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      Miles behind him, a burning Sopwith Camel lay in pieces across an aircraft graveyard composed of the detritus of the age of flight.

      As unreal as that experience had been, seeing this was akin to having a mental breakdown. It didn’t seem possible, yet there it was. The notorious and elusive tic tac craft.

      Shining bright white. No seams, stout in the middle, rounded ends, it looked a lot like a breath mint, if it were made for a Leviathan.

      A new android stood before him in blue coveralls and a gray FLYTEDYNE LABS emblazoned ball cap.

      His nametag read, F-74. And under that, in block silver letters, it said “Supervisor.”

      There was a difference. F-74 was a faceless man, but not entirely. His folded paper face plate, gray and smooth like all the others, had a holographic quality that, when viewed at the right angle, revealed the contours of a handsome young man's face. Square-jawed, trimmed blond hair, friendly eyes.

      If Del moved his head or eyes, F-74’s face sometimes vanished, then reappeared as he moved.

      F-74 had a firm handshake and square shoulders. None of the androids seemed unbalanced or unstable, like many of the herky-jerky robots Del had seen on the internet. He was light on his feet but solidly grounded and moved better than many people Del knew.

      “You have an integrated helmet,” F-74 said. “Are you two getting along?”

      Del regarded the helmet, holding it up a moment. “We’re doing ok, right, helmet?”

      “We’re fine, not that it’s anyone’s business.”

      F-74 laughed, his hands on his hips. “Feisty, that one. Do you want an upgraded, perhaps a newer model?”

      Del could hear the helmet protesting as it hung in his hand by his side. But he hadn’t forgotten the warning. This place wasn’t home.

      “We’re ok, I’ll keep her for now.”

      F-74 motioned like a used car salesman towards the hovering craft. “The official nomenclature for this craft is hypersonic intelligent entity. The HIE.”

      Del noticed his vision had kicked into analysis mode, and readings were appearing around the craft. Ambient temperatures, something about gravity distortion, and some readouts that made zero sense to him.

      Predictive paths appeared in the local area. They led up into the sky and across the open flight line. They materialized and rose up in blues and greens, then fell and faded to gray like snowflakes on a warm windowpane.

      “Did you say, entity?”

      “Sure as hell did,” F-74 said. “These things live in high orbit, and they have, for as far as we know, been living there for millions of years. Maybe, a whole lot longer.”

      Del moved closer to the HIE, and the hairs on his neck and arms stood up, buzzing.

      “It’s a living thing?”

      “More like a living machine. Many of the anomalous objects our systems report are some form of artificial intelligence, but not like any AI humanity knows about.”

      “Where are they from, I mean, how are they possible. Nothing like that could just evolve on earth, right?”

      “The factory, you’ve been told, right?”

      “I’ve seen some photos, that’s about it.”

      “It’s time you saw a few real things, Captain Montgomery.”

      F-74 turned to the HIE and opened his arms. He brought his hands together, then waved his left hand away in a sweeping gesture.

      The HIE lifted one hundred feet, moving so rapidly it looked like a blip in an old movie. Then it shot away in level flight, instantly gone. Soundless.

      “I didn’t feel, I mean, there was no air disturbance or wake. No sonic boom?”

      “It’s truly amazing, I know,” F-74 said. “I don’t have the clearance levels to know how their propulsion works.”

      “Is it propulsion?”

      F-74 shrugged.

      “We’ve never acquired a dead one either. The factions might not like each other, but they’d never in a freak’n billion years let us dissect one of those things.”

      “I’m tired of being in the dark on this stuff.”

      “I can help, but only a little. Let’s have some coffee.”

      Del followed F-74 towards the shining white front of the big hangar building.

      “This place looks familiar?” Del said.

      “It’s the old main hangar that was never torn down at Misawa Air Base. It’s a relic. We made a copy of it in homage to the ancient greatness of old earth.”

      “Did you say old earth?”

      Del
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