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CHAPTER 1

To Hilton Read the ceaseless droning of the stratoplane’s engines had become a part of his life; engines that had never once faltered in their sweet surging rhythm since he and Cranby Doyle had left New York three days before.

Three days without touching ground, on the fastest non-stop world-hop in history. New York to Madrid, across Italy, Soviet Russia and Mongolia, and now… The Pacific Ocean again with only about two thousand miles between them and home.

Hilton sat hunched over his controls like Rodin’s immortal statue of the Thinker, save that both his hands were on the control gears. His massive leather-jacketed shoulders overflowed the narrow, strongly sprung leather seat; a pillar of a neck poked from the jacket top and supported a head of tumbled blond hair. A side view revealed his face as one of strongly chiseled masculinity—full, firm lips, a straight nose, gray eyes. Yes, he was almost handsome, this young Hercules who had so far whisked every aeronautical trophy out of his beloved United States.

His companion seated before the radio and the charts in the neighboring seat was cast in a different mould. He was less in stature, wiry and strong, sat folded up like a ware spring about to uncoil. His features were thin to the point of being haggard, etched out in a cynical smile that typified his constant attitude towards life—one of dry tolerance and good humor. There was precious little that could ruffle Cranby Doyle; he’d seen life in too many spheres, usually high above the earth, for that…

“Can you imagine how they’ll start to yammer when we land back?” Hilt asked suddenly, grinning. “I can just picture ’em! Police squads, girls, the mayor, banquets— Hell, but I’d sooner hit the hay and let things drift. Eh?”

Cranby’s only response was a shrug. He was busy on calculations.

“At the moment we’re about fifty miles from Hawaii,” he commented. “That should bring us home in about—twelve hours…”

* * * *

He paused, switched on the radio as it buzzed noisily on the emergency circuit. The mechanical voice of East American Weather announcer came forth.

“Calling all Pacific Ocean sea and aircraft in Quadrants Seven and Nine! Hurricane expected in these areas, bearing south eastwards. Be on your guard. Seek shelter. That is all.”

“Hurricane, eh?” Hilton wrinkled his nose and stared over the seascape. Far away in the distance he glimpsed the Hawaiian Islands: directly ahead low down on the horizon was a faint smudge that denoted the westernmost Americas.

“Next time I think we’ll equip this damned thing with floats,” Cranby murmured, his cold blue eyes directed through the window. “If we had them on now we could find shelter, because unless I’m nuts that is the hurricane right behind us!”

Hilt twisted round and stared through the rear window. Far to the back of them the blue sky had paled to misty grayness; with the seconds it crept into visibly deeping dark. Tendrils of angry nimbus spread across the sky like frost over a window pane.

“Say, this is serious!” Hilt’s jaws clamped together suddenly. He swung back again and slammed in the controls, fought suddenly for altitude.

“We skip right round the damned world with hardly a shower and now we’re nearly home we get this!” he growled savagely.

“I told you to avoid the hurricane belt,” Cranby sighed. “Of course I’m only your friend and side kicker and so—”

“Dry up, will you? How near is it?” Hilt swung his head round, a frown on his features. The sunshine had gone. The peaceful calm of the seascape had changed to somber hues. Above the noise of the plane’s engines came a slowly rising crescendo of sound. Little buffetings of wind banged round the small flyer’s fuselage and streamlining.

“Charming! Positively charming!” Cranby observed.

Hilt twirled back again, his face carven in strain. He stared at the cloud-ridden remoter heights for which he was aiming, gave the engines every vestige of their power, shot with bulletlike velocity into the upper reaches with a force that pressed him and Cranby flat in their seats.

But the ship didn’t quite make it. Suddenly, with all its incredible fury, the hurricane arrived. The whispering puffs and tuggings of its approach resolved suddenly into a cataclysmic nightmare of impacts. The whole atmosphere was screaming, a howling tempest whipping creamy rollers along the sea below. Rain slashed against the plane’s windows with unbridled ferocity.

Plunging and leaping helplessly the flyer twisted and turned in its frantic efforts to rise. It was beaten down, refused to respond to Hilt’s frenzied coaxings. Cranby sat with a frozen, fatalistic smile on his face, clutching the radio instruments for support. He flashed a glance outside as a piece of bodywork tore off with a noise like rending calico.

“No use!” Hilt panted at last. “If we try and fight this we’ll be down in two shakes. Only course is to fly with it.”

“And to hell with one perfectly sound world record,” Cranby groaned. “Why did I ever become a stratoman?”

* * * *

Hilt swung the machine round with difficulty, eased the tail into the very teeth of the hurricane. Instantly the whole vessel was caught bodily in the tempest’s grip, screamed across the ocean like a leaf in a fall gale. Keeping position as well as possible as the control room rocked and swung crazily, Hilt held the machine’s nose straight ahead. His eyes began to fill with bitter regret as he realized how far they were swinging off their appointed course.

“Just where are we heading?” he shouted, after ten minutes of roaring wind and rain.

Cranby hunched himself over the compass in its universal mountings, kept his body passably steady. Five minutes more slipped by before he answered.

“As near as I can figure it out the hurricane has veered southeast, just as the weather bureau forecasted. We’re still over the Pacific, some two hundred miles east of Christmas Island, and no sign of Santa Claus.”

“Quit clowning!” Hilton roared. “What direction are we taking?”

“Southeast, of course. What the hell else did you expect?”

“Anyway, the darned thing may blow itself out after we’ve crossed the Equator line,” Hilt grunted. “In that case—” He stopped, startled eyes on the fuel gage. “Sweet Hades!” he whistled.

Cranby looked too and sucked his teeth. The gage was down to quarter-full.

“ ’Must have used up the juice in fighting the wind for altitude,” he said briefly. “Of all the cockeyed ideas! Unless the wind drops we shan’t have enough fuel to get back to New York anyway!”

Hilton fell silent, staring at the sweeping rain on the window. The vision of failure so near to home was too stunning to contemplate…

* * * *

It was many hours before the hurricane abated. By gradual degrees it subsided and at last evaporated into nothing. Hilt began to relax a little, breathed a long whistle of relief as the sun streamed forth in all its tropic glory. He peered at the sprawling country below, glanced anxiously at the still further lowered fuel gage.

Cranby looked up from the instruments, nodded his head below. “That’s the northwest corner of South America. Probably Ecuador. Right now we’re heading across Peru to the east. That means four thousand miles to New York and three thousand to Rio de Janeiro. We haven’t enough fuel to make New York anyway.”

“You’re telling me!” Hilton scowled in thought. “O.K., we’ll turn due north back to Puerto Rico. One of our own fueling stations is there.”

He threw in the rudder-fin control and waited impatiently for the flyer to swing round—but it didn’t! It flew on in a straight line as before. Hilt gave a start, repeated the action with more ferocity, but still nothing happened. Cranby angled his face against the glass and squinted at the rudder. It told its own story—sundered wires were hanging down forlornly.

“We can’t turn,” he stated finally. “Unpleasant though it is, we’ve got to go in a straight line, or else come down and fix the damage.”

“Down there!” Hilt looked ominously at the alternately rock and verdure ridden terrain.

“Hardly to be recommended,” Cranby admitted ruefully. “If we keep on going in a straight line we might make either Pernambuco or Rio. I always said they should build stratoplanes so as you can get outside and make running repairs. Wonder why my ideas don’t appeal to people?”

* * * *

Hilt sat biting his lip; finally he shrugged. “We might just make it,” he muttered. “Try anyway: depends on the fuel. Better send out a radio call in case we get into difficulties.”

“In case!” Cranby echoed blankly, then sat down at the apparatus. “Hilton Read World Hop plane calling!” he intoned repeatedly into the mike, until at length the accented tongue of the Pernambuco radio station responded.

“Call received, Hilton Read. Go ahead.”

“Carried some two thousand miles off our course by hurricane. Flying now over North West Brazil, approximately 650 longitude and zero latitude. Will call again. Heading for Rio or Pernambuco. Please relay.”

“O.K. We’ll keep in touch. Weather ahead is good. Hope you make it.”

“You and us both, sweetheart…” Cranby switched off and lighted a cigarette. “Pity we failed. I’d cleared the sideboard for the trophy.”

Hilton waggled the useless rudder control furiously. Finally he gave it up and concentrated on the compensating controls, held the plane as near to a straight course as possible by the compass.

Far below the terrain changed slowly as they moved with bullet swiftness over the pure virgin greenness of the Brazilian interior. The main worry to Hilton was the strong head wind into which they drove. His face grew gradually grimmer as with the passing time the fuel indicator level sank lower and lower…

In two hours, with only half the distance covered, it had sunk to zero. Motionless, he and Cranby sat staring at it, then they looked at each other, and finally the world of green below.
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