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Wings of Chance 

 
  

Lieutenant Gail Fenton Fights a Desperate Battle With 
His Conscience in this Gripping Story of a 

Perilous Air Mission of Doom! 
 

By CAPTAIN DUNCAN HALL 
Author of "Flying Wild," "Blood of the Eagle," etc. 

 
IEUTENANT GAIL FENTON trembled 
inwardly as the clipped sentences fell from 
the tight lips of the staff lieutenant-colonel. 

The man was so calm about ordering men to sure 
death. His eyes were black and piercing. They had 
no mercy in them, no understanding of the fears 
that beset the best of pilots who fought it out with 
the Germans for supremacy in the air.  

Fenton was close to cracking. He had known it 

for a week. He had fought against it with all his 
will—aware all the time that his will would not 
really be strong enough. 

Major Kilcourse, squadron commander, 
looked from face to face as the lieutenant-colonel 
spoke the words which might well condemn them 
all to death. Kilcourse was an old-timer. He knew 
men, could read the very hearts of them. But Fenton 
doubted if even Kilcourse could see the demon of 
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abject fear which gripped the heart of Gail Fenton. 
The lieutenant-colonel droned on. 

“It’s a perfect trap we have set. Perfect 
because, since it is the sort of thing they themselves 
are planning, it is the last thing the Germans will 
expect. It means night flying, into the face of high-
powered searchlights. I know what you flyers have 
put up with. You’ve lost five men in the last two 
days, with their crates. You’ve lost twenty men in 
as many days. This is your chance for vengeance. 

“I’m not telling you that it’s safe. Desperate 
measures are imperative. These are such measures. 
If you lose—well, you’ll lose in the long run 
anyhow, and this way you’ll go out in a blaze of 
glory. If you win, you’ll clear the air of German 
flyers in this sector.” 

 
AIL FENTON could see it all so clearly, this 
thing of which the lieutenant-colonel spoke. If 

it failed it meant death; if it succeeded, glory and 
temporary success for the victors. And every 
available member of the 13th Pursuit Squadron 
would participate. 

“We can’t allow a breath to escape,” said the 
staff officer. “You won’t even be able to check 
back on me without taking a chance. It will happen 
tomorrow night. You will fly away from here at ten 
o’clock. The headquarters of all German Air is forty 
kilometers behind the German lines. You will bomb 
that place, going down to the very ground if need 
be. You will use all your ammunition, trying to 
make each bullet count. 

“If only you can destroy headquarters—and 
you’ll have incendiary bullets for that purpose—
and maybe lop off some of the heads of German 
Air, you will gain the everlasting gratitude of every 
Allied officer and man. It’s the chance of a 
lifetime.” 

 
ES, thought Gail Fenton, the chance of a 
lifetime! It meant suicide, no less. The twelve 

or so crates making up the squadron would be 
picked up the minute they crossed the lines. Archie 
bursts would follow them into Germany, doing little 
damage perhaps, but signaling every German flyer 
behind the lines that the Americans were coming. 
The Boche would come up in force. The Americans 
would be compelled to fight every step of the way 
in. 

Nor would they be able to turn back, for they 

would have orders to reach German headquarters 
and unload their cargoes of destruction at all costs. 
They couldn’t turn back, and it would be beyond 
the bounds of possibility for them to fight a running 
battle for forty kilometers without losing a man 
here and a man there—and who could know in 
advance that Gail Fenton might not be the very first 
to go? Or that, at any rate, he wouldn’t get his 
before the night was ended? 

Yesterday Mark Laurence, bosom friend of 
Gail Fenton, had gone down in a flamer. Fenton 
fancied he could still hear the screams as the flames 
caught Mark in their famished maws. He would 
hear them in his dreams the rest of his life—through 
all eternity. He couldn’t stick it. Mentally he was 
constantly putting his hands over his ears to shut the 
sound out; wondering what his wingmates would 
think if he actually did cover his ears with his 
hands—and shriek like an hysterical woman, 
scream after scream of near-madness. 

“Not so much as a whisper must escape you,” 
said the lieutenant-colonel, an American serving 
with the French, “or the mission is doomed before it 
starts. It has been discussed with the Commanding 
General, A. E. F., and he believes it is feasible, is 
willing to take all the risks entailed in order to bring 
it off.” 

 
ES, thought Fenton, sure he is! He sits behind 
his desk while we fly, like moths to the 

flames, into the searchlights which will make us 
targets for everything that flies. What does Black 
Jack care about our skins? 

Well, he wouldn’t stand for it. An idea had 
been growing in Fenton’s mind for the last twenty-
four hours, had almost reached full fruition. It 
would be so easy; a lone patrol from which he 
wouldn’t return. The record would say he had been 
shot down in line of duty. It wouldn’t matter much 
to anyone, and he could stand a German prison 
camp for the rest of the war. He would fire his crate 
to keep it out of the hands of the Germans. 

In short, Gail Fenton intended to desert. The 
lieutenant-colonel’s clipped sentences were the 
straws which broke the camel’s back. He’d had 
enough. When the crates flew over tomorrow night, 
he wouldn’t be there with his wingmates, to stand 
the glare of the lights, to feel the bullets eating into 
his body, to feel the searing breath of flames as 
Spads took fire and plunged, flaming torches, down 
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the stairways of the skies. No, he wouldn’t go for 
anything like  

Lieutenant-Colonel Bowker’s suggestions 
were all agreed to. It was a quiet group of flyers that 
left the headquarters building, to stand around 
outside, talking softly, until Bowker had come forth 
and gone away in his side car. Fenton watched him 
go, could imagine the scorn in the colonel’s heart if 
he could have guessed the thoughts which seethed 
in the brain of Gail Fenton. 

And his wingmates! They would destroy him. 
To the devil with them all. He was finished 

with honor and glory, finished with patriotism and 
flag-waving. What were honor and glory to the 
dead? What was a flag but a piece of colored 
cheesecloth? Men were fools to fight for so little. 

Gail Fenton had a twilight patrol to make. Four 
men had died on that patrol. Maybe this was his 
turn, but he didn’t think so. He had other plans. The 
roaring of Bowker’s motorcycle had scarcely died 
away in the distance when Fenton began to plan 
how to carry out those plans. 

The day wore on. 
 
HE sun was just sinking into the western 
horizon when Fenton came out of his hutment, 

fitting helmet and goggles and gauntlets. To those 
who watched him go, this was just another patrol 
from which a man might not return. 

To Gail Fenton, if his luck were in, it meant 
the end of the war for good and all. 

He took off. He climbed his Spad to her very 
ceiling, up where it was cold, tough on the lungs; 
up where the Archies could never reach to him; up 
where the war was already ended. He had fired his 
last shot at the enemy, had been a target for the last 
time. A landing in Germany, a march to the nearest 
German force, a pretense at forced landing and loss 
of direction, and he would go to a prison camp, to 
be turned loose—free, alive, unwounded—when 
the war was over. It was a perfect picture. He 
refused to let qualms of doubt bother him, refused 
to think of what his desertion might mean to his 
comrades. 

He leveled and flew away toward Germany. 
On a hunch he headed straight for headquarters of 
German Air. Might as well land there as anywhere. 
After the war, if he were questioned, he could say 
he had flown there to see whether or not Bowker’s 
scheme was feasible. Oh, they wouldn’t shoot him 

in the piping days of peace. The world would be too 
happy at an end of killing to do any more killing, 
even of deserters. 

His Hisso roared sweetly. From force of habit 
Fenton tested out his Vickers. Bullets brrrrrrted 
through his propeller arc. He might just possibly 
have to fight to save his life. He wouldn’t fight for 
any other reason. He was through with fighting! 

And now he was deep in the night skies of 
Germany. His Hisso droned on, eating up the 
kilometers. He studied his maps. He knew right 
where he would land—within five kilometers of 
German Air, an easy walk. Fenton, for all his fears, 
was a good flyer, a good finder of rendezvous. He 
could find his landing place with his eyes closed. 
He would come down with a dead stick to make 
sure that he was safely landed before German 
bullets could smash him on the ground. 

 
WENTY kilometers. Once he looked down to 
see a car speeding along a road in the same 

direction, picked it out by its headlights, which 
were permitted back here so far behind the lines. 
The car was a long one, traveling at top speed. 
Fenton studied it through night glasses, force of 
habit exerting itself to make him do the routine 
thing to the last minute. He wondered about that 
car. But, thank heaven, he didn’t have to wonder 
about cars, or bayonets, or bullets, or flames, from 
now on! The war was over for Gail Fenton.  

He dropped the car behind, dead-headed on. 
Thirty kilometers. Thirty-five. Now he 

swerved to the north, seeking his landing field. So 
far, not a German had disputed his pathway. It was 
all so easy. Success was assured. He was as good as 
in a German prison camp already. And none, save 
himself, would ever know that he had deserted. 
They might surmise; but let them. 

 
ND then he started down on a long glide. Now 
and again he flattened out when the whining 

of his flying wires became too loud. Soon he could 
tell where that clearing was. He would make it easy, 
without the least bit of trouble. He could make out 
its outline. His altitude was no more than a 
thousand feet. 

There was the field. 
He touched his wheels. At the last moment he 

decided not to fire his Spad. The light would bring 
searching parties. Besides, what did it matter if the 
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Germans got the Spad? They had captured plenty of 
them in the past, already knew all their secrets. 

He quitted the silent Spad, which somehow 
seemed to accuse him, and strode away in the 
direction of German Air Headquarters. 

It took him an hour to get there. He would 
delay surrendering himself until morning. An over-
zealous German sentry might shoot first and ask 
questions afterward. Finally he crawled up to a 
lighted building, wondering what kept German Air 
awake so late. Nobody challenged him. His uniform 
blended with the night. He got to a window, peered 
in. 

A score of German officers, highly pleased 
with themselves, were grouped about a table. 
Fenton understood German because he had been 
raised among Germans at home. It was like his 
mother tongue. A high ranking officer rubbed his 
hands together, said: 

“Not one of them will return alive. It is the 
perfect trap. When they’re well inside our lines, 
we’ll throw up a wall of planes behind them that a 
humming bird couldn’t penetrate. You have done 
good work, very good work, Herr Oberst Leutnant 
Heimling.”  

Heimling answered: 
“It was well conceived, well planned, sir, if I 

do say it myself.” 
His words drew Fenton’s attention to 

Heimling—and Fenton almost died of heart failure, 
for Heimling was Lieutenant-Colonel Bowker. 
Wise he had been indeed, had Fenton, that he had 
deliberately avoided this trap—for the entire 
squadron was doomed, had been doomed from the 
beginning. Luck had certainly been with Fenton. 
Here was red betrayal, in a trap which had almost 
got Fenton, too. 

He drew back from the window, his mind 
whirling with thought. 

 
OURS later Heimling, well pleased with 
himself, was trudging toward his quarters, 

alone—when something small and round and hard 
was pressed against his spine. He knew what it was. 
He guessed why it was pressed against him. He 
didn’t shout for help, knowing he would die if he 
uttered a peep. 

He went where he was bidden, a five kilometer 
hike through the woods to a clearing. 

There he turned—and the lights went out as an 
automatic muzzle almost caved in his skull. When 
he came to, he was tied to the wing of a Spad that 
was shooting a landing behind the Allied lines. 

Gail Fenton turned over his prisoner, more 
dead than alive, to Kilcourse. Kilcourse looked at 
him gravely. 

“The whole A. E. F. will be eternally grateful 
to you for saving us from a trap, Fenton. You will 
be decorated, for the greatest individual service of 
the war. What made you suspect Bowker?” 

“He didn’t look right to me,” mumbled 
Fenton. “I was afraid to voice my suspicions, afraid 
of court-martial—Major, it’s all a lie! I didn’t 
suspect anything! I went yellow. I flew into 
Germany to surrender. Take me out and shoot me!” 

 
ILCOURSE, who knew men, stared steadily 
at Fenton without change of expression. His 

eyes held those of the pilot. 
“We’ll go through with our plan, anyhow,” he 

mused. “They will not think, with Heimling 
captured and due to be shot, that we would dare to 
try. Only, now we are prepared. It will work out, 
not as Heimling planned, but as ‘Bowker’ did. 
What were you saying?” 

“That I intended to desert!” said Fenton, 
hammering the desk top for emphasis, his lips 
quivering. “That I deserve to be shot for even 
thinking of such a thing—” 

“Yes, Fenton,” said Kilcourse, who knew men, 
“the greatest individual service of the war. And 
you’ll be happy to know that you’ll fly with the 
squadron tomorrow night.” 

Fenton straightened—in more ways than one. 
He saluted. His shoulders were squared as he 
marched to the door and out. Kilcourse looked after 
him, chuckled a little. Men were funny critters. You 
never knew what they’d do next, but of one thing 
Kilcourse was sure. 

Gail Fenton, of all his squadron, would get 
through to the objective—even if he lived to be the 
last man in the winged armada. 

It was odd—or maybe it wasn’t to one who 
knew mankind—that Fenton himself, en route to his 
hutment, was resolving to reach that objective if he 
had to fly all the way alone, with all German Air on 
his tail. 
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