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​Chapter 1: The Last Man Awake
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Luke stumbled out into the abandoned block like a drunk falling out of a bar, still trying to shake the fuzz out of his brain. The hell just happened? One minute he was doing the daily grind at his desk, watching the clock with his eyes glazed over, and the next, he was waking up on the office floor, lights out, nobody home. Now he was downtown, but the usual swarm of nine-to-fivers had turned into a goddamn ghost town.

The storefronts stood in solemn lines, windows like empty eyes staring at him. It felt like they knew something he didn’t. His boots echoed off the pavement, bouncing back at him like mocking laughter. It pissed him off. Rows of cars were parked on the street, glistening under the late morning sun, their windows as vacant as the sidewalks. Some had doors flung open like the drivers just noped out. No traffic jams, no honking horns, just this weird silence, and his mind reeled, spinning out of control.

People—well, not people so much as bodies—were scattered on the ground, sprawled on the sidewalk like forgotten trash. Some in suits, some in jeans and T-shirts, some looking like they were on the way to Starbucks, others on the way to the gym. None of them moving. He crouched down by a woman in a pencil skirt and kicked off heels. She had a little leather purse clutched in her hand, the name Judith stamped on the front. She didn’t flinch. He tapped her shoulder. Nothing. Checked her pulse. Slow but steady. No fucks given.

His head pounded as he tried to make sense of it. He rifled through a dude’s backpack, pulled out a pack of smokes and a wallet, just in case he’d forgotten his own name. Brandon, nice to meet you, sorry about your coma. He tossed it back, kept the cigs. What was that noise? Some kind of low hum droning like an electrical line, undercutting the oppressive silence.

He lit up and sucked down nicotine like it was the last cigarette on Earth, the city around him about as lively as the one in a zombie movie. Only these zombies weren’t eating anyone’s brains; they were just checked out, dreaming of somewhere else. The smell hit him all at once, like someone slapped him in the face with it. Stagnant air mixed with burnt rubber. And sweat. A goddamn olfactory cocktail of urban decay.

Cracked pavements, dim streetlights flickering erratically, graffiti tagged on walls. “RIP SHARON,” one said in neon pink. “Fuck This Shit,” declared another in sloppy black letters. Pretty much summed it up. Luke’s eyes darted around, drinking in every bizarre detail, confusion driving him harder than his piece of shit Corolla ever did.

He made his way through the surreal streets, eyes flitting over the fallen figures, hoping one of them would snap out of it, shout "Gotcha, asshole!" But no such luck. In a narrow alley lined with fading graffiti and overflowing dumpsters, he stopped. This was getting ridiculous. He tapped more shoulders, yelled “Wake up!” so loud it felt like his throat was tearing itself apart.

His phone was in his hand before he knew it, and he checked it compulsively, thumb mashing buttons like that’d somehow get a signal out of the piece of crap. Nada. The screen was dead. He smashed the thing against the wall and nearly put a dent in the brick. Useless as everything else in this shithole.

Sweat dripped down his back as frustration kicked him square in the balls. He jogged down another street, lungs burning, eyes wild. Nothing changed. Everyone still laid out like they were on a picnic without him. He bent over a dude with a man-bun and flannel shirt, shook him so hard it should’ve snapped his head off. Still breathing, still in La La Land.

Luke’s chest heaved as he leaned against a rusting lamppost, feeling the pressure like a weight in his skull. This was it, wasn’t it? The big empty. A fucked up reality show with one contestant, or a really cruel joke with the punchline ripped out. Maybe he was the one asleep, dreaming up a world where he was utterly alone, but his gut told him otherwise.

This was no dream. And that was the most terrifying part.

Luke didn’t give a shit what time it was. It could have been noon or midnight, the city still looked like it had gone to hell. He strode through a deserted downtown block, kicking trash out of his way, watching his breath puff like cigarette smoke in the chill. Storefronts stood dark and abandoned, old sale signs yellowing in the windows, mannequins staring at him like they'd just heard the punchline. The only thing he heard was his own footsteps echoing off the buildings. It was the kind of quiet that made your ears ring, like after a concert or a grenade. He kept walking, and it felt like every step dragged him further from civilization.

Rows of cars lined the street like they’d been put in timeout, each one glistening under a thin layer of frost, their windows vacant and their engines cold as fuck. A pickup sat at the curb with the door wide open, keys still dangling in the ignition, like the driver had made a run for it and never looked back. A minivan had its windshield bashed in, the wipers frozen mid-swipe, like a bad sculpture of suburban panic. Luke peered inside but didn’t see a soul, just baby seats and crushed coffee cups. A wave of stench hit him—stale exhaust mixed with the sweet rot of garbage. He kept moving.

Pedestrians lay scattered on sidewalks and slumped in doorways like a frat party gone bad. Nobody moved. Nobody twitched. A woman in a business suit sprawled on the pavement, her heel snapped clean off. A dude with a mohawk was draped over a bench, face-down in a pizza box. A kid clutched a stuffed bear like a drowning man holding a life preserver. They all looked unconscious, or worse. He knelt down, shook the kid’s shoulder, got nothing but the same low hum that hung over everything like a thick fog.

A wallet lay open on the ground next to the woman, cash and cards spilled out like candy from a busted piñata. Luke picked it up, more out of curiosity than any noble intentions. Jennifer Chang. Platinum card, family photo, expired gym membership. Her eyes stared up at him from a plastic-coated smile, full of life that was nowhere to be seen. He looked around and felt the hairs on his neck do a little jig. This was no blackout. This was no run-of-the-mill panic attack. This was a goddamn ghost town.

He took off down the street, feet slapping against cracked pavement. His breath came out in clouds, mixing with the fog and his own growing sense of “What the fuck is going on?” He dodged a fallen lamppost that lay across the road like a dead giraffe, its light flickering erratically like a busted neon sign. Everything looked gray and muted, like someone had turned down the contrast on reality. The raw urgency of his confusion kept him moving, eyes flicking from one unsettling detail to the next. Abandoned bikes with wheels spinning uselessly in the air. Shop alarms blinking soundlessly. He wiped sweat from his forehead and didn’t slow down.

A narrow alley opened up to his left, its entrance guarded by two metal trash cans that stood like reluctant sentinels. Graffiti covered the walls, names and slogans painted over in layers of colors that had long since given up trying to outdo each other. The tags faded under coats of dust, every “R.I.P.” and “Free Gino” now an epitaph to itself. Luke veered into the alley, boots crunching on the glass that glittered like fake diamonds. It felt like the walls were closing in, pressing the air from his lungs. He stumbled on a homeless dude stretched out under a tattered blanket. The guy didn’t even flinch.

Luke shouted, “Wake up!” His voice cracked like a gunshot in the oppressive stillness, echoing off the brick like it was trying to escape too. He dropped to his knees and shook the man, getting a good grip on the frayed fabric. Nothing. Not a groan or a sigh. He could’ve been shaking a bag of laundry. Luke staggered back, breathing hard. He tapped shoulders and checked pulses on the group of slumped figures that littered the alley like discarded props. They didn’t move. Didn’t react. Just lay there as his confusion morphed into the kind of fear that leaves you ice cold and pissed off.

He fumbled with his phone, fingers clumsy and numb. The screen was dead, black as the inside of a coffin. No signal, no power, no goddamn Angry Birds. He tried again, this time more out of desperation than anything else, as if sheer force of will could conjure up a connection to the rest of the world. Still nothing. The icons stared at him like unblinking eyes. The battery symbol might as well have been giving him the finger. He hurled the phone against the wall, watched it bounce and clatter to the ground in a satisfying explosion of plastic.

Frustration etched deep lines across his face as he shook a dazed commuter by the shoulders. The guy’s head lolled like a broken bobblehead, jaw slack and eyes half-closed. The simplicity of Luke’s attempts—the shouting, the shaking, the sheer, brute-force insistence that someone wake the hell up—clashed with the city’s abandoned state. It was like trying to revive a corpse with smelling salts. Nothing made sense. Nobody moved. And the longer he went without a single reaction, the more the panic crept in, twisting his gut and speeding his pulse.

He staggered back out onto the street, legs wobbly as if the ground might give way beneath him. This was it, he thought. He’d finally lost it. All those late nights, all those Red Bulls and all-nighters, all those deadlines. His brain had finally thrown in the towel, said “fuck this” and left him alone in his own private apocalypse. The low hum of the city was all he heard now, a drone that burrowed into his skull and rattled around like an uninvited guest. The terror of being utterly alone was worse than any horror movie or existential nightmare he could dream up. It was real. And it was all around him.

He kicked at the ground like a petulant kid, sent gravel flying. Then he just stood there, waiting for something—anything—to happen. To wake up from the joke. To hear someone laugh. But all he heard was the low, indifferent hum of the empty city. He took a deep breath, clenched his fists, and kept walking, knowing there was nowhere left to go. 

Luke strode through the deserted downtown, a lone figure in a landscape gone silent. Storefronts stared back at him, dark and abandoned, while his footsteps bounced off empty windows and rolled down vacant streets. Cars sat still in the road, paint jobs shining like they just rolled out of the shop, windows rolled up tight and empty inside. A few bodies littered the sidewalks and doorways, face-down like they’d just taken a bad dive into a swimming pool without any water. Luke nudged a wallet with his foot, opened it up. The silence roared in his ears, not even a goddamn car alarm going off. He slipped the wallet into his pocket and moved on, every detail a sucker punch. Cracked pavement stretched out ahead, streetlights buzzed and flickered like they were on life support, and the air smelled like burnt toast and rubber. It was the kind of quiet that made you wonder if your ears were still working.

Luke's eyes darted from one unsettling detail to the next. He couldn't process it all, the way everything had just stopped. The urgency of it, the raw WTF-ness of the scene, kept his legs pumping and his heart doing double-time. In a narrow alley, graffiti screamed from the walls in bright, defiant colors under a blanket of dust. A crew of figures sat slumped like a bunch of frat boys after a bender. Luke stopped, caught his breath, tested the waters. He tapped a few shoulders, shook a guy in a business suit. Nothing. “Wake up!” he yelled, and his voice sounded like a gunshot, the echo rolling off the bricks and back at him, mocking.

The sweat dripped off him, a slow leak that matched the desperation crawling up his spine. He fumbled with his phone, thumb dancing over the screen, checking for a signal, a pulse, anything. It was like staring at a blank TV channel. Dead screen, old notifications, like the whole world had ghosted him. He swore under his breath, frustration turning his words into something dark and raw.

A woman lay nearby, her office-casual look twisted into something obscene against the dirty concrete. Luke grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her a shake. She groaned, eyes fluttering open like a flickering lightbulb. “What the hell, man?” she mumbled, blinking at him through the haze. It was the sweetest goddamn sound Luke had ever heard.

“Where is everybody?” Luke said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “What’s going on?”

She rubbed her head, looked around like she wasn’t sure if this was a nightmare or just Monday morning. “Fuck if I know. One minute I’m getting coffee, the next—” She waved her hand at the bodies, the buildings, the big old question mark that was the world right now.

Luke helped her to her feet. Her name was Jenn, or so she said, but right now he would’ve called her Jesus Christ in a minivan if it meant not being alone in this weird, post-apocalyptic hellscape. They shook a few more bodies, roused a couple of groggy people who were about as confused as a pig at a vegan festival. Most stayed out cold, but the few who did wake had the same story: lights out, game over. Nobody had any answers, but the questions piled up like garbage bags after a frat party.

Jenn and Luke walked the street like zombies on a Sunday stroll. The others tagged along, the little group of shell-shocked survivors growing with each person who stumbled back into consciousness. The city loomed around them, big and indifferent, a concrete monster that didn’t give a rat’s ass whether they lived or died. A couple of dudes started looting the storefronts, shattering windows with baseball bats and coming out with armfuls of whatever-the-fuck, the smile on their faces saying that whatever this was, it wasn’t all bad.

“Where’s all the cops?” some guy in a trench coat asked, his voice a mix of wonder and a little bit of glee.

Luke shook his head. “Gone. Like everyone else.”

They found a car that looked drivable, keys still in the ignition. Jenn hopped in, a couple of others piling in the back, and Luke slid into the passenger seat. She cranked the engine, the noise tearing through the silence, a goddamn symphony of hope and desperation. They sped through the city, the wheels kicking up dust like a goddamn Western.

The streets stretched out in a mess of stalled cars and toppled trashcans, a gridlock of civilization that had thrown up its hands and said fuck it. Luke scanned the buildings as they blew past, eyes searching for any sign of life. Nothing. A big, fat zero. The highway was a parking lot of empty cars, some crashed into each other like bumper cars at the world’s saddest amusement park.

“This is some crazy shit,” Jenn said, her knuckles white on the steering wheel. The speedometer needle crept up, as if outrunning the madness would make it disappear.

Luke watched the landscape roll by, a blur of concrete and glass and abandonment. He didn’t have a goddamn clue where they were going, but anywhere had to be better than nowhere. He took his phone out again, thumbed it on, stared at the screen like it might decide to cooperate. It didn’t. The words ‘No Service’ were stamped across it like a middle finger.

“Fucking useless,” he muttered, shoving it back in his pocket.

Jenn swerved around a delivery truck, her foot heavy on the gas. The city was starting to thin out, buildings giving way to trees and wide-open spaces. The kind of places people used to go to forget about their nine-to-fives and mortgage payments, before the world went belly-up and took their problems with it.

Luke wondered how long they could keep going before they ran out of gas or luck or whatever else was keeping them one step ahead of oblivion. The thought of being stranded in the middle of nowhere was like an itch he couldn’t scratch. The highway opened up, lanes stretching wide and inviting, and Luke could almost feel the grip of the city loosening around his throat.

Jenn shot him a glance, a question hanging between them like smoke. “Where to?”

“Hell if I know,” Luke said. “Just keep driving.”

She nodded, a small, tight-lipped smile that said she was just as lost as he was, but at least they were lost together. The road stretched on, endless and indifferent, and Luke stared at the horizon like it held all the answers, even though he knew it probably didn’t have any at all.
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​Chapter 2: A World at His Fingertips
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The glass wall shimmered like an arrogant gem, mirroring the skeletal silence of the city behind it. Luke paused, savoring the scene. No crowds. No bullshit. Just the sleek outline of the luxury car dealership waiting for him like a hungry lover. He cracked his neck and shoved the door open, striding in like he owned the place. Which, hell, maybe he did now. The floor was so polished it almost sang, and the air smelled like money. He could almost hear the slick bastard of a salesman whispering sweet nothings about horsepower and Italian leather.

His eyes locked on a crimson beast of a sports car, the kind of ride that was meant for oil tycoons and mobsters. The damn thing looked fast just sitting there. Luke rubbed his hands together and gave a low whistle. "You're coming with me, baby." The words echoed off the pristine walls. He sauntered over, letting his fingers trail along the gleaming hood, and popped the door open. The leather seat embraced him with a smug softness, and he ran his hands over the wheel, feeling the power and the possibility vibrating through his fingertips.

The key was already in the ignition, begging for it. He turned it with a devilish grin, and the engine purred to life, low and throaty. "Fuck yeah," he laughed, feeling the adrenaline surge. He revved it, loving the way it roared back at him. He slammed the car into gear and gunned it, bursting through the glass wall with a crash that sounded like freedom. Shards flew around him, glittering like pissed-off stars, and the tires screamed in delight as they hit the pavement. He tore down the deserted street, the city a ghostly playground waiting for him to burn through it.

Neon signs flashed in accusation, their bright promises flickering in vain over sidewalks empty of suckers to sell to. Abandoned cars littered the roads like tombstones, silent reminders of all the assholes who had cut and run. Luke swerved around them, pushing the speedometer into a feverish dance. The engine's roar was the only voice in a city gone mute, a fierce shout of defiance that left everything else choking on its dust.

Each twist of the steering wheel was a punch of adrenaline straight to his gut. He gunned it through intersections, tires squealing, skidding like he had a death wish and a winning lottery ticket all rolled into one. The wind tore through the open windows, slapping him with a mix of freedom and recklessness. He didn't give a shit where he was going; he was going fast, and that was all that mattered. His laughter bounced off the empty skyscrapers, raw and unrestrained, the kind of laugh that doesn't know how to stop because it's never had the chance to start.
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