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PROLOGUE


The game had begun.


On a perfect summer afternoon in the small town of Green River,
Indiana, a group of young boys carrying shovels tromped through the cornstalks.
Pretending to be pirate hunters, they had separated into teams and were looking
for buried treasure. The team with the most treasure won.


As the setting orange sun shone over the cornfield, the game
was nearing its completion, and the red team led by nine-year-old Cole Adams
were on their final treasure trove hunt. Their shovels dug deep into the loose
soil, clearing out an area three feet wide, six feet long, and four feet deep.
Cole’s older brother Ted showed up with his friends in tow. “Hey, Cole, you
find your treasure?” he said sarcastically, then laughed. The other older kids
joined in. “Don’t you have something better to do, Ted?”


“Yeah, we do. But Dad sent me out here to get your ass back for
supper. And he’s not too happy,” he taunted.


“Shut up!”


Cole plowed his shovel hard into the dirt in frustration, and
the shovel clanged, the sound of metal against metal.


“What the heck?” he muttered and speared the shovel in another
spot. It clanged again. “There’s something here.” With cries of Treasure!
Cole and his friends started furiously digging, the older kids watching with
keen interest as the boys unearthed what looked like some kind of silver object.
They eagerly scraped away the dirt surrounding it, revealing a porthole-sized
window. Cole dropped to his knees and cleared the remaining sediment off to get
a closer look. He cupped his hands and peered into the porthole. Out of the
blackness a distorted face suddenly pressed against the glass, and Cole jumped
back as if on fire, his heart almost pounding through his chest.


Screaming at the younger kids to get out of the hole, Ted and
his friends grabbed the panicked kids’ hands to pull them up.


Cole was the last one out, and he stood on the mound of dirt
and stared at the porthole, equal parts terrified and mesmerized. The face
looked to be almost disintegrating, something you’d see in a zombie horror
film. Ted yanked him away, and they joined the others racing back to the
farmhouse.














Chapter 1


Seven Years Later


As the sun began its descent, a dry desert wind whipped dust
and sand in circular patterns in Area 51, a remote, highly-classified
detachment of Edwards Air Force Base located within the Nevada Test and
Training range 150 miles north of the Las Vegas Strip.


A tall, lean, bearded man in a white overcoat pressed his thumb
against the biometric scanner, opening the entrance that led to a highly secure
underground lab. He sat down in front of a computer and began entering a series
of passwords. He hit a few more keys, and the screen filled with files. The man
snapped in a flash drive, and with another keystroke hundreds of files began
downloading onto it. When the download was finished, he pulled out the flash
drive and dropped it into his side pocket.


He plugged in another flash drive, which uploaded a malicious
software program. After the surveillance cameras and computers crashed, he
removed the flash drive and slapped a puck-sized device on the side of the
desk. He pushed a button and activated the device, the numbers on the counter
lighting up like a Christmas tree. The man reached under the desk, pulled out a
nine-millimeter handgun, then calmly stood and began firing at his colleagues who
scrambled for cover. But he methodically tracked them down, killing one after
another.


A loud alarm sounded, and blue lights attached to the walls
flashed. Security responded and raced to the room. The man calmly reloaded the
gun, pushed open the lab door, and waited in the hallway. He shot the first two
guards to arrive, killing them instantly, then pivoted to his left and gunned
down two more. Another pair of guards came around the corner from the right,
firing their weapons. A bullet pierced the man’s shoulder, causing him to
stagger and fall to the floor. On his way down he was still able to shoot the
two approaching security guards, who both fell.


He struggled to his feet, hid the gun in his pocket, and leaned
against the wall. When the next wave of security arrived off the elevator, he
played victim.


“The shooter’s back there,” he gasped, pointing toward the lab.
“Hurry.”


Holding his bleeding shoulder, the man got in the elevator and
rode it to the top level, exiting into the desert air. As he headed towards a secluded
area of the base, he saw security teams arrive in Jeeps and run into the
facility.


The man pushed out a pre-cut opening in the chain-link fence
and squeezed through. When he was fifty yards away from the base, a flash of
light lit the area followed immediately by a loud explosion that rocked the
ground. As sirens echoed off the surrounding mountains, a plume of smoke rose
over the base.


The man walked toward the motorcycle waiting for him. Except
for the hole in his shoulder, the plan had gone off perfectly.
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A few weeks later on a Sunday morning in a posh San Francisco
hotel, Luke Richards was enjoying a predawn breakfast with an associate. They
were sipping strong black coffee when a tall, lean man with silver hair, a
hardened face, and his arm in a sling, walked up to their corner table.


Luke looked up. “Are you Henry?”


“Yes. The sky is orange,” he said in a monotone. “They told me
you would be here.”


Luke smiled. “We’ve been expecting you; better late than never.
I’m Luke, and this is my associate, Mal. Take a seat.”


Henry sat down and adjusted his sling to get comfortable. “They
said you would pay me my remaining balance.”


Luke leaned back. “What happened to your arm?”


“I took a bullet in the shoulder. Now, how about my money?”


Mal pulled out a thick envelope bulging with hundred dollar
bills. “I think this is what you are looking for. But first we need the flash
drive.”


Henry pulled the flash drive out of his pocket. “You mean this?
No money, no flash drive.”


“A man of principle, I like that.” Luke sat forward. “What you
did out there was amazing. We need to check the flash drive first. You
understand.”


Henry gave the flash drive to Mal, who pulled a laptop from his
bag. He inserted the drive then inspected the files.


“It looks authentic, Luke.” “My money?” Henry said.


Mal handed him the envelope. Henry opened it and started to
count the bills.


“It’s all there,” Luke said.


Henry stashed the envelope in the inside pocket of his jacket.
“They said you would offer me a job.”


“Do you ever smile?” Luke asked. Henry just stared at him.
“Okay, then. You have a great reputation of getting things done no matter what
the odds are. To tell you the truth, I didn’t think you could pull this off.”


Henry sat stone-faced.


“Anyway, we would like to have you come aboard as our security
blanket, which means safeguarding the merchandise and working outside the box,
if you know what I mean.”


“I do, sir.”


“This is a very long-term assignment. The rewards will be great
if it all works out at the end. This is the first step of a very long process.”


“That’s fine with me.”


“Good. You don’t mind moving to Indiana, do you?” “It doesn’t
matter where I live.”


“Do you have any family?” “No, sir.”


“Why am I not surprised?” Luke muttered then asked. “You
hungry?”


“I’m all set, sir. I’ll be leaving unless you have anything
further you want to say.”


“Just welcome to Round Robotics. We can reach you at the same
number?”


“Yes.”


Mal leaned in and gave him a business card. “We’ll be in touch
in the next few weeks.”


The man nodded, got up, and left.


They watched him walk away. “What do you think of that guy,
Luke?”


“Crazy eyes, with no personality or soul. He’s a psychopath.”


“Can we trust him?”


Luke shrugged. “Trust. That’s a funny word. People you think
are loyal sometimes aren’t. Then guys like him, you just give them a sense of
purpose, and they become loyal as a dog. We don’t have to worry about him. And
we might need someone like him down the road to do some uncomfortable things.”














Chapter 2


The George York Steakhouse, a popular eatery in midtown
Manhattan, catered to the power brokers of the world. It was a place where big
deals were made.


Tonight, the restaurant was full of patrons enjoying fine
dining after a long week.


Forbes Shannon’s white hair and hard wrinkles reflected three
failed marriages and business battle scars that had taken their toll. He was a
well-respected, world renowned hedge fund tycoon and philanthropist, whose
circle of friends included many of the world’s rich and powerful globalists. He
sat in a booth, sipping a glass of Chateau Laffite Rothschild. The lighting was
dim, and conversations echoed off the high ceilings.


The maître d’ led Senator Joe Brock to Forbes’s table. “Ah,
Senator, you’re running late.”


“I’m sorry; I should have called.”


“No problem. I’ve been enjoying this fine glass of wine. It’s
good to see you. It’s been a while. Let’s get you a drink.”


After the Senator ordered a dark beer, Forbes leaned in.
“You’re looking trim, Senator, but those good looks are showing some wear.”


“Stress will do that to you.”


“Yes, stress. Well, you won’t have to worry about those college
bills someday, now will you?”


“What’s your point?”


“You know my point, Joe.” Forbes flashed a broken grin.


“We’ve taken good care of you, all those business trips with
beautiful women. You don’t think it was just your good looks. Oh, maybe you
do.”


The politician gave Forbes a cool glare. “Do you think you own
me?”


“We do, Senator. Once you accepted the money, the women, you
became part of the team. You had your dessert before your vegetables. You knew
what you were getting into.”


Brock leaned in and said in a low voice, “The deal was I give
you everything I know about Senator Ben Johnson, and that’s it.”


“That’s true. But we aren’t asking too much more of you.”


“I don’t like the sound of that,” he said, annoyed. “What do
you mean?”


“Look, we’ve paid you well, and we are going to continue to pay
you.”


“I don’t want your money. I’m done.”


“Unfortunately Senator, it doesn’t work that way. I shouldn’t
have to spell it out. You’re a smart politician. Just consider us business
partners.”


“That’s not the deal we made, Forbes.”


A waitress arrived with the beer. “You ready to order?” “If you
could come back in a few minutes,” Forbes said.


When the waitress walked away, Brock said, “I have the information
about Johnson on a flash drive with me.”


“Perfect. Just hold on to it for the moment. I’ll have someone
pick it up. You understand what we requested?”


“Yeah, I do.”


“Nothing can be left out. I mean nothing. What you might think
is irrelevant could be very relevant.”


“I know things about him that nobody else would.”


Forbes smirked. “That’s why we’re paying you. If he liked a
girl in first grade, we need that information. If he chipped his tooth sledding
when he was a kid, we need to know.”


“I get it. I did the best I could from what I remember.” “Let
me ask you something. What makes someone like you turn on their best friend
since childhood?”


Brock took a long drink of beer then sat back. “You tell me.”


Forbes smiled. “A typical politician’s answer. Alright. You’re
both highly competitive. You grew up playing sports together as kids. You went
to the same schools. In high school you were both named to the all-state
lacrosse team. You both got lacrosse scholarships to Rigley University. You’ve
competed against each other your whole lives. How am I doing?”


“You’re just reading from the dossier you put together on me.”


Forbes frowned. “We all have dossiers on us, Senator Brock. Let
me cut to the chase. You love his wife. She spurned you back in college, she went
out with Senator Johnson, and the rest is history. Women do that to men. She
was the one thing you couldn’t beat him at, even though you were the
better-looking guy with all the charm, the one all the girls fell for—except
the one girl you wanted. You even married her best friend, thinking someday you
would somehow end up with her. Now we come along, and you’re more than willing
to give us everything you know about Senator Johnson. You didn’t ask many
questions; you just figured we wanted to destroy him with some smear campaign,
then someday you would be her comforting shoulder.”


“Bravo,” Brock clapped softly, sarcastically.


“Good looks and a charming personality only get you so far,
Senator.”


“You think you know me so well.”


“We do. Your vices are women, booze, money, and making sure
people think you’re a great family man. Perception is a big part of your life.
You go to church every Sunday. You make people feel important, but you don’t
give a shit. It’s our job to know everything, Senator.”


“And what’s so great about Senator Johnson?”


“He’s the opposite of you; that’s why the woman he married
spurned you. But he’s the one with presidential charisma.”


“Is that why you’re interested in Senator Johnson’s history?”


“Partially.”


Senator Brock shook his head. “How do you know he’ll run? He’s
never mentioned an interest in doing that.”


“Maybe you’ll be his vice president. Two life-long friends
running together. Maybe I’m getting a little ahead of myself.” “You know,
Forbes, there’s something you’re not telling me.”


“You’re right. In due time, though, you’ll know the whole
story. In fact, I’m going to give you a special screening when the time is
right. We’re talking three to five years.”


“That’s a long time in politics, Forbes. You know that.”
“Regardless, I’m going to make you very wealthy, Senator. In a way, you’re a
lucky man.” He rolled his eyes. “Really?”


“As you know I’m a shrewd investor, but I like to get in early
on the next great thing. The world is about to change. We are about to enter a
new era where we have to think about colonizing the universe. It’ll create the
same fear that Christopher Columbus probably faced when he sailed off looking
for a new world, especially when people thought the world was flat. This world
isn’t going to last forever. The old ways won’t work if we are going to move
forward as a civilization. We’ve had a big breakthrough in a technology that is
going to revolutionize the world if used strategically.”


“Why don’t I feel good about all this?”


Forbes grinned. “You will over time. What other choice do you
have?”


The waitress came by. “Are you ready to order?” “I think so,”
Forbes said.


“I’ve lost my appetite,” Brock replied, getting up from the
table and placing the flash drive on the table. “I need to be going.”


“You are going to miss a fine meal, Senator. This is the last
time we’ll talk for a long time, but we’ll contact you when the time is right.
And just remember; going forward don’t get sloppy and keep the booze under
control.”


Brock smirked. “Don’t worry about me, Mr. Forbes,” he said and
walked away.














Chapter 3


On a 1500-acre farm in Green River, Indiana, a miniature drone
the size of a dragonfly floated through the morning air, taking images of the
surrounding cornfield. Seventeen-year-old Cole Adams mapped out the field circumference
and downloaded the data onto a laptop, muttering, “Perfect.”


He played with the corn harvester’s electronics and made some
adjustments. He uploaded the cornfield dimensions into the harvester’s computer
and smiled at his accomplishment. He couldn’t tell his father until he ran some
more tests. Changing the onboard harvester computer was a crazy idea, but he
had a knack for these things. The hard part was usually convincing his father,
who was so old school.


Leaving the barn, Cole’s eleven-year-old brother Scott ran up
to him. Cole let him control the drone, watching its video images on the laptop
as it soared in the air. Their father, Mike, walked up, wearing overalls and a
straw hat. “The fun and games are over, boys,” he said sternly. “It’s time to
do some real work around here.”


Scott pleaded for a little more free time, but his father
didn’t want to hear it.


“When I was your age—”


“Yeah, we get it, Dad,” Cole said. “What do you want me to do?”


“Start harvesting the field, okay? Take your little brother with
you too so he can learn something. I’ll be out there shortly to check on you
guys. And no horsing around.”


“Got it.”


Cole and Scott went into the barn and hopped into the
harvester. Cole started it up and maneuvered the machine out to the cornfield.
He braked once he was out of his father’s sight.


“What’re you doing?” Scott asked. “You’ll see.”


They climbed off the machine and stood on a worn dirt path in
between the cornstalks. Cole opened the laptop. “Watch this.”


Scott stared in amazement as the harvester began moving on its
own along the cornfield perimeter, chewing up the corn and feeding it into the
bucket.


“This is so cool!” Scott said. “Does Dad know about this?”


“This will be our little secret, Scotty.” They fist bumped.


A half-hour passed. They sat on the side of the dirt road as
the harvester mowed down the cornstalks. The dragonfly drone hovered above the
harvester so Cole could watch on the laptop. It was unbelievable. This was the
future— driverless machines. His experiment had worked.


“This is so cool,” Scott repeated. “But if Dad finds out, I
think he might be a little mad.”


As he finished his thought, Mike’s pickup truck drove up, the
tires spewing dirt. He braked hard when he noticed his two sons on the road and
the harvester moving in the distance.


He jumped out of the truck. “What the hell is going on?” he
asked angrily.


Scotty looked at Cole.


“Who the hell is driving the harvester?”


“Nobody,” Cole said meekly. “I’m controlling it from the
laptop.”


Mike’s face flushed. “Shut it down—now!”


Cole pressed a few computer keys, and the harvester slowed to a
stop.


“Don’t you ever do something like that without checking with
me,” Mike said, standing over Cole. “You think you are so smart, but you don’t
know what could be out there—a sinkhole, a person, God knows what. I don’t want
to lose my farm, okay? You know how much one of those machines cost. I’m the
one who’d have to pay for it; you’ll just go on with your life. You finish the
field the old-fashioned way; you got that? And don’t you ever do anything to my
farm without checking with me first, you understand?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Scotty, get in the truck. Cole, you and I will continue this
conversation after dinner.”
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Cole’s family gathered for dinner at exactly six in the
evening. Ted was away at college, leaving Cole to look after his three younger
siblings: Scott and their two sisters: fourteen year-old Mary, and Maureen, the
eight-year-old baby of the family, who was the most like Cole.


For as long as Cole could remember, they’d all had assigned
seating, with his father of course at the head of the table. Even the two dogs
knew their place. There was no deviation under Mike’s rules. He believed in
routines, promptness, discipline, treating people with respect, and hard
work—traits he had hammered into his children. Whether it would be on the farm
or in the city, they were going to live productive lives.


Cole’s mom, who sat at the other end of the table, was basically
the good cop, the voice of reason, especially when her husband lost his cool.
His paternal grandfather also lived with them. He would watch the family
dynamics, smile at the conflicts that developed from time to time, making a few
sarcastic jokes at his son’s expense. The Adamses were a close-knit family, but
not without their moments.


Cole ate in silence, listening to the dinner conversation,
glancing over at his father from time to time. Mike acted like nothing had
happened today, but Cole knew his father hadn’t forgotten. Cole got up from the
table, washed off his plate, put it in the dishwasher, then went out to the
porch. The sun was setting, its orange hue lighting the horizon.


Cole sat in a chair, looking up at the sky. It wasn’t long
before his father stepped out and settled into a chair opposite Cole.


“You did a good job today out the field,” he said. “Thanks.”


“I know you meant well today.” Cole just nodded.


“You know, since your brother went off to college, I’ve
probably been harder on you without realizing it. Teddy just did what he was
told. He didn’t shake the apple tree like you do. I want you to be creative and
think outside the box, but as long as you’re on my farm, I want you to check
with me when you decide to defy the laws of physics, okay?”


Cole was surprised at the light-handed treatment, which made
him feel a little guilty about not telling his father first. “I get it, Dad.”


“You know, I’m harder on you than everybody else because you
have a lot of potential. But don’t let that get to your head. Potential only
means you haven’t done anything yet. The teachers tell me they wish they had twenty-five
of you. Hell, I don’t know too many people whose kid has a chance to get into
Stanford. You’re smart and hardworking, Cole, but being smart is not all what
it’s cracked up to be if you don’t understand the consequences of your actions.
There’s a lot of smart people out there who don’t think things through, and it
causes irreparable damage. It’s like doctors; they always focus on the cancer,
but they don’t look at the quality of life down the road. They treat everybody
the same. Maybe someone doesn’t need the chemo. You know what I’m saying?”


“Dad, I know what you’re getting at. Just being smart doesn’t
make you smart. You need some common sense.”


“That’s exactly what I’m getting at. Think it through.” “I’m
sorry about today. I should have told you, but I thought you would have said
no.”


“I probably would have at first, but we could have worked it
out where I felt comfortable. Just think it through next time.” He got up and
patted him on the shoulder, smiling gently. “Remember, in life it’s all about
learning from your mistakes.”


“Thanks, Dad.”


A young girl walked up to the porch. “Hello, Mr. Adams,” she
said, her sweet voice echoing off the porch.


“Hello, Paige. You getting ready for your senior year?” “I’m
ready. I can’t wait.”


“Hey, Dad; can I take the new truck?” “I guess so. Paige, keep
an eye on him.” “I sure will, Mr. Adams.”
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Cole felt as big as life driving his father’s new Ford F150
around town with Paige Turner. She was the ultimate tomboy of the group with blue
eyes, black hair, and cute freckles on her nose, along with a sassy attitude.
She was the girl who wore a baseball cap with her ponytail sticking out through
the back of the cap. Cole had hung out with her as long as he could remember.
She was just one of the guys. And when it came to sports, she was a star in
field hockey and softball.


Cole’s head swiveled as he drove through the center of town,
waving at people he knew. It was one of those typical small-town Main Streets,
lined with red brick buildings, including a barbershop, diner, drug store,
local bank, ice cream parlor, and hardware store. Cole rolled the pickup to a
stop in front of the local burger joint and went inside with Paige.


Their partners in crime were waiting for them in a booth. Josh
Finnigan was the wise guy of the bunch, the talkative, funny young man with the
red hair and freckled face who made everyone laugh. Sitting next to Josh was
Rick Long, a quiet, down-to-earth country boy with dark hair, broad shoulders,
and a penchant for wearing cowboy boots. They had all been childhood friends
since kindergarten.


“What a surprise, finding you guys here, feeding your
faces—like always,” Cole said as he and Paige slid into the booth.


“Got to eat,” Rick said.


Josh tossed a French fry at Paige, grinning.


“What do you want to do tonight?” Cole asked. “I got my
father’s new F150 pickup.”


“We could cruise around, get some beers and go down to the
lake,” Josh suggested.


“I was thinking a movie or something,” Paige said. “I have
field hockey practice in the morning.”


“Maybe we should do that,” Rick agreed.


“Of course. Whatever Paige says, we always end up doing it,”
Josh said through a mouth full of food.


Cole grinned. “She’s a woman. What’s that old saying?


Happy wife, happy life.”


Paige looked at Cole with a gentle smile.


“Cole, we aren’t married,” Josh said. “I’m never getting
married. I’m going to date as many hot ladies as I can. And don’t forget the
pact we made years ago that we’d all go to Pale State.”


“I’ll be there my field hockey scholarship,” Paige said. “And
where else would I go?” Rick asked.


“You’re going there too, right?” Josh said to Cole.


Cole hesitated. “I don’t know. My father is hoping I get into
Stanford with a full ride.”


“Oh, right. You’re too smart for Pale State,” Josh said. “It’s
a great school,” Cole said. “It’s got a good science program—”


“You don’t have to make an excuse. There’s no comparison
between Stanford and Pale. But California? You’d be miserable. You’d miss all
these cornfields anyway.”


“You’re right, Josh,” Cole agreed.


“Remember when we were kids, and we were digging for the buried
treasure?” Rick asked. “That strange face.”


“That’s something you never forget,” Paige said. “And remember
how we all had to be tested for radiation? The whole thing still gives me shivers
thinking about it.”


Josh made scary ghost sounds.


“It definitely wasn’t something from this world, no matter what
hogwash story the government claimed,” Cole said. “Like it was really some
military plane that crashed.”


Rick rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right.”


Josh pushed his empty plate away. “Remember how they closed off
Cole’s dad’s farm so nobody could get close to see. I bet they took that ship
to Area 51.”


“And where the hell is Area 51?” Rick asked.


“It’s in Nevada. Cole isn’t the only one who’s into science,”
Josh said, defensive seeing Paige and Rick’s surprised expressions. “I would
love to get a tour of that place. I’ll bet that’s where they take all the
UFOs.”














Chapter 4


As the first light of dawn crept through the trees, the rooster
sounded off on schedule. Cole got up, went into the bathroom, and splashed
water on his face.


He looked in the mirror, swiveling his head and grinning at his
perceived good looks.


He dressed in jeans, flannel shirt, and pulled on a sweatshirt
for good measure. He went to the kitchen where his grandfather sat at the table
in the shadows, quietly sipping coffee.


“What are you doing up this early, Grandpa?” Cole asked, making
himself a bowl of cereal.


“Old habits are hard to die. I like the quietness of the early
morning. A man can play with his thoughts without interruption. A better
question is, where are you going?”


Cole sat down across from him. “Fishing. You taught me the
tricks of the trade.”


“Yes, I did,” he said with a smile. “It was fun taking you out
when you were a little kid. You’ve grown up so fast. I can remember the first
fish you caught; you were so excited. Your father wanted to grill it, but you
let it go. Not surprising since you usually took the opposite view of your
father on everything.”


“Dad’s pretty smart.”


“Yeah. I was probably too tough on him as a kid. His brothers
went to the city; he took the farm. Now he’s tough on you, but he knows you
have a real future in the world. Your father did too, but he decided to stay
and help me out.”


“I don’t think he has any regrets, Grandpa.”


He nodded. “He married a good woman. He has great kids, and he
sure found a way to make the farm very profitable, something I had trouble
doing. Then again the last I checked, the Earth wasn’t making any more land.
Well, anyway, good luck fishing.”
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Cole attached the trailer holding the motorboat to a small
tractor and drove a mile to the lake. He backed up the tractor to the water’s
edge then got out and slid the boat into the lake. Cole grabbed his fishing rod
and jumped in. He found a good spot about twenty yards from shore and dropped
anchor as the early morning sun was slowly burning off the surface mist.


Over the next hour he caught a couple of good-sized bass but
threw them back in. He liked the thrill of catching fish, but it was never
about eating them. There was something about being out on the lake, the
connection with nature, the eagles soaring above, the mist that would hover
above the lake, watching fish jump out of the water to catch bugs, and seeing a
family of deer grazing along the shore.


He started raising the anchor, which was oddly heavy. Using all
his strength, he kept pulling. As the anchor broke the surface, so did the body
entangled in it. Cole jumped back, his heart pounding. Taking deep breaths, he
calmed himself until shock and fear turned to curiosity. He leaned forward to
get a better look at the corpse, which looked fresh without any noticeable
decomposition. It was a man between twenty-five and thirty. Cole wondered how
long the body had been there and if anybody was looking for him. He looked
around; the lake was deserted and quiet. He started the outboard motor and
slowly returned to shore.


Cole hopped out of the boat and grabbed the body’s arm to pull
it out of the water. He stopped when he noticed there was a strange hole in the
man’s wrist. He looked more closely then stared in disbelief. The hole exposed
electrical circuitry. Cole was jolted by the realization it wasn’t a human
body; it was something out of a science fiction movie—or from another world.
The memories of that summer day when he was nine roared in his head.


He rolled the body into the boat, got the boat onto the
trailer, then jumped in the truck and sped home. He drove to an old shed that
his father never used and dumped the body inside. This time he was going to do
his own detective work to find out what he’d found. He half wondered if he
could figure out how to restart it.
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When Cole parked in front of his house, their two-year old
German Shepard, Buddy, was on the front porch and greeted him with a friendly
bark. Cole patted the dog’s head then went inside.


“How was the fishing?” his grandfather asked. “It was great,
caught a few bass.”


The old man angled his head. “You okay? You look a little
pale.”


“Everything’s fine,” he said, knowing it was anything but.














Chapter 5


The bell rang at three o’clock sharp in Green River High
School, and students rushed outside into the brisk, early spring air. Cole got
in his father’s F150 and drove slowly through the school parking lot. He
noticed Paige talking to Zach Edwards, the star quarterback—the guy the girls
couldn’t take their eyes off of.


Cole felt an unusual pang. He stopped the truck and watched
Paige from afar. Every time she smiled or laughed, he felt betrayal. Those
smiles and laughs had always been for him. Even though they’d been friends
since they were little kids, he suddenly felt a rush of emotions, including
jealousy, and realized he had romantic feelings for Paige. Watching the
good-looking quarterback charming her was killing him.


He put the truck in drive and pulled up next to Paige and Zach.
Cole rolled down the window.


“Hey, Paige; you need a ride home?” Paige hesitated.


“I got to go,” Zach said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


She jogged over to the truck with a bounce in her step and a
wide smile. On the way home, Cole could tell Paige was thinking about Zach,
causing him to brood. Paige noticed.


“It’s not like you to be this quiet,” she said.


“I’m tired,” he lied. “I didn’t get much sleep last night
worrying about what college I’m going to get into. My father is really counting
on me getting into Stanford, but sometimes I just want to go to Pale with you
guys. I would only be two hours from home.”


“Zach Edwards got a full boot to Pale for football.” “Great,”
he muttered sarcastically.


“What?”


“I said good for him,” he lied again. “Hey, I want to show you
something back at my house.”


She smiled. “I like surprises.”


He parked in front of the farmhouse, and his mom stepped onto
the porch with a wide smile.


“Hello, Mrs. Adams,” Paige said.


“Hi, Paige. Hey, Cole, you got something in the mail today.”
She walked down the porch stairs to hand him a letter. “It’s from Stanford.”


“Oh boy.” He stood staring at the letter. “I guess I should
open it.”


“I’ll leave you to it; let me know how it goes,” his mom said,
heading back into the house. She paused at the door. “Don’t worry about your
father. I know he’s counting on you getting into Stanford, but he’ll be fine if
you don’t.”


Cole held out the letter to Paige. “I want you to open it.”
“Me?”


“Yeah. Let’s do it on the porch.”


They sat down opposite each other, and Paige slowly opened the
envelope. She took out the letter and read it, her face unreadable. Then she
gave a whoop.


“You’re in!” she shouted. She came over and hugged him.
“Congratulations, Cole.”


He should have been ecstatic, but he wasn’t and had to fake his
emotions. “Let me see the letter.” He read it smiling but inside felt
miserable.


“You’re going to Stanford—and with a full scholarship,” Paige
said with pride. “That is like the hardest school to get in. Your father’s
going to be really proud.”


“Yeah. It’s awesome.”


She looked at him with beautiful blue eyes, and all he wanted
to do was kiss her.


“So what did you want to show me?”


He put the letter back in the envelope, folded it, and stuck it
in his back pocket. “Yeah, follow me.” As they walked, Cole told her, “I
cleaned up the shed and made it into a lab. I even hooked up lights to a
battery, so I can work in there at night.”


“Because that’s what smart Stanford guys can do.”


He smiled. “Anyway, I thought I should show my lab partner my
creation.”


She smiled back at him. “As long as I don’t have to do any lab
experiments.”


When they reached the shed, Cole took off the padlock he had
installed and pushed open the door, letting Paige go in first. She looked
around, impressed. Cole booted up his laptop then started typing. In the corner
the “drowned man” he had pulled from the lake lit up.


Startled, Paige jumped back and pressed her hand against her
chest. “You almost scared me to death.”


“It’s harmless.”


“What the heck is that?”


“I pulled it from the lake a few months ago. At first I thought
it was a dead body. But after a while I realized it was something from our
past—what we discovered as kids.”


“What do you mean?”


“It’s got to be the same kind of thing we saw that day. Some
kind of artificial intelligence automaton that somehow ended up in the lake. I
spent weeks drying it out then used one of those heart defibrillators to
jumpstart its system. There’s a control unit in its head, but I don’t
understand it. Yet.”


“This is unbelievable.”


“Just wait. I was able to download memory files that weren’t
corroded onto my laptop. Look.”


On the computer screen was a video of four of the robotic AIs
walking in a field.


“They look so human,” Paige said, awestruck. “How long ago were
they here?”


“I don’t know, but look in the background.”


Clearly visible was a large, black funnel cloud that turned
into a roiling tornado, which made a direct hit on where the AI men were,
flinging their spaceship around like a toy plane. The screen went dark.


“They never knew what hit them,” Cole said. My guess is, this
is one of the AIs that was out in the field, and it got flung into the lake.
The spaceship ended up buried in our field with another AI man inside. Who
knows what happened to the others? Now watch this.”


He typed in another command, and the six-foot android came to
life. “Hello, Cole. Who do you have here?”


“Robby, this is Paige.” “Hello, Paige.”


“Paige, this is Robby.”


Her jaw dropped. “It’s alive?”


Cole shrugged. “It can reason. It might be smarter than us. You
can ask it questions, and it will try to answer, but some of its files are
damaged. Watch. Robby, where are you from?”


“We are from the Triad solar system, 440 light-years away. Our
job is to explore the universe, collect samples, and do scientific studies for
human ecosystems.”


“Who created you?” Cole asked.


“I don’t know; I can’t recover those files.”


“I’m convinced they were created in the likeness of their
creators,” Cole told Paige.


“Meaning, there are other humans in the universe like us?”


“Kind of like us but a lot more advanced because this
technology is light years ahead of anything on this planet. But from what we
dug up in that cornfield, our government now has this technology—if I could
crack the code, obviously they could too. I can only imagine what the government
is doing with this technology.”


“That’s a scary thought,” Paige said. “I can’t believe you
figured all this out. You really are a savant.”


“Well, especially compared to Zach,” Cole blurted.


Paige frowned. “He plays football, so he’s just a dumb jock?”


“I was just kidding. Sorry if I hit a nerve,” Cole said, aware
that it was his third lie of the day.


Paige knew that Cole didn’t just say things, but she didn’t
push it. “Apology accepted. So does your dad know about this?”


“Are you crazy? I can’t tell him. You’re the first one I’ve
told; you’ve always been my partner in crime. Remember when we put a bunch of
frogs in Josh’s room as kids, and he found one in his sock when he was putting
it on?”


“That was your idea.”


“It most certainly was not.”


“Oh, yeah, that was my idea,” she said, and they both laughed.


“But seriously, you can’t tell anyone about this. Not even Rick
and Josh. I’ll tell them at some point.”


“Can I ask Robby a question?” “Sure.”


Paige thought a moment. “Robby, how many languages can you
speak?”


“Infinite.”


“Do you know how long you’ve been here?” “You mean sleep
state?”


“I guess.”


“Time has no meaning to me. But this planet’s day is based on
twenty-four hours.”


“How many planets have been found that can support human life?”


“My files are damaged. I can’t extract that information.”
“That’s too bad,” Paige sighed. “How about this?


Are you able to connect to others like you, like an alien
internet?”


“Yes.”


Cole did a double-take. “Paige, I think you’re the genius.
Robby, do you know if any are operational here on Earth?”


AI.


“There are three.”


Paige and Cole looked at each other. “Can you contact them?”
Cole asked. “Do you want me to?”


“No, don’t,” Cole ordered then quickly shut down the


Paige saw the concern on his face. “What’s wrong?”


“If Robby connected to any of the others, the government would
be knocking down our door in no time. Remember what they did last time when we
didn’t know what was going on. Now, who knows what they’d do.”


“I see your point,” Paige said.


Cole turned off his laptop and walked to the door. “That’s
enough fun for today. Let me get you home.”


He locked the shed door behind them, aware he had created his
own Frankenstein. He should have been focused on what he was going to do with
Robby, but he had a more pressing matter on his mind.


“Hey, Paige, um …” “What?”


He took a deep breath. “Would you go to the prom with me?”


She froze, looking both shocked and pained. “Zach already asked
me, and I said yes. I’m so sorry.”


“Don’t be sorry. No big deal,” he said, the disappointment
etched in his face. “We’re just friends, right?”


“Hey, you know who likes you? Brit Robinson. She’s a
cheerleader, really cute and super nice.”


“That’s good to know.” He forced a pained smile. “Oh, Cole.
It’s just a dance.”


“Sure.”


The drive to Paige’s house was silent—Cole focusing on the road
ahead, Paige staring out the side window. He dropped her off, and as he drove
away tears rolled down his cheeks.


Cole parked the pickup and walked slowly onto the porch and
dropped into a chair, watching the setting sun, beating himself up for not
asking her sooner. He’d assumed she’d always be there. It never occurred to him
she’d consider going to the prom with someone else—especially Zach Edwards of
all people. He made a face, and swiveled his head, and ranted out loud “Zach
Edwards!”
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“Just because he plays football?”


His mom came to the door. “It’s time for supper.”


He turned away, not wanting her to see his teary eyes. “I’ll be
right there.”


She opened the porch screen and sat down next to him. “What’s
wrong? I can tell when something is bothering you.”


“I’m fine.”


“It’s okay if you didn’t get into Stanford.” He almost laughed.
“I got in, Mom.”


Her face brightened and she hugged him. “That’s great news; you
should be so proud of yourself.”


“I am. It’s great.”


“It doesn’t sound like it. Why are you so glum? What’s going
on?”


“It’s nothing, Mom.”


She just stared at him, waiting. Cole knew she wasn’t going to
leave until he talked to her.


“It’s Paige. I wanted to take her to the prom, but somebody
else asked her already, and she said yes.”


The hurt in his eyes broke her heart. “Knowing Paige, she
probably didn’t want to hurt the boy’s feelings.”


“This isn’t just any boy, Mom. This is
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