspicious. Yeah, because when 
the commandant agreed to my flight, I 
thought I saw a look of relief flash across 
the face of one of them. 

I Mind you, I thought I saw it, but it 
wouldn’t have done any good to hand me 
a stack of Bibles. I wouldn’t have done 
any swearing on them at the time. 
Anyway, I walked away from the crash 
and went directly to the field Operations 
Office. There, I sent a long wire to a close 
friend of mine in Washington. 

Then I went to my ‘hutment for a few 
minutes, and then on back to the tarmac. 
My ship was ready and I legged into the 
pit and fastened my ‘chute buckles and 
safety belt straps. 

You said it, my friend! I wanted, more 
than anything else, to make an 
examination of that ship. I wanted to haul 
the cockpit cowling back to see if the 
section of the side strip would bow into 
the groove. And I wanted to reach in under 
the engine cowling to see if the air vent 
was stuffed up. However, I couldn’t make 
sure of either item from the pit. And 
besides, even if I found out what I 
expected, it wouldn’t prove who had done 
it, and why. 

 
O, I simply checked the instruments, 
then waved the greaseballs away and 

taxied out onto the field. Swinging around 
into the wind I waited for a bit and went 
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through the motions of hauling the glass 
cowling back into place. I did haul it back, 
but not all the way. I left it open an inch or 
so, and tested it to be sure I could move it 
forward in case I had to. Then I took off. 

Well, I zipped that honey up to eight 
thousand got into some clouds. Once I was 
hidden from the field, I banked West. 
Every second of the time, I worked the old 
nose for smells that shouldn’t be in that 
pit. And I tried like hell not to let my 
imagination kid me into believing that my 
head was getting light, or that the 
instruments were beginning to blur before 
my eyes. 

But after twenty minutes of flying, I 
suddenly knew that my imagination wasn’t 
kidding. My head started to swell up like a 
balloon, even though I had my face close 
to the open crack in the cowling. As I 
realized later, that was almost as bad as 
though the cowling had been closed 
because the slipstream was sucking 
cockpit fumes right up past my face and 
out through the crack.  

Don’t ask me for my sensations during 
the next couple of seconds, until I got that 
cowling shoved wide open, because I 
couldn’t possibly describe them. The 
nearest I can come, is that I felt as though I 
was something floating inside that pit. 
Nothing made sense before my eyes. And 
no thoughts made sense in my brain. They 
were just things floating around in there, 
too. In short, I hope you never have the 
same. It’s god-awful, what I mean! 

I managed to get the cowling wide 
open and the blessed air at eight thousand 
feet took care of the rest. For a second, I 
felt as though a knife was cutting right 
down through my skull. Then, the fresh air 
in my lungs did its stuff and I came back 
to normal again—and scared stiff because 
it had been damned close! Had I not 
suspected and been on my guard, I’m sure 

I would have passed out sooner than poor 
old Jeff did. 

Anyway, my suspicions were proved, 
so I executed the next part of my plan. 
Jeff’s death hadn’t been for personal 
reason. Somebody wanted to washout the 
FZ-Four-B in the eyes of the Navy. And 
that is what we refer to as sabotage. 

Collins, Pratt, Miller, or Taylor? 
Thoughts of each of them flashed through 
my mind as I cut the throttle and slid back 
toward earth. Back toward the field? 
Nope! I slid down into a patch of smooth 
ground a good fifty miles from the field. 

No sooner had I rolled to a stop than I 
leaped out and took a look. Certainly! The 
air vent was stuffed tight with a dirty 
engine rag, and the right side strip of the 
cowling groove was loose and bowed into 
the groove. Being on the outside I could 
close the cowling to see for myself, and 
then open it again by pressing the bowed 
strip straight with my finger. 

Check and double check! I took out the 
vent rag and threw it way, then got into the 
ship and flew back to Pensacola with 
murder in my heart for somebody. Who, I 
didn’t know, but within a couple of hours I 
hoped to have all the answers, plus a 
man’s life, if I was lucky. 

 
HE commandant was at the tarmac to 
meet me, and damned if there wasn’t 

almost a look of disappointment on his salt 
water mug. But Navy big shots do hate to 
be proved wrong by these “blasted flying 
sailors” I suppose. 

“Well?” he snapped. “Find out 
anything?”  

“Nothing yet, sir,” I said, and put some 
of his own disappointment into my voice. 
“The ignition did kick up a bit, but I’m 
going to check that again in an hour. But I 
still haven’t any idea, sir, and I still feel 
sure. . .” 
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“Well, examine the crash!” the 
commandant snapped. “I’ve got to put 
some reason in my report to Washington. 
You’re—you’re not covering anything up, 
Lieutenant?”  

“Not a thing, sir,” I lied, wide-eyed. 
“Of course, that ignition trouble . . . but I 
don’t see how that would have caused 
Lieutenant Tyson to crash.”  

The commandant shrugged and walked 
away. I went to my hutment for a quick 
shot, straight. The old head was beginning 
to ache. Then I went over to the 
Operations Office, but there was no 
answer to my wire. Then I went to the 
crash hangar and inspected the wreck—
and, of course, saw that the engine rag had 
been removed from the air vent. 

Later, I went out to my ship and fussed 
over it a bit. And, finally, I hunted up the 
flight petty officer and talked with him a 
bit. Then I walked along the tarmac with 
my eyes continually flickering toward the 
Operations Office. What counted, now, 
was time—time for my wire to 
Washington to be answered. Yes, I’ll 
admit that 1 wanted everything all cut and 
dried when I pulled the final crackdown. 

In that, though, I was out of luck. I was 
still killing time on the tarmac when the 
commandant came up with the usual 
question:  

“Well?”  
“Nothing; sir,” I was forced to say. 

Then because I didn’t dare wait any 
longer, afraid that he would ground my 
ship I added, “I’m going up, now, to make 
one last check flight sir.”  

“And it’ll be the last, Blake!” the 
commandant snapped. “That is, unless you 
can give me a good reason why Lieutenant 
Tyson crashed. If you can’t, I’m going to 
request a board of experts to come down 
here.”  

Sure, it was a back-handed slap at my 
faith in the FZ-Four-B, but I had to take it, 

and did. I cast one more longing glance 
toward the Operations Office, sighed and 
took the bull by the horns. 

“Yes, sir,” I said to the commandant. 
Then I turned and gave orders for the ship 
to be made ready for flight. 

It took about five minutes to get the 
engine all warmed up and I’ve never 
waited a more tantalizing five minutes in 
my life. But it was no soap. Nobody came 
running out of the Operations Office with 
a yellow sheet of paper in his hand. And, 
finally, I walked over to the ship as though 
I was going to climb into the pit. 

I didn’t. Instead, I beckoned the four 
mechanics over. They came, and stood 
silent, awaiting orders. I gave them in a 
rasping voice, as the fiction writers say. 

“Let me see your hands!”  
All four of them looked dumb for a 

second and then each man reached out his 
hands. I looked at them, then deliberately 
stepped back and fixed my eyes on 
Miller’s sour face. 

“It isn’t going to work twice, Miller!” I 
cracked at him. 

 
IS jaw dropped, and he looked 
blank. 

“What’s that, Lieutenant?” he finally 
got out. 

As everybody stood gaga-eyed I 
grabbed Miller’s left hand and held it up. 
There were traces of red stain on his 
greasy fingers. 

“Blood, Miller?” I snapped. Then 
reaching up under the engine cowling, I 
fumbled for the rag in the engine vent and 
pulled it out. 

“Not a chance, eh?” I added and let his 
hand go. “See, there’s some red on my 
hands, now, because I also touched the air 
vent that I daubed with stain about twenty 
minutes ago. You didn’t find the rag when 
I last landed, so you figured that it must 
have worked loose and been carried away 
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by prop-wash. You also figured that I 
probably hadn’t shut the cowl tight. But 
you knew I was going to make another 
flight, so this time you jammed that rag in 
hard. And . . .”  

I had backed off a couple of steps as I 
talked to the rat, and did it on purpose, 
because, in my heart of hearts, I was 
hoping like hell. I got my hope!  

Miller suddenly spun half around, 
caught hold of Taylor and practically 
hurled him straight at me. I could have 
dodged, I think, but I didn’t. No, I was 
thinking of old Jeff. I let Miller get down 
the tarmac to a plane with its prop ticking 
over. I even let the louse get started out 
across the field before I went into action. 
That I did with a rush. I tossed Taylor out 
of the way, piled into my job and went 
tearing out across the field, myself, 
leaving everybody with his jaw hanging 
down, and the commandant’s the lowest. 

Miller was three thousand feet up and 
tearing hell-bent toward the West when I 
finally got my wheels cleared. Had he 
been in a FZ-Four-B it wouldn’t have been 
so good for me. However, it was yours 
truly who was in one of those babies, and I 
caught up with him in less than ten 
minutes. 

Realizing that he couldn’t possibly get 
away from me, he spun his ship around 
and did just what I hoped he would do. He 
opened fire on me with both guns! 

And the louse could shoot! His first 
burst cut his initials in cracks on my 
cockpit cowling, and his second burst 
would have finished me right then and 
there if I’d been in anything but an FZ-
Four-B. But my little honey answered the 
controls and answered them fast, and I just 
managed to whirl out into the clear. Well 
for ten minutes, or so, we put on a pretty 
good scrap, but the fear of hell was in his 
lousy heart, and there was just plain rage 
in mine. 

I managed to catch him napping and 
plowed a neat burst into his engine. He 
instantly whirled over and down into a 
dive but I guess he had forgotten that I’d 
been forcing him to lose altitude all the 
time. 

Anyway, he found out too late, or 
maybe part of my last burst had gone 
through his skull. I like to think it had. He 
never came out of that dive. He hit the 
ground full out. And where he hit 
happened to be the western rim of the 
Pensacola field, not fifty yards from where 
poor old Jeff had struck. 

By the time I could haul back my 
throttle and glide down, his wreck was a 
seething mass of flames. I think I breathed 
something to old Jeff, wherever he was, 
and then I landed and taxied up to the 
tarmac. The commandant was the first to 
reach my ship. He sputtered like a Fourth 
of July pinwheel before he finally got the 
words out. 

“What in hell’s name is all this, 
Blake?” he choked. “We saw him open 
fire on you first. He . . . By God, speak up, 
Lieutenant!” 

 
 STARTED to explain, and then it 
happened. What I’d been waiting to 

happen, I mean. The junior Operations 
Office flunkey came running up to me, 
waving a yellow sheet of paper. I knew it 
was an answer to my wire to Washington, 
so I grabbed it. What I read made me feel 
a hell of a sight better. The wire read: 

 
Miller was mechanic-pilot for a foreign 

aircraft company manufacturing under license at 
Troy, New York, in 1929. Company went on the 
rocks. Miller took out U. S. citizenship 1933. 
Joined Navy 1936, Have had him under routine 
surveillance from time to time but discovered no 
contacts with former native land. Why the query? 
Answer. 

Hobson. 
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“Hobson, of Navy Intelligence, is a 
personal friend of mine, sir,” I said to the 
commandant. “When I was positive that it 
was deliberate sabotage I wired Hobson 
for all the department’s information on the 
four mechanics assigned to the FZ-Four-B. 
I hoped that there might be an answer like 
this.”  

The commandant grunted, then hit the 
roof, tore my head off for taking things 
into my own hands, and then demanded 
details. I gave them to him from the very 
beginning and be it to the credit of the old 
boy, he reluctantly admitted that it at least 
worked out for the best. 

“Luck, of course,” he grunted. “But 
that ship being there ready for flight, and 
him taking off in it saved us a lot of 
unfavorable publicity.”  

I caught the flight petty officer’s eye 
and he grinned. Of course, neither of us 
told the commandant that I arranged for 

that ship to have its prop ticking over. But 
I did, because I was hoping that Hobson 
would give me the information that he 
did—that Miller was a pilot as well. When 
the wire didn’t arrive, I just took a chance 
and hoped that he was a pilot, hoped that I 
could get him the way old Jeff would like 
me to—in the air. 

But why did Miller do it? That’s easy. 
If the Navy had turned down the FZ-Four-
B would its manufacturers have just sat 
down and had a good cry? Maybe, but 
they’d also be ready to sell the design for a 
good price. The country that Miller was 
working for, though a loyal naturalized U. 
S. citizen on the surface, would come 
through with a fancy price. And maybe, 
some day, our boys would be scrapping 
foreign made FZ-Four-Bs. And even for 
our boys that would be one hell of a tough 
job, if you get what I mean? 

 


