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      He watched the F-104 burning in a massive heap, a twisting column of oily black smoke leaning away in the winds over the open sky of the salt flats.

      The pain in his right leg was starting to subside or it had gone completely numb. His mind was racing too much to sort it out just now.

      Accidents happened, but this was no accident. He’d been set up to crash here. Looking around at the rows of rusting and ruined aircraft, Del wondered how many men had died out here, wherever here was.

      The smell of burning JP-4 stung his nose and eyes. The flames rising from the jet’s remains were burning so hard that the metal was melting.

      “You should keep moving, Del.”

      He looked down into his pilot’s helmet. The multitude of contact points glowed and shimmered, bright white to blue, twinkling down into green and fading.

      The helmet’s female voice was in his head, not coming from a speaker.

      “I’m not even sure what the hell is going on here?”

      “It’s not obvious to you?”

      “I’d prefer to skip guessing for facts.”

      “You’re being tested.”

      Del started walking away from the fire and smoke. The dry ground showed massive, scrawled rows of upheaval where aircraft had skidded and dug up the salt flats. Moving fast, his right leg throbbing, he hoped like hell the wind didn’t shift.

      On his left, and ahead, lay the jutting empennage of a camouflaged F-4 Phantom. The three angled wings hung over the scene like an icon before an altar.

      It took some effort with his hurt leg, but Del climbed to the apex of the mound created by the jet’s crash. He then climbed onto the F-4’s tail section and held onto a ripped-out hole gouged in the vertical stabilizer to get a commanding view of the surrounding area.

      Del saw the vast graveyard of aircraft he’d touched down in. A winding path lay stretched out over miles of white, bleached land, and on all sides, he saw the decaying, shattered remains of nearly a hundred years' worth of crashed aircraft.

      Everything was there, jets from Vietnam, Korea, and the Gulf Wars. In the distance, the massive looming hulk of a 747 lay with one wing stabbing into the air, a monument to past glory. On a rise heading into the nearby Mesa cliff wall, there were Corsairs, Hellcats, and Mustangs all in terminally tumbled positions.

      Not one aircraft he could see looked airworthy.

      “Am I supposed to build a jet to get out of here?”

      “It’s not an easy test, Dell. What would be the value in that?”

      On the left, a hundred yards away, near the outer edge of the graveyard, Del saw the mangled remains of a jet he didn’t recognize. The wings curved around the structure like a whirlpool, and the bulge of the centerline engine on the fuselage was more organic and more biological-looking than any fighter he’d ever seen.

      A giant gash along the side made it clear the machine was permanently grounded.

      Del started to pick his way down the side of the high slope created by the wreck, and something bright flashed in his peripheral vision. Orange fire, white. The flames crackling in the air.

      “We have company,” his helmet said.

      Del crouched, trying to push back under the empennage’s shadow.

      “What the heck is that?”

      He watched it moving twenty feet above the top of the looming mesa. A glowing orb like an endlessly burning meteorite. He was reminded of a small sun gliding as effortlessly as a hot air balloon.

      “Is it a threat?” Del said. He felt ridiculous talking to his helmet.

      “We’d be gone if it was, I’m going with no.”

      Del had read reports of the glowing orbs and flaming spheres over nuclear sites and in the northern Pacific theater. They were common events over nuke sites.

      He’d never once believed in that silly shit. There was always a logical explanation. Occam was always there to work things out for the troubled mind.

      Occam had never seen this thing wandering closer by.

      In the blink of an eye, the orb was over him, its light blinding, scorching.

      Del leaped down the side of the mound, he hit and rolled, and broke into a run.

      A quick glance over his shoulder, and it was gone.

      “I think it saw us,” his
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