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  Prologue


Evan walked beneath the sodium-orange clouds, the shimmer of factory lights blooming against the low northern sky. His trainers scuffed along the broken pavement, each step ringing dully through the emptiness of the industrial fringe. The air reeked of wet brick and engine oil, the scent pressing down on his chest as if trying to force him backwards, home. He hunched into his thin jacket, left hand clenched tight in his pocket around his phone, still dark, still unresponsive, even though his brother had called three times after the argument. 
The words echoed, bitter and unfinished. You can’t just keep running, Evan. That’s what Mark had said, voice tight with the kind of worry that always turned to anger with him. Evan replayed it, then tried to press it out of his head, but it stuck, looping with every footfall.
He passed the chain-link fence of the old scrapyard, the mesh bowed in on itself in places. Far across the tracks, a row of radio towers outlined themselves against the haze, their red warning lights blinking like wounds. Somewhere, a dog barked, shrill, then abruptly cut off, as if silenced mid-yell. He paused to listen, but only the sound of his own breath returned, and the quiet drip of rain on steel.
That’s when the air thickened, charged all at once with a pressure that made his teeth ache. His temples throbbed, a pain blooming sharp along his brow. He stopped, pressing a hand to his forehead, squinting up. The clouds rolled in closer, unnatural, like they were being pulled together by invisible threads.
The radio towers flickered, just for a moment, but it was unmistakable. Their synchronized pattern stuttered, blinked twice, then held. The next bark from the unseen dog became a howl, warbling through the night, answered by another farther off. It prickled something deep in Evan’s spine, a memory of thunder and air raid sirens on TV documentaries, of warnings that came too late to make a difference.
He took a step forward. The sky above him twisted.
It started as a shimmer, barely there, the light pooling strangely around the constellations. Then the stars themselves seemed to waver, their pinpricks of brightness refracted through, something. Evan blinked hard. The patterns fractured, spiderweb cracks blossoming out from a single point almost directly above him.
Evan’s heart thudded into his throat. The cracks grew, widening silently, until even the streetlights seemed to bend toward the fissure, shadows pulled taut in every direction. The clouds parted, sucked away like smoke in a vent. Evan squinted up in horror and awe, the night suddenly too bright.
A line appeared, then another, luminous, impossible, slicing across the heavens. The fracture lines glimmered, each one burning with its own secret color. Evan could smell ozone, sharp and metallic, as if the universe had just split a high-voltage cable.
He tried to move, but his limbs felt heavy, pinned by some gravity he couldn’t fight. The pressure in his head intensified, he staggered, caught himself on the fence. Above, the largest crack shimmered and then snapped with a sound like a thunderclap wrapped in razor wire.
A deafening shriek split the world. Evan clamped his hands over his ears, eyes jammed shut. It wasn’t thunder, wasn’t anything he’d ever heard, more like a steel bridge being torn in half, the kind of tearing that vibrated through his ribs and pulsed down into the earth.
When the sound faded to a rumble, Evan opened his eyes, blinking against the afterimage.
Something was falling.
It blazed, trailing a tail of sparks and flame, spinning wildly through the fractured sky. The object, no, not an object, not a meteor, nothing like the ice-white streaks he’d watched as a boy, was impossibly bright and yet cast no shadows. It tumbled, fire licking from jagged breaks along its length, burning up the clouds as it came.
Time turned syrup-thick. Evan’s breath stopped. The thing plummeted, impossibly fast and yet stretched out over forever, growing larger and larger until it filled all of his vision.
His brain yelled at him to run, but his feet rooted to the spot. Fear twisted his insides, raw and luminous, but awe held him captive. He wanted to scream, to cry, to pray, any sound at all, but the burning object swallowed everything except the drumbeat of his heart.
It hit.
The impact detonated the night: a roaring shockwave, a blazing flash that erased every shadow. The ground heaved beneath Evan, throwing him backwards, he crashed hard onto the pavement, scrambling to shield himself with his arms.
Concrete erupted yards away, a spray of shattered stone and sparks. The old rail lines buckled, throwing steel splinters high into the air, shrieking as they twisted. Debris hammered down in a storm, bits of brick, stone, something metallic that whistled past his ear.
Evan rolled to his knees, choking on dust and the sharp, acrid stink of burning. The air pulsed, alive and seething. He could see the crater, a molten wound in the yard, heat shimmering above it. The object itself lay at the center, a twisted, glowing core, pulsing with impossible color.
A piece of it broke loose, maybe the size of his fist, wreathed in blue fire. It spun through the debris, arcing low and fast, coming straight at him.
He barely had time to throw up his hands.
The fragment struck him, dead center, just below his collarbone. There was a rising note, a howl, almost musical, almost alive, and then pain.
It was cold, unimaginably cold, stabbing through his chest and out his back, carving through every nerve. Evan managed a strangled cry, but it was swallowed up, lost in the wind and the ringing in his ears. His hands scrabbled at his chest, desperate to tear the thing away, but there was nothing there. He felt only burning cold and the sick, electric pressure building inside his sternum.
The world faded at the edges. Sounds blended together, collapsing into a flat, distant hum. Evan fell back, his body limp, thoughts scattering like leaves.
Blackness.
There was nothing to see, but everything to feel, a sense of movement without moving, falling and spinning all at once. Shapes flickered behind his eyelids: impossible geometry, shifting and blooming, a language he’d never seen but somehow almost understood. Lines intersected, twisted, became symbols, then collapsed back into chaos. A voice, not a sound, but a feeling, pressed against his mind. He reached for it, but it slipped away, leaving only the echo of words that weren’t words at all.
He floated in that place, timeless, as if the normal rules of the world had dropped away. Colors bloomed and receded. The pain became distant, replaced by an electric itch, a tingling that spread from his chest throughout his limbs.
Then, just as abruptly, the sensation blinked out. The geometry unraveled, the light snuffed itself, and silence flooded in.
Evan gasped and blinked at the night.
He lay sprawled in the center of the empty rail yard, the wind cutting cold along his skin. The sky overhead was still, clouds knitted tight again, no sign of fracture lines or burning light. His breath steamed in the air.
He sat up shakily. His coat was scorched, a jagged black ring burned through the fabric near his sternum. He ran trembling fingers around the hole, expecting blood, raw flesh, something catastrophic. But his skin beneath was untouched, cool and dry.
He staggered to his feet, legs wobbling, head spinning with the aftershock of what he’d just seen, or imagined. The crater still smoked in the yard, but the strange object was gone, only twisted rails and blackened stone left behind.
He turned in a slow circle, searching for anyone, witnesses, help, Mark, anyone at all. Only silence answered, thicker now, pressing in all around. The world felt empty, erased, as if the rest of the city had quietly winked out while he was unconscious.
Evan pulled his coat shut, flinching at the pain in his chest. A faint light flickered beneath his skin, just for an instant, a geometric pattern, fragile as frost on glass. He stared, breath held, as lines and angles danced under his sternum, then blinked out, leaving only a ghost of coldness and dread. He closed his eyes, bracing himself for another surge of pain or vision, but nothing came.
He stumbled toward the torn gap in the fence, moving by habit rather than thought. His phone buzzed weakly in his pocket, the screen flickering, no signal, the battery icon red and dying.
The city lights glimmered beyond the yard, distant and unreachable. He walked faster, breath ragged, desperate for the comfort of home, of something familiar. Each step sent a shock up through his body, a reminder of whatever had changed inside him.
Questions spun in his mind, about the burning thing, the patterns beneath his skin, the silence that followed. Whatever had happened tonight, it wasn’t over. He could feel it, ticking in his blood like a countdown.
The sky above was whole again, but Evan knew, with a certainty that chilled him deeper than any winter wind, that nothing would ever be normal after this.
Evan’s boots scuffed across the cracked tarmac, each step echoing in the hollow spaces of the industrial fringe. He breathed in the bitter air, tinged with a metallic tang from the foundry’s distant stacks. Orange sodium lights swam halos into the low, vaporous clouds, painting everything in sickly amber. His fists balled in his coat pockets, skin burning with the memory of his father’s voice – sharp, insistent, disappointed. 
What right did any of them have to judge when none of them understood? He replayed the last shouted words, the slammed door, his sister’s face crumpling as she tried to smooth it all away, as always. If only he could explain himself, but the words thudded, useless. So Evan walked, head down, welcoming the cold as it bit his cheeks and made his lungs ache.
A stray wind rattled corrugated steel fencing. Far off, the town’s heartbeat kept its own rhythm – the shudder of lorries, a drunk’s laughter leaking from a pub, the wheeze of the night train changing lines. Up ahead, a tangled crop of radio towers bristled against the sky, their lights throbbing red warnings to planes that rarely came this way.
He stopped in their looming shadow, staring up, trying to empty his head. The air felt charged, pinpricks crawling along his scalp. He blinked, squinting, as the pressure built, subtle at first, like the sting before a storm, then sharp, tight, a hot wire behind his eyes. 
He touched his temple. Not now, not another migraine. He needed to get home, needed sleep. The towers’ lights, usually steady, flickered erratically. A dog somewhere began to bark – once, twice, then others joined in, until a chorus of howls rose up, mournful and frantic, as if the night itself were being torn open.
Evan frowned and looked to the sky. The familiar constellations wavered; pinpricks of white writhed and smeared as if the firmament were a surface stretched far too tight, threatening to tear. He staggered, rubbing his eyes, but the vision only grew more vivid. Fractures snapped across the heavens, lines of silver and pale blue etched in impossible angles, weaving and trembling like shattered glass.
“What the hell…” He whispered, but the words vanished, swallowed by a sudden, raw silence.
Then the world shrieked. A sound like a thousand tons of sheet metal being ripped in half, the kind of noise you didn’t just hear but felt in your teeth and bones. Evan’s hands flew to his ears but it did nothing to blunt it. The clouds above parted around a burning tear, a wound in the night. Something blazed out, a fiery object, spinning madly, trailing sparks like comet tails. It spun lower, growing in size and heat, impossibly fast, and yet the moments stretched, thick and treacly, as if time itself resisted.
Evan couldn’t move. His feet might have been poured in concrete. His body screamed at him to run, to dive, to do something, anything, but he stood, heart slamming, jaw dropped as the thing barreled down toward the rail yard just ahead.
It struck with a scream and a flash brighter than noon. The ground heaved beneath him, a concussive wave knocking him to one knee. Pavement erupted, black chunks thrown skyward, stone and rebar raining down. Steel rails twisted and screeched in protest, curling like spitted snakes. Debris sliced through the air, some buzzing so close he could feel the wind from their passage. Evan ducked reflexively, covering his head, coughing as dust and grit filled his mouth.
A piece, smaller, ragged, glowing with the same hellish light, hurtled toward him, spinning fast, leaving a trail of blue-glass sparks. He had just enough time to flinch, eyes going wide, before it hit his chest dead center. There was a spasm of white-hot agony, a cold so intense it was almost heat, blooming under his sternum and radiating outward. He couldn’t even scream; the air locked in his throat, his vision streaked, then shrank to nothing.
He floated. Or fell, he couldn’t tell.
Somewhere outside himself, lights pulsed in shapes he didn’t recognize, geometry that moved, folding and fracturing, impossibly complex. Echoes rang, language without words, hints of meaning slipping through his grasp like water through fingers. He tried to move his hand, to reach out, to touch, anything, but his body was smoke, thoughts dissolving at the edges. 
Then, a rush, a snap, and he was gasping, sucking air, cold and wet. He coughed, struggled upright, fingers finding rough cinders under his palms. He blinked, trying to orient himself. The world was eerily motionless. Rail cars stood silent, outlines sharp beneath the sodium lamps. The air was still, unnaturally so, as though the entire town was holding its breath.
Evan looked down. His clothes were burnt in ragged patches, the front of his shirt blackened and curled, bits of melted nylon from his jacket fused to the fabric. But his skin beneath was unmarked. He prodded his sternum; no pain, no blood. Just a strange almost-tingling, like the distant hum of a power line. 
He swallowed and staggered to his feet, swaying slightly. Rubble crunched under his boots. The yard was a mess, gouged pavement, twisted rails. He could smell ozone and scorched metal. Of the fiery object, there was no sign, a crater, maybe, but already dark, lined with splinters of stone and glass. Evan wiped sweat, or was it rain?, from his brow. His mind felt… bruised, thoughts bunched up and colliding.
He started walking, picking his way through the broken concrete, past rusted shipping containers tagged with old graffiti. Every few steps he checked his chest again, pressing the heel of his hand to the spot where the burning fragment had struck. The sensation had dulled now, like the aftermath of being punched, but somehow colder, deeper.
He reached the main road, empty and gleaming in the lamp glow. As he crossed, he caught his reflection in a bus shelter window, a wild-eyed, ashen-faced boy, clothes half-ruined, hair matted with sweat. He looked away quickly, something in his own eyes making his stomach lurch.
What now? Should he go to A&E? Cops? Who would believe him? He’d sound insane, and anyway there was no wound, no blood. Just the memory of that voice, those shapes, that music, or language, or whatever it was, still rattling around behind his eyes.
He cut through the housing estate, heart pounding, half expecting to see blue lights or people peering from windows. But everything was quiet, unnaturally so, even for this late hour. No one called out. No dog barked.
Finally, Evan turned onto his own street, his pace slowing. The battered terrace houses hunched under the dull glow of the porch lights, paint peeling, gardens overgrown with last summer’s weeds. His house, number twelve, looked the same as ever. The kitchen light glowed faintly, which meant his father was still up, probably pacing, waiting for him to come home and explain.
He hesitated at the gate, hand hovering, chest aching with a thousand things unsaid.
Then, as he stepped inside the patch of lamplight, something flickered beneath his shirt. He froze, yanked at the fabric, pulling the collar wide to look. There, just under his skin, a faint tracery of geometric patterns, lines and angles shifting and spinning, lit from within, danced over his sternum. Like a tattoo, but alive, electric blue and floating just beneath the surface.
He stared, breath shallow. The patterns pulsed, morphing, then shimmered away, leaving only bare skin. He pressed his fingers there again, nothing. Just warmth, his heart beating fast.
Evan let the shirt fall back. He glanced up at the house, its windows blind and blank. Whatever had happened out there in the yard, whatever that thing was that had fallen from the sky, it had done something to him. Changed him.
A thrill of fear threaded down his spine, chased by something else, curiosity, wild and sharp. He glanced over his shoulder, half-expecting someone to be there, watching. But the street was empty, the night still except for the distant hum of the city.
He stepped through the gate, boots squelching in the muddy path, suddenly desperate for the normal problems of home, arguments, lectures, slammed doors. Anything that would pin him back to earth, keep him from unraveling with questions that had no shape, no answer.
But as he hesitated on the stoop, one hand pressed unconsciously to his chest, Evan knew nothing would ever be the same. Not now. Not after the night the sky broke.
The streetlamp buzzed and guttered, hurling Evan's shadow ahead of him as he trudged through the littered cut behind the old textile mill. The air was sharp, sulfurous with the tang of rain still unfallen. With every step, the argument replayed in his skull, his father’s strained patience, his sister’s tearful retreat up the stairs, the shut door. He'd left in a blaze that crumbled to ashes halfway down the block. Now his hands were shoved deep in his jacket pockets, fists aching with the need to punch something, or maybe just to stop clenching so hard.
Corrugated fences peeled away from their moorings; behind them, tattered palettes and rusted barrels loomed like sleeping beasts. Evan sucked in a breath and pressed on, boots crunching glass. He barely noticed the dogs at first, a pair of coarse, mottled mongrels behind the recycling depot, barking as though mad, their voices ricocheting off metal.
He walked faster, kicking a stone. The sky overhead was heavy, the usual sooty grey replaced by a weird, rippling amber that didn’t quite belong to night or dawn. The pressure in Evan’s head started as a dull throb beneath his brow, spreading with each stride until it blotted out even the memory of his father’s voice. He rubbed his temple, squinting upward.
A sudden flicker snapped him to a halt. High above, the radio towers, squat metal skeletons on the ridge, throbbed with crimson and blue, their lights skipping in frantic Morse. The dogs’ howls pitched higher, frenzied, as static tickled in Evan’s ears. The air went tense, as if lightning had laced every molecule.
“What the hell...” he muttered, wrapping his arms tight across his chest.
A hush swept the yard. Even the wind stilled. Evan watched, unblinking, as something, no, not something, the very sky, began to twist. At first, it was just a shimmer, like heat above tarmac, but then lines, cracks, spidered across the clouds, slicing through stars. Light bled along the fractures, turquoise and sick gold. It was impossible and beautiful, and for a heartbeat, Evan thought maybe he'd fallen asleep against a lamppost and started dreaming.
The first sound was like tearing silk, then steel, and then the world was full of it, a shrieking, metallic roar that battered his eardrums. He clapped his hands over his head, staggered back, but he couldn’t tear his gaze away. From the heart of the broken sky, something burning dropped, trailing forks of electric blue. It spiraled as it fell, carving a wound through the darkness, and with each revolution, the air pulsed harder, the pressure in Evan’s skull climbing, climbing.
His instincts screamed, run, hide, duck, but he was nailed to the spot, every muscle locked by fear and fascination. The object tumbled closer, impossibly swift. Evan glimpsed glimpses of shape within the light: not a meteor, not a plane, not quite anything he understood. The heat from its approach baked his cheeks, but the air tasted sharp, cold.
The impact hit like a detonation. Concrete exploded yards away with a sound that emptied his lungs. Evan flung his arms up, blinded by a surge of white light as the ground heaved under his boots. Steel rails buckled, their tortured groans swallowed by the thunderclap. Chunks of sidewalk screamed past his face, the world a chaos of dust and shrapnel.
He crashed to his knees, winded. Something glowed through the cloud, bright, impossibly bright. Evan tried to crawl, but the force in the air pressed him flat, squeezing his ribs. For a heartbeat, the world funneled into a narrow tunnel: his heartbeat, the shriek of metal, the distant yelp of dogs.
Then a piece of the falling thing, no bigger than a fist, incandescent, shot through the boiling haze and struck his chest. He felt the impact as a jolt, forceful as a hammer-blow, but there was no pain, not at first. Just a blooming cold that radiated out from his sternum, slicing through every layer of flesh. His back arched, mouth open for a scream that never came.
Colors exploded behind his closed eyes, geometry writhing: perfect impossible angles, spirals within spirals, shapes that should not exist. Somewhere, a voice spoke, but not in words, in a language of pulses and pressure and harmonics. Evan felt himself unravel, then re-knit, thread by thread, sense by sense. He flailed for breath and found none. The world narrowed to a single, throbbing silence.
And then, nothing.
Evan floated in a space that was not space, vision spun into fractals. He was aware of himself and not, the memory of his body fading, replaced by a lattice of light. Patterns interlocked, shifted, splintered. He reached; the lattice flexed back. Questions chased themselves through him, answers snapping in and out of focus: Who am I? What happened? Am I dead?
He heard laughter, maybe his own, maybe someone else’s. Then silence pressed like a shroud, until even the shape of him dissolved.
Time lurched. His senses crashed back in order, sound, then sight, then pain. He was lying sprawled on cracked concrete, cheek mashed against the cold surface, lungs burning. Somewhere, distantly, a dog barked, a normal bark, as though the world had reset. The sky, when he forced his eyes open, was blank and dull, the strange amber glow smothered under a sheath of ordinary clouds.
He blinked, teeth chattering. His shirt clung to him in ragged, scorched patches. There were holes burned through his jacket, but when he pressed trembling fingers to the skin beneath, he found nothing. No blood, no burn. Only heat.
He sat up slowly, head pounding, as if every nerve was singing a warning. The rail yard was silent; only the creak of settling metal and the hiss of an untended steam pipe broke the hush. Evan staggered to his feet, swaying, and looked for the crater, but the torn concrete had already cooled, dust settling in the crags and hollows. Nothing glowed. No fire raged. His skin tingled, but the world bore no trace of the cataclysm, except for the damage all around him, and at his feet, a faint, fading outline, as if someone had sketched geometry on the ground with ultraviolet ink.
He caught his breath. “Hello?” he called, voice hoarse.
There was no answer, no flash of headlights, not even a distant siren. The world felt emptied, hollowed out. He ran a hand over his sternum, shuddering. For just an instant, as his fingertips brushed the skin, shapes flickered beneath: pale blue hexagons, each nested in a web of lines, spiraling inward before dissolving into the flesh. He bit back a cry, yanking his hand away. The marks faded, replaced by gooseflesh.
Evan wobbled, then bent double, hands on his knees, heart racing. He wanted desperately to believe the whole thing was some stress-induced hallucination, the brain’s way of short-circuiting after a fight, a migraine, a bad night. He squeezed his eyes shut. The silence pressed closer, unfamiliar and frightening.
He forced himself upright and lurched forward, boots crunching through the debris. The distance home felt suddenly enormous, each step a negotiation with legs that wanted to fold beneath him. He skirted the twisted hulk of a signal box, half-expecting someone, security, a neighbor, his father, anyone, to appear and haul him back to normalcy. But the yard was deserted.
Shadows pooled around the ruined fence as Evan limped past. Halfway to the footbridge, he paused again, chest hitching. He pressed his palm flat over his heart, willing away the memory of the impact, the fractal visions. For a second longer, the patterns glittered, cool beneath his skin, then, as if obeying a command he didn’t understand, they vanished.
No one saw him slip from the wreckage, clothes blackened, face smeared with dust. At the street’s edge, he stopped, bent over, and spat onto the curb. The taste of burnt metal lingered on his tongue. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve, then straightened. The hiss of distant tires and the soft, broken cries of night birds were the only sounds. The world seemed to hold its breath.
He staggered onward, clutching his side, not daring to look back at the yard. A single idea beat through his skull, wild and cold: *Something happened to me. Something impossible. And I have no idea what it means.*
As the lights of his street came into view, the weight of questions pressed in, heavy and relentless. He stumbled through the front gate and paused on the threshold, suddenly aware that he reeked of ozone, clothes torn and stained. His hands shook as he reached for the doorknob.
Inside, the house was silent, the argument long since cooled into uneasy truce or sleep. Evan hovered, heart thudding, not sure whether to creep upstairs and pretend nothing had happened, or wake someone, anyone, and try to explain what he couldn't even believe himself. He glanced down, half expecting the geometric afterglow to pulse again, but his chest was just skin and bone.
He pressed a hand to his brow, the headache gnawing at the edges of his thoughts. The silence in the house was suddenly suffocating. He thought of the thing that fell, of the world cracking open, of impossible patterns dancing behind his eyelids. He flexed his fingers, feeling a strange tingle in the tips, a not-quite-electric hum that wouldn’t go away.
His breath trembled, and he squeezed his eyes shut, clinging to one simple, desperate hope: that when morning came, he would wake up and find it had all been a nightmare. But as he stood there, lost between the dark and the dawn, the memory of that cold, precise geometry pulsed from somewhere deep inside, refusing to be forgotten.
Evan Hale lay supine amid the splintered gravel, the world breathless above him. Dust drifted through chill air, swirling in the faint orange glow leaking from the streetlights at the yard’s edge. He could not sense his own body for a moment, could not tell if he’d been crushed or flung, only that a ringing emptiness pressed at the edges of his perception, as if the sky itself had been torn wide and was now slowly sealing up. He tried to swallow. A coppery tang filled his mouth. His chest felt cored out; or frozen, as if some impossible coldness radiated from a space behind his sternum.
Slowly, sounds began to return. Somewhere far off, a car alarm wailed, then stuttered into silence. Shards of concrete and steel rails lay twisted and blackened, curling smoke into the night. Evan blinked, blinking again, half-expecting pain, hot, sharp, unbearable, but there was only a spreading numbness, a dull ache deep in his core.
He rolled onto his side. The ground scraped at his palms, and something inside his left hand, a dozen pinpricks, like static, reminded him of the collision. He looked down. His jacket was torn in a ragged starburst, scorched through the middle; beneath that, his T-shirt was blackened, the fabric fused in places, but his skin, his skin was unmarked. Smooth, pale, a faint sheen of sweat beneath the grime.
Evan pressed trembling fingers to his chest. Nothing. No blood, no wound. Just the memory of impact, a bolt of fire and ice, the sense of something alien lodging inside him. He squinted into the darkness. The rail yard was empty. No emergency lights, no running feet, no sirens yet. It was as if he’d been the only witness to the rupture in the heavens.
He tried to sit up, but a rush of vertigo forced him back to the ground. He let his head fall against the hard ballast, closing his eyes. At once, shapes began to form behind his eyelids, patterns, repeating and shifting, geometry that made no sense, like fractals folding into themselves. Sharp blue lines, glowing arcs, a symmetry he could almost decipher before it broke apart into a wash of incomprehensible symbols. He heard something, too, a rhythm, maybe. A pulse that echoed the frantic hammering of his heart.
A breath shuddered out of him. He curled in on himself, desperate to hold onto something solid, something real. The cold inside his chest faded, and the world sharpened around the edges.
He forced himself up, wobbling on hands and knees, then staggered upright. The yard was a graveyard of light and shadow now, twisted rails cutting black angles through the dust. Every muscle screamed protest as he lurched forward, shoes skidding on loose gravel. The debris field sprawled out before him, a ragged circle of scorched cement, torn fencing, splinters of timber from the fence he’d ducked beneath.
The impact site. A small crater, no bigger than a car wheel, smoked in the center, its rim glowing faintly with a heat that made the air shimmer. Evan had to see. He edged closer, feeling the invisible barrier of heat push at his skin. He hesitated, breath fogging in the night chill, then stepped back.
Whatever had fallen from the sky, it was gone now, pulverized or vanished, leaving only the strange afterimage hiding behind his eyes and the wild, erratic pulse of his heart.
Something moved at the edge of his vision. He flinched, only to see a fox dart between two rusted shipping containers, tail low, ears flat. No one else. The dissonance was maddening; the entire world should have been roused by that violence, by the howling wrench in the sky, but nothing stirred except for the low wind and the distant murmur of the city.
Evan brushed his jacket, feeling grit and charred fabric. It was ruined, hopelessly so, but he zipped it up, hands shaking. He needed to move, needed to be somewhere safe, somewhere familiar. Home. The image of his mother’s face flickered in his mind, pale with worry, or worse, with anger. The echo of their argument came back sharp and clear, souring his mouth: “You always run, Evan. You never stand still long enough for anyone to help you.”
He stumbled out of the yard, boots crunching broken glass, and found the path behind the rail fence. The streetlights flickered overhead, painting the world a jaundiced amber. He felt exposed, hunted, but nothing followed except the ghost-tremor in his veins.
He wound through the half-lit back streets, head down, ducking the curious stares of a pair of workmen outside the old mill, their high-vis vests garish in the night. One of them started to speak, a question?, but Evan kept walking, hurrying past the loitering shapes at the corner shop, ignoring the way their conversation stopped as he approached. He must look wild: sooty, ragged, eyes wide and searching.
As he navigated the narrow footpath past the iron foundry, he pressed his hand once more to his chest. The coldness had faded almost completely, replaced by a prickle of heat, or fear. He needed answers, but all he had were impressions, a shattering sky, a silent impact, the sensation of being struck through the world.
He slowed as the outlines of rowhouses came into view, the familiar huddle of red brick and curtained windows. Most homes were dark at this hour, except for the flicker of televisions and the blue light of a phone screen behind a bedroom blind. He fished for his keys, then realized with a hollow jolt they must have been in his jacket pocket during the blast. He found them, miraculously unscathed, and eased quietly through the garden gate.
His house was quiet. Not even the creak of pipes or the hum of the refrigerator. He slipped off his shoes in the porch, socks sticky with sweat and ash, and padded down the hallway. At the foot of the stairs, he paused, listening for the telltale sounds of his mother’s insomnia, the kettle, the television drone, the rattle of pill bottles, but heard nothing. Relief and guilt tangled inside him.
He slipped into the downstairs bathroom, flicking the light switch. A pale, shell-shocked stranger stared back from the mirror. Black stains streaked his face; his hair was wild, matted with soot. He peeled off the ruined jacket, then his shirt, and ran shaking hands over his bare chest. Nothing. Not a bruise, not a scratch, just the faint outline of his ribs and the throb of his pulse.
He leaned closer, heart thundering. For a moment, a fraction of a second, something shifted beneath his skin, a shimmer of faint bluish lines, as if geometric patterns were flickering just below the surface, there and then gone.
Evan jerked backward, breath caught in his chest.
He turned away from the mirror, forcing himself to move. He needed sleep, he told himself. It would all make sense in the morning, a rational explanation for everything, for the sky, the impact, the strange sensations. Maybe he’d inhaled something. Maybe it was all a hallucination, panic and adrenaline and lack of oxygen.
He crept upstairs, careful to avoid the creaking step, and shut his bedroom door behind him. Out of habit, he locked it, then leaned against the wall, letting himself slide to the floor. The house was cold and silent, but in here, at least, he could close his eyes and pretend everything was normal.
He lay on his back atop the covers, blinking up at the dim ceiling. The geometric patterns danced in the darkness behind his eyes, no matter how hard he tried to banish them. They pulsed in time with his heart, strange, elegant, alien. Sometimes they resolved into a language he nearly understood, a cascade of impressions he could not name: longing, loneliness, warning.
He slept, or at least drifted. The dream returned: he floated in endless blackness, the fractured sky stretched above him, infinite and cold. Threads of light reached down, numbers and lines, a language that tangled in his mind. He reached for it, but it slipped past his grasp, dissolving into a single, echoing word, one he could not pronounce, but which burned behind his tongue like prophecy.
In the gray predawn, he woke suddenly, gasping. The house remained quiet. Outside, a single crow called, harsh and warning. He sat up, scrubbing at his chest, half-expecting to feel those shapes cut into his flesh. But there was only skin, warm, ordinary, damp with sweat.
He stood, shivering, watching the last traces of night pale toward morning. Whatever had happened to him in the rail yard, whatever had come screaming down from the broken sky, it had marked him, no matter that there was no wound to show. The world outside seemed unchanged, but inside, a new and inescapable question had been born.
He moved to the window, pulled aside the curtain, and stared out at the neighborhood. Everything looked the same: brick walls, sloping roofs, the distant bulk of the old mill. But he caught sight of his reflection in the glass, his eyes, wide and searching, and for an instant, blue lines flickered beneath his sternum, a pulse of impossible geometry, vanishing as quickly as it came.
Evan pressed his hand against the glass, feeling that pulse resonate, impossible, unfamiliar, alive. The mystery thrummed inside him, quiet but relentless. The sky had broken, and his world with it. Nothing, absolutely nothing, would ever be the same again.






  
  Chapter one
Burn Marks


The key to sneaking in, Evan reminded himself, was not to look like you were sneaking. Head down, hands steady, shoes muffled on the hallway tile by the still-damp grass clinging to their soles. The sky outside was barely leaching gray, and the house was cocooned in that charged hush just before the world woke. He slid the back door closed with a care that made his knuckles ache, then pressed his spine to the chipped wood for a count of ten, listening for his mother’s footsteps. Nothing but the refrigerator’s gurgle and the faint tick-tick as the oven cooled. 
He crept past the kitchen, holding his ruined jacket in a death grip. The sleeves were crusted, stinking with something chemical and burned, the left cuff awkwardly melted, he couldn’t remember when that had happened, just a blinding flash, then the thick, choking air of the rail yard. His jeans were worse, badly singed on one thigh. The memory of light pressed against his retinas, blooming again as he blinked.
On the landing, floorboards creaked. He froze, heart hammering so loud he was sure the whole house could hear. But it was only the wind, rattling the maple tree outside. He darted into the bathroom, locked the door with a soft click, and started stripping off the evidence. He bundled it all into the empty laundry hamper, then wrapped himself in an old towel, breathing through his teeth.
He flicked on the light. The mirror greeted him with a face he barely recognized: dirt smudged high on his cheekbones, eyes rimmed in crimson, a coppery streak at his hairline that might have been blood, might’ve been just rust from the fence. He braced one hand on the chipped sink and lifted his shirt, slow. The hem stuck to his skin in places. But beneath, nothing, no burns, no blisters. His skin was a blank page, only a slight, weird shimmer below his breastbone, as if the air there had a thickness, a static charge squirming just under the surface.
He ran shaking fingers over the spot. No pain, just a humming numbness. He pressed harder, searching for broken ribs, but felt only the steady thud of his heart. He forced himself to breathe, slow. Maybe shock did this, maybe you just didn’t feel the damage until later.
A knock snapped him around so fast his towel nearly slipped. “Evan? Honey?” His mother’s voice, frayed with concern, filtered through the door. “Are you home?”
He gripped the edge of the sink, pulse leaping. “Yeah. Sorry. Washed up late after the meet. Didn’t want to wake you.”
There was a pause. “You didn’t answer your phone last night.”
“I forgot to charge it. Sorry.” He risked peeking at his reflection again. The tingling beneath his skin seemed to dim with each word. “I’m fine, Mom. Just tired.”
Her shadow lingered under the door. “Breakfast in ten, okay?”
He waited until her steps faded, then peeled away from the mirror, dumped his burned clothes in a plastic bag, and wedged it deep into the trash under pizza boxes and coffee grounds. By the time he dressed for school, sleeves tugged low, he almost believed the lie he’d told.
Out front, the street was a mess. Lightbars sliced across the cracked pavement, police cruisers angled in around the corners. Yellow tape fluttered just beyond the intersection, cordoning off the view of the railyard, even from two blocks away, Evan could see men in hazmat suits moving slow and careful along the tracks. A news van idled by the curb, antenna bristling in the first weak daylight.
He yanked his hoodie tighter and started for the bus stop. His phone, freshly charged, buzzed with a dozen unread messages; he ignored them. A group of upperclassmen argued in low, fervent tones about what they’d seen, one swore the ground had glowed, another said the air reeked of melted plastic and ozone, like the aftermath of an electrical fire.
Amir was waiting at their usual bench, hunched over, chin propped on his palm. He spotted Evan and straightened, eyes squinting in the flat light. “You look like crap, man.”
“Didn’t sleep.” Evan flopped down beside him, clutching his backpack like a shield.
Amir gave him a sidelong glance, then jerked his head toward the chaos across the street. “You hear what happened? They’re saying it was a meteor. Like, an actual space rock.”
“Yeah, I heard.” The numb spot below Evan’s ribs pulsed, tightening with each word.
“Did you see it? The explosion?”
Evan shook his head, too quickly. “Just heard sirens. I was already home.”
Amir’s skeptical look cut straight through him. “Then why,” he dropped his voice, “are your sleeves all burned? You got chemistry lab after hours?” He reached over, tugging at the edge of Evan’s cuff. The charred fabric caught on his thumb; Amir made a face. “Dude. This is, like, melted.”
Evan jerked his arm away, rolling the sleeve over his wrist to hide the evidence. “Laundry accident. Dryer ate it.”
Amir raised an eyebrow. “Uh-huh. My mom does our laundry, nothing’s ever come out combusted.”
Before Evan could reply, the bus hissed to a stop. He grabbed for his bag, grateful for the distraction. As he stood, he caught Amir still staring, a frown creasing his forehead.
The ride was a blur, students jammed into seats, voices raised just above whispers. The bus windows wore a patchwork of newspaper headlines taped up from the inside: “Meteor Strike in Lincoln County!” and “Hazmat Crews Swarm Local Railyard.” A kid up front scrolled through a news feed, showing off a blurry video of orange light arcing above the tracks.
Evan pressed his head to the cool glass, eyes drifting closed. But even with his eyes shut, he couldn’t escape the sound, a faint, static hiss, there and not there, threading through the engine’s growl and the kids’ laughter. It prickled along his skin, almost like radio interference tuning itself to his heartbeat.
At school, chaos reigned. News vans camped on the front lawn, satellite dishes pointed skyward. Security officers in cheap uniforms herded students past the gate, repeating the same script over and over: “No comment. The area is being secured for your safety. Keep moving, please.” Each word landed harder than it should, vibrating up Evan’s spine, sharp and metallic.
He stuck close to Amir, ducking his head as they passed the cluster of reporters. “You know they’re not telling us everything,” a girl whispered, clutching her phone like a lifeline. “Natalie’s brother’s friend said they saw something way bigger than a meteor. Like, something that moved.”
Evan’s fingers curled, fists pressed deep in his hoodie pocket. He fought to walk normal, breathe normal, but everything felt too loud, the click of heels on linoleum, phones buzzing, the echoing ring of the morning bell. Even the guards’ walkie-talkies buzzed, bits of conversation half-swallowed by static. Every now and then, Evan could almost make out a phrase, layered under the white noise: “…containment breach…all units…negative, negative…”
In the hallway, locker doors slammed in a syncopated rhythm. Amir grabbed his arm, steering him away from a crowd of gawkers clustered around a TV in the science lobby. “Swear to God, they’re hiding something. Last time anything happened here, we at least got an assembly. This is like, full-on cover-up mode.”
Evan shrugged, feigning indifference. “Maybe it’s just dangerous. Chemicals or something.”
Amir’s look said he wasn’t fooled. “You’re not telling me everything.”
Evan forced a laugh, hands shaking inside his sleeves. “I’m just tired, Am. Really.”
By third period, the energy at school was jittery and raw. Teachers barked at students to stay in classrooms, the loudspeakers crackling with half-broken announcements about “temporary route changes” and “investigators at the scene.” No one focused. The only running current was rumor, some said the railcars had been blown apart from the inside, others whispered about men in black vans, strange scorch marks in the gravel.
Gym class should have been a relief, a chance to burn the nerves off with mindless movement. But as they gathered on the field, Coach Winters lined them up by the shot put circle. “All right, folks, let’s focus. Tryouts are next week. Let’s see what you’ve got.”
Evan lingered at the back, praying the coach wouldn’t notice him. His skin still hummed, his muscles jumping in ways he couldn’t explain. He rubbed his hands together, trying to banish the phantom tingling, but it only got worse.
Coach Winters pointed at him, clipboard under her arm. “Murphy! You’re up. Let’s go!”
Evan swallowed. He hefted the shot, the weight cold and dense against his palm, heavier than he remembered, and stepped into the ring. The other kids watched, half-invested, half-punching each other’s arms.
He wound up, swinging the shot once, twice, then hurled it skyward with a grunt. The ball left his hand with a crack, arcing high, so high it beggared belief. There was a split-second where time seemed to stall, everyone frozen, watching. The shot struck the far fence with a metallic shriek, and then, impossibly, shattered, fragments spraying across the track. The sound echoed, sharp as gunfire.
For a heartbeat, no one moved. Then someone whooped. Another kid swore. Amir’s mouth hung open, eyes wide. “Holy, Evan, did you see that?”
Coach Winters strode over, disbelief written on her face as she knelt to examine the busted shot. “Murphy, what the hell did you do?” She looked up, her gaze sharp and searching. “You on something?”
“No!” Evan reeled away, hands shaking. “I swear, I just threw it. I didn’t mean, ”
His pulse thundered in his ears. The static sounds rose again, louder, layered now with voices, sharp, mechanical, unintelligible. He staggered back, almost tripping over his own feet.
Someone laughed. “He’s, like, radioactive!” Another voice, more anxious: “Should we tell the nurse?”
Amir shouldered through the crowd, grabbing Evan’s arm. “You okay? Dude, your face, are you about to pass out?”
Evan shrugged him off, panic bubbling up inside. “I need, I need to go.”
He bolted from the field, ignoring Coach Winters’ shouts, the laughter that chased him down the hall. His hearing sharpened to a painful edge, picking up every syllable from the walkie-talkies, every nervous breath of the students he passed. By the time he reached the bike rack, he was running blind, vision tunneling to a pinprick.
At home, he locked his bedroom door and collapsed onto the floor. His skin flashed hot and cold, sweat beading along his back. He clawed his shirt off, desperate for air.
That’s when he saw it, a faint impression on his chest, just left of center, like someone had pressed a strange, angular stamp into his skin. The edges glimmered, geometric, more a suggestion of shapes than a bruise, but as he stared, the pattern seemed to pulse in time with his heart.
He pressed his palm to the mark, half-expecting pain, but there was only that tingling numbness. A deep, stubborn denial took root. It’s just shock. Just stress. Maybe a chemical burn from the railyard, nothing more. He could almost convince himself, if not for the way his whole body hummed, like a radio dial stuck between stations, static always there, whispering secrets only he could hear.
No one could know. Not yet. He’d wake up tomorrow, and it would all be gone. That’s what he told himself, over and over, heart pounding loud in his chest, as outside, the world began to unravel.
Evan let himself in through the back door, the house as silent as only a house is in those dense, blue-black hours before dawn. Still, every floorboard’s groan sounded amplified, ominous. He paused in the kitchen, listening. The ticking refrigerator, the distant hum of the heater, nothing else, no footsteps, no whisper. He pulled the trash can open and hesitated, staring down at his burned hoodie and jeans, the fabric crusted and puckered where the heat had chewed through cotton. Smoke and something stranger, more metallic, clung to the fibers. He balled them up, forcing them into the plastic liner, then tucked it beneath last night’s mountain of leftovers and coffee grounds. He’d have to take the whole bag out himself later. He pressed the swinging door open with his elbow, scanning the hallway for signs of his mother.
No sign yet, but her room light glowed faintly across the scuffed floorboards. He crept up the stairs, every muscle coiled, hyperaware. At the landing, a board let out a sharp protest, and his mother’s door opened with a quick clack.
“Evan?” Her voice, soft but taut, cut through the air.
He forced himself to keep moving, not too fast. “Yeah?”
She stepped out, her robe knotted, dark hair wild at her shoulders. She peered at him, eyes narrowed. “What time is it? Where were you?”
He shrugged, angling his face away from the hall light to hide the scuffed marks on his cheek, the flecks of soot on his neck. “Was at Amir’s. Lost track of time.”
“At Amir’s? You know you’re supposed to text me,” she said, voice rising with each word. “You look, what happened to your face?”
He ducked into the bathroom, crowding the door with his body. “We were at the tracks, goofing around. I tripped. It’s nothing. I just want a shower.” He slammed the door, heart jackhammering, and fumbled for the lock.
He pressed his forehead against the cool wood, breath shallow. Her shadow lingered in the crack below the door, the silence bristling with unspoken questions, then shifted away. He waited, counting to sixty, then two minutes, until he heard her shuffle downstairs, muttering about “teenagers” and “irresponsible,” before the kettle clanged on the stove.
When he turned on the bathroom light, the mirror filled with a pale, wide-eyed stranger. His dark hair stuck up in sweat-clumped spikes, and tiny flecks of ash clung stubbornly to his cheeks and collarbone. Turning sideways, he lifted his shirt and studied his torso, expecting, he wasn’t sure what. Blisters? Sooty fingerprints left by whatever had happened in the railyard? But except for a faint red flush on his chest and belly, there was nothing. No bruises where Amir had dragged him away from the molten crater, no scrapes where he’d hit the gravel.
Except, he ran his fingers just under his breastbone and felt a tingling, a low electric buzz, as if a bee lived just beneath his skin. It didn’t hurt, exactly. It was more like standing near a live wire; every sense, suddenly sharper, on edge.
He dropped his shirt and stared at himself, the chill of the tiles against his bare feet grounding him for a moment. Then he tore off what clothes he had left and shoved them under the bath mat, the stink of smoke making his stomach roll. It was just adrenaline, he told himself. Shock. He would sleep, and when he woke up, it would be gone, a weird story, some wild scar.
Downstairs, his mother was clattering open the cutlery drawer, muttering to herself. He tiptoed back to his room and slid beneath the covers, heart still racing. Sleep, though, never came.
By the time he made it to school, the town was already buzzing. He kept his hood up, sunglasses over his eyes despite the heavy clouds. The parking lot was jammed with unfamiliar cars, news vans, their satellite dishes craned skyward like alien antennae, a couple of government sedans with blacked-out windows and men in too-tight suits standing grimly at their bumpers, whispering into radios.
Inside, students clustered in tight knots, breathless with rumors. “It was a meteor,” someone insisted as Evan passed, “the whole railyard’s closed, they’re saying radiation!” Another voice: “No, my cousin said it was a drone strike. Like, military stuff.” The front office door stayed shut, a pair of uniformed security guards blocking the entrance, radios hissing at their belts.
Evan kept his eyes down, heat prickling at the back of his neck.
Amir found him in the hallway by the lockers, elbowing through the knot of gawkers. “Dude, you okay?” he hissed, grabbing Evan by the arm and steering him toward a quieter alcove near the janitor’s closet. His eyes were wild, pupils blown wide. “Where’d you go last night? My mom lost her mind, she thinks we were trespassing in the yard.”
Evan shrugged, keeping his back to the wall. “Freaked out. I had to get out of there. Did you see all the cops?”
Amir shook his head, lowering his voice. “They wouldn’t even let me walk home past the tracks, whole thing’s taped off. News people everywhere, man. Hey, what happened to your shirt?”
Evan froze. His jacket was zipped up, but he could feel the rough, scorched fabric beneath. He had put on an old t-shirt, but it wasn’t enough to hide everything. “Just, caught it on some barbed wire. Nothing.”
Amir gave him a look. “It’s more than that, bro. You look like you got grilled by a flamethrower. You sure you’re not hurt?”
“I’m fine,” Evan snapped, eyes darting past Amir’s shoulder to the main office. Someone in a suit watched him, eyes shielded behind mirrored sunglasses. A cold trickle ran down his spine.
Amir followed his gaze, then leaned in conspiratorially. “You heard the security guys talking? They said they found footprints in the yard, fresh ones, right near where… y’know.” He hesitated. “Whatever you saw, I won’t tell. But if you’re freaked out, just say so.”
Evan forced himself to meet his friend’s eyes, tried to inject a shrug with enough nonchalance to end it. “It’s nothing. Probably just burned out some wires or something.”
The bell shrieked, and the sea of students surged forward. Evan let himself get swept along, head down. At every turn, he felt eyes on him, real or imagined, he couldn’t tell.
Reporters waited at the curb after first period, shoving microphones at whoever dared step out for air. One woman, her hair too perfectly sprayed into place, called, “Did you see the explosion? Were you here last night?” A sophomore answered, “It was aliens, right? They don’t want us to know.”
Each denial from the principal or the sheriff only fed the frenzy. “Ongoing investigation,” they repeated, robotic and tight-lipped. Nobody bought it. Whispers coiled through the halls: “What if it’s chemical? What if we’re all exposed?” Some students laughed, but most walked around as if the air burned on every breath.
During gym, Evan kept his distance, silently praying no one would notice the way his hands shook, the way his skin felt too tight for his body. Coach Wallace blew his whistle, her gaze flicking over the class with predatory sharpness. “Shot put today! Let’s see some hustle!”
Evan lined up with the others, dreading the moment he’d have to perform. The world felt blindingly bright; every sound seemed to vibrate through his teeth.
When his turn came, he hefted the iron ball, surprised at how light it felt. He glanced up, Amir watched from the sidelines, arms crossed, eyes narrowed in concern.
Evan wound up, stepped, and threw. The shot left his hand with a metallic *crack*, spinning end over end. Time slowed, the arc etched against the gray sky, then the ball landed with a heavy, wet *thunk* and, astonishingly, split apart, a clean jagged seam opening along its side. The halves rolled in wobbly circles toward the chain link fence.
For a moment, no one moved. Then someone shouted, “Dude! What the hell?”
Coach Wallace strode forward, picking up one broken hunk, turning it in her hand. She glanced at Evan, suspicion smoldering in her eyes. “What did you do?”
“Nothing! I just threw it,” Evan stammered, feeling every cell vibrating, a thick electric taste flooding his mouth.
“You all right, Evan?” Coach asked, too calm. He could see everyone watching, whispers already spinning out.
He nodded, too quickly. “I, I need to go to the nurse. My hand hurts.” He turned, not waiting for permission, and bolted past the field, through the side gate, his chest tightening with every step.
He didn’t stop running until he reached the edge of campus, breath ragged. The world buzzed, a numbness in his head growing louder with each passing car, each distant conversation. A garbage truck rumbled by three blocks away and he heard, dim and insistent, a voice: *“Route twenty-three, pick up at Fourth, over.”* He pressed his hands to his ears but the voices didn’t stop. From across the street, the walkie-talkie of the security guard popped with static, faint words threading into his brain: *“Subject unidentified… perimeter secure…”*
The sound was everywhere, inside him and outside, impossible to block. His skin prickled with each passing wave. People stared as he stumbled down side streets, head down, fists clenched.
He reached his house, ducked inside, and shut the door. The silence pressed on his ears so sharply he feared he’d gone deaf. Upstairs, he locked himself in the bathroom again and peeled off his shirt, hands trembling. What looked like normal skin at first pulsed with color as he turned under the light, strange, geometric bruises, almost like circuit board traces, ghosted across his torso, then faded, barely visible. They flickered in and out as though coded beneath the skin. The tingling below his breastbone strengthened, not painful but urgent, like the throb of a hidden engine.
Panic surged. He grabbed his phone, thumb hovering over Amir’s contact. No. He couldn’t. Not yet. Not with armed men combing the railyard, with reporters swarming the streets, with the marks on his body burning like warnings.
It was nothing. It had to be. Just a side effect, adrenaline, shock, the leftover panic of almost dying. He’d sleep, and tomorrow everything would be normal again.
He wrapped himself in a blanket, curling into the farthest corner of his bed, and stared at the wall, determined to tell no one. Not yet. Not ever, if he could help it.
But the strange humming under his ribs and the whispered radio voices spinning through his head would not let him rest.
Evan’s sneakers thudded silently through the dew-damp grass as he cut across the neighbor’s yard, breath frosting in the blue hour before dawn. The streetlamps along Sycamore Lane burned pale; their pools of light were empty. He crouched beside the garbage cans as a police cruiser rolled past, the officer inside yawning, oblivious. His backpack felt like a weighted stone on one shoulder, heavy with last night’s scorched clothes and the acrid, metallic stench of something he half-convinced himself he’d imagined. His phone buzzed in his pocket, another text from Amir, probably, but he didn’t dare look.
He slipped around the side of his house, ducking beneath the living room window where the TV muttered faintly. He could almost see his mother, Ms. Ortega, sitting on the couch, her hair tied up in a messy bun, flipping anxiously between local news channels, .”Explosion at the rail yard…” “Early reports of hazardous material…”, her voice rising in a kind of fretful call with every new headline. Evan pressed himself against the vinyl siding. He could taste static on his tongue, copper and ozone, and that strange undercurrent of vibration in his chest, like a second heartbeat, low and insistent.
He waited, counting out the seconds, until the lit kitchen window faded into darkness and the house stilled. Then he slipped his key into the back door and padded inside, biting back a gasp as the linoleum chilled his feet. His mother’s purse sat on the counter; a mug of cold tea and pale lipstick smeared on a napkin beside it. He could hear her in the shower upstairs. He took the stairs two at a time, wincing at every creak, holding his breath as he passed her closed door.
His room felt like a relic of yesterday, posters curling on the walls, laundry on the desk chair. He dug a shoebox from beneath the bed and stuffed his ruined sweatshirt and jeans inside, careful not to touch the scorched patches. The fabric crackled beneath his fingers, blackened threads flaking away. The memory flashed, heat, silver light, the shuddering impact as something from the sky crashed into the tracks, his own scream echoing in his skull. Evan shoved the shoebox far in the back, behind old yearbooks and forgotten shoes.
Stripping down to his boxers, he stepped into the bathroom. The light was too bright, catching the sharp angle of his cheekbones, the dark circles beneath his eyes. He leaned close to the mirror, searching, his skin looked unblemished, save for the faintest shimmer beneath his breastbone. He pressed there, feeling a prickling, electric tingle run along the edges of his ribcage. He turned, searching for burns, welts, or splinters, but there was nothing. Just that impossible sensation, a warning, or maybe a promise.
He stared at himself, willing his pulse to slow, but it galloped wild and erratic. “You’re okay,” he told his reflection, voice thin. “It’s over.” But he couldn’t shake the feeling something inside him was shifting, quietly, inexorably.
The sun crept over the horizon, painting his window with watery gold. His mother’s voice drifted up the stairs, louder and sharper than usual. “Evan! I know you’re up. Breakfast, please. We need to talk.” She sounded tired, brittle with worry.
He dressed quickly, pulling on a fresh shirt and the least soot-smudged jeans he could find. The burned spot on his chest itched, an invisible splinter. He forced a normal stride down the stairs, schooling his face into indifference.
She was waiting by the counter, arms crossed, phone in hand. CNN’s chyron blared in the background. “You weren’t in your room last night.”
“I fell asleep in the basement. I was working on my project, and I guess I, just crashed.” He forced a smile, praying she wouldn’t ask more.
Her eyes narrowed. “You heard what happened at the rail yard? They think it was a meteor or some kind of, ” She gestured vaguely, eyes flickering to her phone. “Were you anywhere near that? I need you to be honest, Evan.”
“No,” he lied, pushing toast around his plate, hands trembling just slightly. “I heard the sirens. They said it might be radioactive, so, ” He shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “I was nowhere near it, Mom. Promise.”
She watched him, then reached over and squeezed his shoulder, her hand warm and grounding. “Just…be careful today, okay? If you hear anything, or if they decide to close the school, call me. I mean it.”
He nodded, grabbing his bag and ducking out before her worry could sink deeper. The air outside was thicker than usual, charged, every car idling a little too long at the curb, every neighbor’s face pinched with curiosity and unease. Blue-and-white barricades had sprung up at the edge of town, and up ahead, near the intersection by the school, a line of news vans clogged the street. Reporters huddled in clusters, microphones pointed at stone-faced cops. “Contamination,” one sign read. “Evacuation Under Consideration,” another. Rumors swung through the crowd, a crashed satellite, chemical spill, government cover-up. Theories muttered through cupped hands as Evan edged through the chaos, hood pulled low over his brow.
Inside Jefferson High, the usual morning drone was replaced by a fluttering, frenetic buzz. Students clustered in knots, phones clutched, faces pale. Evan slid into the hall, eyes scanning for Amir. He nearly missed him, his best friend was leaning against the lockers, scrolling furiously through Twitter, his curly hair wild, hoodie askew.
“Dude,” Amir hissed, grabbing Evan’s arm and yanking him aside. “Where the hell were you last night? I called you like twelve times.”
Evan tried to focus on Amir’s words, not the distant echo of static he thought he heard from the security guard’s walkie-talkie down the hall. “Phone died,” he muttered. “Sorry, my mom would’ve flipped if she saw all those missed calls anyway.”
Amir shot him a skeptical look, gaze drifting to the hem of Evan’s shirt, where, despite his efforts, a faint dark stain marked the fabric. “What happened to your clothes, man? That’s like, burn marks. Look.” He reached out, brushing the spot with his thumb. Evan flinched.
“It’s nothing. I, uh, helped my uncle with his grill last night. Didn’t see the hot coals.”
Amir raised a brow. “In February? Dude, your uncle lives in Miami.”
Evan forced a laugh, mouth dry. “Yeah. I mean, my neighbor. Whatever. It’s nothing.”
Amir snorted, but the bell interrupted before he could dig further. “We’re not done with this.” He scowled, then glanced over his shoulder at the knot of kids giggling near the principal’s office. “Did you see the news? They called in some CDC-looking guys. Full hazmat suits and everything. My cousin says his dad’s friend saw black helicopters out by the tracks.”
Evan shook his head, trying to swallow down the pulse of fear in his chest. “Just a meteor, right? Freak accident.”
“Yeah, but why are they locking everything down?” Amir’s voice dropped. “Not letting anyone near the crash. My mom thinks it’s chemical weapons. You know: government stuff.”
The rumor mill churned between classes, alien spores, Russian satellites, freak viruses. Every teacher’s face was a mask of forced cheer, jittery with suppressed panic. Evan drifted through the day, untethered, each minute stretched thin. Every time he passed a doorway, he saw uniformed men posted near the exits, radios clipped to their belts, stiff and unsmiling.
At lunch, he sat across from Amir, who kept glancing at him instead of his food. “You’re acting weird,” Amir said finally, voice low. “Like, weirder than usual.”
Evan jabbed at his sandwich, nausea fluttering in his gut. “Didn’t sleep much. It’s loud in my house these days.”
But it wasn’t just the noise at home making him edgy. Every time a security guard walked by, static flickered in his ears, faint, crackling voices in bursts of code. Sometimes the words sharpened for a heartbeat, phrases tumbling through his mind, “Unit Four, sweep perimeter”, before dissolving into white noise again. No one else seemed to notice. He gripped his tray until his knuckles whitened.
The whisper of static followed him to gym class. Coach Avery’s voice echoed in the cavernous gym, shrill and insistent: “Shot put drill, let’s go. I want to see some real throws today.” Evan lined up at the mats, sweat pooling under his palms, the other kids shuffling and joking nearby.
He picked up the shot put, it felt oddly light, almost insubstantial. Coach Avery barked, “Bennett, you’re up!” Evan squared his stance, breathing in the musty gym air. Something inside him coiled tight, that strange tingle swelling beneath his ribs. He swung his arm back, braced, and threw.
The sphere shot from his fingers with a thunderclap, arcing through the air, then shattering against the far wall with a metallic screech. Bits of iron clanged to the floor, rolling beneath the bleachers. For a long second, no one moved. Then the gym erupted, shouts, laughter, a low whistle from Coach Avery.
“Jesus, Bennett!” someone jeered. “What are you, Superman?”
A flicker of terror snapped through Evan, he saw the stunned faces, felt the weight of a dozen eyes. He backed away, heart pounding, static swelling to a cacophony in his head.
Coach Avery strode over, face red, but more confused than angry. “What the hell did you do to my shot put? You on steroids, kid?”
Evan shook his head, mumbling something nonsensical, then turned and bolted. The gym doors slammed behind him, echoing across the echoing corridor. He ran, down the empty hallway, out the side exit, into the brittle sunlight. Every sound was too loud: traffic, crows, the tinny echo of a police radio from across the street. Radio voices curled through his mind, overlaying his own thoughts, drowning out everything else.
He kept running, dizzy and desperate, all the way home. His mother’s car wasn’t in the driveway, she was still at work. He fumbled with his keys, shut himself in his room, and rolled down the blinds. The world outside faded into a hush, but inside, everything pulsed.
He stripped off his shirt, staring at his chest in the dim light. For a second, just a heartbeat, he saw something shift beneath his skin. Strange, faint marks: perfectly straight lines, angles and shapes he couldn’t name, flashing in geometric arrays beneath the surface, then gone. He pressed his palm to his sternum, felt the tremor there. His breath came quick, uneven.
He grabbed his phone, but stopped himself from calling Amir, his mother, anyone. No one would believe him. It had to be a side effect, some weird adrenaline hangover, some hallucination brought on by fear and guilt. He sat on his bed and counted his breaths. He told himself it would pass.
Just a freak accident. A temporary glitch. In a few days, he’d wake up, and things would be normal again.
He had to believe it. Because the alternative, the idea that something had changed inside him, that the burn marks could mean something else, was unthinkable.
He lay back, staring at the spinning ceiling fan, determined to keep his secret at all costs.
Evan’s hands trembled as he eased the back door shut with a soft, hollow click. The kitchen clock ticked into the tail end of 5 a.m., its hands gray in the blue hush before dawn. He pulled up the collar of his hoodie, heart hammering, and slid across the linoleum, shoes in hand. His ribs still ached, no, not a real ache, more like a deep, insistent itch, but he shoved the sensation aside. Upstairs, a floorboard creaked, followed by the muffled sound of his mother’s slippers on carpet.
He froze, halfway down the hallway. For a second, the only noise was his uneven breath. Then, the stairs groaned, and Brenda Neal appeared, robe cinched tight, her eyes wide in the dim yellow light.
“Evan? Where were you?” She sounded scared, raw. “It’s five in the morning.”
He shrugged, keeping his burned jacket pressed against his chest. “Went out with Amir. Lost track of time, sorry.”
Her gaze darted past him. “Is that, are you hurt?” She reached for his shoulder, but he dodged, twisting sideways.
“I’m fine, Mom. I just, ” Evan winced. He couldn’t let her see the jacket: black streaks like scorch marks, fabric crisp beneath his fingers. “Didn’t want to wake you. I’m tired. Can I just, ?”
She stared harder. “You know it’s not safe out right now. Something happened down near the rail yard. They’re saying, ” She broke off, wringing her hands. “You sure you’re okay?”
He nodded, eyes fixed on the stairs behind her. If she saw the jacket, or the way he kept rubbing absently at his chest, she’d never let it go. “I’m fine. I promise.” He made himself meet her eyes. “Just tired.”
After a moment, she stepped aside. “Okay. We’ll talk later.” Her voice softened. “Get some sleep, baby.”
He climbed the steps two at a time, slipping into his





OEBPS/images/4ab94de6-d78a-42dd-b052-919de2f4a3cf.png
SSSSS







