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			Also by Dave Richards

			The Drive-In Miracle

			As the former marketing director for a tobacco corporation, Hank Sloan certainly knows how to generate buzz. So when he learns that his sister’s diner is failing, he comes up with a money-making plan to fleece the faithful by arranging to have a so-called ‘divine apparition’ appear on an old drive-in movie screen across the street from the restaurant.

			The faithful do indeed show up and the bucks roll in. But then, in a cosmic twist, rumors begin spreading about real miracles occurring around town.

			When Hank suddenly finds himself in desperate need of a miracle of his own, his scheme backfires in a way he never could have imagined...

			If I Could Give You A Day

			Complacent, self-made millionaire Scott Northwood wakes up one morning to discover he’s been given the ability to extend the lives of people who are about to die just when they are on the verge of achieving something important. But there’s a catch—he must shorten his own lifespan by an equivalent amount of time. Scott plunges into a moral and emotional maelstrom as his desire to live out his own comfortable life collides with a growing sense of obligation to transfer time to others who are clearly more deserving. Complicating matters, he falls deeply in love.

		


		
			Back in BEFORE, a writer named Arthur C. Clarke once said, “Two possibilities exist:  Either we are alone in the universe or we are not.  Both are equally terrifying.”

			It’s an interesting observation.

			And cleverly phrased.

			Except that the reality turned out to be a whole lot different.

			I’m talking about the ‘equally terrifying’ part.

			Mr. Clarke couldn’t have got it more wrong…

			{The Zachary Stone Chronicles}

		


		
			PROLOGUE

			A boy named Zachary Stone sits in a rough-hewn wooden chair staring into the lens of a small video camera placed on the table in front of him.  He’s only 17 but seems aged far beyond his years.  His longish dark hair falls unevenly over his forehead and ears, as if it’s been cut by a drunken barber wielding dull scissors.  A scruffy adolescent beard sprouts from his cheeks.  He wears a crudely-made leather vest.

			Numerous, freshly-healed cuts and bruises cover his face, hands and much of his body.  Many will leave permanent scars.  He looks like he came in dead last in a boxing tournament.  Chilling to see this in someone so young.  

			But it’s the eyes that hold us.  His pupils burn black with inner pain and remembrance.

			He speaks to the camera:

			No one saw it coming.

			No one was prepared for the day the world changed forever.

			September 7th, 2026.

			The day when all human history was rewritten.

			It made “B.C.” and “A.D.” meaningless.  Everything that happened up till then became known simply as BEFORE.  Everything that followed was AFTER.

			End of story.

			I shouldn’t say that.

			Because it’s just the beginning of the story.

			For the life of me, I don’t know why I’m still around to tell what happened.  Some might call it blind luck.

			But that would depend on your definition of luck.

			Because I think I’ve been anything but lucky.

			After you hear my story, I think you’ll agree.

			September 7th, 2026.

			It happened on a Monday.

			Labor Day, in fact.

			It’s strange to look back at the way things were in BEFORE. To know that those times actually existed.

			Because now it seems like it was all just a beautiful, hazy dream.

			But I have to remember.

			We all have to remember.

			So we can keep alive in our minds, in our hearts, in our souls, what was taken from us…

			I remember very clearly the last day of BEFORE.

			Sunday.  September 6.

			Southern California.  The weather was perfect.  Not too warm.  A light breeze coming off the ocean.  People going about their lives, enjoying the late-summer holiday weekend.  Playing.  Laughing.  Loving.  Living.

			It was a day like any other.

			My dad was a Project Manager for an international construction company.  They did these massive jobs all over the world.  His specialty was designing and building underground structures, everything from tunnels to mine shafts to bomb shelters.  These projects were almost always in another country.  Which meant he was usually away for weeks, if not months, at a time.

			 But his latest job was gearing up in Mexico City.  Which was relatively close to Los Angeles, where we lived.  Which meant he’d be able get home most weekends.

			 That made my mom really happy.  So happy, in fact, that she decided the family was going to celebrate in style.  We would have steak and lobster for dinner.  Which was fine with me and my little brother, Jeffrey.

			I was 14 at the time, a boy like any other boy.  There was nothing special about me.  Nothing that made me different from anyone else--except maybe for the fact I liked school.  I liked learning.  Sure, there were kids who were a lot smarter than me.  But I will say I knew my way around a computer. I guess I’m confessing to being a geek.  A dork.  A nerd.  Whatever you want to call it.  I know I sure looked the part.  Tall for my age.  Skinny.  Glasses.  Braces.  No clue about girls.

			As you can see, I’m not like that now.

			Not by a long shot.

			Anyway.

			The next day was Labor Day.  And then the day after that, Tuesday, I’d be starting high school.  Which I was totally nervous about, but still looking forward to.

			I didn’t know it yet, but my formal education had come to an end.

			No one had a clue Sunday would be the last day of normalcy for the world.

			The day before the alien spacecraft arrived…

			{The Zachary Stone Chronicles}

		


		
			PART ONE

			THE PROBE

			SHOPPING MALL

			LOS ANGELES

			SUNDAY AFTERNOON

			14-year-old Zachary Stone and his 10–year-old brother Jeffrey stand at the seafood counter of a high-end grocery store peering into a glass tank teeming with live lobsters. The creatures have to crawl over one another just to move around.  Their claws are rubber-banded closed.  A couple of the shellfish stare back at the boys with eyes that are small black beads.  

			Jeffrey’s fascinated by the giant crustaceans.

			“Why are their claws tied up like that?” he says to his older brother.

			“So they don’t mangle each other,” Zack says, adjusting his glasses.

			“Why would they want to hurt each other?”  Jeffrey’s expressive blue eyes are set in a face that looks like it’s been carved from innocence.

			“They’re not used to being all jammed together like that.  Besides, if they mangled each other, they’d be damaged goods and the store wouldn’t be able to sell them.”

			“Still.  That doesn’t seem like a very nice way to treat them.  They could let each of them have their own tank.”

			Zachary shakes his head at his brother’s naiveté.  “That would take up half the store.”

			His nose an inch from the glass, Jeffrey stares into their black bead eyes.  “Can they see us?”

			“If we can see them, they can prob’ly see us.”

			“I wonder what they’re thinking.”

			“They’re thinking, ‘Who’s that ugly kid staring at us?’”

			“Shut up.”

			Zack shrugs and grins at his brother.  A metallic gleam of braces flashes.  “You asked my opinion.”

			“They look mad.”

			“You’d be mad, too, if someone came along and tied you up and threw you in a box with fifty other people.”

			“Do you think they know we’re going to eat them?”

			“No.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Lobsters don’t have the ability of rational thought.”

			“I bet they know something’s up.  I bet they’re scared.”

			“Lobsters don’t have feelings.”

			“How do you know?”

			“They’re cold-blooded.  They don’t have emotions.”

			“But how do you know?”

			Zack sighs in exasperation.  “Fine, Jeffrey. You win.  I hereby pronounce you Official Lobster Whisperer of California.”

			The boys’ mom arrives pushing a cart filled with groceries.  Nudging 40, Lydia Stone has brown hair, brown eyes, and brown freckles.  She’s fighting a winning battle to keep her figure.  She points to a thick package wrapped in butcher paper and says, “Your dad picked out some beautiful filet mignons.”  

			“I thought we were having steak,” Jeffrey says, disappointed.

			Zack rolls his eyes.  “Filet mignon is steak, dip-thong.  The best kind, actually.”

			Their dad appears with a bottle of red wine in each hand.  “That’s right,” says Eric Stone with a grin.  He’s a large, strong-looking man in his early 40s.  His thick black hair is going silver in places.  Placing the bottles in the basket, he says, “Nothing but the best for my family.”  He looks at the glass tank.  “Have you boys picked out the lobsters?”

			“I changed my mind,” Jeffrey says.  “I don’t want one.”

			“You don’t want one?” says his father in surprise.  “Why not?”

			Says Zachary, “Jeffrey’s afraid it’ll hurt the lobster’s feelings if he eats it.”

			Jeffrey points at the tank.  “They’re looking right at me.”

			Lydia says, “So don’t look back at them.”

			“But they seem so helpless.”

			Zack nods at the butcher package and says, “You’re going to eat steak, aren’t you?”

			Jeffrey responds warily, sensing a trap.  “Yeah.  So?” 

			“Steaks don’t grow on trees.”  Zack speaks condescendingly as only a big brother can do.  “They were part of a cow once.  A cow that was as alive as these lobsters.  In fact, I’ll bet that cow had a lot more feelings.  Imagine her standing out in a field with big, sad brown eyes, quietly chewing her cud, the poor thing minding her own business, when suddenly she’s loaded onto a truck and taken to a slaughterhouse where they—”

			“Zachary, shut up!”  Jeffrey covers his ears.  He’s near tears.  “Mom, make him stop!”

			“Zack, stop teasing your brother.”

			Eric kneels down so he’s eye to eye with his son.  “I’ll tell you what,” he says.  “You don’t have to decide right now.  We’ll pick out four and take them home.  If you still don’t want one, I’ll drive him back to the store and put him back in the tank, alive.  I’m sure the fish monger will let me do that.  What do you say?”

			Jeffrey considers a moment.  Decides the offer is a fair one.  “Okay.”

			Eric gives his wife a wink as he says, “But you have to promise me you won’t ask to keep him as a pet.”

			This gets a laugh out of the young family as they head to the checkout counter.

			I’ve tried really hard to learn exactly what happened.  And more importantly—why.

			So it won’t ever happen again.

			It was only later, after combing through The Record, that I was able to piece a lot of it together.

			On the day my family went shopping for our celebration dinner, things were happening in other parts of the world that were totally unrelated, but ended up being pieces of the puzzle.

			One piece was a conference that took place every September in New York.  It was held by something called the Paleoanthropological Society.  The purpose of this year’s conference was to try and make sense out of two discoveries that had totally baffled scientists around the world. It was a pretty big deal at the time.  I even remember reading about it online.

			They called it The Mystery of the Two Caves.

			The First Cave was found in Kenya in 2021.  It contained bone fragments and crude tools dating back something like 60,000 years.  Tests showed that these cave people were some of man’s earliest ancestors.

			It also contained the earliest known cave art.  Crude drawings of humans and animals.  Hand stencils.  Stuff like that.

			But one drawing was different from the rest.

			So different, in fact, that scientists were having fights about it.

			I mean actual fist fights.

			The drawing had been crudely sketched in a cartoon style, like it’d been drawn by a very young person.  It showed dozens of blue balloons floating down from the sky to where a group of stick-figure people were standing around smiling ‘happy-face’ smiles.

			But the craziest thing was that in the background was what looked like a modern village, with buildings and doors and windows.

			Which was totally impossible.  Right?  Cause we’re talking 60,000 years ago.

			There was another twist to the mystery.  The drawing had been made purposely blurry, as if everything on the ground was being hit by a dust storm.

			Even though the illustration was in a cave, thousands of years of exposure to stuff like wood smoke and humidity had caused it to deteriorate quite a bit.  But the images remained clear enough.

			So far as the experts could tell, this was the earliest known painting in human history.

			But all the geniuses were stumped.  No one could explain what it meant.

			And then someone came up with a theory that was totally off the grid:  ‘What if—the collection of structures in the background really was a village?’

			‘What if—there was a whole prehistory to man that we knew nothing about?’

			‘And what if—that entire backstory had been wiped out by some world-wide catastrophe?’

			Practically every scientist in the world rejected this theory outright.  They argued that, even if there was some mysterious precivilization to ancient man, with actual towns, villages, and roads, where was the evidence of it?  Because if there had been some horrible event that wiped it out, remains would still exist in the form of crumbling foundations.  Or pottery shards.  Or garbage pits.

			There would be something.

			And, they reasoned further, if it really was a village, why in the world would people abandon it to go live in a cave?

			These were all good arguments.  But, though no one would admit it, the main reason the theory had been so quickly shot down was because of the guy who came up with it.

			Professor Conroy Hamilton was this really smart young anthropologist with a promising career in front of him who, while studying a remote tribe in the Amazon rain forest, ‘went native’.  He left his position at Columbia University to go live full time with the Indians.  He even married one.  Her name was Una.  She was an exotic-looking woman in her 20’s with hair that cascaded down her back like black flames .

			Anyway, whether it was true or not, word spread that Conroy’s brain was fried from taking too many hallucinogens during tribal rituals.  Which could explain why he’d show up at the annual conference with crazy theories on everything from the nature of time to the existence of parallel universes.  The wild, swirling purple tattoos that covered his neck and hands—another tribal ritual—didn’t help his cause.  His former peers were convinced that Hamilton’s belt no longer went through all the loops.

			Shortly after his theory was rejected, Hamilton prepared to return to South America and disappear back into the rain forest until the next conference.

			But before leaving, he needed a food fix.  After living and working in New York for a number of years, he’d developed a weakness for the food.  The upper Amazon River was a long way from a piled-high Reuben or a double pepperoni pizza.  So while on his annual trek to the conference, he would dip into grant money and use it to hole up in a nice hotel for a few days and eat his fill.

			Una became as addicted as him.

			Still, after Conroy’s departure, no one could come up with an explanation for the drawing in the cave.

			There the mystery simmered until 2024, when the discovery of another cave rocked the scientific world.  The reason for the uproar was its location.	

			It wasn’t in Kenya.	

			It wasn’t in Africa.

			It wasn’t even in the Eastern Hemisphere.

			The cave was unearthed when it was it was ripped open by a backhoe clearing land for a shopping mall.

			In California, of all places.

			In a town called Placerville located in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada Mountains.

			After seeing what he’d done, the backhoe operator called his foreman over, telling him to bring a flashlight.  Together, they peered inside the spacious cavern.

			Old skulls and bones were in plain sight.

			They could also see cave art on the walls.

			A Stop Work Order was issued until a team of scientists from Stanford could do a cursory inspection to see if anything of importance had been uncovered.  They took some photos and ran some tests.

			They were floored by what they found.

			The site was immediately put off limits to anyone but official personnel until a formal, in-depth study of the cave could be completed.

			This quickly led to lawsuits and counter-suits by the owner of the land where the cave was discovered; the developer under contract to build the mall; the National Park Service; the California Department of Parks and Recreation; the Placerville City Historical Society; the Sierra Nevada Native American Coalition; and so on, and so on.

			While the courts tried to sort things out, the initial discoveries of the Stanford scientists made waves.

			For starters, this new cave had big similarities to the Kenyan Cave:

			It, too, contained bones and primitive tools dating back 60,000 years.

			And—although the painting style was very different—it, too, had crude drawings of blue balloons floating down to happy-face stick-figures.  It, too, contained what appeared to be a small town consisting of buildings and windows and roads.  Also, like in the first painting, much of it was blurred out as if by a dust storm.

			But there the similarities ended.

			Because instead of just a few bone shards, the Second Cave contained dozens of perfectly preserved skeletons.  The scientists theorized that the entrance had collapsed during an earthquake while the inhabitants were asleep, sealing them into an airtight container.

			Another big difference: the DNA of the skeletons was not linked to modern man.

			The conference organizers naturally expected Professor Conroy Hamilton to show up.  But this time, instead of Una being his lone supporter, he was accompanied by a small but dedicated band of graduate students motivated by the man’s passion for anthropology and his groundbreaking, if unorthodox, methods of research.

			The debate over the Mystery of the Two Caves raged nonstop through that Labor Day Weekend.

			{The Zachary Stone Chronicles}

			PALEOANTHROPOLOGICAL CONFERENCE

			NEW YORK CITY
LATE AFTERNOON

			Smiling in a way that looks as if he’s just tasted something unpleasant but has to pretend it’s delicious, the Program Director speaks into the microphone on the podium.

			“…And now, for the final presentation of the day, I give you Doctor Conroy Hamilton, who has taken time away from his ‘work’ in South America to join us.”  One can hear—if not see—the air quotation marks.  “I’m sure we all can’t wait to hear his insights into the discovery of the Second Cave.  ‘Doctor?’”

			Hamilton strides across the stage.  The Program Director walks away, not bothering to shake his hand.  A couple of people in the audience clap loudly and slowly, mocking the rogue scientist.

			Conroy takes his place behind the podium.  Tall and wiry, he wears a 20-year-old blue sport coat with frayed cuffs.  Long black hair falls half-way down his back.  His skin is deeply bronzed from the tropical sun.  Purple tattoos peek from his wrists and neck.

			The 35-year-old, scruffy yet weirdly handsome scientist smiles defiantly at his stone-faced colleagues packing the auditorium.  He grabs the microphone off the lectern and cries cheerfully into it, “Good afternoon!”

			A thundering silence.

			Conroy ignores the frosty reception.  Continues to smile at the sea of crossed-arms and set jaws.

			“Okay!  Let’s get right to it then, shall we?”

			Conroy runs both hands through his shaggy mane, rolls his shoulders and bobs his head from side to side like a boxer prepping for a match, then begins his presentation.

			“As everyone here is very much aware, all anyone’s had to work with so far with are the photographs taken by the team from Stanford.  To be sure, they’re top notch pictures.  But if we’re going to come up with a viable theory about what this ancient cave art is trying to tell us, we need more evidence than just photos.  Unfortunately, access to the Second Cave has been categorically denied by ‘The Authorities’”—Conroy gives a shudder and a wide-eyed look of faux fear—“until all the legalities are worked out.  Well.  I learned a long time ago that some things in life are too important to be left to lawyers and bureaucrats.”

			A mischievous light comes into his eyes as he picks up a remote from the lectern.  Clicks the Power On button.  A wall of flat-screen monitors behind him blazes to life.  Footage plays of Conroy and a couple of graduate students inside the Second Cave.  They pick their way through ancient skeletons and crudely-made artifacts.  Start setting up equipment around the painting.

			 “My team was able to gain access for just a few short hours.  But during that time, we employed the very latest in high-resolution imaging technology.  It’s a process similar to that used in museums to reveal hidden artwork on canvases that have been painted over with other paintings.  Only instead of canvas, we were looking at rock.  But the principle is still—”

			“Wait a minute!” interrupts a man in the front row.  “Who let you into the cave?”

			“Who said anybody let us in?”

			“But—it’s protected by armed security guards.”

			“I’m aware of that, sir.  And your point is—?”

			 “So you broke in?”

			“Such a rude phrase, with many negative connotations.  But, yeah, we did.”

			 “How did you do it?”

			Conroy gives a lopsided grin.  “It’s amazing the things you can learn from the people of the Rain Forest.”

			He reaches inside his jacket.  Removes a small blowgun.  Quickly loads it with a tiny dart and aims in the direction of a wooden support beam off to the side of the stage.   Phht—tock!   Bull’s-eye.  The dart appears like magic in the center of the beam.

			“Those big bad armed guards were probably too embarrassed to admit to sleeping on the job.  Anyway.  Forging on.”

			A murmur of discontent rises from the audience.  Conroy ignores it.

			Click.

			A photo appears of the drawing from the First Cave.  Although much of it is indeed worn away, the images are still striking.

			 “Not surprisingly,” continues Conroy, “these images from the First Cave gave birth to all kinds of theories, some of them pretty wild.  Even I was convinced that these were sketches of buildings with actual doors and windows, suggesting that mankind had a prehistory that had been lost to the ages.”

			Another murmur of disapproval ripples through the crowd, a little louder this time.  His earlier theory still rankles.

			“Our theory raised a lot of hackles in the scientific community.  In fact, we were subjected to a level of ridicule that surprised us.  Indeed, it would seem some of that derision remains alive and well to this day.”

			A voice cries out from the back of the hall.  “No shit, Sherlock!”  It’s met with raucous laughter.

			Conroy smiles and nods in apparent self-deprecation.  When the laughter dies away, he says, “In the end, of course, there was no evidence to support our theory.  It was just another guess as to what the drawing meant.”

			Click.

			“Here’s one of the photos taken by the Stanford team inside the Second Cave.  We know from carbon-dating that this painting is precisely as old as the one in the First Cave.  But there’s a big difference between them:  This one’s been sealed in rock nearly all this time, and so is much better preserved.

			“Though the style of the drawing is very different from the one in Kenya, it contains many of the same elements.  Interestingly, it also appears to have been created by the hand of a young person, who we estimate to be ten to twelve years of age.”

			Conroy grabs a laser pointer from the podium.  Uses it to underscore various features.

			“Here are the blue balloons coming down from the sky.”  Conroy turns and gives the crowd an embarrassed grin.  “I have to confess that I don’t know what they are—which I’m sure will come as a shock to those who accuse me of having an answer for everything,.  But don’t worry.  I’m sure I’ll come up with the answer soon.”

			He turns back to the monitor.  Points out more features.

			“To continue; here on the ground are stick-figure people.  And here is what looks for all the world like a small town.  It’s quite different from the town in the First Cave—which is what you would expect as they were no doubt different cultures living on either side of the world.  And as you can see, much of the drawing has been obscured by a sand-colored pigment that was purposely applied over the original painting.”

			Conroy once again turns and faces the audience.  He’s no longer smiling.

			“So now I ask my ‘esteemed colleagues’: How is it possible that these very similar drawings appeared on opposite sides of the world at virtually the same time so many thousands of years ago?  And why have so much of both these drawings been deliberately obscured?”  Conroy shrugs.  “We don’t know.  We may never know.  However, there are some things we do know.  By using the imaging techniques I described earlier, we were able to penetrate the obscuration and get a clear rendition of what lay beneath.  We originally tried this with the Kenyan painting, but it was far too eroded to get anything.  However, the Placerville drawing is in much better condition.”

			As much as many of these people loathe Doctor Hamilton, a murmur of excitement rolls through the crowd.

			A man sitting in the last row at the back of the hall leans forward, his interest piqued.  No one could ever accuse Doctor Otis Larson of lacking style, however dubious it may be.   The 45-year-old wears a red bow tie, a white dress shirt and a green plaid suit with elbow pads over his portly frame.  Intelligent blue eyes peer from behind a pair of granny glasses.  His balding pate is partially hidden by a few dark ribbons of hair in a half-hearted comb-over.

			  Conroy stares at the crowd with unsettling intensity.  There’s an edge to his words as he says, “What I’d like to show you now, are the results of the work done by me and my team inside the Second Cave…”

			He pauses to let the information sink in.  The room goes electric with anticipation.  The silence is so complete, a dropped pin would sound like a firecracker going off.

			Conroy turns back to the wall of screens.

			“This…is what we found…”

			Click.

			There’s a collective gasp from the audience as a super-high resolution photograph of the painting from the Second Cave fills the screen.  Except now, just about all of the ‘dust storm’ is gone.  Previously hidden details are revealed in stunning clarity.

			“As you can see, we uncovered some new stuff,” says Conroy with deliberate understatement.

			A low, restless buzz starts to build in the room.  It’s not a friendly sound.

			Undeterred, Conroy directs the laser onto the photo to emphasize his words.

			“Like this, for instance.”

			Pointing the beam to a section that was previously obscured, his voice takes on the bite of victorious sarcasm.

			“Somebody please correct me if I’m wrong, but this looks exactly like a village.  With buildings.  Some of them three and four stories tall.”

			Indeed, it does.

			The buzzing turns into loud grumblings.  Mixed in are a few cries of protest:

			“Now just hold on a minute…”

			“…hasn’t been independently verified…”

			“You’re jumping to conclusions that aren’t…”

			In the back row, his elbows on his knees and his chin resting on his fist, Otis Larson smiles at the growing ruckus.

			Conroy moves the laser to another part of the photo.  “Oh, and looky here.  A house.  With doors.  And windows.  And—oh, my—could this actually be a picket fence?”

			Indeed, it is.

			The grumbling quickly builds to incoherent shouting.  A dozen scientists jump to their feet like lawyers in a courtroom voicing objections.

			 “You’re out of your mind!”

			“We’ve had enough of your crackpot theories!”

			“You doctored this painting to serve your own agenda!”

			Conroy ignores the outcry.  He talks loudly into the microphone to make himself heard.

			“…And check this out:  Down here, in the right-hand corner.  This is my favorite.”

			He uses the remote control to zoom in.

			“Look closely, boys and girls, and tell me what you see…”

			As the magnified image comes into sharp focus, a disbelieving lull descends on the crowd.

			There’s no question what they’re looking at.

			A car.

			The room explodes.

			“Liar!”

			“Charlatan!”

			“What kind of idiots do you take us for?!”

			Unperturbed, Conroy continues his presentation.

			“You’re looking at a boxy, independently-propelled vehicle, circa 60,000 years B.C.  Obviously, it’s like no make any of us has ever seen.  That’s because the technology used to build it evolved differently from our own, back in mankind’s precivilization.”

			The shouting reaches a fever-pitch.

			“You’re insane!”

			“We’ve had enough of your hare-brained theories!”

			“Somebody get that lunatic off the stage!”

			Things quickly get out of hand as shoving matches break out.  Otis Larson’s had enough.  He shakes his head, gets to his feet and exits through a back door.

			Conroy continues shouting into the mic.  “…You’ll notice that the car has an open top!  Which makes it a convertible!  How cool is that?!”

			In the middle of the room, a large scientist with a full beard stands and hurls an unopened plastic water bottle at Conroy.   It sails in a high, lazy arc toward the podium.

			Conroy continues.  “And if you observe very carefully, you can see that there are four passengers on board!  Possibly a mother and father and two children on a family outing!   Or it could even be two couples out on a double—unh!”

			The bottle hits Conroy square in the back of the head, knocking him unconscious.  He collapses to the floor.

			One of Conroy’s young team members, a small, shaggy student wearing old jeans and a tie-dyed sweatshirt, charges over to the bearded scientist and socks him in the jaw.  The fellow shakes it off and the two men wrestle each other to the floor.  

			More objects are thrown at the stage.  Other fights break out in the crowd.

			As the conference dissolves into chaos, two other members of Conroy’s team, their eyes wide with fright, run to their unconscious boss, pick him up, and carry him outside the building.  They gently lay him on a grass meridian next to the street.  One of them dials 9-1-1 on his cell phone while the other checks his pulse.  Una is suddenly there, cradling Conroy’s head in her lap.  Her tears flow as she leans forward and gently presses her cheek onto his forehead.   As they wait for the ambulance, blood seeps steadily from his wound, slowly drenching her skirt and Conroy’s blue jacket with the frayed cuffs.

			Here’s another piece of the hindsight puzzle I found while digging through The Record:

			Several years before the conference in New York, a mining-based corporation called New Haldron Industries sent a small fleet of unmanned spacecraft to the moon to do some exploratory drilling.  Its purpose was to search for the presence of potentially valuable minerals.

			Wouldn’t you know it?  The corporate ‘moon shot’ paid off, big time.  It turned out that, hidden beneath the surface of moon, were large deposits of something called rare earth elements, or REEs for short.

			See, back in BEFORE, REEs were really important.  They were needed to make all kinds of stuff, everything from computers and televisions to rockets and jet fighters.  Thing is, they were really hard to come by and really expensive, just like the name said—rare.

			Until now.

			It was just sitting there for the taking.

			All you had to do was go to the moon and dig it up.

			Which is exactly what New Haldron Industries did.  It poured rivers of cash into the building of workhorse spacecraft.  Giant machines designed specifically for mining on the moon were shipped into space.  Because ninety-nine percent of the work was performed by machines, only a single flesh-and-blood human was needed at the excavation site to oversee them.  The ‘Moon Miners’ job was to maintain and repair the equipment.

			The Moon Miners were a breed unto themselves.   They were chosen not because of (nonexistent) backgrounds in science and math, but for their ability to think on their feet.  Basically, they needed to be able to solve all kinds of mechanical problems with duct tape and a hammer.

			They also had to be able to deal with working in near total isolation for three years—the standard duration for the job.  There was no direct contact with other people.  Just radio and video transmissions from Earth and orbiting spacecraft.

			  They also needed to be able to withstand harsh living conditions.  Home was a module the size of a walk-in closet that was combination bedroom, bathroom, kitchen, and workstation.  Because machines recycled and purified oxygen and water, both tended to smell and taste on the rank side.  Food consisted of military-type rations that would keep for the duration of the job.

			What made it all bearable was the pay.  A Moon Miner could make enough money in three years to live extremely well for the rest of his life.

			As for getting back to Earth, each work site came with its own escape pod.  These were bare-bones rocket ships of which 90 percent consisted of a powerful, computer-guided, solid-fuel thruster.  The other ten percent was a stubby escape pod just large enough to accommodate the miner and a small amount of personal gear. It was equipped with enough oxygen, water, and food for the three-day trip home.   The thruster was jettisoned shortly after blasting off from the moon.  When the escape pod reached the Earth’s vicinity, atmospheric friction slowed it down enough so that several large balloons deployed and the pod drifted to a soft landing at New Haldron Industries’ giant new Space Port located in southern Nevada.  The miner would then collect his paycheck, reenter polite society, and presumably live happily ever after.

			The escape pods were programmed to lift off three years to the day from when the miner began his stint.  That three year timeline was hardwired into the pods’ control and guidance system.  Woe be unto the Moon Miner who wasn’t in his escape pod when it lifted off.  He would be left behind to die a horrible and lonely death.

			For maximum corporate efficiency, the Moon Miner, machines, supplies, and escape pod were deposited to the job site in one fell swoop by a disposable spacecraft built specifically for that purpose.

			The lunar mining process itself was pretty straightforward.  Excavating machines dug the ore out of the ground and packed it into metal containers about the size of a minivan.  Every few weeks, an unmanned transport landed, dropped off empty ore containers, picked up the full ones and ferried them up to one of two Space Freighters that took turns orbiting the moon.  These craft were as big as aircraft carriers.  It took about six months to fill the hold.  The freighter then departed for Earth, where it glided to a landing at the Nevada Space Port.  Meanwhile, its sister freighter took its place in lunar orbit so that mining could continue without interruption.  Plans were in the works to build more freighters as mining operations expanded.

			Like the moon-mining machines, the Space Freighters were designed so that just about all the work was performed by computers and robotics.  The ‘crew’ consisted of a single pilot whose job was to ensure everything ran smoothly.

			On the last day of BEFORE, a 48-year-old Moon Miner named Spike Penovitch was ten days into his second three-year hitch.  Which was really unusual—if not downright crazy.  No Moon Miner had ever gone back for a second tour.

			Even weirder was that Spike had volunteered to be one of a handful of miners working on the far side of the moon, a place where the idea of ‘isolation’ took on a whole new meaning.  That’s because the Earth is never in view, as opposed to being constantly visible from the near side of the moon.  Plus all communications had to be relayed by satellite.  The only time the Moon Miner had direct interaction with another person was when the orbiting Space Freighter came within direct line of sight.
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			MINING PIT

			FAR SIDE OF THE MOON

			His workday at an end, Spike steps into the airlock that’s just big enough to hold a person wearing a spacesuit.  He closes and seals the outer door, then hits a switch that causes air to surge into the chamber.  As soon as the pressure’s equalized with the module’s interior, he opens the inner hatch and steps inside.  He removes his helmet and hangs it on a hook in the wall.  His iron-grey hair and beard are cut to the same quarter-inch length.  He runs a weary hand across his bristly scalp and looks around at his cramped quarters.

			“Home, sweet home,” he murmurs to himself.  There’s no bitterness or sarcasm in his voice, just quiet acknowledgement of the Spartan conditions.

			He extricates himself from the spacesuit, hangs it on another hook, then plugs in the oxygen feeder tube so that the suit’s air tank will be fully charged for tomorrow.  He strips off his undergarments—basically high tech long johns—and drops them into a small laundry box, which will automatically wash and dry them overnight.

			Spike takes two steps in sweaty nakedness to the kitchen area where he fills a tall plastic cup with water, takes a long drink, then fills it again.  He takes a whiff of an armpit and grimaces.  He pours a few inches of water into a plastic bucket, grabs a sponge, then takes a seat at the communications console where  he starts giving himself a sponge bath.

			Half-way through his bath, the console starts to beep and squawk.  The Space Freighter has cleared the lunar horizon and is trying to make contact.  An image of the freighter’s captain comes jerkily to life on the monitor.

			A woman’s voice comes over the speaker loud, clear, and irritated.  “Penovitch, you stupid sack of shit!” 

			Unselfconscious in the extreme, Spike continues to sponge down his taught, wiry body.  Doesn’t even look at the screen as he grins and says, “That you, Angie?”  His voice has a mild rasp to it.

			“Who the hell else would it be?!”

			Spike’s grin widens.  “I can’t tell you how much I missed that sweet melodious voice of yours.”

			“What in the world is wrong with you, Spike?!”

			“What makes you think something’s wrong with me?”  .

			“Because no one in their right mind comes back here!  I couldn’t believe it when I saw your name on the roster.”

			Spike shrugs easily.  “I needed a job.”

			Angie’s incredulous.  “Spike, you had life dicked!  You made enough dough to never have to work again.  You’re supposed to be down on the big blue marble living the dream!”

			Spike looks up at the computer screen and smiles sadly at the skipper of the Space Freighter.  In her early 50s, Captain Angela Hardingway’s olive skin is unlined, giving her a much younger appearance.  Her dark auburn hair is cut short.

			“Oh, darlin’, I lived the good life like you wouldn’t believe.  For a year.”

			“A year?  What happened?”

			Spike shrugs again.  “I ran outta money.”

			Angie shakes her head.  “How is that even possible?”

			Spike takes his time answering as he towels off.  “I’m gonna tell you a story, Angie.  One you haven’t heard before.”

			Spike doesn’t care that Angie sees him in his birthday suit.  Angie doesn’t care either, probably because she’s observed this ritual more than once during his previous stint.  She folds her arms over her chest and leans back in her chair.  “Sure, Spike,” she sighs.  “Tell me one I haven’t heard.”

			 “My old man was a coal miner in West Virginia,” Spike says, pulling on sweat pants and a T-shirt.   “His favorite saying was ‘Life is hard and then ya die.’  Which pretty much summed up his own life.  He drank himself to death before he was 60.  His daddy did the same.  I was well on my way to carrying on the family tradition when I got hired by a mining company that actually cared about its employees.  They had a substance abuse program, which helped me keep things under control.  But then they went belly up.”

			Spike frowns at the thought of what might have become of him before continuing.

			“This was right around the time of the big discovery on the moon.  I applied for a position with New Haldron like thousands of other guys, went through their screening process, and they hired me.  Imagine that?  Before I knew it, I was up here on a three-year hitch.  Turns out the work isn’t all that hard.  Machines do all the heavy lifting.  I just have to keep’em running.  And being alone’s never bothered me.   I actually prefer it most of the time.  Prob’ly why I never married.  Plus I never was very good at being around people.  It’s only when I’m hammered that I get along with them.  So moon mining turned out to be a good fit for me.

			“After I made my nut, the company cut me loose as per the terms of the contract.  Thing is, I’ve almost never been without a job.  And I sure never had any real money.  But suddenly I’m rolling in dough.  And I don’t have to work anymore.  Everything’s great, right?   Unfortunately, in my case, this turned out to be not so good a recipe.”

			“How so?”

			“I’ve always worked hard and played harder.  But now what was I gonna do?  Sit on my porch and watch the weeds grow for the next thirty years?  Uh-uh.  Not my style.  So I decided to play.”

			“Let me guess: wine, women and song.”

			“A lot of wine.  A lot of women.  Not much song that I recall.”

			“Still.  To have burned through that much money in a year.”

			“Plus a lot of time at the gambling tables of Las Vegas.”

			“Ah.  I’m starting to get the picture.”

			“Yeah.  Lived like a king.  Or so they told me.  It’s all kind of a blur.  Then the money ran out.  I reapplied with New Haldron.  They took me back.  And here I am.”

			Angie shakes her head in mild confusion.  “Meaning—what, exactly?”

			“The way I see it, I’m being paid—and paid very well—to detox for the next three years.”

			“So what’s the plan after this stint is up?”

			“The plan is three years a monk, one year a madman until I can’t do it anymore.”

			“And you’re okay with that?”

			“I am.  Except…”

			“What?”

			“When I’m not actually working up here, it can get kind of boring.”

			“So read.  Or watch videos.  That’s what I do.”

			“I don’t like to read.  And I’m not big on movies.  But I will say I always wanted to play a musical instrument.”

			“Let me guess.  You had them deliver a baby grand to your palatial estate.”

			“A baby what to my what?”

			“Nothing.  Just trying to be funny.  It sounds like you’ve got it all figured out.”

			“It’s a game plan that works for me.”

			Angie sighs.  “I suppose there are worse ways to live.”

			“That’s for sure.  Like my old man.  So you see—‘Life isn’t so hard, and then ya die’.”

			“Well, I still think you’re crazy to want to spend another three years in that smelly broom closet you call home.”

			“Trust me, I’m fine with it.  How ‘bout you?”

			“What about me?”

			“How’re your girls?”

			Angie’s face softens at the thought of her two daughters.

			“They’re good.  Sadie’s starting her second year at the University of Washington.  Studying to be an electrical engineer.  Getting good grades.  Bonnie’ll be a senior in high school this year—or I guess I should say in a couple of days.  She’s staying with my folks until I finish my rotation.  We plan to start looking at colleges in the spring.  So, yeah, my girls are fine.  They turned out to be great kids.”

			“I’m not surprised, considering their mom.”

			“Thanks.  It hasn’t been easy…  I can’t believe it’s been ten years since Jack died…”  Spike watches the tears come into her eyes behind her glasses.  He doesn’t want to see her cry.

			“You’re moving out of range, Angie.  I’m losing your signal.  We’ll talk again on another pass.”

			Spike turns off the computer.  Sits staring a moment at the blank screen, then reaches into a corner and retrieves the slightly-battered, second-hand banjo he picked up at a Goodwill store.  He grabs a book lying on the floor, Banjo for Dummies.  Opens it to page 2 and begins picking awkwardly at the strings.  It sounds like metal shavings being dropped into a tin bucket.

		


		
			STONE FAMILY RESIDENCE

			LOS ANGELES
SUNSET

			A warm, beautiful evening.  The Stone family relaxes in their spacious backyard.  Lydia is stretched out on a padded chaise lounge next to the pool enjoying a glass of wine.  Zack and Jeffrey sit at a nearby picnic table drinking sodas and texting on their cell phones.  Next to that, Eric grills four steaks on a custom-built barbecue.  He and the boys wear shorts and t-shirts.  Lydia has on a light cotton shift.  All four are barefoot.

			The sun has just set.  A turquoise glow lingers on the horizon.  Stars begin to appear.  Crickets whirr.

			Eric tongs the steaks off the grill and arranges them on a platter.   He carries it over to the picnic table and sets it down with a flourish.

			“Voila!  Dinner is served.”

			“Cool,” Zack says, turning off his phone.  “I’m starving.”

			“We’ve got the turf,” Eric says.  “Now we just need the surf.”

			Lydia’s already heading into the kitchen.  “Coming right up.  Boys, can you give me a hand?”  Zack and Jeffrey get up and follow.  Lydia returns a moment later carrying a platter on which rest three freshly-boiled lobsters.  Even in the warm air, steam rises from the bright-red crustaceans.

			Zack and Jeffrey bring up the rear bearing platters of baked potatoes, steamed broccoli, and a big wooden bowl of green salad.  Everyone takes a seat at the table.

			Eric eyes the feast before them and actually rubs his hands together in anticipation.  “Okay, let’s
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