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AJOR CURWOOD caught his 
breath in a sob of rage, hurled 
his Bentley Camel over on 

wingtip, and went whipping around in a 
dime turn, both guns spewing streams of 
jetting flame. A Fokker that floundered 
into his line of fire exploded in midair and 
went slithering earthward, a mass of 
smoking wood and fabric. 

Curwood didn’t even give it a second 
glance. In fact, he didn’t have time to. The 
air was literally alive with German planes. 

Like so many flame-splitting metal 
vultures they swarmed all over the three 
Yank bombers fighting to break through 
the curtain of hissing lead and drop their 
eggs on the old chateau built under the lee 
of a cliff some two miles further east. 

Even as Curwood spun to the right and 
charged blindly in for his second kill he 
saw one of the bombers fall drunkenly off 
on one wing, twist into a tight power spin 
and go thundering down into the very 
bowels of hell. 
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“No use!” he groaned through 
clenched teeth. “Not a chance in the world. 
It would take a dozen squadrons to escort 
them through. Damn G.H.Q., and damn 
Wing for their dizzy ideas! Won’t have a 
pilot left in another week.”  

The last was not merely the raving of a 
tortured mind. It was as close to the truth 
as could be. Ten days ago G.H.Q. had 
decided that the Bellefont Chateau, located 
a good fifteen miles behind the German 
lines, must be destroyed at all cost. And 
for good reason, too. The ancient chateau, 
once a fortress in itself years ago, was the 
center, the very heart of German 
communications in that sector. 

Wipe it from the face of the earth, and 
it would be weeks before the enemy could 
reestablish their system. In the meantime, 
Allied troops could smash through the 
Front and gain valuable ground while the 
Germans struggled hopelessly to link up 
their lines of defense. 

 
ES, it was a great idea upon which 
G.H.Q. had decided. Except for one 

important item. The impregnability of the 
chateau. It was so located that a direct hit 
by a bomb from the air was practically 
impossible. The lip of the cliff that 
overhung it was ten times better than 
armor plating. However, G.H.Q., through 
its various Wing commanders, had 
detailed bombing squadrons to do the job. 
And the task of escorting the bombers past 
Baron von Molke, and his brood of 
defending Fokker pilots, had been allotted 
to the 56th Pursuits, Major Curwood 
commanding. 

Ten times bombers had gone out to lay 
their eggs, and ten times Curwood and his 
hell-busting pilots had acted as escort. And 
ten times the bombs hadn’t even come 
close. From the German lines back to the 
chateau the ground was dotted with 
twisted, blackened heaps that had once 

been airplanes, some of them German, but 
most of them Yank. 

And now, failure number eleven was 
in the offing. Two of the three bombers 
were down, and the third was being slowly 
but surely hemmed in by the Fokkers, 
despite the savage, reckless efforts of 
Fifty-six to smash a path through the 
Fokker ring. 

“Not a chance!” Curwood howled 
again, and let go with both guns at a 
Fokker that was dropping straight down on 
the bomber. 

The C.O.’s aim was perfect, and the 
diving Fokker kept right on going down to 
the ground. But, before death snaked out 
and nailed him, the German pilot had done 
his job. Through rage-filmed eyes 
Curwood saw flame lick out from under 
the cowling of the right engine of the 
bomber. In the flickering of an eyelash the 
flames swirled back and engulfed the 
entire ship. Like some gigantic meteor 
hurtled down out of infinite space, the 
plane dropped straight to the ground. 

The instant it started down every 
German pilot in the sky “broke” out of the 
fight and went streaking eastward. Their 
job was done. For the eleventh time 
Bellefont Chateau had been defended 
successfully. 

Brain dulled by disappointment, every 
muscle of his body screaming for 
relaxation, and a bullet crease across his 
left shoulder burning like a ribbon of 
liquid fire, Curwood ran his eyes over the 
sky and counted Yank props still turning. 
The count was three less than it had been 
when he had led the patrol off Fifty-six’s 
home drome over two hours before. 

“Twelve pilots in ten days!” he grated 
aloud, and led the way back across No 
Man’s Land toward the west. “In God’s 
name, what does G.H.Q. think we are—
everlasting Fokker fodder?”  

He answered his own question with a 
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bitter curse, veered a shade to the 
southwest when he hit the Yank lines, and 
flew grimly home and landed. Parked 
before the mess lounge was the staff car of 
Colonel Pratt, Wing C. O. Curwood’s eyes 
tightened as he saw it, and the veins at his 
temples throbbed, violently. 

“Always waiting here to find out, 
aren’t you?” he muttered through his teeth. 
“Well, it’s the same answer. It always will 
be, until there aren’t any of us left.”  

Barging in through the door he ignored 
the colonel who rose quickly from a chair, 
went straight to the bar and poured himself 
half a glass, neat. He downed it in two 
gulps, coughed and made a face. 

“Infantry outposts just phoned me, 
Curwood. I’m damn sorry, old man. 
Tough.” 

Curwood twisted around and fixed the 
Wing C.O. with bloodshot eyes. 

“Yes, tough as hell!” he grunted. 
“Besides the bombers we lost three more. I 
suppose G.H.Q. will feel sorry, too. And a 
hell of a lot of good that will do those poor 
devils who died trying to do the 
impossible!”  

Colonel Pratt stepped close, placed a 
sympathetic hand on Curwood’s shoulder. 

“I understand,” he said quietly. “I only 
wish to God I was permitted to fly the 
patrols myself. But I get my orders, too, 
Curwood. It isn’t easy to pass them on to 
you, and not be able to do any more than 
that.”  

Some of the anger faded from 
Curwood’s face. He relaxed a shade. 

“Not blaming you personally, 
Colonel,” he said heavily. “I know how 
you must feel. Sorry. But when is it going 
to stop? We can’t keep it up forever. And 
bombers won’t get close enough to that 
place in a month of Sundays. Even if they 
do, they can’t hit that place from the air. 
I’ve stated that in every damn report I’ve 
made. We’re bucking something that just 

can’t be done. And good men, brave men, 
are dying every day because G.H.Q. is too 
thick to realize the truth!”  

Colonel Pratt sighed, nodded his head 
slowly. 

“I haven’t a single argument against 
what you say,” he murmured. “However, 
orders are orders, and we’re in the service 
whether we like it or not. But come into 
the next room a minute. I want to talk to 
you. There’s just a chance we can stop the 
hellish thing once and for all. You—” 

 
RATT stopped talking. A field orderly 
had entered. At his heels strode a lean, 

cleared-eyed Air Service lieutenant. The 
orderly clicked his heels in front of 
Curwood, half nodded back over his 
shoulder. 

“Lieutenant Ranier, reporting from 
Pilots Pool, sir.”  

The C.O. looked past him, nodded to 
the newcomer. 

“Welcome to hell, Lieutenant,” he 
grunted. “This is Colonel Pratt, our Wing 
commander. I’ll talk with you later. Go 
have yourself a drink. The others will be 
coming in to join you.”  

With another nod Curwood swung on 
his heel and led the Wing commander into 
a small adjoining room. He shoved the 
door shut and dropped into a chair. 

“More flesh and blood for Spandau 
guns!” he muttered and jerked a thumb 
toward the door. “Full of high hopes, and 
green as hell. For two cents I’d save his 
life by sending him back to the Pool.”  

Colonel Pratt shrugged absent1y and 
made no effort to argue the point. He knew 
men. And so he knew that Curwood was 
on the ragged edge of nothing. One bad 
step and the best squadron C.O. in France 
would “break” inside, and fall apart in 
small pieces. 

“About this idea of mine,” Pratt said 
quietly. “I hate like the devil even to tell 
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you. But I’ve got to know what you 
think.”  

“Go ahead,” Curwood mumbled, as the 
Wing C.O. paused. “I guess I can still 
think.” 

“Wiping out the Bellefont Chateau is a 
one man job, Curwood. A job for a 
volunteer. As you say, bombers will never 
get through. And even though they did, the 
chances are a hundred to one their bombs 
wouldn’t do any great damage. And so—
Well, frankly, it’s reduced to a case of one 
lone pursuit pilot sneaking over with every 
ounce of TNT his ship can carry, getting in 
under that protecting cliff and scoring a 
direct hit on the chateau. Right?”  

Curwood’s eyes clouded in angry 
thought. He balled his fists, rubbed them 
together. 

 
AYBE,” he grunted after a 
moment. “If von Molke and his 

rotten brood decide to take Berlin, leave 
while the lone pilot is sneaking over. But 
they won’t. Whoever goes over won’t 
come back.” 

Silence hung still and breathless for 
ten long seconds. Pratt broke it with a 
sigh. 

“That’s the hellish part,” he said. “I 
agree with you. The man may get through 
alone, may even score the direct hit, but 
he’ll be down so low that if the explosion 
doesn’t get his ship, the Fokkers will 
before he can get back to our lines. Of 
course the rest of you could go out to meet 
him as he comes back.”  

“Wouldn’t help at all!” Curwood 
snapped. “Von Molke’s drome is 
practically in the front yard of that 
chateau. But I’m not arguing, Colonel. 
Fact is, I’ve toyed with that idea for the 
last couple of days. One good three 
hundred pound bomb, dropped from a low 
altitude right smack on that place would 
do the job. At any rate it would wreck hell 

out of everything inside. Mess it up 
enough so’s the Huns wouldn’t bother 
trying to repair the damage. Yes, one man, 
who doesn’t care about coming back could 
do the job. That’s the point, though—I 
wouldn’t let any man in my outfit go out. 
And so, I’m elected. Maybe if I left just 
before dawn I—”  

“No, Curwood,” Colonel Pratt broke in 
quietly. “Your main job is being C.O. of 
this squadron. Now wait, I know how you 
feel, but that’s the tough part of being a 
squadron commander—being any kind of 
a commander. You can’t accept volunteer 
work. Your other responsibilities 
absolutely prevent it.”  

Curwood’s eyes snapped. He stood up. 
“Then the idea is out!” he cracked. 

“I’ll neither order nor ask a man to fly into 
certain death. Dammit, it’s—Hell, I’d feel 
like a blasted executioner for the rest of 
my life!” 

Pratt’s face stiffened. 
“And how do you think I’d feel?” he 

barked. “How I feel right now, for 
suggesting the idea? But the destruction of 
the Bellefont Chateau will be equal to a 
major victory. And we’ve got to do it! 
Twelve of your pilots have died. One more 
death might mean the end. It might mean 
the saving of Lord knows how many other 
lives. There isn’t a pilot in your outfit who 
wouldn’t see it that way. It’s hell, 
Curwood, but it’s the only possible way 
left open to us. One man has got to do it. 
Just one man.”  

Curwood’s shoulders sagged, and his 
face seemed to age a dozen years. He 
made a queer little sound in his throat, 
nodded. 

“You’re right again, Colonel,” he 
mumbled. “I’ll explain to the boys and let 
them decide who goes. And to think I was 
damn fool enough to let myself become a 
C.O. Come on, I need another drink.”  

Not caring whether the Wing colonel 
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followed him or not, Curwood went out 
into the mess lounge and over to the bar. 
The rest of the squadron was seated about 
the room. Sullen despair and smoldering 
rage was stamped on every face. No one 
was even trying to make conversation. 
Each was content to wallow in the sea of 
his own troubled thoughts. 

That is, all save Lieutenant Ranier. 
Eager purpose on his wind-bronzed face, 
his keen eyes watched every move 
Curwood made at the bar. And when the 
C.O. finished his drink and went out and 
started over toward the squadron office, 
the replacement followed him out, caught 
up with him. 

“May I speak to you, sir?”  
Curwood halted. 
“Oh, you’re Ranier,” he grunted 

absently. “Yes. What do you want?”  
The replacement hesitated, took a deep 

breath. 
“I couldn’t help overhearing the 

conversation you just had with Colonel 
Pratt, sir,” he said, as the red started up his 
neck. “And—frankly, sir, I want to 
volunteer for that job. You see—”  

“You what?” Curwood barked. 
“Volunteer to destroy the Bellefont 

Chateau, sir,” Ranier repeated. “I have a 
plan that’s even better than the one the 
colonel suggested. I would fly over and—”  

“Lieutenant Ranier!”  
“Yes, sir?”  
Curwood bored him with his eyes. 
“There are five things we hate in this 

squadron, Lieutenant, and all five of them 
are hand-made heroes. We also dislike 
blasted fools. Perhaps you have no idea of 
being either. Perhaps honest desire to 
serve has inspired you to suggest such a 
cockeyed idea. But that’s what it is—
cockeyed, and foolish. You wouldn’t last 
five seconds. Now, chase back into the 
mess.”  

Ranier’s eyes took on, an agate glint. 

“I’m not trying to be the show-off 
fledgling, sir,” he said evenly. “You don’t 
understand, I—”  

“I understand everything, perfectly,” 
Curwood stopped him, and placed a hand 
on his arm. “I’m sorry for what I just said, 
Lieutenant, but this is no job for a 
fledgling, regardless of how much guts 
you have. I wouldn’t even consider it. 
Now beat it back to the mess. But don’t 
say anything about what you overheard to 
the others.” 

 
ITHOUT giving the fledgling a 
chance to say anything, Curwood 

turned on his heel and continued on to the 
squadron office. Once inside he flung 
himself into the desk chair and glared 
moodily at the opposite wall. 

“I can’t risk my neck because I’m a 
damn C.O.!” he grated. “But yet I could 
detail a green pup, like Ranier, to do the 
job. Nuts, and they call that a way to run a 
war!”  

With a sullen shake of his head he 
turned his attention to some unfinished 
paper work on the desk. It was impossible, 
however, for him to give it his attention 
for long. Thoughts of Bellefont Chateau 
kept crowding back into his mind. A 
dozen times he grimly decided to say 
nothing to the others, and go over and 
tackle the job himself, Colonel Pratt’s 
orders to the contrary. But each time he 
reluctantly killed the idea. Regardless, he 
was all soldier, and orders were orders. 

Some two hours later, when the red 
sun was well down toward the western lip 
of the world, Curwood gestured with one 
hand at the flint-eyed group of pilots 
seated about him in the mess lounge. 

“And that’s the picture, fellows,” he 
grunted. “One man stands a fifty-fifty 
chance of blasting that chateau flat. But 
his chances of getting back aren’t worth a 
bum franc. I’m not ordering, nor am I 
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asking for a volunteer. I’m simply telling 
you what’s what. You lads can decide yes, 
or no. And if it’s no, it’ll be okay with me. 
I’ll back you to the limit, and G.H.Q. can 
howl its damn head off.”  

Another gesture to signify he’d 
finished and Curwood sat down, fished for 
a cigarette. No one spoke. The pilots 
looked at each other and then, as though 
by mutual agreement, a heavy-set redhead, 
Bates by name, pushed up on his feet. 

“We’ll cut the cards, gang,” he 
rumbled. “Ace high. Low man takes the 
best crate we got over at dawn. If he 
misses, the next lowest draw gets second 
chance. Okay?” 

 
HE words, “Fair enough,” ran from 
lip to lip. Bates shuffled to a wall 

table to collect a well thumbed deck of 
cards. He stopped half way there, and 
stiffened. So did everybody else in the 
room. From outside came the howl of a 
plane thundering down in a wild power 
dive. And punctuating the howling was the 
crackling yammer of Spandau guns. 

For perhaps a split second every one 
remained motionless, and then as one man 
they leaped to their feet and barged 
outside. Skidding to a halt, Curwood 
stared upward, swore through his teeth. 

A Fifty-six Camel was rushing down 
to a fast landing. And some three hundred 
yards behind it, guns spitting flame, were 
two Fokkers with von Molke’s staffel 
markings on the wings and fuselages. The 
ground pit gunners leaped into action, and 
by the time the Yank plane had touched 
earth the two Fokkers were zooming up 
and away. Swinging around Curwood 
counted noses, found nobody missing. 
Then as he peered hard at the Camel being 
taxied up to the line his face twitched in 
anger. The pilot was young Lieutenant 
Ranier. 

Breaking into a run the C.O. dashed 

over and grabbed the fledgling by the arm 
as he legged out. 

“Where the hell have you been?” he 
roared. “Who told you to go into the air?”  

The fledgling licked his lips, and a 
tense, strained expression slowly faded 
from his face; became normal. 

“I was testing my ship, sir,” he said 
with an effort. “The one Captain Bates 
assigned me, and—”  

“But I told you to stick close to the 
field, you fool!” Bates roared as he ran up. 

Ranier smiled sheepishly. 
“Yes, sir,” he said. “But I guess I got 

too interested in how the ship maneuvers. 
The first thing I knew I was right over the 
lines. And—well—”  

The pilot stopped, and the red flooded 
into his face. 

“Well what?” Curwood snapped. 
“Since I was that close, sir,” Ranier 

hesitated, “I thought I’d go over and have 
a look at the Bellefont Chateau. But before 
I could get real close those two Fokkers 
came after me. I thought it best to run back 
home, instead of fighting them. Not what 
you’d call a brave move, was it, sir? But I 
thought that’s what you’d want me to do.”  

It was a few seconds before Curwood 
could find his tongue. In the meantime he 
seriously debated the idea of knocking the 
fledgling flat. He didn’t, however. Instead 
he turned and pointed a stiff finger at 
Ranier’s plane. 

“Lieutenant,” he said in a brittle voice, 
“if you ever take that plane up again 
without my personal permission, I’ll slap 
you back to Pilots Pool so quick it will 
make your head swim. You blasted little 
fool, even I don’t go into von Molke’s 
territory alone. What the devil were you 
trying to do, let them know we’re going to 
try a one plane raid?”  

Ranier’s eyes tightened, and his face 
paled. 

“Of course not, sir,” he said through 
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taut lips. “I wanted a look at that chateau. I 
did get a fairly good one, and if you’ll 
please listen I’ve got a plan that will be 
quite easy for me to carry out. I—”  

“Ranier!”  
“Yes, sir?” 
“I forgot to add just now, Ranier, that 

any more crazy suggestions that you have 
anything to do with the job at hand will get 
you sent back to Pilots Pool pronto, too. 
Confound it, man, can’t you realize that 
we’ve got enough trouble without having 
to wet nurse you?”  

The fledgling looked him straight in 
the eye. 

“I only know that I can destroy that 
chateau,” he said evenly. “And you can 
take that or leave it, sir.”  

“We’ll leave it!” Bates growled. “Cut 
the chasing medals, youngster. You’ll last 
longer. Come on, gang, we’ll cut the 
cards.”  

Ignoring Ranier the group moved over 
toward the mess. Curwood hung back, 
started to speak to the fledgling. But the 
stark, blazing anger he saw in Ranier’s 
eyes changed his mind. With a shrug he 
walked after the others. 

It was three hours after midnight, and 
the war for at least one night had 
seemingly gone to bed. There wasn’t even 
the dull red glow of shellfire to the east, let 
alone the perpetual rumble of sound. 
Seated apart from the others in the mess, 
Curwood and red-headed Pilot Bates 
talked in low tones. The cards had been 
cut hours ago, and by a crazy twist of fate 
the redhead had cut low man. 

“With that extra weight, Bates,” 
Curwood was saying, “you can’t hope to 
go over at altitude and dive down. You’ll 
have to hedge-hop all the way, and—and 
hope for the best.”  

The redhead smiled thinly, and 
fingered a sealed letter. It was marked, 
“To be opened at my death, confirmed.” 

He pushed the letter into Curwood’s hand. 
“If my number’s up, it’s up, Major,” 

he said. “But I’m not worrying. You can 
count that shack knocked flat, right now. 
Here, this’ll tell you what to do with my 
things, in case I don’t come back.”  

Curwood stuffed the letter in his 
pocket, and stared hard at Bates.  

“It will still be okay with all of us, if 
you want to call all bets off,” he said 
quietly. 

Bates laughed harshly. 
“Not a chance! I’m elected, and I’ll go. 

Call it off, after that fool fledgling 
practically begged to go? I don’t think. 
Know what he wanted to do a couple of 
hours ago?”  

“What?”  
“Wanted to cut with me alone, to see 

whether he’d take my place.” Bates 
grinned. “Haywire as hell, but the kid has 
guts. Even tried to tell me how I should do 
the job. Had the devil’s own job shutting 
him up. Got rid of him by asking him to 
give the greaseballs a hand. He’s out there, 
now.” 

 
EVER mind Ranier,” Curwood 
said. “We’re talking about you, 

Bates. You should reach the chateau about 
five-fifteen. We’ll take off at five sharp 
and head to the north of the place. With 
luck we’ll draw von Molke’s brood up that 
way. That will give you a better chance to 
get away and hightail for our lines. Let’s 
see your watch.”  

They compared watches and found 
them identical. Bates rose to his feet. 

“Guess I’ll go check the bus,” he said. 
As he turned toward the door it 

slammed open and the armament officer 
came hurrying inside. He came straight 
over to Curwood and pulled up short. 

“Did you draw any TNT from my 
shack, sir,” he asked with a perplexed 
frown. 
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“Did I—” the C.O. echoed and 
stopped. “Of course not. You’re in 
complete charge of all armaments and 
ammo. Dammit, do you mean to tell me 
there’s not enough to charge that bomb?”  

“Oh, no,” the other shook his head. 
“There’s plenty. The bomb’s already slung 
to the brackets I fitted to Bates’ ship. The 
point is that two kegs of TNT are missing. 
And—” 

“Two kegs?”  
“Yes, sir. Enough to blow this field 

sky high. And that’s not all. Some fuse is 
gone, and a heat detonator. Of course, 
maybe I made a mistake in my last check. 
But I’d swear I was right. Can’t 
understand it.”  

“Check again,” Curwood grunted. “So 
long as the bomb’s all set that’s all that 
matters for the present. Let’s go, Bates.”  

The pair walked out and over toward a 
Camel surrounded by a ring of oil-pot 
flares. Mechanics were swarming all over 
it like flies, each man with a particular job 
to do and doing it to the utmost of his 
ability. Bates and Curwood watched in 
silence for a moment. Then Bates grunted. 

 
UESS Ranier got tired playing 
mechanic,” he murmured. He 

doesn’t seem to be around. He—”  
The sudden clatter of an engine at the 

extreme end of the tarmac drowned out the 
rest. Curwood turned and squinted that 
way. As he looked he saw the blurred 
figures of two mechanics backing away 
from the plane, and they both had their 
hands in the air! 

“Here, what the hell?” The C.O. 
bellowed the words and started running. 
By the time he’d taken fifteen or twenty 
steps the plane was rushing headlong 
across the night-shadowed field. He 
bumped into the nearest mechanic, 
grabbed him by one of his upraised arms. 

“Who’s in that ship?” he barked.  

“The new lieutenant!” the greaseball 
gasped, his face working. “Ranier. He 
wanted to test his engine. Got me and the 
corporal to start her up. Then he pulled a 
gun on us, and made us drag the chocks 
away. And off he went. He yelled 
something about hoping you’d listen next 
time, sir.”  

Curwood stood stock still for a split 
second, then punched his fist into the 
mechanic’s back. 

“Start up my plane!” he roared. “Damn 
his soul, going to try and play hero, is he? 
I’ll catch him.”  

Spinning, he raced for his own plane. 
“The fool is trying it on his own!” he 

shouted as he tore past Bates’ plane. “I’ll 
head him off. Take off as planned. And 
good luck, old man.”  

In a single leap he vaulted into the pit, 
frothed inwardly as the mechanic swung 
the prop onto compression. Sixty seconds 
later he was swearing through clenched 
teeth. The mechanic was blue in the face, 
but he couldn’t get a single tick out of the 
engine. Then suddenly he twisted in the 
seat as he heard Bates swear at the top of 
his voice. 

“Water? You blasted fool! What the 
hell do you mean? You filled my tank with 
water?”  

Curwood was out of the pit and over to 
the other plane in nothing flat. Bates was 
glaring at a white-faced mechanic. 

“Lieutenant Ranier, sir!” the man was 
stammering. “He insisted on filling your 
tank. He even got the gas out of Hangar 
Three, sir. I didn’t have a thing to do with 
it.”  

Blake looked at Curwood, the 
expression on his face a combination of 
blind anger and dumbfounded wonder. 

“The tank’s filled with water, not gas!” 
he blurted out. “The whole damn engine 
will have to be taken down. That louse 
filled my tank with water. By hell, I’ll kill 
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him!” 
Curwood stared over at his own ship. 
“Mine too,” he mumbled. Then with a 

tightening of his throat. “And enough TNT 
to blow us sky high is missing.”  

As he spoke the last he stiffened, rigid. 
He suddenly remembered that in the 
excitement of talking with Colonel Pratt 
he had forgotten even to ask for Ranier’s 
Pool transfer papers. The fledgling hadn’t 
given him a thing. Under the strain of 
existing conditions he had simply accepted 
Ranier, and let it go at that. 

“Drag out every ship!” he thundered. 
“Try them all! He can’t possibly have 
filled every tank. Get moving, dammit!”  

The words were a prophecy. None of 
the planes in the hangar had been watered. 
In twenty minutes Curwood had one 
warmed up enough to take off. He did so, 
eyes agate, and face granite. 

“A Hun spy or a crazy fool!” he grated 
and pulled the ship around to the east. “If 
he’s a fool he’ll spoil everything—give the 
whole idea away. My God, does he think 
he can throw TNT kegs at that place?”  

With a savage shrug he concentrated 
on driving his plane toward the strip of 
grey light low down in the east. Anger 
more than anything else had sent him into 
the air. Even with a plane twice as fast he 
didn’t stand a chance of catching up with 
Ranier, or whatever the man’s name really 
was. The fledgling had a good thirty 
minute lead. And it was still too dark to 
spot anything in the heavens ahead. 
However, chasing something invisible was 
far better than staying on the ground 
wondering, and asking thousands of 
questions that had no answer. And so he 
kept on thundering eastward. 

By the time he had crossed the lines 
the east was bathed in light. Dimly he 
could see the hills that formed a natural 
barrier to the west of Bellefont Chateau. 
Eyes narrowed, he studied the sky for a 

glimpse of von Molke’s plane on patrol, 
but saw not a sign. Not being an utter fool 
he veered his course to the south and 
climbed for altitude. Better to approach the 
place from that direction. Von Molke’s 
drome was on the other side of the hills. 
They’d spot him the instant he roared over 
the hills. Besides, meeting the Fokkers 
was not the job at hand. He had to find 
Ranier and drive him back, spy, or just a 
crazy-headed fool. 

Suddenly he leaned forward over the 
stick, focused his eyes on the murky 
ground far to the south. A single flash had 
caught his eye. Then he saw it again and 
swore aloud. Well down below the tops of 
the trees, a lone plane was virtually 
crawling over the ground-crawling due 
north toward the southern end of the 
chateau grounds. A small hill in between 
blocked off all sight of the plane from the 
chateau, and the German drome beyond. 

 
T was five minutes before Curwood 
could see anything more than the 

blurred silhouette of the plane. And then 
he knew for fact what he had instantly 
guessed. The plane was Ranier’s. In 
another two minutes he would be in full 
view of the German drome, for he would 
have to zoom up over the hill in between. 

“What the hell is—”  
The words burst from Curwood’s lips, 

stopped short as Ranier’s plane dipped 
even closer to the ground, then flattened 
out and landed. 

“A spy, after all!” snarled Curwood. 
“A dirty, low-down—”  

Again he cut himself off short. A 
helmeted figure had leaped from the pit of 
the plane. With something tucked under 
his arm he went racing up the slope of the 
small hill. And then without warning he 
suddenly disappeared from view. It was as 
though the ground had actually swallowed 
him up. 
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Faintly conscious of activity on von 
Molke’s drome, to the north, Curwood 
stared pop-eyed at the spot on the side of 
the hill where the running figure had 
disappeared. It was close to the base, and 
well patched with clumps of withered 
bushes. 

And then, just as suddenly as the 
running figure had disappeared, it 
reappeared again, racing madly back down 
the slope toward the plane. At that instant 
Curwood saw the flash of rifle fire, saw 
two field grey uniformed figures skirting 
the right side of the slope, and shooting at 
Ranier’s running figure. 

“It doesn’t make sense!” Curwood 
bellowed and shoved his nose down. “But 
he can’t be a Hun if they’re shooting at 
him!” 

 
NGINE roaring, prop wash whining 
past the struts and wires, he hurtled 

his plane straight down toward the field 
grey figures and jabbed both trigger trips 
forward. With a grunt of satisfaction he 
saw one of them stumble and collapse to 
the ground. The other veered sharply to 
the right toward some protecting trees. 

Hauling the nose up Curwood snapped 
his eyes toward Ranier. The fledgling had 
reached his plane and was already in the 
pit. A split second later he sent the plane 
bouncing over uneven ground, and pulled 
it drunkenly into the air. 

At that exact moment Curwood 
stopped looking at Ranier taking off. A 
roaring, thunderous blast shook heaven 
and earth. Despite his ironfisted grip on 
the stick, Curwood’s Camel lurched 
crazily off on one wing. Fighting it back to 
even keel he twisted in the seat and stared 
wide-eyed toward the Bellefont Chateau. 

The building wasn’t there any more. 
Rather it was the center of an ocean of 
flame and billowing black smoke belching 
heavenward. And high above it the 

smoking fragments of disintegrated 
Fokkers were slithering this way and that. 
In a flash Curwood realized that a flight 
taking off had been caught directly over 
the exploded chateau. But how, and why, 
were two questions he couldn’t answer. 

Nor did he take time out to ponder. 
Three snub-nosed Fokkers were bearing 
down on Ranier as the greenhorn struggled 
for altitude. Instantly Curwood whirled 
and went down. His first burst made the 
lead Fokker pull up in a zoom. His second 
burst caught a Fokker in the gas tank. And 
his third burst missed by a mile, as the last 
Fokker whirled in a dime turn and scooted 
away. 

Cutting his fire Curwood swung in 
close to Ranier’s ship. Out of the corner of 
his eye he saw more Fokkers. But he also 
saw some of Fifty-six’s ships thundering 
down to give battle. He didn’t bother to 
join them. As a matter of fact, one 
sweeping glance told him that the Fokker 
pilots in the air had no desire to give 
battle. They were content to get clear of 
the flaming inferno that had once been the 
Bellefont Chateau. Dropping embers had 
set fire to one of the hangars on the field. 
In no time the entire area would be 
ravaged by flames. 

Sticking close to Ranier’s wingtips 
Curwood followed him back toward the 
lines. Not once did the fledgling look his 
way. Instead, he sat hunched over the 
stick, his helmeted head bowed in an 
attitude of deep sorrow. Forced to bide his 
time Curwood stayed right with him, 
actually landed right alongside, and taxied 
with the other plane right up to the line. 

Cutting his engine, he climbed from 
the pit and walked over. Ranier had legged 
out and was leaning back against the 
fuselage, staring to the east. His face was 
pale, and lined with sorrow. Tears seemed 
dangerously close to the youth’s eyes.  

“Bellefont, gone!” he mumbled as 
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Curwood came up. “Nothing but a pile of 
stones, now. And—and I did it!”  

“Listen, Ranier—”  
Eyes tinted with anger and bitter 

sorrow checked Curwood. 
“Maybe you will listen, now, sir,” thin 

lips told him. “I wasn’t crazy; you were—
and the others, too. A medal chaser, huh? I 
knew I could destroy Bellefont. Well, I 
did, didn’t I? You saw it!”  

Curwood placed a hand on his 
shoulder. 

“Steady, son,” he said quietly “Yes, I 
saw it, but I don’t understand. How the 
devil did you do it? Why did you land, run 
up that hill?”  

“Because I knew how best it should be 
done,” the other answered heavily. “I was 
born in Bellefont, I lived there ten years. 
Then we moved to America. My mother is 
an American. My father was French. He 
was the Marquis du Bellefont. He died a 
year later. I became an American, like my 
mother,”  

“Yes, yes?” Curwood encouraged as 
the youth paused. “But how did you 
destroy the place? I don’t get it yet.”  

“Bellefont was once a fortress, in the 
days of the feudal lords and barons,” 
Ranier said. “There was an old tunnel 
built, through which they could escape if 
the place was ever stormed successfully. It 

has been closed up for a century or more. I 
used to play in part of it when I was a 
child. I knew that there was a walled-up 
entrance right under the servants’ quarters, 
but the other end was open. I tried to tell 
you, sir, but—”  

“And the fool I was, Ranier,” Curwood 
nodded. “So you stole those TNT kegs and 
watered the gas so’s we couldn’t catch you 
in time?”  

“Yes, sir. It was the only way I could 
do it. Take the stuff to the far end of the 
tunnel, and set a fuse to it. And—well, 
after all, sir, that was the only way to do it. 
And I was the only one who knew it. I 
would have forced you to listen but for 
what you said, sir.”  

“And that was what?”  
“That if I made any more crazy 

suggestions about the job at hand you’d 
send me back to Pilots Pool pronto. And I 
came out here to stay at the Front, not for 
just a visit.” 

Curwood nodded slowly, and a wry 
smile twisted his lips. 

“As a rule,” he murmured, “fledglings 
should be seen and not heard, for the first 
week, at least. But you’ve proved the 
exception to the rule, Ranier. Let’s have a 
drink on it. I’ll apologize with gestures 
when the others show up. And I see them 
coming in, now.” 

 


