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      The idea that your life can change in an instant has never been lost upon me. Even all these years later—even after I’ve witnessed Their arrival, Their total invasion—I still have a hard time believing how it all began.

      When I was younger, I used to think I would just wake up, and it would all be a horrible dream.

      But it wasn’t, I would tell myself. It still isn’t.

      Six years ago—on September 15th, 2024—I learned just how horrible life could become.

      The three of us were driving home to Fredericksburg the night it all began. I was asleep in the back seat, clutching a stuffed giraffe that I’d gotten at the zoo so tightly that my mother was convinced I’d permanently bend its neck. Even at that point, during which I was partially between the realms of sleep and not, I must have known that something was wrong. Call it a sixth sense, or maybe just a keen awareness. Either way, I still remember the words that came out of my mother’s mouth when she realized the world would change forever.

      I still remember her saying, “What was that?”

      I’d opened my eyes to find that the world was dark, and that the only light that could be seen was that streaming from the display on the dashboard. At just eleven years old, I had convinced myself I was not afraid of the dark. But upon awakening, and hearing the terror in my mother’s voice, I found that I could do little but tremble.

      I asked, “What’s going on?”

      And my father—my poor, stalwart father—shook his head, only to say, “It’s okay, sweetheart. Go back to sleep.”

      It was immediately obvious—to me, and even, I felt, to my mother in the passenger seat—that my father was trying desperately not to panic. His hands were gripped tight around the steering wheel, his back was ramrod straight. Worst yet: I could see the wild look in his eyes from the brief exchange we shared in the rear-view mirror—a look that spoke of panic that words never could.

      A low voice droned on the radio, punctuated only by the bursts of static cutting across the transmission.

      “This is an important announcement—” a voice began.

      “An unknown threat—” it continued.

      “Remain inside⁠—”

      “—lock your doors⁠—”

      “Mama?” I asked. “Papa?”

      “Go back to sleep, dear,” my mother said, before reaching back to take hold of my hand. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “What’s happening?” I asked again, this time with more insistence. “Why is the man on the radio saying those things?”

      “Because something’s happening,” my mother replied.

      “It’s not safe out here,” my father added in that same dire voice. “It’s okay, Asha. We’re gonna go home, lock the door, and everything’s going to be⁠—”

      But whatever my father was going to say was lost as something flew overhead.

      The car shuddered. The dashboard flashed. The overhead lights flickered.

      Then, all of a sudden, the car lost power.

      “Stop the car!” my mother cried. “Stop the car, Paul!”

      “I’m trying, Cynthia!” my father cried back. “I’m trying!”

      I screamed as a second object flew overhead, then a third, a fourth, each following the flow of the highway as if they were being guided by the urban terrain.

      My father twisted the wheel. Pushed on the brake. Guided the vehicle as carefully as he could toward the side of the road.

      When it finally slowed to a halt, my father slammed his fist on the steering wheel, and screamed long and hard.

      I couldn’t help but sob.

      “It’s okay, Asha,” my mother said. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “Everything is not fine, Cynthia. The car’s stuck. We’re stuck.”

      “Paul—”

      “Don’t Paul me.”

      “You’re scaring Asha.”

      “I wanna go home!” I cried.

      “We’re going to go home,” my mother said, taking hold of my face in her hands. “It’s going to be okay. We just need to wait for someone to help us.”

      “You think anyone’s going to help us?” my father countered. “When we’re being invaded?”

      “Paul.”

      “What?” my father asked.

      “Someone’s pulling over.”

      My father turned his head as a large SUV shifted lanes. He faltered as the vehicle pulled up alongside us. Before he could say anything further, he reached across the
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