


PART	1:	MESSAGE	ONE
“Affliction	comes	to	us,	not	to	make	us	sad	but	sober;	not	to	make

us	sorry	but	wise.”

—H.	G.	Wells



CHAPTER	1

DAY	1:	AUGUST

WHEN	THE	BOSTON	outbound	T	screeches	to	a	stop,	I	lose	my	grip	on	the
silver	pole	and	 slam	 into	Dominick.	His	black-rimmed	glasses	 twist	on	his
face,	but	he	retrieves	my	purse	from	the	floor	before	straightening	them.

“You	okay?”	he	asks	and	hands	me	my	bag.

I	nod	and	 try	 to	act	nonchalant	as	 I	glance	out	 the	dark	windows	at	 the
distant	headlights	of	highway	traffic.	The	train	has	stopped	somewhere	after
the	 North	 Quincy	 station.	 My	 mind	 begins	 to	 calculate	 and	 unravel	 in	 a
spiral	 of	 possibilities.	 Could	 be	 a	 suicide.	 Or	 a	 terrorist	 attack.	 Maybe	 a	 car
exploded.	 With	 babies	 inside.	 Decapitated.	 And	 one	 survivor,	 the	 driver,	 left
screaming	on	the	side	of	the	road.	Little	bloody	hands	and	feet	scattered	on	the
tracks.	Tiny	severed	toes.

I	fish	in	my	purse	for	my	anxiety	meds	and	pop	one	little	white	savior.

“Seriously?”	Dominick	asks.	“You	already	took	one	at	the	concert.”

“It	wore	off.”	 I	 swallow	before	he	makes	me	 feel	guilty.	Other	passengers
mutter	about	the	delay,	and	each	complaint	seeps	into	my	skin	and	mingles
with	my	fears.	“I	knew	we	shouldn’t	have	taken	the	train.”

“Cheaper	than	parking	at	The	Garden.	Plus,	no	traffic.”

“Except	we’re	stuck.”	Dad	wanted	me	home	by	11:00,	and	my	phone	says
it’s	 already	 9:45.	 If	 we	 don’t	 get	 moving	 soon,	 I’m	 never	 going	 to	make	 it
home	in	time.

The	image	of	tiny	severed	toes	repeats	in	my	brain.

“Why	 do	 you	 think	 the	 train	 stopped?”	 I	 ask.	 “You	 think	 someone
pancaked	on	the	tracks?”

“No,	no.	Probably	something	electrical.	Happens	all	the	time.”

Pancaked.	Brain	oozing	on	the	tracks.	A	mother	with	a	spatula	and	tears.

I	swallow	hard	and	cross	my	arms	over	my	chest.	“I	bet	it’s	a	suicide.	Or	a
terrorist	attack.”

“No,	 it’s	 nothing.	 It’ll	 be	 fine.”	He	moves	 in	 closer	 and	 brushes	my	 neck



with	 his	 fingertips.	 “Plus,	 I	 love	 being	 stuck	 with	 you.	 Too	 bad	 you	 need
drugs	to	be	stuck	with	me.	Stop	worrying.”

He	always	 takes	my	anxiety	personally.	Like	being	with	him	should	be	a
magical	cure	since	he	cares.	But	telling	me	not	to	worry	is	like	telling	me	not
to	breathe.	It’s	like	tickling	someone	to	cure	depression.

To	 escape	 the	 gruesome	 images	 in	 my	 head,	 I	 trace	 the	 pale	 scar	 on
Dominick’s	middle	knuckle	with	my	pointer	finger,	the	scar	he	got	trying	to
gut	 a	 striped	 bass	 for	 the	 first	 time	 with	 his	 father.	 He	 tucks	 one	 of	 my
golden-brown	curls	behind	my	ear.	His	thumb	slides	down	my	neck	and	runs
along	 the	 strap	 of	my	 sundress,	 sending	 shivers	 across	my	 shoulders	 even
though	the	air	conditioner	is	malfunctioning	as	usual.	His	touch	brings	me
out	of	my	head	and	back	into	my	body.	I	wish	we	were	alone.

“I	can’t	believe	we	only	have	a	few	weeks	left	of	summer,”	he	whispers.

I	peck	his	cheek.	“I	know.	It	went	by	so	fast.”

We	both	know	what	we’re	not	saying.	Senior	year.	The	pressure’s	on.	We
started	 dating	 in	 April	 of	 our	 junior	 year,	 and	 only	 four	months	 later,	 we
already	have	 to	make	major	 college	decisions	 that	 could	pull	 us	 apart.	 It’s
time	 to	 start	 my	 slow	 transformation	 into	 Alexandra	 Lucas,	 Kick-Ass
Lawyer,	 and	 I’m	 afraid	 to	 let	 anything	 distract	me	 from	 that	 future.	 Even
him.	It’s	hard	enough	for	me	to	stay	focused.

A	sweaty	man	to	my	left	bumps	me	with	his	shoulder	and	apologizes.	His
body	odor	absorbs	my	oxygen	and	makes	my	stomach	twist.	I	lose	focus	on
Dominick.	 To	 ground	 myself,	 I	 stare	 at	 the	 rainbow	 swirl	 pattern	 on	 the
seats,	the	fake	marbled	black-and-white	floor.	The	air	becomes	too	heavy	to
breathe,	 too	 thick	 for	 my	 lungs	 to	 process.	What	 if	 I’m	 being	 poisoned	 by
everyone’s	carbon	dioxide?	The	intense	urge	to	pry	the	doors	open	or	claw	my
way	out	of	the	tinted	windows	for	fresh	air	builds	inside	me.

Ativan,	please	don’t	fail	me	now.

It	usually	takes	ten	minutes	or	so	to	kick	in,	so	until	it	does,	I	need	to	focus
on	 anything	 other	 than	 the	 fact	 that	 I’m	 trapped	 in	 a	 hot,	 crowded	 train.
Think	positive:	at	least	we’re	not	stuck	underground.	Maybe	I	should	pick	a
fight	with	Dominick.	Arguing	cancels	out	my	anxiety.	That’s	why	I’ll	make	an
amazing	defense	lawyer,	arguing	my	way	to	mental	health	while	helping	the
underdogs	of	the	world	get	a	break	for	once.



My	cell	phone	blares	the	Twilight	Zone	theme	song,	snapping	me	into	the
moment.	A	shriveled	woman	sitting	behind	me	jumps	and	mutters,	“Jesus,”
so	I	silence	my	phone	before	answering.	Rita	Bernardino’s	name	appears	on
the	screen	under	a	picture	of	Dominick,	Rita,	 and	me	at	our	annual	beach
bonfire.

My	best	friend	never	calls.	Only	texts.	She	doesn’t	wait	for	hello.

“Alexandra?”	She	only	ever	calls	me	Alex.

“What’s	going	on?”	I	ask,	then	mouth	Rita’s	name	to	Dominick.	He	raises
one	 eyebrow	 behind	 his	 glasses	 and	 makes	 a	 goofy	 face	 by	 touching	 his
tongue	to	his	nostril.	Wish	I	had	time	to	take	a	photo	so	I	could	remember
him	like	that.

“Did	you	see	the	news?”	she	continues	in	rapid	speech.

“No,	I’m	stuck	on	the	train	with	Dominick.	What’s	wrong?”

Rita	starts	screaming	facts	that	don’t	register	in	my	brain.	“In	the	last	ten
minutes—over	three	hundred	so	far—”

“Wait,	slow	down.	What	are	you	talking	about?”

Sitting	across	from	me,	an	elderly	man	wearing	a	corduroy	coat	much	too
heavy	 for	 early	August	 rises	 from	his	 seat.	He	points	his	 arthritic	 finger	 at
something	beyond	the	window	glass	ahead	of	the	train.

“God	have	mercy	on	us,”	his	voice	cracks.

People	jump	from	their	seats	and	crowd	the	windows.	Dominick	pulls	me
closer	as	we	fight	for	a	view.	Rita	continues	yelling	nonsense	into	my	ear.

And	then	I	see	it.	The	train	didn’t	stop	for	a	suicide.	Or	a	terrorist	attack.

It’s	something.	Else.

IF	I	COULD	take	the	idea	of	technology	and	somehow	turn	it	into	a	living
thing,	 it	would	 look	 like	 this	 thing.	The	 size	 of	 a	 doorway,	 it	 glows	 a	 deep
electric	blue,	the	center	shimmering	like	a	metallic,	moving	liquid.

Like	something	has	punched	a	hole	into	the	fabric	of	the	universe.

“No	one	knows	what’s	going	on,”	Rita	says	on	the	phone.	I	hadn’t	realized
she	 was	 still	 talking,	 and	 she’s	 not	 an	 easy	 person	 to	 ignore.	 “Eyewitness
reports	are	rolling	in.	They’ve	appeared	all	over	the	world.”



“We’re	near	one	now,”	I	manage	to	say.	“I	think	the	train	stopped”—I	take
a	breath—“since	this	thing’s	close	to	the	tracks.”

“No	way.”	She	pauses.	“Take	a	picture.”

“I’ll	call	you	back.”	I	hang	up	without	listening	for	her	response.

My	heart	and	lungs	compete	in	a	death	match	for	my	attention.	I	relay	the
jumbled	information	to	Dominick	and	other	passengers.	Most	people	aren’t
bothering	 to	 listen;	 faces	 are	 glued	 to	 phones,	 and	 thumbs	 are	 doing	 the
communicating.

The	train	conductor’s	voice	booms	over	the	crackling	loudspeaker:	“We’ve
been	 advised	 to	 stop	 travel	 at	 this	 time.	 Please	 remain	 calm	 and	 exit	 the
train	 when	 the	 doors	 open.	 Alternative	 transportation	 will	 be	 provided
shortly.”

One	 lady	 weeps.	 Another	 blesses	 herself	 with	 the	 sign	 of	 the	 cross	 and
kisses	 a	 gold	 crucifix	 dangling	 from	her	 necklace.	 She	 grips	 it	 so	 hard	 I’m
afraid	 it’s	 going	 to	puncture	her	palm.	Others	 stare	out	 the	window	at	 the
oval	phenomenon	hovering	near	the	tracks	in	front	of	the	train.	Some	hold
up	their	phones	to	capture	it	on	video.

My	 stomach	 churns	 like	 an	 angry	 ocean.	 I	 step	 away	 from	 the	windows
and	take	in	a	deep	breath	for	a	count	of	five,	hold	it	for	a	count	of	two,	and
let	it	out	slowly	in	another	five	like	I’ve	been	trained	to	do	when	my	anxiety
escalates.	 I	 repeat	 the	 ritual,	 but	 it’s	 not	 designed	 for	 actual	 moments	 of
terror.	Dominick	 notices	 and	 squeezes	my	 hand.	My	 prescription	 beckons
me	from	my	purse,	but	two	pills	in	one	night	is	already	pushing	it.

A	 woman	 around	my	mother’s	 age	 bursts	 into	 a	 fit	 of	 angry	 tears.	 Her
traveling	companion	rubs	her	shoulders.	I	try	not	to	stare.

Police	 officers,	 firefighters,	 and	 ambulances	 arrive	 and	 form	 a	 barrier
around	the	supernatural	occurrence.	An	army	of	city	buses	charges	over	the
dark	 horizon	 and	 lines	 up	 in	 an	 abandoned	 lot	 to	 carry	 us	 to	 our
destinations—my	escape	route	from	the	mass	of	bodies	surrounding	me.

“Holy	 crap,”	 another	 teenager	 says,	 holding	 the	 visor	of	his	Red	Sox	hat.
“Holy	crap.”

“Open	the	goddamn	door,”	the	old	man	in	the	corduroy	coat	yells.	“Let	us
out	of	here!”



My	feelings	exactly.	I	focus	on	breathing	again	and	visualize	my	safe	space.
Island.	 Hammock.	 Book	 to	 read.	 Dominick	 catches	 me	 rocking	 back	 and
forth.	I	stop	and	feign	coolness	even	though	I’m	ready	to	ignite.

“Are	we	gonna	die?”	a	little	boy	asks	his	dad.	The	father	lifts	him	onto	his
shoulders	and	says	firmly,	“Not	on	my	watch.”

I	 catch	Dominick	 staring	 at	 the	 boy	 and	 the	 father.	 It	must	 be	 hard	 for
him.	I	squeeze	his	hand	again,	and	my	own	worries	sink	below	the	surface.

Two	 high-pitched	 beeps	 fill	 the	 train	 before	 the	 automatic	 doors	 open.
People	file	out	in	clusters.	I’m	not	sure	if	we	are	being	rescued	or	trading	one
bad	situation	for	something	worse.	It	seems	wrong	to	leave	the	train	in	the
middle	of	the	tracks.

We	have	to	pass	the	thing	in	order	to	cross	the	tracks	and	reach	the	buses.
As	 we	 approach,	 no	 one	 talks.	 The	 perceived	 danger	 creates	 a	 reverent
silence.

What	if	I	accidentally	fall	inside?	What	if	it’s	a	black	hole	and	it	swallows	us
all?	What	if	it’s	an	alien-powered	vacuum	cleaner	and	we’re	the	dirt?

Up	close,	other	colors	swirl	inside	of	it,	embers	of	green,	silver,	and	a	bright
darkness.	My	eyes	can’t	seem	to	focus	on	the	depth.	It’s	 like	watching	a	3D
movie	 without	 the	 glasses.	 Except	 instead	 of	 the	 3D	 images	 projecting
forward,	the	colors	are	falling	inward.

Like	an	enormous,	ridiculous,	technological	belly	button.

The	crowd	fades	into	the	periphery,	and	I	forget	about	my	own	safety.	The
blue	glow	illuminates	Dominick	and	me.	Maybe	it’s	the	medication	talking,
but	it’s	 like	I’ve	walked	onto	the	set	of	a	great	sci-fi	moment,	and	my	brain
can’t	figure	out	if	this	is	supposed	to	be	scary	or	amazing.

It’s	both.

“This	is	like	something	outta	Stephen	King,”	Dominick	says.

“Doctor	Who.	 It	has	a	happier	ending,”	 I	 joke	back	nervously.	My	pill	has
definitely	 kicked	 in.	 A	 warm	 invisible	 blanket	 has	 wrapped	 around	 my
organs.

The	crowd	inches	forward	since	no	one	wants	to	pass	it.	People	continue



to	hold	up	their	cell	phones	and	take	videos.	The	cops	try	to	herd	us	over	to
the	buses,	and	Dominick	squeezes	my	hand	tighter.	It	keeps	me	grounded.

Then	something	pushes	through	the	blue	fire	in	the	oval.

The	 cops	 draw	 their	 weapons.	 Some	 people	 scream	 and	 run.	 I	 don’t.
Dominick	 pulls	 my	 hand	 to	 move,	 but	 I	 pull	 back.	 I’d	 like	 to	 credit	 my
compulsion	 to	 stay	 on	 curiosity	 or	 stubbornness,	 but	 more	 likely	 it’s	 the
result	of	my	meds	dulling	my	reaction	time.

The	Something	looks	like	a	transparent	human	in	a	gray	uniform.	I	can’t
take	my	eyes	off	it.

“Hello,”	it	announces	to	the	crowd.	“We’ve	come	to	save	you.”

First	 contact.	 Binge-watching	 thousands	 of	 hours	 of	 sci-fi	 shows	 has
trained	me	for	this	moment.	I	want	to	say,	“Greetings	from	Earth.	Live	long
and	prosper,”	or	stick	my	pointer	finger	out	at	it	and	ask,	“Phone	home?”	but
my	stomach	has	swallowed	my	voice—a	first	for	me.

“Freeze!”	yell	several	cops	at	once.	“Hands	up!”

It	reaches	into	its	translucent	coat	pocket.

And	they	open	fire.

Dominick	forces	me	to	the	ground	and	lays	his	body	on	mine.	I	watch	over
his	 shoulder	 as	 the	 bullets	 pass	 right	 through	 the	 ghostly	 figure.	 The
transparency	gradually	fills	in,	gaining	weight	and	dimension,	yet	the	bullets
still	 have	 no	 effect	 on	 its	 now	 opaque	 body.	 It’s	 the	 most	 advanced
holographic	 image	 I	 have	 ever	 seen.	 More	 like	 an	 actual	 person	 than	 a
projection	of	light.

The	 cops	 realize	 their	 error	 and	 cease	 fire.	 They	 shout	 at	 everyone	 to
evacuate	to	the	buses	immediately	for	our	own	safety.	Dominick	pulls	me	up
from	the	ground	and	straightens	his	glasses.	 I	know	I	should	 leave,	but	my
brain	still	wants	to	know	what’s	going	on.	Ambiguity	breeds	anxiety.

The	androgynous	hologram	holds	out	one	hand	like	a	mime	and	reveals	a
slip	 of	 paper	 the	 size	 of	 a	 sticky	 note.	 Everyone	 stops	 to	 watch.	 It’s	 not	 a
trick;	 we	 aren’t	 under	 a	 type	 of	mind	 control	 or	magical	 spell.	We	 simply
recognize	 the	moment	 as	 one	 for	 history,	 regardless	 of	 the	 consequences.
The	 paper	 unfolds	 to	 form	 a	 three-dimensional	 image	 of	 Earth.	 The



hologram	sets	it	on	its	palm,	and	the	paper	Earth	begins	to	rotate.	Then	in	a
calm,	emotionless	voice,	it	speaks.

“We	are	humans	 from	a	parallel	 future	 in	 the	 year	 2359.	We	are	here	 to
save	you.	 In	six	of	your	calendar	months,	a	comet	will	destroy	your	planet.
This	is	your	known	destruction;	there	is	no	way	to	prevent	it.”

The	 paper	 Earth	 silently	 ignites	 into	 a	 fireball,	 and	 then	 all	 traces	 of	 it
vanish	before	our	eyes.

“We	have	opened	five	hundred	vertexes	across	your	planet	to	send	you	to
our	 time	 and	 dimension.	We	have	 enough	 space	 to	 accommodate	 all	who
wish	 to	 join	 us.	 Simply	 walk	 through	 one	 person	 at	 a	 time.	 It	 is	 your
individual	choice.	Please	bring	minimal	personal	items.	You	will	be	given	all
the	resources	needed	to	live	here.

“We	apologize	for	using	images	as	representatives,	but	we	can	only	carry
physical	 beings	 in	 one	direction.	Our	 images	 are	 equipped	 to	 answer	 your
questions	 using	 our	 standard	 database	 responses	 available	 in	 multiple
human	languages.

“This	 automatic	message	will	 repeat	 once	 a	 day	 at	 each	 vertex	 location.
You	have	approximately	four	thousand	three	hundred	ninety-three	hours	to
decide.	The	vertexes	will	remain	open	until	then.

“Consider.	Save	your	people.	Save	yourself	before	it	is	too	late.”

The	crowd	stands	like	a	dangling	participle,	confused,	pointless.

Sweat	beads	down	my	spine,	and	my	pulse	pounds	behind	my	eardrums.
Everything	around	me	seems	muffled,	slow.

A	 bearded	 man	 from	 the	 horde	 breaks	 the	 silence	 and	 shouts	 at	 the
hologram,	“Who	are	you?”

I	can’t	believe	he	asked	that	question.	Wasn’t	he	paying	attention?

The	hologram	responds,	“We	are	humans	like	you.”

“Humans,	my	ass.	This	is	alien	invasion	shit.”

The	hologram	responds,	“We	do	not	understand.”

The	crowd	laughs	uneasily.

“They’re	not	as	smart	as	they	think,”	a	woman	whispers	to	Dominick	and



me.

I	can’t	laugh	with	them.	A	question	burns	inside	my	head,	but	my	mouth
battles	with	my	mind	 for	 freedom	and	words.	 I	 take	a	deep	breath	and	 let
loose.

“Why	should	we	believe	you?”	I	yell	out	over	the	crowd.

The	hologram	responds,	“You	have	no	other	options.”



CHAPTER	2

DAY	1:	AUGUST—4,393	HOURS	TO	DECIDE

OFFICIALS	WARN	TO	STAY	AWAY	FROM	VERTEXES	FOR	FEAR	OF

RADIATION	EXPOSURE

WE	CROWD	ONTO	the	buses.	Dominick	sits	near	the	window,	giving	me	the
aisle	 seat.	 It’s	 an	 automatic	 accommodation	between	us—like	most	 of	 the
decisions	in	our	relationship.	He	knows	that	aisle	seats	make	me	feel	more	in
control.	Easier	escape	route.	Rita	calls	us	an	old	married	couple	because	we
are	too	easy	together.	She	thinks	peaceful	is	boring	and	that	fighting	would
spice	things	up.	She	doesn’t	understand.	She	comes	from	a	religious	family,
not	a	military	one	like	mine.

As	soon	as	I	sit,	 the	whirling	thoughts	resume	in	my	head.	Alien	 invasion
—War	of	the	Worlds.	Government	conspiracy	to	hide	the	apocalypse	from	us.
At	least	with	meds	in	my	system,	I	shouldn’t	lose	it.	Dominick	has	never	seen
me	in	full	blown	anxiety	mode.

No	one	can	take	their	eyes	off	the	vertex	and	the	hologram	outside	the	bus
windows.	 Like	 rubbernecking	 a	 car	 accident.	As	 the	 bus	 leaves,	 I	 strain	 to
capture	one	last	glimpse.	I	remember	Rita’s	request	and	pull	out	my	phone
to	 take	a	picture.	To	show	her.	To	show	myself.	Physical	evidence	 that	 I’m
not	losing	my	mind.

My	phone	has	three	missed	calls	on	the	screen:	Dad,	Mom,	and	Benji.	Only
Mom	 left	 a	message.	 The	 call	 from	Benji	 surprises	me	 the	most.	We	don’t
usually	talk.	At	least,	not	like	that.	Not	since	we	were	little.

“Benji	called,”	I	say	to	Dominick.

Dominick	checks	his	glasses	for	damage.	“Call	him	back.	Maybe	he	knows
something.”

My	 older	 brother,	 Benjamin	 Lucas	 Jr.,	 joined	 the	military	 two	 years	 ago
after	 he	 graduated	 from	 high	 school.	 Dad	 convinced	 him	 to	 follow	 in	 his
footsteps	since	he	served	in	the	army	during	the	Gulf	War	and	appreciated
every	minute	 of	 it.	 Said	 it	 taught	 him	 how	 to	 be	 a	man,	 how	 to	 serve	 his
country,	 how	 to	 protect	 a	 nation.	 I	 think	 it	 taught	 him	 how	 to	 be	 strong,
distant,	and	paranoid.	Now	that	I	think	about	it,	Dad	was	probably	all	those



things	beforehand.	Maybe	the	military	heightens	the	personality	traits	that
already	exist	in	people.	Benji	joined	the	army,	completed	basic	training,	and
has	been	on	active	duty,	stationed	in	various	overseas	locations,	ever	since.
Last	I	knew,	he	was	in	Germany.	He	only	calls	my	parents	once	a	month,	 if
that.

While	I	return	Benji’s	call,	Dominick	calls	his	mother.	He	lets	out	a	silent
sigh	and	slides	his	phone	back	into	his	pocket.	She	never	answers	him—even
when	he	stays	late	at	my	house,	even	when	technology	from	another	planet
announces	 the	 possible	 apocalypse.	 Since	 his	 father	 died	 last	 year,	 she
spends	long	days	working	and	longer	nights	mourning.

Benji’s	phone	 rings	once	before	going	 to	 voicemail.	 I	 almost	 leave	him	a
message,	 but	 I’m	 not	 sure	 what	 to	 say.	 I’m	 not	 sure	 about	 anything	 right
now.

Holograms	have	just	descended	and	announced	the	end	of	the	world.	It	has	to
be	a	scam.

Dominick’s	leg	shakes	up	and	down,	making	me	more	nervous.	I	place	my
hand	on	his	knee	to	stop	him.

“Sorry,”	he	says.	“The	gunfire	freaked	me	out.”

Growing	up	with	 a	military	dad	 and	brother,	 gunfire	 doesn’t	 bother	me.
Dad	used	to	bring	me	to	the	shooting	range	with	him,	believing	every	person
should	utilize	 their	 right	 to	 bear	 arms.	 Even	me,	 his	 bookish	daughter.	He
wants	me	to	enroll	in	the	military	after	graduation	and	use	the	G.	I.	Bill	for
college,	but	I	want	to	go	straight	to	college	and	major	in	prelaw.	I	can’t	wait
to	get	away	from	the	testosterone	in	my	house	and	be	around	strong	women
for	a	change.

I	pat	Dominick’s	knee.	Dad	and	Dominick	have	nothing	in	common	except
me.	Maybe	that’s	why	I	like	him.	Dominick	thinks	my	father	thinks	that	he’s
not	man	enough.	What	he	doesn’t	understand	is	that	my	dad	has	antiquated
ideas	of	what	being	a	man	is.

From	a	distance,	the	vertex	glows	on	the	dark	horizon.	It	carries	with	it	so
many	unanswered	questions.	 I	pick	at	a	piece	of	Blue	My	Mind	nail	polish,
peeling	a	whole	section	off	my	nail.	Mom	always	nags	me	that	nails	matter—
first	 impressions	 and	 everything,	 sign	 of	 good	 grooming.	 I	wonder	 if	 she’ll
think	they	matter	after	this.



Dominick	touches	my	elbow.	“Alex,	you’re	bleeding.	Are	you	okay?”

I	examine	the	back	of	my	arm.	A	quarter-sized	wound	mixed	with	specks
of	dirt	marks	where	I	hit	 the	ground.	A	stream	of	maroon	blood	trickles	to
my	wrist.	My	first	battle	scar	with	the	aliens.

“It’s	fine,”	I	say.	“It	doesn’t	hurt.”	I	search	through	my	purse	for	a	tissue.

His	 eyes	 tell	me	 he’s	 not	 convinced.	 He’s	 probably	 thinking	 that	 it’s	 his
fault	 since	 he	 pushed	me	 to	 the	 ground.	 He’s	 always	 worrying	 about	 me,
trying	to	protect	me.	Sometimes	I	like	it.	Sometimes	it	makes	me	feel	small.

I	press	a	 tissue	against	my	elbow	to	stop	 the	bleeding.	After	a	minute	of
silence,	I	ask	him,	“Do	you	think	it’s	telling	the	truth?”

He	deliberates	longer	than	I	expect.	He	runs	both	hands	around	the	back
of	his	neck	and	holds	them	there	like	a	hammock	for	his	thoughts.

“I	 think	 it’s	 too	 soon	 to	 decide.	 It	 said	 we	 have	 six	 months.	 It’s	 the
beginning	 of	 August,	 so	 that	 would	 bring	 us	 to	 the	 end	 of	 January.	 That
would	 mean,”	 he	 mentally	 calculates,	 “one	 hundred	 eighty-four	 days
counting	today.”

In	another	hour	or	so,	one	hundred	eighty-three	days.

“It	 could	 be	 lying,”	 he	 continues.	 “If	 there	was	 really	 a	 comet	 capable	 of
destroying	the	planet,	we’d	already	know	about	it.”

“You	 think	 the	 government	 would	 tell	 us	 this	 soon?”	 I	 chip	 at	 another
piece	of	polish.

“I	 don’t	 know.	 Maybe	 not.	 Depends	 if	 they	 thought	 they	 could	 do
something	about	it.	They	wouldn’t	want	us	to	panic	early.”

Panic:	from	Pan	in	Greek	mythology,	a	satyr—half-goat,	half-man—who	was
known	 to	 create	 irrational,	 sudden	 fear	 in	 people	 for	 fun.	 Something	 that
happens	to	me	when	I	feel	trapped.

“What	do	you	think	happens	now?”	I	ask.

Dominick	 looks	 at	 me,	 into	 me,	 like	 he’d	 really	 like	 to	 give	 me	 a	 clear
answer	 because	 he	 knows	 that	 I	 overanalyze	 everything.	 He	 replies,	 “We
wait.”

WHEN	THE	BUS	pulls	up	to	Beth	Israel	Deaconess	Hospital	 instead	of	the



train	station	where	Dominick	parked	his	car,	passengers	bombard	the	driver
with	questions.

“Just	 following	orders,”	he	 announces.	 “They	want	 to	 check	 everyone	 for
radiation	exposure.”

“I	 don’t	 like	 this,”	 Dominick	 whispers	 to	 me.	 He	 hasn’t	 been	 back	 in	 a
hospital	 since	 his	 father	 died.	 At	 the	 time	 we	 were	 only	 friends,	 but	 his
father’s	 death	 bonded	 us	 together	more	 than	we	 ever	 expected.	We	 spent
every	free	moment	texting	and	calling	each	other,	and	a	few	months	ago	he
suddenly	 kissed	 me	 in	 my	 backyard.	 It’s	 not	 a	 good	 idea	 starting	 a
relationship	 in	 the	 spring	 of	 junior	 year,	 but	 no	 one	 ever	 said	 love	 was
convenient.

Outside	 the	 bus	 windows,	 the	 hospital	 parking	 lot	 brims	 with	 activity.
Officials	 covered	 in	 white	 HAZMAT	 suits	 with	 hooded	 masks	 usher
passengers	off	the	buses	ahead	of	us.

HAZMAT	team.	Oh	shit,	we’ve	been	poisoned	by	aliens.	I	touch	my	head	to
check	my	temperature.

“I’m	calling	my	dad,”	I	say	to	Dominick,	almost	as	an	apology.	I	take	a	deep
breath	and	wait	for	the	ring.	Dad	answers	immediately.

“Alexandra,	 where	 are	 you?”	 he	 yells	 through	 the	 phone.	 I	 go	 back	 to
picking	at	my	nails.

“I’m	fine.	Just	freaked	out.”	I	let	my	breath	leak	out	like	deflating	a	balloon.

“We’ve	 been	 calling	 you.	 Did	 you	 hear	 the	 news?	 Or	 are	 you	 too	 busy
screwing	around	with	Nick	to	care	about	what’s	happening	in	the	world?”

I	 take	 another	 breath.	 “Dad,	 I’m	 at	 Beth	 Israel	 Deaconess	 Hospital	 in
Milton.	It’s	crazy	here.	They	want	to	run	tests	on	us	since	we	came	close	to
one	of	those	…	things.”

“What	the	hell	were	you	doing	near	one	of	them?”

“It	was	near	the	tracks.	The	train	had	to	stop.”

He	goes	silent	for	a	few	seconds.	“You	have	your	medication	with	you?”

“Yes,”	I	mumble,	turning	away	from	Dominick.	“But	I’m	still	freaking	out.
They’re	wearing	HAZMAT	gear.”



“I’m	 coming	 to	 get	 you.”	 He	 hangs	 up	 before	 I	 can	 argue.	 His	 words
sounded	strong.	Clear.	The	events	haven’t	triggered	him.	Yet.

The	HAZMAT	 team	 reaches	 our	 bus.	 I	 wonder	 if	 there	 are	 scientists	 or
doctors	 underneath	 those	 suits.	 Or	 both.	 Or	 neither.	 They	 round	 us	 up,
including	the	bus	driver.	I	don’t	think	he	saw	that	coming	by	the	look	in	his
eyes,	like	an	innocent	man	being	arrested	for	treason.

As	we	enter	the	hospital,	one	worker	shouts,	“Women	to	the	right,	men	to
the	left.	Children	under	twelve	years	old	remain	with	a	parent.”

I	give	Dominick	a	quick,	hard	kiss	on	the	lips.	For	the	first	time	in	years,	I
can’t	 tell	 what	 he’s	 thinking—if	 he’s	 more	 concerned	 with	 leaving	 me	 or
being	alone	himself.	Those	are	two	very	different	things,	and	the	distinction
makes	 all	 the	 difference	 in	 the	world	 to	me.	 One	means	 he’s	 afraid	 that	 I
can’t	handle	the	situation.	The	other	means	he’s	afraid.	And	that	my	 fear	 is
justified.

As	I	am	sorted	according	to	my	gender,	my	mind	recalls	horrific	events	in
history	when	this	happened.	The	Holocaust.	The	Titanic.	When	do	you	know
that	an	event	is	the	beginning	of	what	will	become	a	tragic	end?	Is	it	only	at	the
end?

The	 herd	 of	 women	 and	 some	 children	 quietly	 move	 down	 a	 tented
hallway	lined	with	plastic	and	brown	butcher	paper.	A	person	in	a	HAZMAT
suit	approaches	me	with	a	clipboard.	The	only	facial	features	visible	through
the	front	of	the	hood	are	a	pair	of	cold	blue	eyes.

“Name?”	a	female	voice	asks.	She	clicks	a	pen	with	a	gloved	thumb.

Stay	strong.	I	clear	my	throat.	“Alexandra	Lucas.”

“Age?”

“Seventeen.	Almost	eighteen,”	I	add.

“Address?	Phone	number?”

Her	 bedside	manner	 needs	work.	Maybe	 she	 is	 a	 scientist	 after	 all.	Or	 a
really	bad	doctor.

“Why	are	we	here?”	I	ask.

The	woman	ignores	me.	“Address?	Phone	number?”



“I’m	not	going	to	answer	your	question	until	you	answer	mine.”	My	voice
cracks.	My	dad	taught	me	to	know	my	rights.	Respect	 leaders,	but	don’t	be
afraid	to	ask	them	tough	questions.	That’s	how	the	world	stays	strong.

“She’s	right,”	another	female	passenger	from	the	bus	pipes	in.	A	young	boy,
maybe	three	years	old,	clings	to	her	leg.	“Why	are	we	here?”

The	blue	eyes	behind	the	hooded	plastic	stare	through	me.	I	stare	back.	I
am	my	father’s	daughter.	I	can	be	a	real	pain	in	the	ass	when	it’s	necessary,
even	if	my	heartbeat	dulls	my	hearing	the	whole	time,	even	if	I	need	a	pill	to
help	calm	down	later.

“This	 is	 for	national	 security.	The	protection	of	 the	 country.”	 She	points
the	tip	of	the	pen	at	the	clipboard	and	addresses	everyone	in	earshot.	“You
were	 all	 exposed	 to	 something	 that	 we	 don’t	 understand	 yet.	 For	 all	 we
know,	 those	 things	 reek	 of	 radiation	 or	 something	worse.	We	need	 to	 run
some	tests	before	allowing	you	to	mingle	back	in	with	the	public.	Don’t	want
to	end	up	with	an	epidemic	on	our	hands.	Do	you	understand?”

We	nod.	 I	 tell	her	my	address	and	phone	number.	The	 female	passenger
who	spoke	earlier	hugs	her	child	and	then	holds	the	back	of	her	wrist	to	his
forehead	 to	 check	 his	 temperature.	 I	 look	 down	 and	 examine	 the	 exposed
skin	on	my	arms	and	legs.	The	wound	on	my	elbow	glows	redder	and	angrier
under	 the	 hospital	 lights.	 The	 rest	 of	my	 skin	 still	 looks	 the	 same:	 golden,
freckled	in	some	spots.	Could	be	skin	cancer.	Especially	if	I’ve	been	exposed	to
some	cosmic	radiation.	Has	to	be	worse	than	the	sun’s	radiation,	right?	Wonder
how	fast	you	die.

“All	standard	protocol,”	she	adds.	“There’s	no	need	for	alarm.”

“Yet,”	I	say.

The	 breathing	mask	 blocks	 her	mouth,	 but	 the	 corners	 of	 her	 blue	 eyes
wrinkle	 as	 if	 she	 smirked.	 Makes	 me	 wonder	 if	 she’d	 be	 happier	 finding
nothing	wrong	with	us	or	finding	something	dreadful.	It	doesn’t	reassure	me.

She	explains	the	next	procedure:	we	must	remove	all	clothing	and	shoes.
Even	bras	and	underwear.

With	all	these	people	watching?	What	if	someone	takes	a	picture	and	texts	it
to	everyone?

“I’m	 under	 age.	 You	 need	 my	 parent	 or	 guardian’s	 permission	 before



subjecting	me	 to	medical	 treatment,	 never	mind	 asking	me	 to	 remove	my
clothes	in	public.	I	could	sue	you.”

I	hope	I	sounded	like	I	meant	it.	Bravery	doesn’t	always	strike	at	the	right
time.	Sometimes	it’s	an	afterthought.	Sometimes	it’s	medically	induced	once
my	pill	works.

“We	will	be	calling	any	parents	or	guardians	momentarily.	However,	due
to	 the	 nature	 of	 radiation,	 the	 longer	 you	 are	 exposed,	 the	more	 you	 and
those	around	you	are	at	risk.	Decontamination	cannot	wait	for	consent.	We
have	 provided	 curtained	 areas	 for	 privacy.	 As	 for	 suing	 us,	 young	 lady,	 go
right	ahead.	Now,	we	can	do	this	the	easy	way	or	the	hard	way.	Your	choice.”

The	hard	way.	Police	holding	me	down.	Taser.	Needles.	Straitjacket.	I	beg	my
cheeks	and	ears	not	to	turn	red.

“Good	choice.	Let’s	move.”

I	watch	 the	 process	 ahead	 of	me.	 Clothes	 are	 being	 bagged	 and	 tagged,
personal	items	confiscated.	My	phone	and	purse	will	be	taken	and	locked	up
somewhere.	I	feel	withdrawals	from	my	pills	already,	but	that	can’t	be	right.
My	medication	usually	 lasts	 in	my	system	 for	eight	hours.	Well,	on	a	good
day.

As	much	as	I	hate	to	admit	it,	I	wish	Dad	were	here	already.	He’d	never	let
this	happen	to	me.

For	the	concert	with	Dominick	today,	I	wore	my	favorite	summer	dress,	a
brown	sundress	with	a	tiny	yellow,	white,	and	red	floral	pattern,	paired	with
red	bangle	bracelets	and	strappy	sandals.	In	a	curtained	area	I	unbuckle	my
sandals	and	remove	the	bracelets.	Run	out	of	 the	building.	Get	out	while	you
still	 can.	 Instead,	 I	 slip	off	 the	straps	of	my	dress	and	 let	 it	 fall	 to	 the	 floor.
Unhook	my	bra,	pull	down	panties.	Naked,	I	pass	my	belongings	outside	the
curtain	for	bagging.	I	want	to	cry	over	the	loss	of	my	clothes.	It’s	like	they’ve
died	and	been	placed	in	a	body	bag.

“Will	 I	 get	 my	 clothes	 back?”	 I	 ask	 from	 behind	 the	 curtain.	 No	 one
responds.

One	 at	 a	 time,	we	must	move	 to	 the	 shower	 area.	When	 it’s	my	 turn,	 a
HAZMAT	 worker	 gives	 instructions	 from	 outside	 the	 curtain.	 “You	 must



scrub	using	the	special	disinfectant	soap.	Make	sure	to	do	your	entire	body.
Even	your	hair.”

The	 lukewarm	 water	 hits	 my	 body	 like	 spittle.	 The	 soap	 smells	 like
chemicals	 used	 to	 scrub	 a	 toilet,	 not	 a	 person.	 The	 wound	 on	 my	 elbow
screams	 when	 the	 soap	 hits	 it.	 What	 if	 the	 soap	 travels	 through	 my
bloodstream?	What	if	it’s	toxic?	When	I	rub	it	into	my	hair,	my	curls	mat	into
a	 sticky,	 knotted	 nest.	 As	 I	 rinse,	 a	 dry	 film	 covers	 every	 pore	 of	my	 skin,
every	strand	on	my	head.	It	won’t	rinse	off.	Get	it	off	me!	Get	it	off	me!	I	scrub
and	scrub	and	scrub	without	breathing	until	my	skin	turns	a	livid	pink.

Outside	the	shower	area	a	towel	waits	for	me.	After	I	cover	up,	a	HAZMAT
woman	hands	me	two	paper	hospital	gowns,	one	to	put	on	facing	backward,
one	 to	put	on	 facing	 forward,	 so	 I’m	not	exposed	as	 I	walk.	As	soon	as	 I’m
ready,	I	must	turn	in	my	towel	for	bagging	just	in	case	I’m	still	leaking	alien
radiation	after	the	shower.

Next,	another	worker	points	me	toward	a	sectioned-off	area	labeled	with	a
paper	 printout	 that	 reads	 CLEAN.	 The	 sign	 makes	 me	 wonder	 what	 they
considered	us	 before.	My	body	 shivers	 uncontrollably	 as	 I	 shuffle	 barefoot
down	the	corridor.	Cardboard	and	plastic	cover	the	floor.	A	worker	assigns
me	a	hospital	cot	and	tells	me	to	leave	the	curtains	open.	My	file	is	clipped	to
the	end	of	my	bed.	I	am	a	disinfected	patient	with	a	serial	number.

Time	passes.	More	women	and	children	join	the	CLEAN	area.	I	touch	my
hair.	 It’s	 drying	 wrong	 and	 curling	 in	 weird	 directions.	 I	 need	 the	 extra
ponytail	 elastic	 that’s	 in	 my	 purse.	 Then	 I	 think	 of	 the	 vertexes.	 The
holograms.	My	hair	shouldn’t	be	important	during	a	world	crisis,	but	it	still
is.	If	I’m	going	to	die,	I’d	rather	not	die	wearing	a	paper	hospital	gown	with
my	hair	sticking	up	like	a	ball	of	brown	cotton	candy.

My	hands	start	to	shake.	I	need	to	talk	to	Dominick	or	Rita	or	my	parents,
but	they	confiscated	my	cell	phone	with	everything	else.	 I	refuse	to	cry.	 If	 I
do,	I’ll	crumble.

Another	 HAZMAT	worker	 appears	 at	my	 side.	 She	 reads	my	 name	 and
birth	date	from	the	file,	then	asks	a	billion	questions:

“How	much	do	you	weigh?”

“Approximately	how	long	were	you	exposed	to	the	phenomenon?”



“How	close	were	you	standing	to	it?”

“Do	you	feel	any	itching,	burning,	tingling,	or	swelling?”

“Any	nausea?”

“Vomiting?”

“Diarrhea?”

“Headache?”

I	 try	 my	 best	 to	 answer	 all	 her	 questions	 truthfully,	 but	 the	 whole
experience	 is	 becoming	 a	 blur.	 I	 have	 no	 idea	 how	 close	 I	was	 to	 it.	 I	 can
hardly	believe	I	was	there	at	all.	That	it	was	there	at	all.

She	proceeds	 to	 take	my	 temperature,	 blood,	 and	a	urine	 sample.	When
she	discovers	the	wound	on	my	elbow,	she	asks,	“When	did	you	get	this?”

I’m	not	about	to	tell	her	that	I	froze	in	a	line	of	police	fire,	so	my	boyfriend
had	to	throw	me	to	the	ground.	She	might	send	me	for	a	psych	evaluation.	“I
fell	getting	on	the	bus.”

“Are	you	sure?”	I	hear	the	urgency	in	her	voice.	She	wants	to	turn	me	into	a
lab	rat.	Her	alien	lab	rat.

“Yes,	I’m	sure.	I	fell.	There	was	even	dirt	in	it	earlier.	Before	the	shower.”

She	jots	down	notes	into	my	file.	Probably	writing	crap	about	me.	About	my
nervous	 behavior	 being	 a	 possible	 sign	 of	 exposure	 to	 extraterrestrial	 energy.
Further	evaluation	needed.	Wonder	what	she’ll	think	of	my	dad	when	he	gets
here.

She	cleans	my	wound,	applies	a	clear	antibiotic	cream,	and	bandages	my
arm.	 I	 feel	 like	 a	 science	 project.	 She’s	 lucky	 I’m	 not	 a	 hypochondriac.
Medical	 things	 don’t	 scare	me	 since	 science	 is	 technical.	 It	 uses	 data	 and
provides	clear	answers.	In	fact,	the	whole	time	she’s	working	on	me,	I	watch
her	every	step.	I	swear	if	I	ever	have	to	have	surgery,	I’ll	ask	to	stay	conscious.
No	ambiguity,	no	anxiety.

A	 commotion	 begins	 down	 the	 hallway	 as	 a	 team	 of	 HAZMAT	workers
struggle	with	an	unruly	patient.	The	HAZMAT	woman	finishes	my	medical
interrogation	and	moves	to	help.	They	bring	the	female	patient	over	to	our
area	but	avoid	placing	her	near	any	children.	She’s	around	my	mother’s	age
with	long	brown	hair	that’s	dripping	wet	from	the	forced	shower.	When	they



carry	her	through	the	unit,	the	smell	of	burnt	rubber	follows	her	body,	even
after	 being	 cleaned.	 As	 she	 struggles	 with	 them,	 her	 paper	 dress	 rips	 and
exposes	her	ribcage.

I	want	to	cover	her	with	a	blanket	and	force-feed	her	oatmeal.

She	puts	up	a	valiant	fight	against	invisible	demons,	her	eyes	focusing	on
inanimate	objects	instead	of	people.

“Between	the	idea	and	the	reality,”	she	screams	at	a	wall.

“Relax,”	I	hear	a	male	voice	command	from	a	HAZMAT	suit.	She	kicks	and
bites	at	his	uniform.	One	person	preps	a	syringe.	They	lay	her	on	a	bed	and
hold	her	down.

“Falls	the	shadow,”	she	yells	at	a	monitor.

Someone	pulls	 the	curtain	closed.	 “She’ll	be	out	 in	a	 second,”	 I	hear	one
HAZMAT	suit	say.

The	 curtain	 opens,	 and	 most	 of	 the	 HAZMAT	 team	 leaves	 her	 private
cocoon.

As	they	pass	by	me,	I	hear	one	of	them	say	to	the	other,	“This	is	only	the
beginning.”

AS	I	SIT	on	my	hospital	cot	waiting	for	the	next	round	of	testing,	I	can
just	make	out	the	crazy	lady	through	a	crack	in	the	curtain.	Her	chest	rises
and	 falls	 like	 a	 robot	 on	 a	 schedule.	 I’m	 not	 sure	what	 they	 gave	 her,	 but
whatever	it	was,	it	worked.	Something	about	her	stirs	a	deep	fear	in	me,	and	I
think	about	my	dad.	After	returning	from	active	duty,	he	suffered	from	Post-
Traumatic	Stress	Disorder	and	Gulf	War	Syndrome.	When	Benji	and	I	were
little,	 we	 used	 to	 watch	 Dad	 secretly	 as	 he	 unraveled	 at	 night.	 Seeing	 the
crazy	 lady	spout	nonsense	reminds	me	of	Dad	back	then.	 I	hated	watching
him	 self-destruct,	 yet	 I	 couldn’t	 stop	 being	 the	 ever-vigilant	 daughter.	 Still
can’t.

Hours	 tick	 by.	 If	 it	 takes	 any	 longer,	 I	 might	 need	 some	 of	 crazy	 lady’s
medication	when	mine	 runs	 out.	 I	wish	 I	 had	my	 journal	 to	 keep	 track	 of
everything.	Plus	 it	would	give	me	something	 to	do	 rather	 than	 just	 sit	and
think	in	circles.

The	HAZMAT	worker	with	 the	cold	blue	eyes	 returns.	 “Your	parents	are
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