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Chapter One: Near Miss
with Death


Unaware of the world’s impending annihilation, I
walked my German Shepherd Brutus through the woods off Tidewater
Street, fighting another onslaught of dizziness. I wasn’t feeling
well. I’d been feeling awful these past weeks, ever since my
actions led to a patient’s death.

A seasoned critical care nurse and
Type I diabetic, I knew that the difference between the right and
almost-right treatment could determine a patient’s survival
chances. Rotating shifts wrought havoc with my glucose levels, but
my boss Judy had scheduled me to rotate from my usual day slot to
three night shifts. I’ll never forget the steely look in her blue
eyes or thin-lipped scowl when I stepped into her office to
question the schedule.

“Judy, I can’t work nights,” I told
her. “My note from Dr. Clayton…”

“I know all about your note,” she
snapped in her I-couldn’t-care-less voice. “We’re short on staff,
so everyone must work their assigned shift.”

I was sipping tea to calm my nerves.
My hands shook, dropping the cup, and spraying Judy’s mahogany desk
with mint tea.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake.” She reached for
a towel. “Your duties include working scheduled shifts. If you
can’t work them, then we’ll have to let you go. Given your medical
history, no other hospital will hire you. So what’s your
problem?”

“Nothing,” I said in a small voice.
“I’m sorry I bothered you.”

I thought I could manage those shifts
just this once. Capital mistake. While I administered intravenous
medicine to a patient for his irregular heartbeat, dizziness
overcame me. For a moment, I couldn’t get to my glucose tablets.
The readings on the IV pump blurred and I slumped to the floor,
unconscious.

My coworkers later informed me that
the patient had died. They stuck by me, checking my insulin pump
and making sure I took my meals on time. The patient’s wife asked
questions and what answers she didn’t get she figured out for
herself. She filed a complaint against Judy and sued the hospital.
Judy received a formal reprimand.

So why do I blame myself? I knew full
well I couldn’t handle the shift rotations. Instead of speaking up,
I allowed my fear of Judy to compromise my health. As it was, I
chose my career, knowing my disease had the temperament of mercury.
I kept hoping some doctor would find a cure by 2095, the year I
graduated from nursing school. It never happened. After I returned
to work, Judy doubled my caseload. This past week, I worked a
seven-day stretch.

As Brutus and I continued our walk,
the yellow grass crackling under our feet, I contemplated studying
law like my father, or chemistry like my mother. I never made a
decision because the dizziness and tremors assaulted me
again.

Another go-round with insulin
shock.

I groped through my navy pants pockets
for the glucose tablets. Empty. I rooted through my matching
jacket, digging through plastic key cards, tissues, and lipstick.
I’d always kept bite-sized chocolates taped to the lining the way
people might stow away a spare cash card for emergencies. There
weren’t any. I must have eaten the last one the other day during a
grueling twelve-hour shift. My head throbbed and my breath came out
in frightened, hurried pants. In my mind, I kept seeing my
patient’s milk-pale face and hearing his irregular heartbeats on
the monitor.

“Oh, Brutus,” I whispered, “I’m in
trouble.”

Moments later, I collapsed on the
grass between two oak trees. Brutus huddled besides me, howling
long mournful notes, and each note shivered through my soul.
Overhead, bright fountain sprays of light streaked the
bruise-colored sky. Burnt orange blended into fiery red and neon
blue. I was thinking that I’d never seen anything so beautiful and
then darkness washed over me.


Chapter Two: The
Messenger


For what could have been moments or hours, I
floated through orbs of gray. As the mist cleared, air-filled
cushions caressed my body. My head ached as if someone had whacked
it with a sledgehammer. I was lying on a pink air mattress in a
room with rose quartz walls. Titanium casements held the walls
together. I could tell because Ghee Hospital’s architects used the
same kind of metal to install its light fixtures. A cool breeze
wafted from an air vent above the door facing me. The door looked
vacuum tight, similar to the airlocks on our space
shuttles.

Standing by the airlock, cradling a
black box, was a man wearing a satin robe, gold sandals, and a
gemstone-studded blue turban. His glowing red eyes and hairless
skin said he was alien, but he wasn’t pale or willowy like the
movie variety. He was olive-skinned, broad in the shoulders and
deep through the chest. The hem of his cobalt blue robe rode to his
knees, revealing calves thick as tree trunks.

His long thick fingers intimated that
they could snap one’s neck as easily as one might tear a package
ribbon, but when I saw his face – thick lips and tearful red eyes –
I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. He was staring at the porthole as if
he’d gotten lost.

He then turned toward me, clasped his
giant hands around his box, and lowered his head like a grieving
man. He murmured something in a foreign tongue. His dim ancient
voice gave me a chill.

“I’m sorry.” He talked into his box,
but kept his eyes on me. “I forgot to engage my
translator.”

“Translator?” I struggled to a sitting
position and scanned my surroundings – six metal tables with air
cushions like mine, gas tanks, grid floor, and instrument panels
laden with flashing lights, dials and readout screens. We appeared
to be alone.

“My computer.” He tapped his box. “I
heard your dog’s cries and found you in the woods. You had gone
into convulsions, depriving your brain of oxygen. I transplanted
Trittonite DNA to repair the damage to your brain cells and
corrected the flaws in your pancreas and blood
chemistries.”

“Blood chemistries? What kind of DNA?”
I rubbed my temples, hoping to ease the throbbing. I’ve seen
diabetic shock cause convulsions in my patients. What if I’d gone
into a coma?

A wall panel to my right slid open.
Brutus emerged, trotting as if he’d lived here all his life. He
climbed onto my mattress and curled by my feet. Bewilderment
forgotten, I hugged him. “Good doggy,” I whispered, stroking his
chestnut fur. “You saved my skin.”

Then I realized Brutus’ cries wouldn’t
have done any good if the stranger hadn’t responded. I looked at
him again. “Thank you for rescuing me, um….”

“Chibale.”

“I should have been careful,” I said,
more to myself than to Chibale.

“Caution won’t be necessary, Natalie.”
He studied me with his leaky red eyes. “You can eat the way the
average human does now.”

“I can?” I looked down at Brutus, who
remained at my feet, head on my legs. “How did you know my
name?”

“You must know that I’m not from
around here,” Chibale said. “People like me can read thoughts. My
superior sent me trillions of light years from home to deliver a
message.”

“Why would you travel so far?” I tried
to keep my voice light. I’d read about encounters with
extraterrestrials. Now I was conversing with one who had rescued me
from diabetic shock. The enormity of it all left me shaking. The
trickle of tears from his eyes had stopped, and I knew he was
seeing me for who I was – Natalie Springer of Philadelphia, Ghee
Hospital’s critical care nurse.

“Matters that affect your world are
best discussed in person.”

“If you’re talking about national
affairs, you should speak with a public dignitary.” I was still
trying for the light approach. “I’m a nurse and I have no contact
with such people.”

“Of course, you do.” His grip on the
translator was so tight that his knuckles were turning pale. His
shadowed face was long with distress. His red eyes smoked with some
need I couldn’t understand. “Please listen and heed me. Your
survival will depend on it. I need your father’s help. He practices
law and has friends in Congress. Were it not for your mother’s
obsession with liquor, he would have become a national
leader.”

Damn! Who told him about
my mother? That was the first thought that
went through my mind. He could have found out everything about my
father’s professional contacts through most networks, but my father
had taken great pains to keep my mother’s addiction quiet. “You
certainly did your homework,” I said, drawing in a deep
breath.

“I read your memories and feelings
when I found you. Your thick wavy hair, gray eyes, and light skin
make you seem healthy to the average onlooker, but your illness has
inflicted a deep loneliness. It has taught you compassion and an
open mind, traits which have proven assets to your chosen
calling.”

This is crazy,
I thought, and then I realized something even
weirder. I wanted to listen. I eased myself off the table. After
finding I could stand without swaying, I walked up to Chibale so I
could hear him better. He could have snapped me like a twig or zap
me with his ray gun, but I wanted to hear what he had to say. On my
own, and after a patient’s death had taught me a graphic lesson on
the error of taking chances. I stopped at a porthole to peer down
at a maze of trees and houses, small as matchboxes.

Brutus’ ears perked. He jumped off the
cushions, scampered toward the airlock, and barked.

“Stop that, Brutus,” I scolded without
looking sideways. My eyes focused on Chibale’s. I was hypnotized.
My voice sounded tinny and distant. “Lie down and be
quiet.”

Brutus let out a whimper, but he
settled on the floor.

“Please excuse Brutus.” I looked into
Chibale’s sad red eyes. “He does that around strangers and unique
surroundings like this must terrify him.”

Chibale heaved a long, skeletal sigh
sounding like wind blowing through leaves. “We’re not exactly
strangers. Many centuries before the wars broke out, my people set
up colonies in Egypt. They helped build the pyramids.”

I rubbed my hands through
sweat-drenched hair. My bangs stuck to my forehead like seaweed.
While visiting an Egyptian museum years ago, I’d seen statues of
emperors dressed in clothes like Chibale’s. “The Egyptians buried
their dead in those pyramids.”

“I know,” Chibale said. “This history
between our peoples makes my news especially painful.”

I looked at Chibale, who continued
holding his translator in the folds of his robe. “What kind of
news?” I asked in a low voice.

“My home is the planet Tritton, which
borders the galaxy 13 Cygni and your Milky Way. The star Re is our
sun. A star nine million parsecs west of Re exploded. Your
scientists would call this a supernova, but that won’t make it any
less dangerous. It gives off heat, radiation, and gas, and it’s
headed toward Earth.”

Alarms went off in my head, chilling
the skin around my neck to gooseflesh. “That’s not possible. We’re
talking about something hundreds – maybe thousands of light years
away.”

“It doesn’t matter. When a star
explodes, it burns with a hundred million times more intensity than
your sun. The conflagration spread to three other stars. It will
take time, but the intense heat will incinerate your homes and
trees.”

“Are you sure?” I fought to keep the
panic out of my voice. “Of course, you are. You’ve got equipment
ages ahead of ours. My father may know people in Congress, but we
don’t have any means to divert exploding stars.”

“Your officers won’t have to divert
anything. We have equipment with which to transport planets. We
manufacture on an interstellar basis and could move your Earth to a
safe orbit in 13 Cygni.”

At his statement, all the strength
went out of my midsection. It was like my spine had turned to
water. I slumped against the titanium wall of Chibale’s shuttle and
whispered a prayer. Then Brutus barked again. He then howled at the
top of his lungs.

“Be quiet, Brutus,” I pleaded, but my
voice went flat. Dizziness washed through me. I braced myself
against the wall. “I’m okay.”

Brutus kept on howling. He smelled
danger and there was no fooling a dog’s senses.

I turned toward Chibale again, raising
my voice above Brutus’ cries. “Are you saying that you can move
planets the way one of our trucks might move furniture?”

“Yes, but the process
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