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      Had someone just been in the room?

      When he exhaled, it brought up a cloud of Jack Daniels and deep regret. The party had been fun. Daphne, whoever she was, got away in the course of enjoyable events. Or he forgot where their encounter ended up.

      His head throbbed like he’d used a cinderblock for a pillow.

      They were on their way to her apartment when things went a bit sideways. Passing out on the way was his last recall of the evening.

      Shoes shuffled on the floor nearby, wherever nearby was at the moment. Del hadn’t awakened this disoriented since senior week in high school, a decade ago.

      “Captain, if you want to be in the program, get your ass out of that bed. I’d get moving.”

      Del knew it must have been more than ole JD, because he was hallucinating voices now.

      “Who the fuck is in this room?” Del said.

      He rolled and looked at the square tiles of the ceiling with blurry eyes. He stank of cheap whiskey, and something deeper, fuller, a musky smell on his face and body. Was that Daphne? It was a shame to have no recall of that evening.

      “Del, zip that shot packet on the table. Trust me, you need it. Get to your rendezvous for the tryout.”

      Del spoke to the ceiling, his head throbbing. “What tryout?”

      “I’d get moving. This is your one and only chance. And we don’t mess around standards-wise.”

      Del sat up quickly on one elbow, the skinny, rock-hard cot squeaking and straining under his body. His vision was never blurry in the morning. He felt drugged and could barely see.

      He probably was drugged. But they weren’t restraining him, or worse.

      Footsteps, a hard shoe’s heel on the wooden floorboards, retreated out of the room. He saw a looming broad figure moving away towards the door.

      “Singularity, Del. You asked your squadron commander to get you an interview for a special project. This is your interview for Singularity.”

      Del collapsed back onto the cot, head throbbing. He felt exhausted and spent.

      “Ok, I do recall asking about that. But that was months ago.”

      “Background checks and investigations take time.”

      The screen door creaked open and slammed hard. He could hear footsteps retreating from the house. A car door slamming, an engine revving, and grinding tires moving into the echoing distance. He was already alone. No idea where, but alone.

      Silence settled around the thin-walled shack of a home. Soon, all he could hear was a dry breeze blowing over electrical wires outside. A sound like sand pouring over ground, driven by wind, the hissing motion seemed to be all around him outside.

      It smelled faintly like old honey and decaying cardboard in the place. But at the moment, the dominant smell was noxious exhaust from that retreating car.

      The call of a coyote from afar. That feral voice echoing off the sky. He wasn’t completely alone after all.

      Silence again. A stillness so profound he could hear his blood coursing in his ears.

      A distant alarm broke his reverie. Del heard a whistle, from low to very high-pitched, then a solid buzz. He recognized that sound. A ground crew was firing up a start-up cart, and in the distance, a very loud jet engine was coming to life.

      Del sat up and only then noticed he was naked. His clothing lay scattered around the room. Jeans, old combat boots left over from basic training a decade ago. He liked wearing them with jeans when off duty. A red t-shirt he’d picked up on TDY to Thailand, the front a tiger face motif blended into an image of Bruce Lee.

      It hurt to sit up.

      Outside, the bright, white, intense sun flashed over his view of the world, and the intensity killed his eyes. What a night it had been.

      Gaining his feet was a precarious moment, but he managed it. He saw the bathroom and headed for it to relieve himself. Washing his hands, he also splashed his face with tepid gray water that refused to run cold. It tasted overwhelming of salt.

      On the small houses cheap dining room table was the zip shot packet. The packet was colored red and blue with a yellow-orange trim. A military-grade glucose, protein, and electrolytes gel pack.

      It wasn’t in his nature to accept an energy supplement from a stranger. Obviously, it could be lethal. But he also couldn’t deny he really needed it.

      It flopped in his right hand, a foot long and stuffed full. It was still cold from whoever had left the pack for him.

      Del held the flimsy pack and read over the ingredients for a moment. In bold white letters on the zip pack, it read “G.I. Recovery Pack.” In smaller letters. Tear open and push all contents into the mouth, swallow hard.

      When he tore it open, he smelled citrus at once, like lime. Del held it up and gulped it all down, choking a moment, and catching his breath. The damn thing was remarkably refreshing.

      “That hits the spot.”

      Del put on his clothes and then checked what else was on the table for him. There was a single card amid a crumpled pack of cigarettes and an old, cold cup of coffee half gone, resting on an “Outside” magazine.

      In bold letters, the card read, You have 12 minutes from reading this to reach the jetway. The jetway is one mile away. No late arrivals allowed. Failure to comply with this order equals immediate termination.

      “Look up,” a voice said. It was tin box flat. “In the corner, Del, to your right.”

      It took a moment to see the source. His heart raced at the shock of only now realizing he was on camera, or at least on audio monitoring. Someone had watched him all night. They knew more than he did. Last night was a blackout gap in his mind.

      There in the corner, a small cam mounted up in the corner. A tiny red dot to signal it was on.

      “Eleven minutes and forty seconds and counting, Del.”

      “What the hell is this?”

      “Singularity program, by your request.”

      “I requested whatever this is?”

      “You did, we reviewed your file. You’re a good fit.”

      “Is there a car to get me to the jetway?”

      “No, you have to run, Del. Now, I’d hurry if I were you.”

      “You’re not me, especially not now.”

      His head throbbed, but the zip shot was helping; it was renewing him more than he expected.

      “You’re late, we shoot you, Del.”

      The room suddenly grew small and claustrophobic all at once. Confining and dangerous. Del had never felt boxed in before; he loved the snug fit of a jet cockpit. It was a hot morning already, but now the heat was coming from inside him, radiating outward. The churn of a hangover mated to real concern.

      “Run toward the tower and the flares, go.”

      The tin can voice raised so high it tweaked the cheap speaker’s capacity for a moment.

      Outside was more than Del had expected. Open white packed hard ground, salty and sandy, he could taste it in the air. He was in the middle of a salt flat, but he had no clue which one.

      In the distance, brown and black-stained mountains ran along the horizon. Behind the lone shack of a house was nothing but dry white flatness as far as he could see.

      On his right, a series of flares was shooting upward into the stark blue sky, four in a row. Glowing blue, white phosphor, one of them exploded in a smoky starburst. If there was a tower, he hadn’t seen it yet.

      Del started running as best he could toward the flares. Most weeks, he ran a few miles to keep fit for duty. Flying the F-22 was demanding, and it required strength and endurance. But he never did a distance run before a flight.

      His average for a mile was six minutes on a good week, eight was more standard. Fear of being shot was going to give him a five-minute mile for sure.

      His boots stomped the ground with every stride. Legs pumped hard, and he threw himself forward, breathing heavy. He was more than hungover. They had drugged him, something strong, and it was utterly fucking him up.

      Del stopped and convulsed involuntarily, vomiting and heaving. The dry ground soaked it up instantly. The white-hot sun and blinding light felt worse on his neck and back by the moment.

      Ahead, he could see the tower, and having no idea of his time, Del sprinted. Panic gripped him when he saw there were men there. They moved about, but were indistinct. What was behind them was very clear.

      A ramp and scaffolding system at a twenty-degree angle, and mounted on the ramp system was a gleaming
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