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MEMORANDUM TO: Frederick H. Payne

                     Assistant Secretary of War

SUBJECT:       Special Actions Team

 

By presidential order, a special actions team is hereby formed, code name: INTREPID. This unit will consist of highly-trained individuals from the Army and Navy, as well as exceptional professionals from the civilian community.

INTREPID’s sole function will be to investigate incidents and situations which threaten the security of the United States that are OUTSIDE THE REALM OF NORMAL OCCURRENCE.

Administrative and operational support for INTREPID will be provided by the War Department’s Office of Special Actions. Intelligence support will be provided by the Military Intelligence Division (G-2), Office of Naval Intelligence, and Bureau of Investigation.

Lieutenant Colonel Rick Justice, U.S. Army Air Corps, is assigned to serve as team leader. Since these “incidents” are of extraordinary or UNNATURAL order, Justice and the INTREPID team will receive top priority. 




= ORIGINAL SIGNED =

PATRICK J. HURLEY

Secretary of War
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FORWARD

by

Ron Fortier

FROM THE EARLY days of the pulps, action/adventure titles were fairly divided between two categories. The first was that of the lone masked avenger, exemplified by so many characters such as the Shadow, the Spider, and dozens of others. The second dealt with heroes who surrounded themselves with equally justice-minded fellows. In other words, the team books; the epitome of which was Lester Dent’s Doc Savage tales. Doc, the Man of Bronze, the quintessential super champion, with multiple doctorates to his name, fought villainy as the leader of a spectacular quintette, each of them experts in their respective fields. He and his fighting five gave the Shadow a run for his money when it came to popularity among the readers of the time.


Like the Shadow, who would have his share of copycats, a few companies attempted to offer up alternate team titles, but none ever had the vibrant excitement of Dent’s crew. All those classic adventures are still cherished and collected by today’s pulp enthusiasts. What’s even more fun is the rise of the phenomenon we call New Pulp. It’s gaining a wider audience with each passing year. Young writers, having grown up reading comics and watching TV action heroes, have over the past two decades, discovered the old pulps and, inspired by them, set out to create their own. Dozens of publishers have arrived on the scene from Moonstone Books, Valhalla Books, Pro Se Press, White Rocket Entertainment, Bold Venture Press, Stormgate Press, and Airship 27 Production, to name only a few.



In January of 2019, another would-be pulp scribe, Army and Air Force Veteran Robert J. Mendenhall, jumped into the arena with his own concept delivered via his first published book, Code Name: Intrepid published by Airship 27. The setting was the turbulent 1930s and the Secretary of War under the orders of the President, established a department called the Office of Special Actions to investigate incidents and situations which threaten the security of the U.S. that were outside the realm of normal occurrences. In other words, strange and supernatural dangers adhering to familiar classic pulp plots.


Naturally to combat these threats would require a special team; enter Code Name: Intrepid commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Rick Justice, United States Army Air Corps. His squad consisted of Lieutenant Commander Roger “Sky Hawk” Winchester of the Navy, U.S. Marine Gunnery Sergeant Dexter “Guns” Preston, and Master Sergeant Michael “Hammer” Downe, U.S. Army. The final member of the team was Rita Marshall, daughter of Admiral James Marshall, Commander of the Atlantic fleet. A beautiful, college-educated spitfire. Their primary antagonist was a select Nazi outfit known as the Sonderstaffel, working directly for Hitler to procure occult artifacts of power for the dominance of the Third Reich.

That first collection featured five fast-paced action yarns that immediately won over New Pulp readers. At the same time, it fired Mendenhall’s own imagination with the realization that he wanted to be more than just a writer. Within two years of its debut, he had created his own publishing enterprise; Blue Planet Press, and from there he would not only reprint those initial five stories, but craft five novel-length adventures. Still unsatisfied, he began doing sequel anthologies in which he invited some of the finest writers of New Pulp to contribute their own stories featuring his colorful characters.


What you now hold in your hands in the fifth and final volume of this rollicking, non-stop series that has wonderfully upheld and oftentimes surpassed those old pulp mags, raising the genre to new heights of acclaim. At the same, the series has continued to educate new readers in the thrill and joys of this amazing popular literature we call the pulps.



If you’re already a devoted fan of Code Name: Intrepid and CNI: Classified, you know exactly what I’m talking about. If this is your first introduction, let me just say, hold on to your chair, you’re in for one hell of a ride. One you will cherish for many years to come.


Welcome to New Pulp.

Ron Fortier

Fort Collins, Colorado

May 28, 2025                       
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ARMY OF ODIN

by

Robert J. Mendenhall

AUTHOR’S NOTE

This mission occurs after the events of

Code Name: Intrepid Book Five—CASE VIOLET

Along the North Sea shore

Northwestern coast of Denmark

Sometime in the tenth century

SO MUCH BLOOD.

He lay bathed in it; his sword still clutched in his severed hand. Many of his Dane comrades, his brothers in arms, lay at his side. Some dead, some pleading for death. The sound of steel on steel seemed almost symphonic, accentuated by a chorus of grunts and growls as men on both sides rammed into each other. It was nothing less than a slaughter, brought on by the berserkers that led the enemy’s charge.

There was no stopping them, these berserkers. He’d not encountered them before, but knew the legends of certain Viking soldiers so frenzied in battle they literally transformed into beasts. Six of these nearly naked monsters led the charge, howling and roaring like rabid bears, impervious to pain and seemingly invulnerable to physical harm.

So... much... blood. The smell of it turned his stomach, but the reek of the berserkers as they stampeded past him—a thick, dripping stench akin to hot animal sweat—made his head swim and nearly caused him to retch.

The heat of his wound crept up his arm. He choked back a moan and screwed his eyes tight to contain the tears that welled there. He pulled a leather strap loose from his boot-wrapping and entwined it around the stump of his forearm, pulling it tight with his teeth until the blood flowing from the amputation only trickled.

He stretched for his sword, fighting back the drowsiness that sought to drag him beneath a shroud of endless sleep. He was now behind the front line and caught within the ranks of the charging Norwegian raiders. One kicked his sword and severed hand from him, raised a spear, and impaled him in the lower torso. Now he did scream, and again when the Norseman yanked the barbed weapon out of his body before rejoining the fray.


He was no stranger to battle wounds, but this... this was almost more than he could bear. His vision blurred as waves of agony shuddered through his body. But he was a trained warrior. He wouldn’t stop the fight until he was with his ancestors. So, with determination bred into him by a lifelong commitment to protect the Danish coast, he pushed himself to his knees. His face contorted into a tight mask of agony. He pressed his fist against the wound in his abdomen and looked ahead through wet eyes.


He could see the bearish berserkers at the front of the battle line, hacking and howling. One brought his axe up high and, on the downswing...

By Odin... he must be hallucinating.

The berserker transformed into a statue of ice, frozen in motion. Then he blinked out of existence.

It happened again to another berserker. And another.

Within seconds, all six berserkers were gone. Emboldened by the new circumstance, the Danes pushed the Norsemen back as the raiders lost their bravado. Back to the shore. Back to their longships.

He sat back on his ankles, his remaining hand stanching the blood flow from his gut. The cheers of victory gave him little solace. What had happened to the berserkers? Where had they gone?

And why?

#

State, War, and Navy Building

Washington, D.C.

1130 hours, Thursday, 8 August 1935

LIEUTENANT COLONEL RICK Justice, United States Army Air Corps, was used to being summoned to the State, War, and Navy Building. It was where the War Department and the Office of Special Actions were headquartered, and where Justice received his assignments. But this was the first time he had been called to the Navy wing.

Justice was a fit man. At six feet, five inches and two hundred and forty-five pounds of hard muscle, he often made the ladies swoon and the men envious. And yet he hardly noticed the attention.

His features could have been sculpted—eyes as blue as a clear noon sky, thick hair the color of summer wheat, firm jaw, full neck. He wore the ring of the United States Military Academy at West Point, class of 1915, on his right hand. He walked with purpose and confidence, no motion wasted.

The man marching next to Justice was almost half a head shorter than him, at an even six feet. His body was lean, and he carried himself with a relaxed bearing. His emerald eyes sparkled in the light from the overhead fixtures. He sported a pencil mustache and his face, though rugged from long spells in open-cockpit biplanes, maintained a lazy grin that reminded many of the actor Clark Gable. This was Lieutenant Commander Roger “Sky Hawk” Winchester, United States Navy.

Rick Justice led a special actions team of the War Department, code named Intrepid. Sky Hawk Winchester was his second in command.

“You can go right in, Colonel,” said the young receptionist outside a suite of oak-paneled offices. She flashed Justice a dimpled smile. Justice nodded politely and knocked on the conference room door.

“Come in,” came the reply from inside.

Justice opened the door and stepped inside. Winchester winked and smiled at the receptionist as he followed. She parted her lips, then looked away, blushing.

Winchester closed the door behind him.

Justice knew the man seated behind the baroque desk—U.S. Navy Captain William D. Puleston, Director of Naval Intelligence.

“Thanks for coming, Colonel,” Puleston said, gesturing to the pair of open guest chairs facing him. Puleston was a 1902 graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis and a career naval officer. His uniform was impeccable, his charcoal hair tightly groomed. His demeanor as professional as one might expect from a man in his position.

“I’m at your service, Captain,” Justice said as he pulled out his chair. “You remember Lieutenant Commander Winchester?”

“Sadly, I do. We met at Lieutenant Garrity’s funeral.”

“Aye, sir,” Winchester said. He took a seat next to Justice.

Justice addressed Puleston. “Is this in regard to our discussion at the funeral?”

“It is,” Puleston said. “This past April, I dispatched Lieutenant Garrity to Iceland to investigate reports of German navy activity along its eastern shore. We don’t have formal relations with the Icelandic government, but we do with Denmark, which has responsibility for Iceland’s foreign affairs and coast protection. Garrity met with his counterpart in the Royal Danish Navy, a...” he flipped a few pages of notes, “here it is. Lieutenant Commander Lars Sorenson. They didn’t find any evidence of a German presence.”

“What about U-boats?” Justice asked.

“None were spotted, but that doesn’t rule them out,” Puleston said. “However, Commander Sorenson provided Garrity with a report he was... hesitant to send up to his own superiors.”

“Hesitant?” Winchester asked.

“It seems a body had washed up onto the northern-eastern shore, near the town of Raufarhofn.”

Justice said, “I’m familiar with Raufarhofn. It’s a small fishing village on the Melrakkasletta peninsula. Their chief export was herring.”

“It still is,” Puleston said.

“I take it there was something unusual about this body?”

“A number of things, Colonel. First, it was over seven feet tall and dressed only in a bearskin loin cloth. Second it was... how should I say... only partly human.”

Winchester whistled.

“And the other part?” Justice said.

“Bear.”

“Son of a bitch,” Winchester said under his breath.

Puleston slid a grainy, sepia-toned photograph toward Justice. The figure lay face up on the sand. It was a muscular being, with a hairy torso and with two arms and legs like a man. Its face was misshapen, as if human facial features and that of a bear’s had melded. Long tresses of hair sprouted from the top of the head, intertwining with the tangles of a long beard.

Justice handed the photo to Winchester and said, “I recognize this creature.”

“Is that a fact?” Puleston said, eyebrows raised.

“Yes. From a history book I read in high school. It was during the Viking Age before Scandinavia settled down. There were warring clans of Vikings from Norway, Denmark, and Sweden. The Norsemen employed a special breed of soldier called berserker. They were powerful warriors, nearly unbeatable in battle.”

Winchester asked, “Vikings in Iceland?”

“Yes,” Justice told him. “The Vikings landed in Iceland and the British Isles and some say even farther west.”

“So how did a long-dead... what did you call them, Colonel?” Puleston asked.

“Berserkers, sir.”

“... a long-dead berserker wind up in a fishing village hundreds of years out of its time.”

“I don’t know. Did Andy find anything out?”

“No. He was planning on heading up to the village, but I pulled him out before he could investigate further.

“So, we don’t know where the berserker’s dead body came from.”

“No, but we do know this. It didn’t die in the 12th or 13th century. It died recently.”

“How can you be sure?” Justice asked.

“Because, Colonel Justice,” Puleston said. “It was shot to death. With bullets.”

#

The two-seater Thomas-Morris O-19 touched down on the dirt runway of Ingold Airstrip so smoothly it barely raised any dust.

Justice taxied the biplane to a massive A-frame hangar that dominated the airstrip. Once through the open side doors, a pair of enlisted soldiers in mechanic’s overalls slid the hangar doors closed. Justice guided the plane to a parking area where other planes sat idle. He shut down the O-19’s nose-mounted Pratt & Whitney radial engine as another pair of soldiers chocked the wheels. Justice and Winchester pushed out of their cockpits and slid down the fuselage.

“Colonel!”

Justice took off his leather flight cap and turned toward the croaky voice coming from a beefy bald man heading his way. The man wore stained mechanic’s overalls like the other soldiers, but these bore a stack of enlisted chevrons on each sleeve. He sported a dark mustache, waxed so the ends curled up in a handlebar style. An unlit Casa Blanca cigar protruded from the side of his mouth. This was Intrepid’s mechanical engineer, Master Sergeant Michael “Hammer” Downe, United States Army.

“What’s up, Hammer?” Justice said, pulling free the white wool scarf from his throat and unbuttoning his leather flight jacket.

Downe stopped in front of the two and nodded at Winchester. “One of the starboard side motors is acting up and I had to take it out of service while I’m making repairs. I’m waiting on parts, but there’s no telling when they may get here.”


The three men turned toward what took up most of the hangar. Tethered to stakes in the ground was the Liberty—the last fully rigid airship in military service. After the destruction of the immense U.S.S Macon the February before, Congress cut off production funding of all new dirigibles, effectively ending the Navy’s airship program.



The Liberty ran 467 feet from nose to tail, with a diameter of seventy-five feet at its thickest point. It served as a mobile command center for Intrepid when deployed on long-duration missions. Its interior contained living quarters, shower and toilet facilities, a fully stocked galley, and a weapons armory. The hangar area could house up to four auto-gyros, three biplanes, and several automobiles and utility trucks, with room remaining for special cargo. Liberty illustrated, Justice often thought, what the lighter-than-air program could have been.



“It will have to wait,” Justice said. “We need to prep Liberty for an overseas mission.”


Downe chewed on his cigar and looked up at the airship. “I’ll have to take one of the port-side motors down to balance the power output. We’ll lose some speed, but we can still function. We’ve done it before.”

“I’d like the ship ready for launch by 1930. Doable?”

Downe pulled the cigar from his mouth and pressed his lips together in thought. “It’ll be tight, but can do, Colonel.”

“Good man. Make it happen.”

“Wilco.” Downe turned away and called out to the cadre of mechanics. “All right, you grease monkeys, we’ve got work to do.”

Justice smiled and turned to Winchester. “Gather the team for a briefing in fifteen minutes in the bunker. I’ll reach out to Digs. We’re going to need him on this one.”

“Aye, aye,” Winchester replied and marched off.

Justice stepped into the hangar’s small office, dropped into the seat behind the metal desk, and picked up the telephone handset. Ten minutes later, he filed past the airship and out of the hangar. Winchester and two figures emerged from the barracks and met him halfway to a rickety shack he was headed to.

The first figure was a stout man with a barrel chest and a square head. His hair was an odd shade, almost the same color as a newly minted copper penny. His face bore the marks of a fighter—some scars and a crooked nose like a boxer’s—but perhaps the most unusual aspects of his face were the eyes; the irises were a shade of amber rarely seen. He wore a brown, circle-rimmed campaign hat canted down over his eyes, and a green military fatigue uniform. Stripes sewn on his sleeves indicated he was a non-commissioned officer in the United States Marine Corps. This was Gunnery Sergeant Dexter “Guns” Preston.

“I’m tellin’ ya Rita, Frankenstein was the monster,” Preston told her with animated hand gestures.


Rita was an athletic woman wearing a khaki shirt under an olive-green jacket and tan riding breeches stuffed into thigh-high leather riding boots. She walked with purpose, effortlessly keeping pace with the Marine. If Preston’s physical appearance was unappealing, this woman’s was the polar opposite, with long, flowing, auburn hair styled the way actress Katheryn Hepburn had in many of her moving pictures. Her facial features were gentle, with full lips, a rounded nose, and russet-brown eyes, but she styled her eyebrows with a slight angle to counter any suggestion of softness. Though a civilian, she was on equal footing with the military men in both capability and authority. She was Rita Marshall of the U.S. War Department.


“No, you moron,” Rita corrected. “Frankenstein was the mad scientist. The monster didn’t have a name.”

“She’s right, Guns,” Winchester said.


“That’s baloney,” Preston said. “Ya don’t see the mad guy on the movie posters, do ya? Ya see the monster, so he’s Frankenstein.”


She shook her head as the three fell in step with Justice. “What’s up, Rick?” she asked.

“Where’re we headin’, Colonel?” Preston added. “I’m hopin’ away from this chilly weather. Like maybe Hawaii?”

Justice smiled as he pulled open the shack’s wooden door. It squeaked on rusty hinges. Downe took the door and held it, then bowed and waved Rita through. She shook her head and flashed an amused smile.

The interior of the shack was empty. The windows were sloppily painted over, and shards of light sliced through the gaps. A smooth steel door was the only fixture in the shack and it stood out of place in the rundown structure. Justice turned a handle and pulled the door open in a silent swing. He thundered down steel stairs, his footfalls on the metal echoing ahead of him. At the bottom, he thumbed a series of buttons and a bank of lights flickered and came to life, illuminating a room many times larger than the shack above it.

Built as a center of operations when Ingold was commissioned as a coastal defense station years before, the concrete bunker now served as Intrepid’s United States headquarters. The bulk of the space was open, with a large conference table in the middle. Workbenches and tables covered one wall with maps of the world above them. Against another wall were file cabinets. A bank of three offices lined a third wall, one shared by Justice and Winchester, another by Downe, Preston, and Rita, and the other used as a supply room and armory. A hallway led deeper into the bunker to a latrine, galley, shower, and bunkroom.

“I reached Digs in New York,” Justice said, pulling a chair back from the table. “He can be ready tomorrow morning. He’s going to gather some reference materials on the berserkers.”

“What’s a berserker?” Preston asked, lugging two mugs of coffee to the table.

Justice took one mug and quickly brought the team up to speed.


“Rita, double check the Liberty’s first aid and medical supplies, and make sure we have plenty of cold-weather gear. Then inventory the armory and galley.”


“Will do, Rick.”


“Guns, I want you to help Hammer on the Liberty. The A-Gees are already on board. Load the O-19 and leave room for the F4B. And I think this might be a good time to try out the Sno-Gees.”


“Hot damn!” Preston pushed out of his seat so abruptly he jostled the table and spilled what was left of his coffee. Justice casually lifted the folder before it could get wet. “Oops, sorry.”

“I’ll get it,” Rita said. She shook her head and got up.

“You said leave room for the F4B,” Winchester pointed out. “What’s up?”

Justice checked his watch. “We’re lifting off for Iceland in a few hours. I want you to take the F4B to New York tonight and pick up Digs in the morning.”

“Okay, Rick, but I think he’d be more comfortable in the O-19. The F4B’s second seat faces the tail.”


“I’m sure he would be, but you’ll need to catch up to us and the F4B is faster.” Justice did some mental calculations, then added. “If you leave at 0500 at cruise speed you can rendezvous with Liberty around 0800.”


“Okay.” Winchester stretched a smile and rubbed the back of a thumb over his mustache. “A Friday night in the Big Apple? Woe is me.”

Rita came back in with a towel and tossed it at Preston. It wrapped around his head. To Winchester she said, “Don’t forget to pick up Digs, party boy.”

“Right. Digs.”

“Okay,” Justice said. “Let’s get to work.”

#

Sky Hawk Winchester landed his modified Boeing F4B on the Navy side of Floyd Bennet Field off Jamaica Bay in Brooklyn. He secured overnight billets, requisitioned a staff car, and drove to Manhattan.

He met Professor Reginald “Digs” Jasper at the Famous Door Night Club, a popular jazz club in Midtown Manhattan. The lighting was low, the air smokey, and the alcohol ever-flowing. They sipped drinks at a table near the stage where Bobby Hacket belted out a number on his trumpet with an enthusiastic swing band backing him up.

“This is a fine place you found here, Digs,” Winchester said.

“My new favorite nightspot in the city,” Jasper said. “It’s only been open since March.”

Jasper was a fit man in his fifties, Wales born, with thick, burlap-brown hair and a close-cropped beard to match. His face was lined and permanently bronzed from years of harsh-climate excavations. His voice held a nondescript inflection, an amalgamation of accents from the various places around the world he had lived. He put his vast experience to work as Director of Archaeology at New York’s American Museum of Natural History.

Jasper raised his hand and signaled a nearby cocktail waitress for another round. She smiled from across the crowded floor and headed for the bar. “Not only does it have the best jazz around, it’s the only place I’ve found in the city that makes a decent John Collins.”


Winchester smiled. “You mean Tom Collins.”



“That’s a Yank drink, Hawk,” Jasper said. “John Collins is very British.”


“What’s the difference?”

“Yours is sweet. Mine is exquisitely dry.”

“Dry like you limeys.” Winchester grinned, clinked Jasper’s glass, and took a swallow of his Mint Julep.

Jasper chuckled, then turned serious. “That picture you showed me. Is it real? The berserker, I mean.”

“Rick thinks so.”

The cocktail waitress negotiated the crowd and stopped at their table. She turned shyly toward Winchester. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’ve seen all your moving pictures. May I have an autograph?”

Jasper nearly spit out his drink.

Winchester flashed an easy grin, which made him look even more like the actor. “I’m sorry, Miss...”

“Betsy,” she giggled.

“Betsy. I’m sorry, but I’m not who you think I am.”

She thought for a moment, then smiled. “Of course, Mr. Ga—I mean, sir.” She leaned in. “Incognito. I understand.” She winked.

“No, really,” Winchester stressed.­­

“Of course. Would you mind giving me an autograph anyway? It’s... for a friend.”

Winchester shook his head in resignation. “Sure, why not.”

She giggled and handed Winchester a pen. He scrawled a quick signature on a cloth napkin, folded it neatly and handed it to her. She left with a squee.

“Now, where were we?” Winchester said, lighting up a Lucky Strike cigarette as Hackett segued to Benny Goodman’s ‘Hunkadola.’

They listened to the band for a few minutes until Betsy made her way back to the table. She dropped the napkin in front of Winchester.

“That wasn’t very nice,” she said.

“I’m sorry, Betsy. I was just being honest.”


“What did you do?” Jasper asked, taking the napkin, and reading the autograph. I am not Clark Gable.


“And for your information, Mr. I am Not Clark Gable, I already knew that.”

“What changed your mind?”

“He did,” she said, pointing to the bar.

Winchester and Jasper turned. The man sitting there, with his dark hair slicked back, a pencil mustache, and a lazy grin, raised his glass and winked at them.

“Son of a bitch,” Winchester muttered.


“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Besty said. “I’m going to get a real autograph.” She sashayed back to the bar.


Winchester eyed the man at the bar until his attention was drawn to a man sitting alone at a nearby table. The man held a newspaper open as if he was reading it, but he looked over the top of the paper, not on the newsprint itself. When they made brief eye contact, the man’s gaze shifted down and the paper came up slightly. Winchester continued to scan the room as if he had no interest in the man, then returned his focus to the stage until the song trailed off and the band stepped off for a break.

“Digs, did you tell anyone we were meeting here?”

Jasper shook his head. “Just the taxicab driver who picked me up at the museum. Why?”

“We seem to have picked up a tail. Three tables back near the bar.”

Jasper faced the bar and held his glass up to catch Betsy’s attention. She acknowledged and as Jasper turned back, caught sight of the man three tables back.

“Who comes to a nightclub to read a newspaper?” he asked.

“Exactly,” Winchester said. “He’s not being very subtle.”

“Sonderstaffel?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. They’ve hired some pretty dim locals to do their legwork in the past.”

“So, what do we do about it?”

Betsy strolled up and handed Jasper his drink.

Winchester gave her a soft smile. “Still mad at me?”

She huffed, then smiled herself. “No. I suppose not. Would you like another drink?”

“No, but I wonder if you wouldn’t do a favor for me?”

“A favor? Sir, I’m not that kind of girl.”

Jasper chuckled.

Winchester reddened and raised his hands. “No, no, no, that’s not what I—” He stopped stammering when he saw her giggle. “Okay. I get it. I guess we’re even.”

“I guess we are. What can I do for you?”

“Don’t look, but there’s a man behind us reading a newspaper.”

Betsy looked anyway, then back. “Okay?”

“How long has he been here?”

“I’m not sure. I think he arrived just after Professor Jasper.”

“Alone?”

“I think so. He’s not at my table, so I haven’t paid much attention.”

“Does he come here often?”

She thought for a moment. “Now that I think about it, he was in here last week.”

“The same night I was here?” Jasper asked.

“Why, yes. How odd.”

Winchester and Jasper exchanged glances. “I’m being followed?” Jasper said.

“It seems that way.”

“What was the favor you wanted?” Betsy asked.

Winchester reached into his pocket and pulled out a thick clip of money. He peeled off a five-dollar bill and handed it to Betsy. Her eyes widened at the sight.

“I’d like you to distract that man for a moment. Just put yourself between us and him. Ask him if he wants another drink, or something. Will you do that?”

“For a fin? You bet!”

“Great. Digs, stay put.”

“Okay,” Jasper responded, and turned his attention back to the stage.

Betsy glided to the man with the newspaper. When she was in position, Winchester pushed back his chair and angled around the crowded floor until he was near the bar and behind the man’s table. Another waitress walked past carrying a tray with an empty wine bottle.

“May I?” he asked as he reached for the bottle.

“Of course, Mr. Gable,” she said with a smile.

“I’m not... never mind. Thank you, my dear.”

He nodded at Betsy and she moved away. The man looked at Jasper sitting alone, and shot glances to his left and right.

Winchester took a seat next to him. “Hello, there.”

“What the fuck...” the man stammered.

“Don’t make a scene,” Winchester said. “I have a big gun under the table pointed at your hip.”

“What the fuck...”

“Yes, you said that. Now say something new.”

“Like what?”

“Like who you are and why you’re following Professor Jasper.”

“I don’t know what you’re—”

Winchester jabbed the mouth of the bottle into his thigh. “Feel that? Now, I’m going to ask you one more time. Who are you and why are you following Professor Jasper?”

Sweat beaded on the man’s forehead. He looked around nervously, but no one seemed to be paying him any mind. Winchester twisted the bottle and pushed it deeper.

“All right, all right,” the man said.

Winchester eased the pressure on the bottle. “Talk. Who are you?”

“I was hired to keep tabs on him. I’m a private eye.”

“Not a very good one. Hired by whom?”

“Some German guy.”

“What German guy?”

“I don’t know his name. And before you ask, I don’t know why he wanted Jasper followed.”

“How long?”

“How long, what?”

Winchester sighed. “How long have you been following Professor Jasper?”

“Two weeks. I’ve been on him every night. Someone else watches him at the museum.”

“How do you report to this German guy?”

“We meet at a prearranged location every few days. I give him my report, and he gives me a wad of cash.”

“When do you meet him again?”

“Tonight. Ten o’clock.”

“Where, gumshoe?”

The private eye hesitated until Winchester gave him a gentle reminder under the table.

“There’s a fishing pier on the Hudson River.”

“The Hudson is a big river. Be specific.”


“On the New York side. At the end of West 59th Street.”


Winchester looked at his watch. Nine-thirty. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do—”

“Excuse me, chaps. I hope I’m not intruding. I just had to meet the man who looks so much like me.”

Winchester looked up at the newcomer and recognized the man from the bar, the man who looked remarkably like him.

“Not at all,” the private eye said, standing, a smug look on his face. “I was just leaving.”

Winchester stood and set the wine bottle on the table. The private eye glanced at the bottle, scowled at Winchester, mouthed an unflattering epitaph, and hustled off.

Jasper came up to the table and stared at the two nearly identical-looking men facing each other. He whistled, then said, “To quote an esteemed colleague of mine, ‘I’ll be super-amalgamated.’”

#

Sky Hawk Winchester was overdue.


Rick Justice flew the Thomas-Morse O-19 on a southwesterly course away from the Liberty along the route Sky Hawk Winchester should have been flying. It was unlike the precise Navy pilot to miss a rendezvous. Since neither the F4B nor the O-19 was equipped with onboard two-way radios, there was no way to know whether they got underway on time or if they had encountered trouble en route.


But Justice was leaning toward trouble.


The Liberty’s flight from Ingold had been uneventful. With two of the airship’s six Maybach motors out of service, the cruising speed had been slightly diminished. They still made good time, though, getting to the rendezvous on schedule. The airship circled now, awaiting the F4B’s arrival.


Justice flew five hundred feet above the North Atlantic; low enough to spot debris in the water, while high enough to catch sight of an approaching aircraft.

He had confidence in Winchester’s flying ability. In fact, Winchester was one of the finest pilots he had ever known. They had flown together in the Great War and, between the two of them, shot down sixteen enemy fighters in the last six months of the conflict. Winchester was a wartime ace, but sometimes skill was simply not enough.

A blanket of apprehension draped over Justice. By his calculations, the F4B would be dangerously low on fuel. At this point, it was doubtful it could reach the rendezvous point and if Winchester and Jasper had to ditch into the icy waters of the North Atlantic, they wouldn’t survive for long.

He had to close the distance.


Justice barrel-rolled and banked hard, pointing the O-19 toward the Liberty. He opened the throttle wide, straining all nine cylinders of the biplane’s Pratt & Whitney power plant. Still, it took seven minutes to reach the airship.



The Liberty was still circling. Justice came alongside the passenger gondola and matched the airship’s speed. Hammer Downe was at the controls.


Justice flashed a series of hand signals to him; first a finger point at Downe, followed by a finger point ahead and two rapid fists pumps.

Downe responded with a thumbs-up, and the pitch of the Maybachs immediately intensified as their revolutions per minute increased.


Justice banked clear of the Liberty and shot ahead. He gambled that whatever had happened to the F4B, Winchester would know his best chance of being found would be to stay on course.


As long as his compass hadn’t been damaged.

He pushed that thought aside and leaned into the full 450 horsepower of the plane’s motor, taking it to its max speed of 163 miles per hour.

And beyond it.

Five minutes later, he spotted the F4B’s smoking trail.

Justice angled toward the aircraft, circled wide, and came alongside. Bullet holes speckled the fuselage. Dark, oily smoke billowed from the engine cowling. Fabric from the lower wing had torn away.

Jasper sat in the rearward-facing second cockpit, bundled against the extreme cold in a fur parka and wool blankets. A wool scarf and goggles protected Winchester’s face, and a sheepskin-lined leather flight cap covered his head and ears. He stuck his gloved hand outside the cockpit, extended his thumb horizontally, then turned it downward.


Justice recognized the hand signal. The F4B was on fumes. Justice nodded and pointed in the direction of the Liberty. Winchester saluted and returned his attention to flying.


Justice eased away slightly, giving Winchester room to maneuver, but stayed with him.


With the Liberty racing toward them, the distance between dropped rapidly.


But it wasn’t fast enough. The F4B’s motor coughed and sputtered, belching out a final plume of smoke as the propellers slowed and stopped rotating with a jerk.

The F4B was in a barely controllable glide. Without an engine, there was no way the plane would be able to sync speed and maneuver itself beneath the airship and into retrieval position.

Justice’s mind raced through the options. The F4B was just over twenty feet long. The O-19 was just over twenty-eight feet.

The F4B lost altitude. Winchester worked the elevator flaps, struggling to keep the biplane aloft.

Justice slowed and descended. He matched Winchester’s glide path and came up underneath the F4B.

Slowly, he moved forward, watching his propeller halo, careful it didn’t shear into the bottom of the Boeing.

When his propellers had cleared the landing wheels of the F4B. Justice inched upward. The underside of the F4B touched the upper wing of the O-19. The impact jarred both aircraft and Justice had to drop away.

The F4B’s glide path steepened. The ocean loomed closer.

Justice recalculated and brought the O-19 up more slowly. The propellers cleared the wheels. The F4Bs fuselage contacted the O-19s upper wing. The Boeing tilted backward. The tail wheel lodged itself in the O-19’s rear cockpit.

The full 2700 pounds of the F4B bore down on the O-19 and they dropped. Justice goosed the throttle and nursed the plane’s trim, but the Pratt & Whitney power plant wasn’t designed for this kind of load. He struggled with the yoke. His body strained beneath his flight jacket, sinews as tight as wire. He gritted his teeth and muscled the airplane until it leveled off, three hundred feet above the water.


The Liberty had descended so it was on the same heading and now ahead of the O-19/F4B, running at its maximum speed.


Justice steered toward the underside of the airship. His plane shuddered and the F4B shifted. He compensated the best he could. He throttled back until he had nearly matched the velocity of the airship, but was wary of how much the added weight would impact his stall speed.


A hatch opened on Liberty’s underside.


They had done this docking maneuver hundreds of times: a rigid trapeze would lower from the airship’s hangar; the plane would ease up and connect a locking clamp on the upper wing with an eye hook on the trapeze bar. Then the plane could be winched into the airship. But that was when the pilot was in full control. Winchester wasn’t, and Justice wouldn’t be able to see the trapeze through the F4B.
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