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PROLOGUE


First comes darkness, the constant hushed murmur of wind through brittle leaves. And then a woman’s voice, quavering pleasantly with age.


“Sure,” she says. “Sure, my dad was a farmer back then.”


Then the darkness is gone, and all is golden and green as the wind stirs the tassels of waist-high young corn, rattling the stalks as it picks up, as if somewhere a storm is sending notice.


“Like everybody else back then,” the woman continues. All at once she is visible against a dark background. The lines of laughter and grief etched into her face, the relief map of a long life.


“Of course,” she says, “he didn’t start that way.”




PART ONE




ONE


The controls jerked in his hands as if they were alive.


Outside the cockpit, white mist streaked by. He could see the nose of his craft, but nothing beyond it.


“Computer says you’re too tight.” The radio crackled in his ear, the static of shredding ions from the air threatening to overwhelm the signal.


“I got this,” he protested, despite the fact that his instruments were telling him impossible things.


“Crossing the straights,” control said. “Shutting it down. Shutting it all down.”


“No!” he said. “We need to power up—”


He was spinning like crazy now, black and red, black and red, and suddenly the controls ripped free of his hands, and he screamed…


* * *


Cooper sat up in the bed, drenched in sweat, and in his mind—still saturated in dream—he was still spinning, still blind in the mist. Panting, he felt the air rushing into and out of his lungs as he tried to control it, to take control of something…


“Dad? Dad!”


He turned at the familiar voice, and saw her, in the faint first light of dawn coming through his window. His daughter. The whirlwind of his nightmare faded, and there was only the familiar room, the scent of old wood and mothballs coming from his bedclothes.


“Sorry,” he murmured. “Go back to sleep.”


She just stood there, though. Murph, as stubborn as ever.


“I thought you were a ghost,” she said.


Cooper saw she was serious.


“There’s no ghost, Murph,” he mumbled.


“Grandpa says you can get ghosts,” she persisted.


“Grandpa’s a little too close to being one himself,” Cooper grunted. “Back to sleep.”


Murph still wasn’t ready to go. The early morning light picked up the red in her hair, and her green eyes were full of concern. And obstinacy.


“Were you dreaming about the crash?” she asked.


“Back to sleep, Murph,” he said, trying to be firm. Murph hesitated, then finally, reluctantly turned and shuffled back through the door.


Rubbing his eyes, Cooper turned to the window. Outside lay a vista of young corn, its leaves dark green, still only waist high. Dawn was painting the tops of the stalks a vivid red-gold. A gentle breeze sent ripples through it, and in his sleep-blurred vision he felt as if he were gazing upon a vast sea, stretching off to the horizon.




TWO


“Corn, sure,” the old lady says. “But dust. In your ears, your mouth.” We move from her to an old man’s face, his watery eyes searching through decades and distance for the road marks left behind him.


“Dust just everywhere,” he says, nodding. “Everywhere.”


* * *


Donald swept the dust from the farmhouse porch, knowing in the back of his mind that it was pointless, that in a matter of hours it would be covered again. Yet simply surrendering to it seemed even more pointless.


This porch—and the sturdy two-story farmhouse to which it was attached—had sheltered generations. It deserved care. Wind and dust had nearly gnawed through the last coat of white paint, and it wasn’t likely to get a new coat anytime soon. And it needed bigger repairs than that, work that he was too old to do and Cooper was too busy to see to.


But he could sweep the porch. That much his aging body was still capable of doing. He could beat back the dust, although each assault was a temporary victory at best.


He straightened up and surveyed his work, then loosened the kerchief that stood between the grime and his lungs as he turned and swung open the farmhouse door.


So much for the porch, he thought. It was time to fix breakfast. He made his way to the kitchen, running his fingers through what little bit of thin hair remained on his balding head, feeling the grit matted in it.


Inside, he went to the table, where bowls lay upside down, covered in a thin film of dust, and turned their clean insides up. Then he turned his attention to the stove.


For Donald, the kitchen was probably the most comforting room in the house. His wife had once stood in front of the sturdy enameled ivory oven and stovetop, and in time his daughter had joined her, at first straining on her tiptoes to stir the pot. Then later, as a strong young woman with both feet firmly planted, feeding a family of her own. Both women now gone, but both still here, somehow.


He put the grits on and stirred them as they came to a boil, then turned down the heat so they would simmer, remembering times when breakfast had been a bit more… varied. Oatmeal, waffles, pancakes. Fruit.


Now, mostly grits. And without a lot of the things that made grits worthwhile—the butter, sorghum molasses, bacon for Chrissake. But there wasn’t much point in bawling about the things that were gone, was there? And there was plenty good that remained. Time was, a bowl of plain grits was more than most people could hope for in a day. Those days were past, too, and he didn’t miss them in the slightest.


Count your blessings, old man. He could almost hear the old woman saying it. No sense moaning ’bout what you can’t have. And by the time the grits were done, counting the better end of his blessings was easy enough—they were all right there in front of him.


There was his grandson Tom, of course. Donald’s grandson was always there when food hit the table. His fifteen-year-old body seemed to travel on two hollow legs. The boy was always hungry—and so he should be, because he was a hard worker, too. He didn’t complain about the lack of diversity in breakfast.


Grits were fine with Tom.


His ten-year-old granddaughter Murph was a bit slower to arrive. Her coppery hair was wet, and she still had a towel around her neck from the shower. At times he thought her the spitting image of her mother, but then she would turn in such a way, or say a particular thing, and he could see her father there. Like now. She was fiddling with the pieces of something or other as she sat down. Which she oughtn’t to be.


“Not at the table, Murph,” he admonished, without any heat in his voice.


But Murph more or less ignored him and looked instead to her father, who had been there all along—before either of his kids—getting his coffee. Cooper was Donald’s son-in-law.


He was a good man. He was a decent farmer, too, very much the guy you wanted when you needed a twenty-year-old combine put back in working condition with a handful of wires and an old toaster. Or wanted your solar array to pull in another fifteen percent. He was a whiz with machines. And his daughter had loved him. If he couldn’t have his daughter, Cooper was the next best thing, he figured. The man she loved, the children she made.


“Dad, can you fix this?” Murph asked Cooper.


Cooper came over to the table and reached for the pieces of plastic she had pinched between her fingertips, a frown presenting on his lean face. Donald saw now what it was—the broken model of an Apollo lunar lander.


“What’d you do to my lander?” Cooper asked.


“Wasn’t me,” Murph said.


“Lemme guess,” Tom sneered, through a mouthful of grits. “Your ghost?”


Murph appeared not to hear Tom. She had lately seemed to discover that ignoring him irritated him far more than any rejoinder she might come up with.


“It knocked it off my shelf,” she said to her father, quite matter-of-factly. “It keeps knocking books off.”


“There’s no such thing as ghosts, dumb-ass,” Tom said.


“Hey!” Cooper said, sending him a hard look. Tom just shrugged and looked unrepentant.


But Murph wouldn’t let go.


“I looked it up,” she said. “It’s called a poltergeist.”


“Dad, tell her,” Tom pleaded.


“Murph,” Cooper said, “you know that’s not scientific.” But his daughter stared at him stubbornly.


“You say science is about admitting what we don’t know,” she said.


“She’s got you there,” Donald said.


Cooper handed Murph back the pieces.


“Start looking after our stuff,” he said.


Donald caught Cooper’s eye.


“Coop,” he admonished.


Cooper shrugged. Donald was right. Murph was smart, but she needed a little guidance.


“Fine,” he said. “Murph, you wanna talk science, don’t just tell me you’re scared of some ghost. Record the facts, analyze—present your conclusions.”


“Sure,” Murph said, and her expression said that the wheels were turning already.


Cooper seemed to think that settled things. He grabbed his keys and stood up.


“Hold up,” Donald said. “Parent–teacher conferences. Parent… not grandparent.”


* * *


Donald meant well, but Cooper was still feeling the sting of his comment as the kids climbed into the battered old pickup truck, knocking the night’s layer of dust off of the seats. The old pickup showed almost as much rust as it did the original blue paint job, and enough dents and scratches to prove what a workhorse it had been.


Sure, he’d missed a few of these school things, now and then—he was busy. He was a single father. Was it so bad to ask Donald to pick up a little of the slack? It wasn’t like Cooper didn’t spend time with the kids. Quality time.


But that didn’t mean jumping through whatever hoops the school demanded of him. He had better things to do.


As he opened the driver’s-side door, he took another sip of his coffee, peering at the black cloud rising in the distance, trying to gauge it, estimate how far away it was. Whose fields were there? Which way was it moving?


“Dust storm?” he wondered aloud.


Donald shook his head.


“Nelson’s torching his whole crop.”


“Blight?” Cooper asked.


“They’re saying it’s the last harvest for okra,” Donald replied. “Ever.”


Cooper watched the black smoke, wondering if that could be right, knowing in the pit of his gut it probably was. But what good was okra, anyway? Slimy stuff, unless you fried it. Used to thicken soup. A luxury, not a staple. It was an insignificant loss.


“Shoulda planted corn like the rest of us,” he said as he got into the truck. Nelson had always had more nerve than sense.


“Be nice to Miss Hanley,” Donald said. “She’s single.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Cooper snapped, knowing full well what the old man was getting at.


“Repopulating the Earth,” Donald clarified. “Start pulling your weight.”


He seemed to get nosier every day. Cooper wasn’t sure where the line was, but he thought the old man had crossed it a while back, and was now just sort of camping out smack in the middle of his private concerns.


“Start minding your business,” Cooper shot back. But he knew the old man meant well.


* * *


Moments later they were wheeling down the dirt road. Cooper gripped the steering wheel with one hand and his coffee with the other. Murph was sandwiched between him and Tom.


“Okay,” he said to her as first gear began to wind out. He stepped on the clutch. “Gimme second.”


Murph wrestled the long shifter into second gear as Cooper took another sip of coffee and let the pedal up.


“Now third,” he said after a few seconds, as the truck picked up speed. He pushed down again, and Murph struggled with the stick. He heard the transmission grind in protest as she failed to locate third.


“Find a gear, dumb-ass,” Tom rebuked.


“Shut up, Tom!” Cooper scolded his son.


His reprimand was punctuated by a loud bang, followed by an abrupt roughening of the ride.


“What’d you do, Murph?” Tom demanded.


“She didn’t do anything,” Cooper said. “We lost a tire, is all.” He pulled over—not that anyone was likely to come along.


“Murphy’s Law,” Tom said, a little too gleefully. He made a little “ouch!” face at her.


“Shut up, Tom,” Murph said, and she shot him a withering look.


Cooper pushed open the door, climbed out, looked at the tire, and saw that yeah, it was pretty damn flat. He turned to Tom.


“Grab the spare,” he said.


“That is the spare,” Tom replied, opening his door and joining his father.


“Okay,” Cooper said. “Patch kit.”


“How am I supposed to patch it out here?” Tom protested.


“Figure it out,” he told his son. “I’m not always going to be here to help you.” Then he went around the back and to the other side of the truck. He found Murph leaning there, still fuming a little.


“Why’d you and Mom name me after something bad?” she demanded.


“We didn’t,” he told her.


“Murphy’s Law?” she asked, equal parts dubious and indignant.


Cooper studied his daughter’s earnest expression. He remembered the young man and woman who had named her.


“Murphy’s Law doesn’t mean bad stuff will happen,” he explained gently, really wanting her to understand. “It means ‘whatever can happen… will happen.’ And that sounded just fine to us.”


Murph frowned, and at first he thought she was about to protest further, but then he realized she wasn’t really paying attention to him anymore. Her eyes were far away, as if she had suddenly tuned into a frequency he couldn’t receive.


“What?” he asked. But then he heard it too, a long, low rumble, rising in pitch due to the Doppler effect. Something was coming toward them—no, flying toward them—and he was sure he recognized the noise it was making. But it had been so long, it was a little hard to believe his ears.


He grabbed Murph and pushed her back toward her seat in the truck, just as a projectile blew past overhead—a missile-shaped object with long, narrow, tapered wings jutting out at right angles.


“Come on!” he shouted. He leapt into the truck, fumbling for the laptop computer and the antenna that was connected to it. He quickly passed them to Murph, then yelled at Tom, who had the jack in his hand and was looking up from the flat tire.


“Get in!”


“What about the tire?” the boy asked.


But there was no time to worry about that now.




THREE


The drone could not, of course, be bothered to follow roads, so neither could they. As fast as the truck would go, they were tearing through a cornfield, flattening the stalks beneath three tires and a wobbling rim.


He tried not to think about how much of the crop he was destroying, but at least it was his own field. He wouldn’t have an angry lynch mob showing up at the house in a few hours. And he knew it was justified. The corn was precious, yes, but you didn’t see one of these things every day.


Or month.


Or… year.


Cooper darted his gaze about frantically, trying to see through the corn, over it, but between the high stalks and the roof of the truck there was only a narrow window of visibility.


Across the cab, scrunched against the passenger-side door, Murph had the laptop booted up. Tom was in the middle this time, and Coop was doing his own shifting.


“There!” Tom shouted, pointing off to the right. Cooper ducked his head and looked up.


And there it was, only meters above the corn.


What the hell is it doing? he thought. What’s it searching for? Cooper spun the wheel, fishtailing them toward the thing that looked like a small plane without a cockpit.


Then he recognized the silhouette.


“Indian air force surveillance drone,” Cooper said. “Solar cells could power an entire farm.”


He glanced at Tom.


“Take the wheel,” he said.


After a quick display of mutual contortion, Tom was in the driver’s seat and Cooper was in the middle with the laptop. He handed Murph the antenna.


“Keep it pointed right at it,” he told her. Then he went to work on the computer. After a moment the screen began to fill with the flowing, almost liquid lines of the Devanagari script. But success gave way to disappointment—the signal was dropping away.


“Faster, Tom,” he said. “I’m losing it.”


Tom took the command to heart, flooring the pedal of the old truck and zigzagging through the corn with abandon. The signal jumped back up, and Cooper kept working at the encryption. The truck burst from the corn and onto open ground.


“Dad?” Tom said.


“Almost got it,” he told his son, eyes locked on the screen. “Don’t stop.”


The drone vanished from view, dropping over the horizon. They must be close to the next valley, Cooper figured, for it to be able to pull that trick.


“Dad…” Tom said, his voice sounding a little more urgent.


Cooper looked up, just in time to see they were barreling toward the sharp drop into the reservoir. His eyes went wide, and his heart dropped into his shoes.


“Tom!” he yelped.


The boy slammed on the brakes. Rocks pinged off the bottom of the truck, and they skidded to a halt in a cloud of dust, dangerously near the drop. Breathing heavily, Cooper stared for a moment, thinking how it was good they hadn’t had four working tires, because they would have been going even faster…


He looked over at Tom.


His son just shrugged.


“You told me to keep going,” he said.


Heart still racing, Cooper reached past his daughter and pushed open the passenger door. Murph hopped out the truck and he followed, laptop in hand.


“Guess that answers the ‘if I told you to drive off a cliff’ scenario,” he muttered, mostly to himself. Then he looked at Murph to make sure she was okay. She still had the antenna pointed hopefully beyond the bluff.


“We lost it,” she said.


Her disappointment made the grin Cooper felt tugging at his lips feel all the better.


“No, we didn’t,” he said, as the drone came soaring back over them. He continued piloting it with the track pad, banking it in a broad arc above. Both kids watched the machine, a marvel from another era, as it dipped and straightened its wings at his command. Tom looked mildly excited. Murph was clearly in awe.


“Want to give it a whirl?” he asked Murph.


He didn’t have to ask twice. As he guided her fingers across the pad, her face lit up with amazement and joy. It was wonderful to see, and he wanted to stretch the moment out forever.


But they had things to do.


“Let’s set her down next to the reservoir,” he said, after a bit.


Spotting a wide, flat spot, Cooper brought the drone to the ground. Then they drove, slowly and unsteadily, across the rough ground, rocks and gravel scraping against the wheel that sported only tattered fragments of the ruined tire.


The drone was almost as long as the truck, but slim and tubular.


What a beauty, he thought, rubbing his palm across the smooth, dark surface, imagining the clever hands that had built it, feeling almost like a kid again himself. Not that long ago, mankind had made such marvelous, beautiful things.


“How long you think it’s been up there?” Tom asked.


“Delhi mission control went down same as ours, ten years ago,” Cooper answered.


“It’s been up there ten years?” Tom said, his tone incredulous. “Why’d it come down so low?”


“Sun finally cooked its brain,” Cooper speculated. “Or it came down looking for something.”


“What?” Murph wanted to know.


“Some kind of signal,” he replied. He shook his head. “Who knows?”


Cooper explored the surface of the machine until he found the access panel. Other than his own efforts—and the faint, sluggish movement of the river—all was still. A slight breeze mingled the scent of burnt corn with aquatic decay. Like everything else, the reservoir had known better days.


He pried open the panel and peered into the box that housed the drone’s brain.


“What are you going to do with it?” Murph asked.


“Give it something scientifically responsible to do,” Cooper said. “Like drive a combine.” He moved to one end and hefted it experimentally. He and Tom would be able to get it into the truck.


“Couldn’t we just let it go?” she asked. “It’s not hurting anyone.”


Cooper glanced down fondly at his daughter. She had a good heart, and generous sensibilities. And a part of him ached at the thought of taking this thing that had roamed freely on the winds for more than a decade—maybe the last of its kind, one of the last flying machines ever—and enslaving it to a field of corn. But unlike Murph, he knew that such feelings had to come second to the necessity.


“This thing has to adapt,” he explained. “Just like the rest of us.”


* * *


By the time they finally limped up to the school, the sleek drone hanging out of the back of the battered truck, Cooper was fighting down a certain amount of anxiety about the parent–teacher conferences.


“How’s this work?” he asked tentatively. “You guys come with?”


“I’ve got class,” Tom informed him with a hint of superiority. Then he patted Murph on the shoulder. “But she needs to wait.”


Murph sent Tom another venom-filled glare as he nimbly exited the vehicle.


“Why?” Cooper asked. “What?” As his son disappeared toward the door, he turned to his daughter.


Murph looked uncomfortable as she scribbled something in her notebook.


“Dad,” she began, “I had a… thing. Well, they’ll tell you about it. Just try and…”


“Am I gonna be mad?” Cooper demanded, raising his eyebrows.


“Not with me,” Murph said. “Just try not to…”


“Relax,” he reassured her. “I got this.”




FOUR


Cooper hadn’t cared for the principal’s office when he was a boy. Now he found he cared for it even less. He felt nervous and jittery—almost as if he had done something wrong.


The principal—William Okafor—was looking out of his window as Cooper stepped in, and he turned to greet his visitor. He was a bit younger than Cooper himself. The authority that was so casually attached to him seemed outsized for the job of riding herd on less than a hundred students. His dark suit and black tie only enhanced the impression, and made Cooper more nervous.


What would he have been thirty years ago? A corporate executive? A military officer? The president of a university?


There was a woman in the room, as well, and he nodded to her. She nodded back. He wondered if she was Miss Hanley, and remembered Donald’s advice to be nice to her. He had to admit that she wasn’t too hard on the eyes. Long blonde hair braided and tied around the top of her head. Conservative skirt and light blue sweater.


“Little late, Coop,” Okafor chastised. He pointed at the empty chair in front of his desk and then nodded out the window toward Cooper’s truck.


“Ah… we had a flat,” Cooper said.


“And I guess you had to stop off at the Asian fighter-plane store.” He sounded a combination of disapproving and curious.


Cooper sat, trying to smile.


“Actually, sir, it’s a surveillance drone,” he explained. “With outstanding solar cells.”


The principal didn’t seem impressed, and he picked up a piece of paper, scanning it.


“We got Tom’s scores back,” he said. “He’s going to make an excellent farmer.” He pushed a paper across his desk. “Congratulations.”


Cooper glanced at it.


“Yeah, he’s got the knack for it,” he conceded.


But Tom could do better.


“What about college?” he asked.


“The university only takes a handful,” Okafor replied. “They don’t have the resources—”


That was too much for Cooper.


“I’m still paying taxes,” he erupted indignantly. “Where’s that go? There’s no more armies…”


The principal shook his head slowly.


“Not to the university, Coop,” he said. “You have to be realistic.”


Realistic? Cooper only felt his outrage growing. This was his kid. This was Tom.


“You’re ruling him out now?” Cooper persisted, not willing to let go. “He’s fifteen.”


“Tom’s score simply isn’t high enough,” Okafor replied.


Trying to keep it together, Cooper pointed at the principal’s pants.


“What’re you?” he demanded. “About a 36-inch waist?”


Okafor just stared at him, clearly unsure where he was going with this.


“Thirty-inch inseam?” Cooper added.


Okafor continued to look at him without comprehension.


“I’m not sure I see what—” he began with a little frown.


“You’re telling me,” Cooper plowed on, “you need two numbers to measure your own ass, but just one to measure my son’s future?”


Miss Hanley stifled a laugh. So she had a sense of humor, too. That was okay. But she looked rebuffed when the principal shot her a nasty look before putting his game face back on.


“You’re a well-educated man, Coop,” he said, trying to regain the upper hand. “A trained pilot—”


“And an engineer,” Cooper put in, not willing to be shortchanged by this condescending pri… principal.


“Okay,” Okafor said, leaning forward. “Well, right now the world doesn’t need more engineers. We didn’t run out of planes, or television sets. We ran out of food.”


Cooper sat back in the chair, feeling the steam leak out of him.


“The world needs farmers,” Okafor continued, with a smile that was probably meant to be benign but just felt patronizing. “Good farmers, like you. And Tom. We’re a caretaker generation. And things are getting better. Maybe your grandchildren—”


Cooper suddenly just wanted to be very far from this man, this conversation, this situation—all of it.


“Are we done, sir?” he asked abruptly.


But it wasn’t going to be that easy. Nothing ever was.


“No,” the principal said. “Miss Hanley is here to talk about Murph.”


Reluctantly, Cooper shifted his gaze to Miss Hanley. What was coming next? Were they going to tell him that Murph wasn’t sixth-grade material? Because if that was the case, there were some modifications he could make to his combines.


They could make a real mess of this place.


“Murph’s a bright kid,” she began, dispelling that worry, but raining a metric ton of others. “A wonderful kid, Mr. Cooper. But she’s been having a little trouble…”


Here we go, Cooper thought. The “but.”


Miss Hanley placed a textbook on the desk.


“She brought this to school,” she said. “To show the other kids the section on lunar landings…”


“Yeah,” he said, recognizing it. “It’s one of my old textbooks. She likes the pictures.”


“This is an old federal textbook,” Miss Hanley said. “We’ve replaced them with corrected versions.”


“Corrected?” Cooper asked.


“Explaining how the Apollo missions were faked to bankrupt the Soviet Union.”


He was so stunned that for a moment he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to react.


Laugh? Cry?


Explode?


He settled for incredulity.


“You don’t believe we went to the moon?” Sure, he was aware that there had always been a fringe element—crazies who held to that cock-eyed nonsense. But a teacher? How could anyone with half a mind peddle that baloney?


She smiled at him as if he were a three-year-old.


“I believe it was a brilliant piece of propaganda,” she allowed. “The Soviets bankrupted themselves pouring resources into rockets and other useless machines.”


“Useless machines?” Cooper asked, feeling his fuse grow shorter.


Of course, she kept going.


“Yes, Mr. Cooper,” she said, tolerantly. “And if we don’t want to repeat the wastefulness of the twentieth century, our children need to learn about this planet. Not tales of leaving it.”


Cooper tried to absorb that for a moment. His fuse was still burning, flaring even, sputtering toward the keg.


“One of those useless machines they used to make,” he finally began, “was called an MRI. And if we had any of them left, the doctors would have been able to find the cyst in my wife’s brain before she died, rather than afterwards. Then she would be sitting here listening to this, which’d be good, ’cos she was always the calmer one…”


Miss Hanley looked first confused, then embarrassed, then a little aghast, but before she could say anything, Okafor broke in.


“I’m sorry about your wife, Mr. Cooper,” he said. “But Murph got into a fistfight with several of her classmates over this Apollo nonsense, and we thought it best to bring you in and see what ideas you might have for dealing with her behavior on the home front.” With that, he stopped and waited.


Cooper regarded the two of them for a moment, thinking how unreal it was, how everything seemed sort of normal sometimes, and then you realized how upside down things had actually turned.


Am I that out of touch? he wondered. Has it really gotten that bad?


He guessed he was, and that it had. He didn’t pay much attention to what little news there was, because he had long ago realized it was really mostly propaganda. But he hadn’t realized they had gone so far as to rewrite the freaking textbooks.


Principal Okafor and Miss Hanley were waiting expectantly. They wanted to know how he was going to punish Murph for her temerity. How he was going to straighten her out.


They deserved an answer.


“Sure,” he said, finally, carefully measuring out his words. “Well, there’s a ball game tomorrow night, and Murph’s going through a bit of a baseball phase. There’ll be candy and soda…”


A look of approval had begun to appear on Miss Hanley’s face. He remembered Donald’s words again. But even if he were anywhere near to being in the market for another wife, no amount of looks could make up for this amount of stupid. He regarded her bluntly.


“I think I’ll take her to that,” he told her.


She blinked as if she didn’t understand, then turned to Okafor, a very unhappy expression starting upon her pretty features.


The principal didn’t look so happy himself.


* * *


“How’d it go?” Murph asked a few minutes later, as he approached the pickup.


“I, uh… got you suspended,” he admitted.


“What?” she gasped.


“Sorry,” he muttered.


“Dad!” she said, her voice rising. “I told you not to—”


The CB radio in the truck suddenly squawked to life.


“Cooper?” it crackled. “Boots for Cooper.”


With a certain amount of relief, he brushed past his distressed daughter and picked up the handset, holding it close alongside his mouth.


“Cooper,” he replied.


“Coop, those combines you rebuilt went haywire,” Boots asserted. He sounded a little excited, which was unusual. Boots had been Cooper’s chief farmhand for half a decade, but he’d been farming since childhood, and had pretty much seen it all.


“Power the controllers down for a few minutes,” Cooper said, still aware of Murph’s expression of disbelief, and trying to avoid catching her eye.


“Did that,” Boots replied. “You should come take a look, it’s kinda weird.”




FIVE


Kinda weird? Cooper thought as they passed the enormous boxy harvester that was pulling up to the house. How about, “Freakin’ weird?”


The harvester wasn’t alone. Dozens of automated farming machines had arrived in his front yard and stopped, nudged up to his porch as if they were waiting to be let in. It reminded Cooper of a nativity scene, with the machines playing the parts of the animals.


As he and Murph got out of the truck to more fully appreciate the bizarre tableau, Boots arrived. His white hair marked him as a bit older than Cooper. He was no great thinker, but he knew farming as well as anyone.


“One by one they been peeling off from the fields and heading over,” Boots said.


Cooper walked over to the harvester, opened up the cabin, and had a look at the autopilot that worked the controls.


“Something’s interfering with their compass,” Boots went on. “Magnetism or some such…”


That much was obvious, Cooper thought. But what was there in the house that could exert that sort of magnetic force? He thought about the drone, which also had been called by something unknown—if not to his house, then at least to the same general area. What were the odds of both things happening in the same day?


They seemed pretty low.


He wheeled and strode toward the house, not at all sure what he was looking for. Whatever it was, though, he was damned determined that he was gonna find it.


He didn’t see anything in the kitchen, though. Murph walked in behind him.


“What is it, Dad?”


Before he could answer, there was a pronounced—if not particularly loud—thump from upstairs. Cooper moved quickly to the stairs, then climbed them warily, all sorts of thoughts scurrying through his mind.
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