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      Nobody in the Fifth Pursuit Group knew that if the war had ended four months before, Lieutenant Tex Killeen wouldn’t have got into it at all. Nobody guessed within two years of his age. He was so large that he looked several years older. He’d just got under the wire and had a commission because his dad was senior senator from the state of Texas. All they saw when he reported for duty, was a lank, drawling chap, with wind-tanned cheeks, and squinty eyes that plainly were accustomed to looking over vast distances into the face of a burning sun. To them he was a kid who had just got to the front along with whispers that the war wouldn’t last another five months.




       




      To be absolutely fair to the Fifth Pursuit Group, they had been through hell. During the last month or two the Germans had been fighting with their backs to the wall, and that fighting was bitter and fierce. And the Fifth Pursuit had got more than their share of it.




       




      Germany, losing steadily in the war, nevertheless held supremacy in the air in the sector over which the Fifth Pursuit Group flew. When the gray legions on the ground lost a few kilometers to the increasingly confident Allies, the Germans in the air redoubled their efforts, took greater chances with their lives, with their ships.




       




      As a result, a Yank flyer who’d been two weeks with the Fifth was an aged veteran. A round dozen, some of them old-timers, had gone down in flames during the last three weeks. Desperate, bitter fighting had etched lines on the faces of survivors. The cracked glasses on the mantel, each one a silent reminder of a final toast to a fallen wingmate, were almost a solid row from end to end.




       




      The Fifth was edgy, from the major in command to the latest veteran, who had been up four days and had already become an ace, because if a flyer didn’t become an ace he became a corpse. There was no middle ground.




       




      Their eyes were haunted, those veterans. Lines were in their faces. Their cheeks were sallow and sunken, filled with shadows. It took little imagination to see in those shadows the shapes of the wingmates of yesterday, and the day before, and the days before that, who had gone down in flames, or with wings shot off, heads lolling on cockpit coamings.




       




      Tex Killeen saw all this as he walked across the tarmac after landing the new Spad he had just ferried up from Issoudun. He spoke to the first officer he saw, a first lieutenant.




       




      “This ain’t a morgue, is it?” he asked, grinning.




       




      The lieutenant stared at him for all of a minute, as though he were some two-legged species of animal the lieutenant had never seen before. Killeen wasn’t accustomed to having his questions go unanswered, even by an officer senior to himself. So he paused in front of First




       




      Lieutenant Dockstader, his blue eyes narrowing, and went on: “You don’t have any great antipathy to answering a civil question, do you? I asked you if this here place was a morgue.”




       




      “I heard you, big fellow, and the question isn’t funny,” Dockstader snapped.




       




      “No, I didn’t reckon it is. But I figured it ought to be asked. When I see crepe hanging around, I always wonder.”




       




      “Then keep wondering. Maybe the place is a morgue. To me, it is. My best friends have been shot to hell and gone during the last week. Maybe people getting killed don’t disturb you. Maybe you don’t worry because you’re liable to be next. Of course you wouldn’t. That new uniform of yours is a giveaway, fellow, as much of one as your Texas drawl. We here don’t take kindly to folks who come up fresh, with no taste of war in their mouths, and find fault with our outfit.”




       




      Tex Killeen drawled: “Will you die any easier by pulling a long face, and feeling sorry for yourself? Of course, I haven’t been up before. The why don’t matter, I reckon. And I’m as scared of getting bumped off as the next one, but, same time, I won’t get bumped any deader simply because I won’t let it get me down.”
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