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One


SUN, SURF, AND SAND . . .” George Fayne turned briefly from behind the wheel of the white convertible rental car to grin at Nancy Drew. “This is the kind of case I like!”


“Hmm?” Nancy looked up from the dog-eared manual in her lap, taking in the brilliant white sand that edged the highway. To their right sunlight glinted off the Gulf of Mexico, and a warm breeze ruffled Nancy’s reddish blond hair, which was pulled back in a loose French braid. “This part of the Florida coast is beautiful. I’ve been too busy preparing for this case to notice.”


“That’s understandable,” George said, pushing back her short dark curls with her sunglasses, which were propped on top of her head. “Going undercover in the U.S. Navy can’t be easy for someone with no military training.”


“It’s definitely a challenge. I’m glad Admiral Lewis sent someone to River Heights to give me a crash course in ‘the navy way,’ ” Nancy said, “but there’s still so much to know. I hope I can pull it off.”


“Well, you certainly look the part,” George said, eyeing Nancy’s dark blue ensign’s uniform.


A week earlier Nancy’s father had been contacted by Admiral Martin Lewis, who’d been a neighbor of the Drews in River Heights. The admiral was now the commander at Davis Field Naval Air Station, on the Florida panhandle.


“Admiral Lewis didn’t tell Dad exactly what we’ll be investigating—just that there’s been trouble in the fighter pilot training program and that he wants someone from outside to look into it,” Nancy explained. “Since I know how to fly—”


“You get the job,” George finished. “So what kind of experience do the other trainees have?”


Nancy took a deep breath to recite all the credentials the trainees had to have. “To start with, a trainee has to have graduated from college, the Naval Academy, or ROTC. From there, the best students go on to AOCS—Aviation Officer Candidate School. That’s where I was supposed to have gone through basic training and API—”


“Wait a sec. You lost me,” George interrupted. “What’s API?”


“Aviation Pilot Indoctrination,” Nancy answered. “Learning the basics, plus learning about military science and the navy’s rules and regulations.”


George let out a low whistle. “No wonder you’ve been studying so much.”


“There’s more, too. After AOCS, trainees go to Davis Field for four weeks of ground school and training in CPTs,” Nancy went on.


“More initials?” George asked, groaning.


“CPTs are Cockpit Trainers,” Nancy explained, laughing. “They’re stationary cockpits that trainees use to learn basic flying procedures, like taking off and landing. At this point, there still hasn’t been any actual flying. That doesn’t come until the part of the training I’m entering.”


Nancy waved the manual in her lap. “This is full of flying specifications I have to know for my in-the-air training. How to do spins, dead-air landings, touching down on an aircraft carrier . . .”


“I suppose there’s an acronym for that part of the training, too?” George asked dryly.


“This is called the NATOPS manual,” Nancy answered, grinning. “That stands for Navy Aviation Training Operation Standards. The planes I’ll be using don’t have fighting capabilities. It takes several months before trainees move on to real fighter planes.”


“Sounds pretty impressive, but I think you forgot to tell me about the most important part of the training program,” George said. “The CGA.”


“CGA?” The initials didn’t mean a thing. Nancy worried that she had overlooked important background material, until she saw the half grin on George’s face.


“Cute Guy Alert,” George supplied, and laughed out loud. “From what I understand, the ratio of guys to girls in the military is definitely in the girls’ favor.”


Nancy smiled. “I’ve already got a boyfriend, remember?” she said. “Anyway, even if I wasn’t dating Ned, I’d be too busy investigating to pay attention to guys.”


She nodded to the left at a chain-link fence that ran close to the road. Signs along the fence read Restricted Area—U.S. Navy. Set far back from the road were dozens of metal and concrete buildings. A plane was just arcing into the sky behind them. “This must be the place,” Nancy said.


A minute later George turned into the entrance to Davis Field Naval Air Station and stopped at the security gate. After checking their names on a list, the guard waved them through and gave them directions to Admiral Lewis’s office. They wound past a few concrete buildings before arriving at a complex of squat brick buildings surrounded by lawns and flowering shrubs.


After getting out of the car, Nancy put on her navy blue cap, squared her shoulders, and took a deep breath. “The one thing Admiral Lewis did tell me is that we’re undercover from the second we’re on the base. No one except he and his secretary knows our real reason for being here. So from now on, I’m Ensign Drew, and you’re a friend of mine who works in the admiral’s office.”


“Got it.” George gave Nancy a half salute, then said, “Lead on, Ensign.”


A secretary with wavy brown hair and a pleasant smile sat at a desk outside of Admiral Lewis’s office. When Nancy and George told her who they were, she pressed an intercom button. Seconds later Admiral Lewis appeared in the doorway of his office.


Nancy snapped to attention and gave a crisp salute. “Sir! Ensign Nancy Drew reporting for duty, sir.”


“And this young woman is George Fayne,” the secretary added, nodding toward George.


“Thank you, Fran.” Nancy noticed the sparkle in the admiral’s brown eyes as he gave her a return salute, then shook George’s hand. “Ensign. Miss Fayne. Please come in.”


It had been several years since Nancy had last seen Admiral Lewis. His short black hair was grayer than she remembered, but he still had the same cocoa-colored skin, strong angular face, and warm brown eyes. Even though he was in his sixties, he had a powerful, muscular build. In his formal, dark blue navy uniform he was an imposing figure of authority. As soon as the three of them were inside his office, the admiral closed the door and gestured for Nancy and George to sit in two chairs in front of his desk. Then he walked around and sat behind the desk and folded his hands on the neat, polished wood surface. “I want to thank you for coming on such short notice.”


“We’re glad to help out,” George told him.


The admiral gave them each a smile, then said, “Nancy, based on the fine salute I just saw, you’ve gotten a feel for the navy’s way of doing things. Your training with Gunnery Sergeant McDaniel went well?”


Nancy knew what he was really asking: Would she be able to convince the other trainees in the fighter pilot program that she had had the same rigorous training they’d had? “I’ve been walking, talking, eating, sleeping, and dreaming navy for the last week,” she told the admiral. “And I memorized the training background you and Sergeant McDaniel made up for me. I’m as ready as I can be.”


“Good,” he said approvingly. “Now . . .” He pushed a manila file across his desk toward her and George. “This is the full background information on the case, but in a nutshell, Jill Banks Parker, one of our most talented trainees, was killed in a plane crash last week. The official report cited engine failure as the cause of the crash.”


“But you’re not so sure it was an accident?” George guessed.


“I’m afraid that report might be a bunch a hogwash,” Admiral Lewis answered bluntly. Fixing Nancy and George with his direct gaze, he explained, “As you know, women were not allowed to become fighter pilots until recently. We had a tough time adjusting at first, but now just about everyone is proud that women have joined the fighter pilot training program. Still, I can’t rule out the possibility that Jill may have been killed by one of the few people who are still against women fighter pilots.”


“Or that if the person who wrote the report didn’t like having women in the fighter pilot program, he might have . . . overlooked evidence of sabotage?” George added.


The admiral nodded. “The report was written by Lieutenant Commander Styles. He was at one of our bases on Guam when Jill’s plane crashed, so he couldn’t have been directly involved in any foul play. I’ve always considered him a good man—no reason to believe he’d overlook damaging evidence, but . . . well, I owe it to the navy and to Jill’s husband to make sure the report is accurate.”


This obviously wasn’t easy for him, Nancy thought. “Are there any special facts that led you to think Jill’s death might not have been accidental?” she asked.


“Before Jill died, she showed her On Wing some anonymous threats she’d received,” Admiral Lewis said.


George’s expression reflected her confusion. “Her On Wing? What’s that?”


“An On Wing is a who, actually,” Nancy explained. “The officer Jill was doing her one-on-one flight training with.” Turning to the admiral, she asked, “Aren’t On Wings supposed to go up with trainees whenever they fly? Was Jill’s On Wing in the crash, too?”


Admiral Lewis nodded soberly. “He was luckier than Jill. He sustained serious head wounds, but he survived. Unfortunately, he has no memory whatsoever of the flight.”


“So he can’t tell us anything that could lead us to whoever might have sabotaged the plane,” Nancy said, thinking out loud.


“I’m not convinced that anyone did sabotage the plane,” the admiral put in quickly. “That’s why I brought you in—so I can get an impartial report.”


Nancy knew there were so many things she needed to check before she could write that report. “I’d like to start by seeing the plane Jill was flying—and the notes she received.”


“I’ll set up clearance for you to visit the plane. The notes are in the file, along with Lieutenant Commander Styles’s report,” Admiral Lewis said. “Jill lived in a house in town with the three other women in her training class, Ensigns Chambers, Watts, and Vega. I’ve arranged for you to take over Jill’s room.”


“Great,” Nancy told him. “Am I going to join her training class?”


The admiral shook his head. “Jill’s class has been at Davis Field for over a month. Most of the trainees are at a fairly advanced stage in their initial training—I’m afraid there’s no way for you to join that class without arousing suspicion. I’ve arranged for you to enter a new class starting this week. You’ll have access to all the same planes and equipment. Apart from flight times and sessions on the computer simulators, you will have plenty of unscheduled time. Lots of opportunities to investigate.”


“Sounds good,” Nancy said.


“George, you’ll be working in this office,” Admiral Lewis went on. “As my assistant, you’ll have access to any files or records Nancy might need. Mrs. Lewis has fixed up our guest room for you, and she’s offered to lend you her car so you can get around.”


“Thanks,” George said, grinning at the admiral. “You’ve really thought of everything.”


“I hope so. One thing you’ll learn about us navy types—we like to be prepared.” Admiral Lewis glanced at his watch before getting to his feet. “Nancy, you’re scheduled to start your first familiarization class, FAM-O, at the south airfield at thirteen hundred hours.”


The navy used a twenty-four-hour clock, Nancy knew. Thirteen hundred hours was one o’clock in the afternoon, just ten minutes away.


“Your On Wing is Lieutenant Rhonda Kisch.” Raising an eyebrow, the admiral added, “She’s no marshmallow, Nancy. If I were you, I’d be on time.”


• • •


“Sir! Ensign Nancy Drew reporting for duty, sir!”


Nancy wondered how many times she was going to have to repeat that phrase while at Davis Field. She’d run across the entire base in order to get to the south airfield on time. She was hot and sweaty, and a few wisps of her hair had come undone from her French braid. As she stood at attention just outside the hangar, she could feel her On Wing’s critical gaze taking in her every imperfection.


It wasn’t until Lieutenant Kisch saluted and told Nancy she could be “at ease,” that Nancy was able to really look at her. Rhonda Kisch was a few inches shorter than Nancy’s five feet seven inches. She had a curvy build that was emphasized by her uniform. She wore no makeup, and her blond hair was cut blunt in a short, no-nonsense style. Nancy guessed that she was in her early thirties, but it was hard to tell. The stern expression in the lieutenant’s gray eyes told Nancy she was all business.


“The purpose of today’s session is to get to know each other and to see what you know about the plane you’ll be flying,” Lieutenant Kisch began. Her crisp, curt voice held the slightest hint of a Southern accent. “We won’t be going up in the air until FAM-One, our next familiarization session.”


While she spoke, she led Nancy into the hangar, a huge open building housing over a dozen planes. There were a few other navy personnel inside, but Lieutenant Kisch didn’t pay any attention to them. She stepped over to the closest plane and patted the outside of the cockpit. “Tell me what kind of plane we have here, Ensign.”


“It’s a T-thirty-four C, a single-engine, turboprop plane that’s commonly called the Mentor,” Nancy began. As she rattled off the information she’d memorized, she noticed a tall woman getting into the front seat of one of the other planes. Black hair peeked from beneath her safety helmet, and she wore the olive zip-up coverall that was required flight attire for all trainees. A man in his thirties who was probably the girl’s On Wing climbed into the rear position. The engine started with a deafening roar, and Nancy had to stop talking while the plane taxied out of the hangar and onto the runway. Moments later the noise deepened to supersonic intensity as the plane sped down the runway and angled up into the cloudless sky.


“Ensign Drew!”


Nancy snapped back to focus on her On Wing, then groaned inwardly when she saw the scowl on Lieutenant Kisch’s face. “You’re not here to stand around. Keep your mind on what you’re doing,” the lieutenant barked.


“Yes, sir!”


“I’m going to clue you in on something, Ensign,” Lieutenant Kisch went on. “The navy is a man’s world. In order to excel, women have to be tougher, smarter, and faster than our male counterparts. Think you’re up to the challenge?”


Nancy saluted and said, “Yes, sir!” again. But judging by the dubious glimmer in Lieutenant Kisch’s eyes, the On Wing didn’t believe her.


“Then start acting like it.”


Nancy bristled but didn’t say anything. She wouldn’t have thought that watching another plane take off was being lazy. With a sigh, Nancy climbed into the open cockpit behind the lieutenant.


For the next hour, the On Wing grilled her on the operation of the T-34C, the layout of the airfield, and the flight patterns of the area. Nancy got most of the information right, but there was so much to know that she had to stop to think a few times.


“I don’t have all day, Ensign,” the lieutenant said after Nancy hesitated on one answer. She snapped her fingers several times in rapid succession. “Let’s get on the ball. Tell me again—what’s the layout of the south airfield?”


They were standing outside the hangar now, and most of the base’s buildings were behind them. Nancy gazed south at the flat expanse of runway, palms, and sandy soil, trying to remember the geography of the south field. “Okay, Airstrip Number One angles northwest to southeast. . . .”


As she spoke, Nancy caught sight of the plane she’d seen take off earlier. It flew toward the base from offshore, then got into position to land. Nancy forced herself to keep her mind on her explanation. “Just behind those trees is the Gulf of Mexico. . . .”


Her eyes flitted back to the plane in the sky, and she broke off with a gasp. “Something’s wrong!”


The plane was banking around to come parallel with the landing strip, but instead of turning smoothly, the plane began to waver unsteadily.


“Ensign,” Lieutenant Kisch said sternly, “I thought I told you—” Then she frowned up at the plane. “Something is wrong,” she said.


The plane’s nose had dipped dangerously. A moment later the Mentor began spinning in the air, heading right for the ground.


“The plane’s out of control!” Nancy yelled. “It’s going to crash!”
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Two


NANCY WATCHED HELPLESSLY AS the plane plummeted toward the landing strip. Shouts rose up from the hangar. “What’s the matter!” “Oh, no!” “That Mentor’s going to crash!”


Just when Nancy thought the plane would surely hit, the pilot managed to get it under control. With a shaky twist, the plane picked up altitude and shot over the base, then turned around to try the landing again. Nancy’s eyes were glued to the Mentor. She hardly dared breathe as it banked and angled lower and lower. This time, the pilot remained in control and the plane touched down perfectly.


Nancy waited for her On Wing to yell at her for becoming distracted, but Lieutenant Kisch’s attention remained on the plane that had just landed. She watched silently as the Mentor taxied to the hangar. When the trainee and her On Wing climbed down from the cockpit, Lieutenant Kisch hurried over to them. “What happened up there, Lou?” the lieutenant asked the other On Wing.


The On Wing, a tall man with dark brown skin and high cheekbones, was frowning as he pulled off his safety helmet. “What’s your guess, Ensign Chambers?” he asked the dark-haired trainee.


Nancy recognized the woman’s name. Ensign Chambers would be one of her housemates. The young woman had short black hair, big brown eyes, and a high forehead. She appeared to be very shaken. “Sir, I don’t know what happened!” she wailed. “All of a sudden my computer controls weren’t working and we were spinning out of control. I swear I didn’t do anything wrong!”


“It’s all right, Ensign,” the On Wing said. “The important thing is that we’re all right.” Turning to Lieutenant Kisch, he explained, “My controls were okay, so I was able to bring us down safely.”


Nancy knew that the Mentor had two sets of flying controls, and that both sets had computerized components. While the two On Wings began a thorough inspection of the plane, Nancy stepped over to the other trainee. “Hi, I’m Nancy Drew. I’m starting my training this week.”


“I’m Mary Chambers,” the other girl said with a shaky smile. She blinked, looking at Nancy more closely. “Drew? Aren’t you the girl who’s going to take over Jill’s room—” She broke off uncertainly. “You heard what happened?”
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