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      A squadron of sleek, strangely shaped craft passed over in the twilight sky. Their white-and-gray stabilizer-finned bellies reflected the sky-glow red of sunset.

      Del had no idea what they were. Seven diamond-shaped darts with no aerodynamics to them. Whoever they were, he admired that they held formation perfectly.

      He sipped his hot coffee from a metal camp cup. Relaxing into his folding law chair.

      Twin engines roared over the open salt flats, the vibration rattling the foundations of the looming mesa. Del felt the ground vibrating through his boots.

      “What the hell are they?”

      He looked to the two synthetic men keeping him company, hoping for answers. They relaxed, just as he did, in cheap folding lawn chairs.

      Del thought of them as men. They were the faceless men. The Flytedyne Androids, 56-R and 32-A. Both of them wore blue coveralls and gray mechanics’ ball caps.

      “Something that came through the time stream,” 32-A said. His folded paper metal face looked directly at Del.

      “My guess would be from the future,” 56-R said. “A guess with no proof.”

      “So, a fantasy,” 32-A said.

      56-R gave a thumbs up and adjusted his Flytedyne ball cap on his smooth, gray skull.

      As the sky glow on the other side of the jutting mesa began to fade, Del noticed he was growing exhausted. Moment by moment, the idea of sleep was gaining in appeal.

      His waiting bedroll was G.I. issue, insulated and just thick enough to make sleeping on uneven, lumpy-ground possible if you were already completely wrung out.

      Dell flicked out the rolled-up OD green blanket and crawled under it. He’d never recalled an old blanket and pad being so damn inviting. Exhaustion had finally caught him.

      “Have you ever flown stick and rudder?” 32-A said.

      Del had fond memories of flying by the seat of his pants. Soaring over the Rockies at the Academy in TG-16A sailplane gliders.

      “I have some experience with it.”

      “Well, you don’t have Sopwith Camel experience.”

      “Obviously.”

      Del hadn’t expected the synthetic man to get edgy.

      32-A leaned forward and adjusted his cap. “The craft is so light, and the engine so strong, it will want to spin the body instead of the propeller once you’re airborne.

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “The camel has a rotary engine, Del,” 56-R said. “The engine torque is nuts, and it will want to spin the plane. Just be aware of it. Otherwise, it’s a top and front-heavy hell of a good ride.”

      Del wondered if they were messing with him. “I’ll just take my time.”

      “Gyroscopic precession and effects on turns and dives can be used to your advantage, but you’d need weeks of training.”

      “Another windowmaker?” Del said.

      Both androids nodded their reflective heads in the affirmative.

      Del’s eyes snapped open. The fire, five feet away from his sleeping bag, had died down to glowing gray and red embers. It was the coziest he had felt in a long time.

      He glanced at the androids in their chairs. They were still, and he guessed set in some sort of refresh or rest mode.

      A shooting star streaked by like a silver needle, falling in from space and burning bright for just a moment.

      Del had always wondered if a well-trained mind and body awoke at night in the presence of danger. He had a real buzzing set of nerves sleeping out in the middle of nowhere like this.

      His android friends said they’d keep watch, which was fine, but they weren’t armed.

      Sitting up on his right elbow, Del thought he heard more than the rustling of animals and the wind among the miles of wreckage around him. He’d heard something more like footsteps.

      There was no returning to sleep without checking. He far to wound up to let it go. His eyes burned from staring so intently into the far shadows and darkness around him.

      “You should go have a look,” 56-R said. Its voice a low whisper. “I’m not going, I know that much.”

      Son of bitch, without eyes, how could he tell if the damn thing was awake?

      It was the middle of the night, but the salt flats and a low-hanging quarter moon gave just enough light to guess at his surroundings.

      56-R placed a log on the fire. “So you can find your way back.”

      Del got up and headed towards the sound of the footsteps. It was across the clearing formed around the biplane, coming from an area of piled-up wings and fuselage remains that technically spanned decades of research and development.

      When he was far enough away from the campfire and close to the total blackness of the junk pile, Del spoke into the darkness.

      “Who’s out there?”

      A few careful steps forward, his hands up defensively. Del spared a look back at the campfire, which was now casting dancing shadows on the near wall of the mesa. When he looked back, someone was standing just on the edge of the deepest shadows.

      What wasn’t totally in blackest shadow revealed a distinctly female form.

      “Do you remember me?” Her voice was a throaty whisper.

      Two rolling steps forward revealed a red t-shirt, blue jean shorts, and hiking boots with rolled down socks.

      “You don’t look familiar, lady, but out here, in this place, I’m gonna ask that you keep your distance.”

      “Hey,” an android’s raised voice echoed across the vast clearing.

      Del cringed and guessed it was 56-R.

      “Hey, is that Daphne?”

      “Do you think he minds if I come closer?” Daphne said. She gestured in 56-R’s direction. Her grin visible even in the darkness.

      With a sigh, Del flapped his arms. “I guess I jumped the gun worrying about you.”

      “It’s not a mistake to worry about anyone you meet out here. Lucky for you, I’m safe.”

      “I recall your name, but not the face.”
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