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pronunciations

Names of the colonists are spelled with an h. A sharp ear would notice 
a slight huh sound when pronounced by native Ahlemoni speakers. 
For Earth speakers, the h is silent. Thorin is pronounced TOR-in. 
Mhara is pronounced MARR-uh.

Ahlemon – a•la•MAWN 
Alto Mair – al•to MAY•or 
Alto Raun – al•to rawn
Gheno Ra – jen•no raw 
Leevee – LEE•vee 
Matan – muh•TAWN 
Meken – MEK•en 
Rakaan – ruh•KAWN 
Rhaji – RAW•gee 
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prologue

Eight hours before Push

A lone figure stood shadowlike on the observation deck high atop the 
city’s central tower, the humid ocean air whipping at his metallic skin. 
As he had countless times before, he wished that he could feel it.

“Atticus,” a voice spoke from the darkness behind him. “The 
Push is expected today. Everything is ready. Rakaan requests your 
permission to proceed.”

Every night for almost a thousand years Atticus had stood in 
this place, knowing that this moment would come, but not knowing 
when . . . until now. How did we come to this? The question lingered 
in his mind for a few seconds, a long time for someone with his pro-
cessing capabilities; then he dismissed it. It didn’t matter; it would 
not alter his course. Instead, he was struck with the significance of 
the moment, and how a single word could hold so much power over 
the future of a planet, perhaps even the galaxy. He cocked his head 
and said, “Proceed.”

Then he returned to contemplate the causality between this par-
ticular moment and the word proceed, and how the two marked the 
beginning of the end for the human race.
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Over the Rocky Mountains

His head resting against a window frame on a Boeing 737, Kane 
McKennon gazed through a clear sky at the snow-capped mountain 
range below. From the vantage point of an airliner flying at thirty-five 
thousand feet, he was always amazed at how much uninhabited land 
there was on the earth. What overpopulation problem? he thought. 
Space isn’t the problem. Keeping the masses happy is the problem.

Yawning, he brushed a lock of dark hair behind his ear and 
scratched at his beard, which was deliberately trimmed to a seventy- 
two-hour shadow. He closed his eyes and nestled in to the corner 
nook between his seat and the cabin wall. Two minutes later, he was 
wide-eyed, staring blankly at the seat back in front of him. Sleep 
had been elusive for days, his thoughts continually drawn to the one 
thing he wished he could stop thinking about . . . Leslie. Ever since 
she’d left him, a week ago, her I’m-breaking-up-with-you note had 
run in a continuous loop in his brain as he repeatedly tried to solve 
an unsolvable puzzle. 
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Kane,
It’s not working. You live in solo survival mode. I’m not 

some problem to be solved, and I don’t need constant rescue. You 
make a good hero, but not a good life partner. I really do care 
about you, but I need someone who wants to be in a two-way 
relationship. I’m sorry, Kane. 

Good-bye.
Leslie

But there was no secret code. There was no hidden solution. 
There was only pain. And Kane simply didn’t know how to deal 
with it. Awash with an emotional ache he couldn’t identify, he 
gritted his teeth and pressed the back of his head into the headrest. 
He could still feel her warm body, smell her perfume, and hear her 
laugh. I’m such an idiot. What the hell’s wrong with me? Unbidden, 
memories of other personal failures floated like a swarm of ghosts 
into his consciousness. He winced and groaned out loud. 

“Are you OK?” his row mate asked.
“Yeah,” Kane said, embarrassed but quickly composing himself. 

“I just realized I forgot something,” he lied.
“You didn’t leave the oven on, I hope.”
“No, nothing like that. I think I left the car running.” 
The man’s eyebrows rose; then a smile crossed his face as he 

realized that Kane was watching for his reaction. “Good one.”
“Sorry. I couldn’t help myself.” Kane faked a smile.
Having made eye contact now, the man said, “You know, I didn’t 

want to bother you when you sat down, but you’re Kane McKennon, 
aren’t you?” 

“That I am.” Kane knew what was coming.
“I watch your show, Surviving. It’s a good one. I love the survival 

programs; they’re such an interesting blend of brain and brawn. 
Guess I fantasize about having more brawn . . . and rugged good 
looks.” He extended his hand. “I’m James Manassa.” 

Kane looked him over. He was tall and lanky, probably in his 
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forties, dark hair, well groomed. Kane took his hand. His grip was 
confident. “And what do you do, Mr. Manassa?”

“I’m a doctor, a surgeon. But I’m a student of everything, much 
like you, Mr. McKennon. Your work is very multidisciplinary.”

“Call me Kane. Yeah, I’m always looking for anything to help 
me become better at what I do.”

“So, are you filming an episode in the Canadian wilderness?”
“Actually, no. My friends think I’m a workaholic, so they bought 

me a fishing trip for my fortieth birthday. I’m on my way to meet 
up with a couple of them at a lodge outside of Vancouver. How 
about you?”

“I’m returning home from a Doctors Without Borders sympo-
sium. I was on a panel discussing critical care without electricity.”

“That’s gotta be some challenging work. Sounds like you’re 
already a survival guy.”

“Oh, no,” he said, shaking his head. “Not really. I’m just a typical 
doctor with a busy practice in Vancouver who likes a little adventure 
once in a while.” 

“Any doctor doing work like that is not typical. You’re doing a 
great service.” 

“Thank you.” Then, sheepishly, the doctor ventured, “I won-
der . . . would you mind walking me through one of your spon-
taneous survival exercises? That is, if you feel like talking. If you’d 
rather not, I totally understand; just say the word and I’ll shut up 
and go back to reading.”

“No, I’m good.” Kane was still getting used to the public rec-
ognition from having his own TV show. The forced conversations 
with total strangers could often be awkward, but he was intrigued 
by Dr. James Manassa. “We need a scenario.”

The doctor was prepared. “What if we had to make an emer-
gency landing in these mountains?” 

“OK.” Kane looked out his window. “First, it’d be a miracle if 
any of us survived a landing down there.”
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“Say we did, I’d really like to hear what you would do.”
Kane didn’t respond immediately, already considering the 

scenario.
“Evaluation, right?” Dr. Manassa jumped in. “Three things: 

people, conditions, and resources.”
“That’s right.” Kane smiled, pleased that someone was paying 

attention to his show. While TV was mostly about entertainment, 
he really wanted his show to be practical as well. 

“Does it matter where we start?” 
“Depends on the urgency of the situation,” Kane replied. “In 

this case, we can start with the people.”
“So . . . ,” Dr. Manassa looked around the cabin, “what do we 

have here?” 
Without so much as a glance at the passengers, Kane launched 

into a verbal analysis. “This 737 has 138 seats. Eighteen are empty, 
so that leaves 120 passengers. Add the pilot, copilot, and three 
flight attendants and there are 125 people on board. The demo-
graphics are almost evenly male and female. There are two college 
soccer teams traveling together, a men’s and a women’s, and they’re 
planning one hell of a party when they get home—they both won 
their recent matches. We’ve got the usual solo travelers; I’d say half 
business, half personal. There are six couples, two that are elderly, 
no children or infants, and a couple of older teens. The woman in 
1A is brown haired, single, probably mid-forties, and wearing a beige 
blouse and black slacks. I could describe the rest of the passengers 
and tell you what seats they’re in, but it’s irrelevant, although you 
might suggest a sedative to the guy in 13C; he’s terrified of flying. 
My takeaway? It’s unusual for such a large, randomly assembled 
group to be so focused in its demographic; this one is made up 
of mostly younger adults, and they’re healthier than average. As a 
group, they should do better than normal in the colder conditions. 
But a younger group is more disposed to leadership tensions, espe-
cially under stress.”
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Dr. Manassa stared, awestruck. “How did you do that?”
“I boarded last and walked the entire plane before I took my 

seat. It’s a habit from my military days—the evaluation thing follows 
me everywhere. And I have a photographic memory.” Uncomfortable 
with the doctor’s stare, Kane scratched at his beard and added, “Don’t 
be too impressed, doc. It’s a blessing and a curse.”

“I can see the blessing. What’s the curse?”
“I can’t seem to shut it off.”
“The gift that won’t stop giving, huh?”
“Something like that.”
“Well, that was amazing.”
Kane nodded, acknowledging the compliment. But Dr. Manassa’s 

comment had set him thinking . . . how his so-called gift might be 
spoiling his relationships. 

“So, conditions,” the doctor said. (If he had noticed Kane’s 
mental distraction, he ignored it.)

Kane looked out his window. “It’s late winter, but there’s some 
clear valleys, which means snowmelt—”

A brilliant flash of light filled the sky, turning Kane’s vision to 
a wash of pure yellow. There was a collective gasp in the plane as he 
recoiled. He felt the doctor’s hand fumbling for the armrest, where 
it found Kane’s forearm and squeezed desperately. 

“Kane, are you blinded?”
“Yeah. Are you?”
“Yes. Did an engine explode?” The doctor’s fear was evident in 

his voice.
“No. We’d feel it.” Kane was alarmed, but he was already ana-

lyzing the situation.
“Thank God.” Dr. Manassa relaxed his grip. “The flash has 

bleached our retinas, but it should pass shortly. Close your eyes for 
a minute or two; then open and close them slowly.”

Kane closed his eyes and listened. The plane sounded and felt 
normal. From the distressed voices, he gathered that only those 
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looking out a window on his side of the plane were blinded. Many 
of the passengers were asking questions, wondering what had hap-
pened. Nearby, a flight attendant was trying her best to calm a woman 
who was particularly upset. 

“My vision’s clear enough,” the doctor said. “I’m going to see if 
I can help.” He slipped out of his seat.

Opening and closing his eyes methodically, Kane fixed his blurred 
gaze on someone sitting across the aisle. A red-haired girl came into 
focus. She was staring back at him with a what-are-you-looking-at? 
glare. He pointed to his eyes and mouthed, “Sorry.”

Turning back to the window, he looked for the source of the 
flash. His first thought was an atomic detonation, but there was no 
sign of a blast, at least not on the ground. Looking up, he searched, 
and almost missed it; there was a subtle distortion in the sky. He 
blinked a few times, wondering if his eyes were still adjusting, but 
then he overheard the man directly in front of him pointing out the 
anomaly to his travel companion. 

A patch of sky rippled, like water from a stone thrown into a 
pond. In a perfect circle, concentric rings pulsed outward, in slow, 
repeating cycles. The wave grew and appeared to be moving toward 
them, but because of its transparency, it was difficult to discern how 
far away it was. Kane first thought it was some kind of thermal 
wave, generated by the source of the flash. But it didn’t fit the logic; 
a flash of that magnitude had to have come from a blast that would 
have sent waves out in all directions. Instead, what he was seeing 
was a focused beam of energy . . . and it was on a direct intercept path 
with their plane. Since they were traveling at over five hundred miles 
per hour, he didn’t think it was coincidence. Apparently, neither did 
their pilots. Kane felt his body lift as the plane abruptly dropped 
altitude; they were taking evasive action. But the wave moved with 
them, tracking their plane like a heat-seeking missile.

A man yelled, “It’s gonna hit us!” 
While most of the passengers looked to see what he was talking 
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about, several panicked and tried to move to empty seats on the other 
side of the plane, hoping that would somehow protect them from the 
impact. Tempers quickly flared as people jostled one another.

“Everyone, please stay in your seats,” a flustered flight atten-
dent entreated over the speaker system. “Please return to your 
seats and fasten your seat belts.”

Dr. Manassa had already returned to his, apparently deciding it 
was time to tend to his own safety. In the midst of the rising chaos, 
Kane caught the words of a distraught female sitting in the seat 
behind him.

“I don’t want to die,” she whimpered. 
How quickly a situation can go from totally normal to life threat-

ening, he thought. And he knew that there was absolutely nothing 
he could do about this one. He was not a religious man, but as was 
his habit in times like these, he uttered a prayer. “God, we could use 
a little help.” Then, willing his body to relax, he watched the wave 
approach. 

Passengers screamed. 
“Now,” he breathed, as it struck the plane.
Silence. 
Literal and complete silence. 
The screams, the whirring of the jet engines, the whoosh of the 

air vent blowing; all sound was gone. Kane thought to jiggle his ears, 
but his hand didn’t move. He willed it to move; it still didn’t respond. 
He tried to look at his hand and discovered that his head and eyes 
were locked in place; he could only see what was directly in his line 
of sight, framed within the windowpane. Then it struck him that 
the plane wasn’t moving . . . but it wasn’t falling . . . it was frozen 
in midair. It was as if someone had taken a photo of an instant in 
time, and he was trapped in it. His brain was working: he could see, 
he could think, he was aware, but he wasn’t in any pain. Am I dead? 

There was another flash of light, this time coming from behind 
them, followed by movement in his window—the ripples of a 
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second energy wave rolling over the plane. The sky and the earth 
completely disappeared and his window turned black. Then he 
stopped breathing. He couldn’t even hear it in his head. He tensed, 
waiting for the pain of suffocation to start, but it never came. He 
was still self-aware, but there was nothing, no sensation at all. 

A terrible thought struck him; maybe his mind was trapped in a 
body that didn’t work. He recalled a horrific scene in a spy thriller 
where the antagonist suspended a guy in a dark, liquid-filled tank, fit-
ted with a special breathing mask, and removed all stimulation to his 
five senses. He quickly went crazy, imprisoned in a living nightmare. 
A wave of intense anxiety flooded Kane’s system, and his heart rate 
jumped dramatically.

Stop! he yelled inside his head. Stop! Calling on years of training 
and high-stress experience, he forced the fear fantasies out of his 
mind and willed himself to calm down. 

To his relief, a thin, white line streaked horizontally across the 
black of his window. They were moving; the plane was moving. Or 
were they? It was the oddest sensation: more like everything outside 
the plane was moving instead of . . . instead of what? A second white 
line appeared, then another, and then a pair. Before long, a mass of 
white lines streamed across his window. That’s when it struck him. 

Space. We’re in space. And those are stars streaming by. 
As the wonder of this dawned on him, Kane’s thoughts began 

to drift and slow down; he was being pulled into a slow-motion, 
dreamlike state. He considered fighting it, but it felt so peaceful. So, 
heaven is on the edge of the universe, and God’s taking us there in an 
airplane? I should have known—God is a Trekkie. Letting his internal 
guards down, he fell into himself, like falling into an endlessly thick 
down comforter. He just was, and he was at peace. 

Time and self-awareness were lost to him. If he slept, he didn’t 
remember dreaming. When he woke, he fully expected to see the 
familiar morning sun pushing through the window blinds in his 
bedroom. He groaned with disappointment when he recognized the 
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white lines streaming across the blackened window. As he became 
more alert, he realized that the stars were diminishing in number 
and they were slowing down. Then, suddenly, the scene distorted 
and rippled as another energy wave struck. 

The stars and black of space disappeared and were replaced by 
a light-blue daytime sky with a canopy of white clouds under-
neath. Everything was still frozen in place—the plane suspended 
in midair, his body still immovable, his eyes locked on the win-
dow—all encompassed by the eerie silence. Then he heard it . . . his 
heartbeat . . . and his breathing. It came as no surprise to him when 
a fourth energy wave appeared in the sky. He guessed rightly what 
would happen next as the wave washed over the plane. 

Everything came back to life in an instant; his senses were 
assailed with the roar of the engines, the air blowing from the vent 
onto his forehead, and the screams of passengers who had not rec-
onciled the nightmare from which they were waking. Groans and 
crying filled the cabin. Someone vomited. Kane was dizzy and had 
a splitting headache.

“Doc, are you OK?” he asked, checking on the doctor. Dr. 
Manassa’s forehead was beaded with sweat. 

“Terrible headache,” he said groggily. “That . . . was . . . awful.” 
The doctor looked dazed until he squinted and his eyes focused on 
something behind Kane. “My God, what is that?”

Turning to look out his window, Kane found a sleek, wingless, 
silver aircraft hovering just beyond the wingtip of their plane. In all 
his years of ultrasecret military life, he had never seen or heard of 
anything like it. 

“This isn’t heaven,” he whispered to no one in particular. “And 
we sure as hell aren’t in Kansas anymore.” 
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Day 1 

1300 hours 

An unidentified sky

Seconds later, four of the strange aircraft hovered outside Kane’s 
window, and from the alarmed reactions of passengers, there were 
more of the same on the other side of the plane. Already trauma-
tized by their nightmare, some passengers trembled uncontrollably, 
some hugged their knees to their chests, and others erupted into 
light hysterics. A fight broke out, including a clumsy exchange of 
blows. 

Kane asked the doctor to let him out, and he moved into the aisle. 
When he stood erect, vertigo washed over him and he had to grip a 
seat in each hand to steady himself. After taking a moment to recover, 
he whistled shrilly, a skill for which he had gained some notoriety in 
the military. He had to whistle three times to get everyone’s attention. 

“Everyone. Calm down. Calm down,” he said, in a command-
ing but soothing voice. “Eyes on me, please. Eyes on me.” 
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Looking around the cabin, Kane made eye contact with those 
who were visibly struggling with their composure. As his gaze moved 
from face to face, he said confidently, “Nobody’s injured. The plane 
is stable. And we’re not under attack. We’re OK.” He paused, then 
added, “Now, take a slow deep breath with me.” He led his fellow 
passengers in a couple of slow inhalations and exhalations. 

With the exception of an occasional sniffle, a quiet fell over the 
plane. The flight attendants looked at Kane with gratitude. He leaned 
over to look out a window.

The alien aircraft were slightly longer than a fighter jet and 
sleek, resembling a slim, elongated arrowhead. They were covered 
in a shiny, chrome-like metal and had no distinct wings and no sign 
of a propulsion system. With no windows, not even at the cock-
pit, Kane assumed they were unmanned. They were definitely sci-fi 
movie material. While the military had dreamed of advanced hover-
ing aircraft, these were beyond existing Earth technology. But he did 
see something that looked familiar—their formation and movement. 

“These are escorts,” he announced to the cabin.
“Escorts?” a woman asked, fear in her voice. “Who are they and 

where are they taking us?”
This sparked a flurry of questions, and the noise level in the 

cabin quickly escalated. Kane whistled again and the cabin quieted.
“I promise you, the best way to handle this is to stay calm. The 

answers will come. In the meantime, we need to work together, not 
against each other. Besides, I don’t think we’re in imminent danger.”

“How would you know?” a well-dressed businessman yelled 
from the front.

“I’m ex-military,” Kane replied. “Special Forces. I recognize these 
movements, and they’re not aggressive. Again, let’s stay calm and work 
together. Can we do that?” He nodded, then waited for the passengers 
to nod with him. 

“Good,” he said finally. “Now, how about we let our flight atten-
dants bring us some drinks . . . and some aspirin.” He bobbed his 
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head at the attendants, and they moved into action. Kane remained 
standing, like a shepherd reassuring his flock.

A fifth ship appeared at the left wing of the 737 and then moved 
forward to the front of their plane and out of sight. It came back 
into view a few moments later, then veered to the left and dropped 
back. The same ship returned to the front of their plane and again 
veered to the left, only this time the aircraft just behind it also veered 
left. Both ships dropped back and repeated the maneuver, moving 
forward and veering to the left. Just then, the cabin speakers crack-
led and the pilot addressed the passengers for the first time since the 
blinding flash of light. 

“Attention, passengers. This is your captain, John Tygert. Sorry 
I haven’t spoken to you sooner, but we’ve been busy up here. I can’t 
begin to explain what has happened to us. But I can tell you that our 
plane is operating normally with the exception that we have abso-
lutely no communications. And, as you can see, some very unusual 
aircraft now accompanies us on either side. They do not appear hos-
tile and, based on their movements, I believe they’re trying to get 
us to follow them. I have no idea of our location or bearing, so I’m 
going to follow their lead. Try to remain calm. We are not in any 
obvious danger at this time. If you need assistance, please ask a flight 
attendant for help. I’ll keep you posted. Flight attendants, report as 
able. Captain out.”

The plane banked to the left, following the lead alien ship, and 
the other escort ships moved with them. The flight attendants 
were pros, doing their job as if everything was normal. The routine 
activity in the cabin soon helped to settle everyone’s nerves. 

As Kane was about to take his seat, he noticed the red-haired 
girl, the one he had been staring at when his eyesight readjusted. She 
was traveling alone, and it looked like she was crying and trying to 
hide it. She reminded him of his younger sister, Madeline, and his 
big brother instinct kicked in. He whispered to the woman sitting 
in the aisle seat on the same row as the girl and the woman moved 
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to a seat on another row. Kane took her place, an empty center seat 
between him and the girl. 

“Are you OK?” he asked.
“What do you think?” she said, sniffling and refusing to look 

at him.
“Yeah, stupid question.”
“Sorry. I’m a bit shook up.”
“That’s understandable. My name is Kane.”
She didn’t answer.
“Sorry I was staring at you earlier. I was trying to get my eyes to 

adjust after that flash, and you just happened to be my focal point.”
“So, you’re not some weirdo?” 
“Some of my friends think so.”
This caught her attention and she looked at him, wiping the 

tears from her cheeks. “I’m Charly.”
“Nice to meet you, Charly. So, where were you headed 

. . . before our little detour?”
A pained look fell over her face. “To visit . . . family in 

Vancouver . . . for an anniversary.” She shifted toward the window, 
her body language all but shutting down the conversation.

Kane didn’t want to leave her alone. “Do you mind if I sit here?” 
“Fine.” She didn’t turn.
He settled into his new seat. If nothing else, he thought his 

presence might give her some reassurance.
Dr. Manassa touched him on the shoulder, looking in on him 

and Charly. Kane assured him they were fine, and the doctor moved 
on. Kane watched as the doctor knelt in the aisle next to a lady who 
was hyperventilating and engaged her in a conversation. Within 
a minute, she was doing breathing exercises right along with the 
doctor. 

“I’m scared,” Charly said suddenly.
Kane turned his attention to her and answered, “Me too.” 
She looked him over. “You don’t look like the type to get scared.”
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“Everyone gets scared. The difference between people is what 
they do with their fear.” He glanced at the alien ships.

Charly looked out the window and turned back, “So, what do 
you do with it?”

Kane had a little speech about fear that he used to give to new 
recruits; it came to mind and he went with it. “I look it in the eye 
and ask why it’s there. Most of the time, the fear is imagined. If it’s 
imagined, I push it out of my mind. If it’s a real threat, I consider 
what I can do about it. If there is something I can do, I start doing 
it. If there is nothing I can do, I try to accept what is.”

She looked at him like he was crazy. “I don’t think I can do that.” 
“You’d be surprised what you can do; it just takes some practice.”
“How do you practice something like that?” 
Kane thought for a moment. “What are you afraid of right now?” 
“Bad things happening to us.”
“Like what?” 
“Scary aliens. Pain. Dying. Being alone.”
“So, let’s look at them. Are any of those things happening to 

you right now?”
“No. But they might.”
“OK, but does that make them real or imagined?”
“Imagined . . . right now. But they could become real.”
“But why worry about them now if they’re not true now?”
Charly didn’t have an answer. 
“What’s true now?” he continued.
“You mean . . . like . . . you and I are talking?”
“Yeah, what else?”
“We’re flying in a plane and these spaceship things are flying 

around us.”
“Right. Are you in pain, or alone, or dead?”
“No. But pain and alone are relative.”
Kane was surprised at her response. “How old are you?”
“Seventeen.”
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“Pretty insightful for someone so young.”
“Wasn’t my choice.”
Kane knew there was a story behind her words but decided to 

continue with his lesson. “Anything else?”
“We’re not on Earth?” 
“I think . . . that’s true.”
“So, why shouldn’t I be afraid?” 
Kane had asked himself the same question earlier. 
“I suspect we’ve been brought here deliberately,” he said, “prob-

ably at considerable effort. That would mean there’s a purpose to 
this. Looking at the collective pieces so far, my gut says they mean 
us no harm.”

“You really think so?”
“Yeah, I really think so.”
She leaned back in her seat, wrapping her arms around herself. 
Kane settled into his seat and closed his eyes; there was no tell-

ing when he might get another chance to rest.
“How do you know all this stuff anyway?”
He turned his head and looked at Charly with a serious face. “I 

read comic books.”
She smiled. “You are a jerk.” 
Kane grinned back. “Yeah, I know.” Then he shifted to a serious 

tone. “Charly, I believe I’m right about what’s happening here. Trust 
me for now?”

“Yes,” she said, visibly trying to accept his assurance. 
The plane flew straight and level for another few minutes with 

no break in the cloud bank. Finally, the captain addressed the pas-
sengers over the intercom again. 

“This is your captain. The aircraft are descending and we’re going 
to follow. I want to thank you for staying calm. I hear that every-
one’s doing great. Keep up the good teamwork. Speak to you soon.” 

The passengers pressed together to see out the windows as the 
plane descended into the cloud bank. The white fog quickly gave 
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way, revealing a dark-blue, choppy ocean far below, stretching to the 
horizon in all directions. 

The plane banked left and Kane saw a small island in the dis-
tance. As they drew closer, he decided it was a man-made structure; 
perfectly round and several miles in diameter, it was a city-sized 
building sitting in the middle of an ocean.

“Is that where we’re going?” Charly asked.
“Looks that way.”
Kane marveled at the engineering required to construct a struc-

ture this size, particularly in the ocean waters; it had to be sitting on 
massive pylons or an island. As the 737 flew directly over the struc-
ture, he saw that it was composed of two sections, an outer ring and 
an inner circle. The outer ring was easily a mile thick, flat roofed, 
and covered in sand and a mature growth of coastal shrubbery and 
trees. The inner circle was clear of vegetation and was slightly domed, 
tinted, and translucent, with broad structural latticework barely 
visible underneath. The design suggested a vast open space below. A 
giant skylight? But it had to be three miles in diameter, an unthinkable 
span for a latticed structure. In the very center, a cylindrical tower 
extended high above the roof, the top section of a skyscraper towering 
well over a thousand feet. 

Having completed the flyover, they began to circle the for-
tresslike building. Its outer wall was a dull grey, easily five hundred 
feet tall, sheer, and smooth except for the large, hangar-like doors 
at the base, dispersed regularly every half mile or so. Waves splashed 
against a ledge, the width of a single-lane road, encircling the build-
ing just above the water line. With the exception of the domed sky-
light, the entire structure was severely tarnished and weathered; it 
looked ancient and desolate. 

It struck Kane that there was no place to land their plane. 
While the roof was certainly large enough, the outer ring was cov-
ered in trees, and the domed skylight was not an option. But as 
they rounded the building, their landing solution presented itself; 
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a runway-width platform was slowly extending out from a hangar, 
the open hangar door easily large enough for their plane to pass 
through. Drawing closer, he realized that the runway wasn’t sliding 
out from the building via some hydraulic system; it was being con-
structed by—

“Robots,” Charly said. 
Indeed, unmanned machines in various shapes and sizes were in 

a flurry of activity on and around the runway. Flatbed, wheeled vehi-
cles rolled out of the hangar, carrying stacks of large metal plates. At 
the leading edge of the runway, two barges with hydraulic arms lifted 
pylons from their decks and set them upright in the water. Two other 
barges lifted I-beams and aligned them between the pylons. A crew 
of spiderlike robots scampered up and down the pylons and I-beams, 
fastening them together to create a structural frame. Another dozen 
mechanical arms on treads set the metal plates on the I-beams, and 
the spider robots made the attachments. They worked methodically 
and amazingly fast; the runway was rapidly taking shape. 

While the construction robots were fascinating, Kane’s atten-
tion was drawn to a dozen robots scattered about the runway, direct-
ing the work. Encased in a smooth, silver metallic skin, they were 
humanoid in form, no male or female distinctions, jointed limbs, a 
mouth and jaw, eyes and nose, and a semblance of earlobes. Then 
his eyes fell on a single humanoid robot that stood just outside the 
hangar door, observing the overall construction activity; he was 
gold plated. 

For Kane, a key question in his mind had just been answered. 
If these robots were designed in the image of their creators, then the 
inhabitants of this planet were human. This was welcome news. He 
looked over the passengers; if they had come to this same realiza-
tion, it was subconscious. Glued to the windows, they were relatively 
relaxed and talking, more curious than alarmed at the scene below. 

Their plane veered away from the building and they began a 
tight, circular holding pattern over the water, waiting for the robots 
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to finish assembling the runway. Kane noted that a lone alien air-
craft still led them while all the other escort ships had disappeared.

“We really gonna land on that thing?” Charly asked, tightening 
her grip on the arm of her seat.

“No problem,” he said, concealing his own concern. 
On their second pass, Kane found the departed escort ships were 

now hovering over the water at the leading edge of the runway. Odd, 
he thought; they were facing away from the construction, looking 
out and over the ocean water. Slipping from his seat, Kane moved to 
where he could see out a window on the other side of the plane. Sure 
enough, in the distance, just below the horizon, a number of objects 
in the water were moving in a line and toward the building. They 
appeared to be gliding over and under the surface of the water, like 
large sea animals rather than submarines. Whatever they were, even 
at this distance he could tell they were big, far bigger than Earth 
whales. He returned to his seat next to Charly.

“Everything OK?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he said. But he knew an impending conflict when he saw 

one—a timer was ticking down.
Several circles later, their plane moved into a wider arc. As the 

captain addressed them, Kane saw half a dozen escort ships leave 
the runway and collectively move in the direction of the incoming 
water creatures. 

“This is our final approach,” the captain announced. “We’re 
going to land. Everyone in your seats with seat belts on now—that’s 
an order. Make sure anything loose is tucked up under your seat or 
in the seat pocket. I’m confident we can land on this runway, but I 
doubt it will be smooth. Remember: your seat cushion is a flotation 
device, just in case we end up in the water. Attendants, take a seat 
near the emergency exits. I will see all of you shortly, on the ground. 
Captain out.”

Seconds after the captain signed off, a girl at the back of the plane 
let out a bloodcurdling scream. Kane and Charly twisted around and 
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found her, wide-eyed and speechless, frantically pointing out her win-
dow. Charly gasped. Kane followed their gaze, and goose bumps rose 
on his arms. Like a skyscraper rising out of the sea, a gargantuan ser-
pent towered a thousand feet, swaying in the sky. Kane immediately 
realized his mistake; what he thought was a herd of whales traveling 
in a line turned out to be this single serpentine creature undulating 
through the water. Great splashes erupted a mile behind its head as 
the monster flicked its tail. Reminiscent of a Chinese parade dragon, 
huge scales in varying shades of emerald green covered its thick, snake-
like body, an occasional wispy fin fluttering on its sides. It roared as 
the alien escort ships hovered around its head. Even from this distance 
Kane could make out multiple rows of razor-sharp teeth framing a 
mouth that could easily hold an entire football field. Massive beyond 
anything he had ever imagined for a living creature, it was both terri-
fying and elegant.

The serpent faced off with the escort ships, which now fired 
bluish beams of light, striking just below its head. Laser weapons, 
Kane thought. But they were not inflicting any real harm. Irritated, 
the monster flung itself toward the ships, and they whipped them-
selves back, narrowly avoiding a collision. As they continued to fire, 
the serpent shook its head and then launched forward into the water 
and disappeared.

Kane heard the whir of the plane’s landing gear deploying and 
felt it jolt into place. Low to the water, they were about to land. 

“Sit back in your seat,” he instructed Charly. 
Her entire body tensed and started to tremble. She turned her 

head and reached out a hand toward Kane. “Please,” she entreated. 
He wrapped his hand around hers.

Just outside his window, Kane saw giant inflated bags bulging out 
from under the sides of the runway. The wheels of the plane hit the 
metal planking, and the runway sank ten feet. With the sudden drop, 
the passengers were lifted off their seats, their bodies straining against 
their seat belts. Then they were thrown down into their seats as the 
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plane bounced back up. On the second touchdown, the runway sank 
again, but this time the plane tilted to the left. Passengers screamed. 
The captain masterfully righted the plane by the next touchdown, 
where the balloon supports disappeared and the runway firmed up. 
Kane and Charly lurched forward and grunted as the engines reversed 
thrust and wing flaps moved into position. Even with the aggressive 
braking, the wall of the building was approaching fast; they would 
need more runway. 

“KAAANE!” Charly yelled, her frantic voice rising in pitch as she 
dragged out his name. Following her gaze, he saw the serpent’s head 
gliding over the water, coming in at an angle from their side of the 
plane; it would reach the runway behind them in a matter of seconds. 

The alien ships had moved low and were firing a barrage of laser 
blasts directly at the serpent’s head. The creature slowed and looked 
as if it were going to dive back under the water, but in a surprisingly 
quick movement, it jerked its head upward and struck a ship that had 
come too close. The ship crumpled and slid down the serpent’s scaly 
hide and into the water. Shaking its head in triumph, the monster 
opened its cavernous mouth and emitted a roar that drowned out 
the jet engines and the passengers’ screams. Then the serpent pushed 
ahead, a great wave of water welling up in its forward path. The plane 
shook as the wave struck the runway behind them. 

Suddenly, the sunlight disappeared—they had entered the han-
gar. The wheel brakes locked and the plane lurched hard. Skidding 
and with tires screeching, the plane rotated slightly and finally came 
to a stop several hundred feet inside the hangar. Looking back through 
the open hangar door, Kane and Charly watched the wave roll toward 
them, twisting and snapping the runway in a series of breaks. 

Then, to Kane’s astonishment, the wave abruptly stopped surging 
a dozen yards out from the building, and the short length of runway 
that remained settled back down to level and then collapsed into the 
ocean, leaving only a very small swell of water to slosh into the hangar. 
The wave now rose in a sheer vertical wall of water, pressed against an 
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invisible barrier that extended as far as he could see in either direction. 
A transparent film vibrated against the wave, extending into the air 
above it . . . A force field, Kane thought. 

Unaware of the barrier, the serpent crashed headfirst into the 
force field at full momentum, generating a concussive wave that 
shook the building and their plane. With the impact, the force field 
turned an opaque white, and long fingers of spark-like static jumped 
into the air. Kane couldn’t imagine anything withstanding such a 
massive blow, but the field held. The serpent roared in frustration 
and threw itself against the force field, only to meet with the same 
result. Kane lost sight of the monster, the hangar door blocking his 
view as it slowly closed from above and finally struck the floor with 
a clanging thud. 

Engulfed in darkness, the passengers sat speechless amid the whir 
of the idling plane engines and the muted bellows of the sea serpent 
outside. Then, in a surreal moment, the cabin lights came on, the 
familiar chime sounded, and the unfasten-seat-belts sign illuminated.
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Day 1 

1400 hours 

A hangar in Alto Raun

The cockpit door opened, and the captain entered the main cabin. 
He addressed the passengers. “Sorry for that landing, folks. But con-
sidering the circumstances, I’m happy we made it in one piece.” 

“Bravo, Captain,” an older man called out, and the passengers 
joined him in applauding. 

The captain nodded and waved for them to quiet down. 
“Thank you,” he said in a deep Southern accent. “And, thanks 

to my copilot, Sam Williams. He’s shutting down the engines to 
conserve our fuel in case we need it later. From the light of our for-
ward headlamps, we can see that we’re in a very large hangar. There’s 
no sign of the robots.” He loosened his tie, then added, “It’s gonna 
get a bit stuffy in here, but I’d rather not open the doors just yet.”

“Captain,” a man sitting next to him interjected, “I have an inter-
national business to run, and I need to return immediately. I could be 
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losing millions.” With sculptured dark hair, a tailored business suit, 
and a diamond-studded Rolex, the man appeared sincere. 

Several passengers snickered. The captain leaned toward the 
business man for a more personal communication. Kane strained 
to overhear the interaction. 

“What’s your name, sir?” the captain asked.
“Marshall Drummond,” the man responded.
“Well, Mr. Drummond, I hate to say it, but I’m thinking we’re 

a long ways away from your business. Are you a leader in your 
company, Mr. Drummond?”

“Yes, of course, I’m the founder and CEO.”
“Well, I could sure use some leadership help right now. Can 

you help me keep these people calm and collected while we figure 
out how to get home?”

“Yes, I can do that.”
“Thank you, Mr. Drummond.” The captain turned and faced 

the larger group. He paused. Kane could see he was trying to gather 
his thoughts. 

“I don’t know who, or what, has brought us here,” he began, 
“but they’ve gone to a lot of trouble to make sure we made it into 
this hangar safely. That’s a good sign. Now, I need you to do two 
things. First, I want each of you to choose a buddy. You will be 
responsible to keep track of your buddy. Second, I want all of us to 
stay together as a group. Got that? Buddy up and stay together. Now, 
choose your buddy.”

Charly tugged on Kane’s shirtsleeve. “Will you be my buddy?” 
she asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”
Evaluating the captain, Kane watched him ask the flight atten-

dant a question. She pointed to Kane. When the captain made eye 
contact with him, the captain nodded his thanks. Kane nodded back. 

Slightly taller than Kane, the captain was slim and fit, with 
close-cropped brown hair, and looked to be in his late thirties. 
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Based on his cowboy boots and particular Southern drawl, Kane 
pegged him as a Texan. Even in emergency command mode, he 
was relatively relaxed; Kane felt certain that he had active military 
experience. 

Suddenly, ceiling lights came to life in the hangar and the pas-
sengers pressed to the windows. Flickering irregularly like old fluo-
rescent tube bulbs, the overhead lighting was limited to a corridor 
the width of a two-lane highway, which ran in a straight line to the 
back of the hangar. On either side of the corridor, the light faded 
into darkness, the side walls of the massive empty hangar beyond 
visibility. The floor appeared to be covered in a thick layer of dust, 
recently trampled by the construction robots in a swath that fol-
lowed the lighted corridor. Next to the hangar door and aligned 
side by side against the outer wall, the construction robots stood 
like statues, watching the plane. 

“That’s creepy,” Charly said.
“He’s coming!” a woman yelled from the back.
The golden robot approached them. Stopping beside the plane, 

just ahead of its wingtip, he stood, looking deeper into the hangar.
Following his gaze, Kane saw a small, flatbed vehicle moving 

toward them, a red light rotating around its outer edge. As it drew 
closer, he realized it was floating several feet off the ground, with no 
visible means of support or propulsion. A hover platform. It stopped 
between the plane and the golden robot. White light erupted upward 
from the platform, forming a column around seven feet tall. The 
column then swirled rapidly, distorted, and finally evolved into a 
recognizable image. 

Standing on the platform now was a holographic image of 
a man dressed in loose-fitting white pants, white slippers, and a 
white, long-sleeved mock turtleneck. He had sparse white hair, 
wrinkled skin, and a gaunt frame. Facing the plane, he started 
to speak, but no one could hear him. Captain Tygert opened 
the front hatch of the plane and Kane caught the tail end of a 
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statement from the holographic man . . . in an unfamiliar lan-
guage. The man spoke again and Kane recognized the final words; 
he had repeated his prior statement. There was a pause, and then 
the man continued, this time in what was clearly a different lan-
guage from the first. He then repeated that sentence and paused, 
waiting for a response. 

Looking around the cabin, the captain asked, “Does anyone 
understand what he’s saying?”

Dr. Manassa spoke up, “I think he’s trying to find a language we 
understand. The last one sounded Asian, possibly a Chinese dialect. 
And curiously, the first one was very similar to ancient Hebrew.”

“Are you a linguist?” the captain asked.
“I’m a doctor. But I’ve done some language study; I do a lot of 

international work. And I was raised Jewish, so—”
“What did he say?” several of the passengers asked in unison.
“I think he—”
“Please speak to me in your native language,” the holographic 

man interjected suddenly—in English.
“Yes, that’s what I thought he said,” the doctor announced.
The captain shouted from the open door, “We speak English.”
The hologram flickered and continued in English. “Do you 

understand me?”
“Yes!” the passengers shouted.
The holographic man smiled. “Welcome,” he said. “Welcome 

to Ahlemon, our planet. I am Science Master Geno Ra, also known 
as the Professor. Do not be afraid; we mean you no harm. You are 
here as our honored guests.”

“Wow! We won a free vacation to Fantasy Island and didn’t even 
know it!” someone blurted out. 

The passengers laughed, even Kane. With the tension broken, 
people started talking excitedly with one another. 

The holographic professor spoke good English but with an accent 
that had a European flavor. Kane wondered at the odds of any dialect 
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of English being an indigenous language on another planet. He over-
heard Dr. Manassa speculating on that very topic with another pas-
senger, suggesting that they must have paid prior visits to Earth to 
gather information.

The Professor continued: “You are in the city we call Alto Raun. 
Translated into your language, it would be known as the City of 
Hope. It was the last city—”

He was interrupted by the muted roar of the sea serpent outside 
the hangar door, followed by a deep thudding sound. The overhead 
lights went out and the image of the Professor froze as if on pause. 
After a couple of seconds, the lights returned. Then the image flick-
ered and the Professor reshaped with a serious look on his face. 

“You are in grave danger,” he announced. “You must move deeper 
into the hangar, away from the exterior door. You must move imme-
diately. Follow the Mekens.”

A second muted thud echoed outside. The lights went out again 
and the hologram completely disappeared. This time neither the 
lights nor the Professor returned. A floodlight illuminated the area 
in front of the golden robot, radiating from his chest. 

“You must move your aircraft or exit it immediately,” the golden 
robot said. “You are in grave danger. The Leviathan has broken 
through our shield and is continuing its attack. Everyone needs to 
move much deeper into the hangar.”

A bone-crushing thud sounded at the hangar door and shook 
the plane. The serpent’s roar followed, thunderous, just outside. All 
the robots came to life, illuminating the entire area around the plane 
with floodlights. 

“Exit the plane!” Captain Tygert ordered. “Open the emergency 
exits and launch the slides.” 

In the center of the plane, Kane opened the emergency door near-
est him. As the inflatable slides activated, he yelled, “Everyone out!”

A monstrous bellow was followed by another blow to the hangar 
door. The door was heavily reinforced, clearly designed for extreme 
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external conditions, but Kane knew it would be no match for the 
massive serpent. In a frantic rush to the exits, people started piling 
on top of each other. 

“Single file!” the captain shouted. 
Kane saw a giant of a man at the back of the plane start picking 

passengers up and setting them aside to undo the logjam. Kane had 
to wrestle a few people apart to avoid his own pileup. Out of the 
corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of Charly arguing with an 
elderly man; she was trying to get him to go out the emergency exit 
first. The old man prevailed, moving Charly ahead of him. Kane 
called to her, but she was already speeding down the slide. 

“Anyone else?” the captain called out when the plane looked 
empty. Kane and the remaining flight crew did a quick check of 
their areas, and each shouted, “Clear.” Another blow from the ser-
pent rattled the plane, and the hangar door gave a metallic creaking 
sound, forewarning that it was about to give way.

“Go!” the captain ordered, and they all jumped onto the slides. 
Kane hit the floor running. A cloud of dust floated in the air, 

kicked up by the stampede of humans. Best he could see, the pas-
sengers were scattered but appeared to be moving in the right direc-
tion. He didn’t see Charly, but she had left the plane well ahead of 
him. The next blow from the serpent brought the screech of tear-
ing metal as one end of the hangar door crumpled inward. Sea air 
and sunlight rushed into the hangar along with a foul stench. Kane 
stopped to look. There was no way the serpent could get its head 
into the hangar, but it could still do some damage; a gushing wave 
of water would tumble anyone in its path. 

A number of passengers lagged behind. Kane was about to go 
back to assist them when a robot buzzed by his shoulder. Twice as 
tall as Kane and rolling on a chassis with six wheels, it had the upper 
torso of an oversized human and four long mechanical arms and 
hands. Several more of the same robot passed him, all heading toward 
the passengers. When a robot reached a straggler, it would lift the 
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unsuspecting person carefully and set him or her on the edge of its 
chassis, then move to pick up another passenger. 

The serpent gave a deafening roar followed by its final blow. 
The hangar door tore away from the wall and tumbled to the floor 
with a concussive crash that knocked Kane off his feet and toppled 
several of the passenger- toting robots. Looking through the open 
doorway, Kane saw the inside of the serpent’s cavernous mouth. 
It was lined with rows of closely set sharp teeth, each taller than a 
grown man. As he was getting to his feet, the serpent’s tongue lashed 
out of its mouth and into the hangar until it touched the plane’s 
landing gear. Feeling its prey, the tongue wrapped itself around the 
tail of the plane and then dragged the entire 737 out the hangar 
door. Giant jaws closed, crushing the plane midsection like tinfoil. 
The serpent shook its head and the forward half of the plane flew 
out and into the ocean. 

Like an anteater attacking an anthill, the creature just needed 
an opening to reach its prey. The serpent’s tongue lashed out again, 
extending deeper into the hangar and missing Kane by only a dozen 
feet. The vibration of it caused him to stumble and fall. At least 
fifty feet wide and half as thick, the tongue narrowed to a snakelike, 
two-pronged whip at the tip. Kane gagged from the acrid smell of 
sulphur and rotted meat. The tongue stopped and then pulled back 
in a sweeping arc away from Kane, catching any stragglers in its 
path. The terrorized screams of several passengers reverberated in 
the hangar until they disappeared into the serpent’s mouth. 

Pushing himself to his feet, Kane looked ahead, frantically search-
ing the passengers until he spotted Charly. He broke into a run. She 
saw him and yelled something he couldn’t hear. He waved for her to 
move deeper into the hangar. As her eyes widened in horror, he didn’t 
even have time to look around before the serpent’s tongue struck him 
in the back and swept him off his feet. He tried to pull away, but 
found his entire back side glued to the massive tongue by some sticky 
substance. Near the tongue’s leading edge, he watched helplessly as it 
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carried him directly toward Charly. She stood frozen with terror until 
a silver robot scooped her up in its arms and carried her out of harm’s 
way. The tongue finally reached its limit and started to curl back. 
Kane’s last sight of any human was the agonized look on Charly’s face 
as she watched the serpent pull him away. 

Helpless and flat on his back, Kane watched the ceiling light 
fixtures float by in slow motion. Dust particles hung frozen in mid-
air, reflected in the floodlights. It was a phenomenon he had experi-
enced only a couple of times in his life, the first when he was in a car 
wreck as a teen, and the second when he stormed a nest of terrorists 
in a crazed rush to rescue some of his men. Each of those times, he 
knew he was at death’s door. This time, he was certain that death 
had finally caught up with him. Closing his eyes, he searched for a 
pleasant memory. His sister Madeline came to mind. She was laugh-
ing, sitting across the table from him in their favorite pastry shop, 
a white frosting mustache on her upper lip. He held this image of 
his sister in his mind; he would carry it into his death. Sensing the 
bright sunlight through his closed eyelids, he received its warmth 
as a farewell kiss from the sun just before being swallowed by the 
serpent. He relaxed his body, accepting the end. 

But death did not come. The sunlight remained, warming his 
face. Somewhere behind him, the serpent screamed in a high-pitched, 
agonized tone. Deafeningly loud to anyone else, it sounded muted 
and distant to Kane. Cracking his eyelids, he saw the hangar ceiling, 
sun streaming in from the open hangar door just beyond his line of 
sight. The serpent’s wails stopped abruptly, and Kane was left with 
the sound of his own breathing. He became vaguely aware of a silver 
robot standing next to him, cutting him away from the sticky tongue 
with a laser. Another robot joined the first and, within a minute, 
they were helping him down to the floor, chunks of serpent tongue 
still attached to his hair and clothes. The robots carefully burned the 
remaining residue from his back, then moved on to assist another 
survivor. He stood alone, wobbly and disoriented. 
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Charly slammed into Kane and he grunted. Wrapping her arms 
around his midsection, she buried her head in his chest. He returned 
her hug, and they held each other as her presence pulled him the rest 
of the way out of his death trance. 


