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Chapter 1


	



	



	



	



	



	The announcement was made at 6:27 AM on May 16th of this year. The duration was three minutes and thirteen seconds. In just one minute and twenty-five seconds of that precious time, the middle-aged news anchor was seen breaking down in tears. The president retreated to his bunker, and within 44 minutes of the broadcast, all the elite and privileged abandoned us. This is unforgettable, yet everyone attempts to move on.


	



	My mother roused me at 6:28, and her expression was quite unsettling. As if she had witnessed the entire world fall apart. "M-Mom?!" I exclaimed, my heart sinking at the sight of her distressing expression. Without uttering a word, she directed her gaze toward the TV.


	



	The announcement dominated every channel, as the announcer struggled to maintain her composure, gripped by fear of what lay ahead. "Today... marks the final day of humanity." My heart plummeted, a weight settling in my stomach; I never imagined I would hear such words. Everyone claimed that the world would eventually meet its end, but that day seemed distant. So that our grandchildren's great-grandchildren will hear the news. It appears that what once felt distant has arrived quicker than we anticipated.


	



	"The world will tilt," the anchor declared. "The lightning will strike, and whoever it hits will..." She struggled to contain a powerful sob. "...change..." The screen faded to black.


	



	Is that really all we receive? Our looming fate, and all we're permitted to understand is that transformation awaits us?!


	



	"Surely, there must be more..." I whispered.


	



	We lingered in the darkness, the silence enveloping us like a thick fog, pressing down on me until I felt as though I might drown in it. "Mom..." I raised my voice, "Are we going to die?" She turned to me, her tear-streaked face flushing even deeper. The terror reflected in her eyes was unlike anything I had ever witnessed before. Her mere presence sent a chill down my spine. A visage of sheer dread. "I don't know." Her voice resonated with strength, even as her figure stood frozen in fear.


	



	_____


	



	“Rise and shine.”


	



	Startled awake, I let out a loud yelp and frantically started swatting at myself in a fit of hysteria. "Get away! Get them off me!!!" I shout, flailing my fists at the air, striking at my thighs and arms. I’m awake, yet the nightmare continues to flicker behind my eyelids. "GET OFF!!!!!!" I scream, my voice reaching an almost unimaginable volume. I'm certain the whole neighborhood is aware of my outbursts every morning since the announcement. Yet, their indifference is palpable; anticipation fills the air. My mom bursts into my room, still clad in her pink hoodie and sweatpants, clearly just back from her jog.


	



	"Caden! Caden, it was just a dream!!"


	



	A sob tore at my chest, "Mom!" My hoarse voice caught me off guard. "They were--"


	



	"I understand."


	



	She positioned herself on my shoulders, preventing me from causing myself any further harm. At least until the break of dawn.


	



	Since the announcement, every time I drift off to sleep—even during a much-needed afternoon nap—I find myself trapped in the same haunting nightmare.


	



	Initially, I catch a glimpse of myself, yet it feels distinct from my true self. This version of me features mud-caked ears, bloodshot eyes, and a sickly skinny frame, while my once short black hair now flows long and greasy, cascading past my shoulders.


	



	My exposed arms bear scratches and teeth marks. He stood there, fixated on the ground beyond me, his glare intense. His eyes held a profound sadness, unlike anything I've encountered before. The hollow brown eyes, twisted and steeped in despair, enveloped me in a wave of hopelessness. Yet, when they locked onto mine, an indescribable terror surged through me.


	



	Those eyes were filled with a haunting sadness, almost frenzied in their depth. As if he had taken lives, the souls he had freed lingered within the depths of his brown eyes. This simply can't be me. I considered myself the most harmless person I knew. And this... A stranger left me feeling overwhelmed, wanting to scream, cry, and retreat from the world, vowing never to face anything dramatic again. Absolutely not, avoid looking at anything. I would prefer to lose my sight than to gaze upon this downtrodden, despondent, hopeless soul.


	



	"Who are you?" My voice emerged timid and fragile, instantly making me feel small in front of someone who likely found my feeble question amusing. To my astonishment, he remained silent.


	



	His glare sent chills racing down my spine, and the depth of his dejection stirred an overwhelming urge to cry. It felt as though I had just disrespected every aspect of his effort after he spent three hours preparing it. It was as if he had cradled me as an infant, witnessing my growth, and now I found myself unable to recall his presence.


	



	The sorrow caught my attention unexpectedly. What was his motivation behind this action? Was he aware of his actions? Was he aware that he was downright frightening?


	



	"I apologize..." I stumbled over my words, uncertain of the reason behind my regret.


	



	With a piercing gaze that could cut through steel, the individual locked eyes with me, causing me to flinch involuntarily. The individual gradually extended his arm behind his back, initially appearing to stretch. However, he then revealed a long, custom-crafted axe, its blade adorned with the words "BOW TIE" elegantly etched along the side.


	



	"Whoa! I apologized! Please, stop!" I shouted, but the person continued to charge at me, ignoring my desperate pleas.


	



	"Stop!!! PLEASE!!!!" I dropped to my knees, shielding my head with my arms, yet the blade never found its mark.


	



	I cautiously lifted my gaze from my concealed spot and noticed that he had driven the ax into a rugged creature, its skin flaking away and its eyes devoid of retinas, leaving only a stark white behind. It was hairless, with blue lips as if it had braved the biting cold for far too long. It was silent, yet it appeared to inhale the air through its mouth, breathing deeply with its jaws agape, revealing its battered orange teeth.


	



	"What on earth?" I whispered.


	



	The individual wrenches his axe from the creature's shoulder and stumbles backward, colliding with yet another beast, strikingly similar to the one that just met its end.


	



	A minimum of eight other creatures charged in and overwhelmed the individual. He gasped in disbelief, letting his ax fall to the ground at my feet.


	



	That's where the dreams transform. It concludes in one of two outcomes. I grab the ax and swiftly sever the heads of all the creatures. Out of the 14 times I've experienced that dream, it has occurred just once. In each of the 13 previous instances, I shrink back into the shadows, helplessly observing as the individual is devoured by the creatures.


	



	As I watch, he gazes at me with a look of helplessness, blood smeared across his face from his nose and mouth, his eyes glazed, as if the pain has rendered him completely immobile.


	



	"I deeply apologize," I murmured, my hands covering my face.


	



	Suddenly, the creatures come to a halt. Everyone, including that individual, gazes at me with keen intensity.


	



	"Rise and shine," they say together.


	



	"Wh--"


	



	In an instant, we find ourselves in each other's bodies. I am him, consumed by the ravenous beasts, their glazed eyes filled with a sinister hunger. A scream tears from my throat, pulling me from the dream, yet the nightmare persists, unyielding.


	



	Thinking back on it feels almost surreal, bringing a sense of calm over me.


	



	As my mother's hold begins to relax, I gently maneuver my way free. "I'm okay," I whisper, my voice barely audible.


	



	Mom lets out a deep breath and reclines, reaching out to stretch her body. "That was quite intense," she whispered.


	



	"Yeah..." I muttered, running my fingers through the back of my neck, letting them glide down my legs. Despite wearing sweatpants, I could sense that bruises were likely already developing where I had bumped into things.


	



	My apologies.


	



	Mom shoots me a piercing look, pausing for a moment. "You're all good. No need to say sorry. I'm accustomed to it. It's been happening for a few weeks now, so it would be strange if I wasn't." She lingered there for a moment, feeling a bit out of place. "Do you need some ice or anything?" she asked, motioning toward my battered legs.


	



	"If anything, I could really use some ibuprofen..." I paused, glancing back at her. "I'm fine. I'll take care of them and help them recover." I nodded.


	



	Mom beamed, "Just like you always do..."


	



	"Just like I do."


	



	I subtly signaled to her that it was time to leave my room, hoping she would take the hint so I could return to my much-needed sleep. She did, and she stumbled out of my room, shutting the door firmly behind her.


	



	I attempted to drift back into slumber, but the moment I wrapped myself in my blankets, my alarm blared from my phone. It was intense screamo, a genre I never really engaged with, yet it was the soundtrack to my mornings.


	



	I rose and removed my damp tank top that clung to my torso, setting it aside. I took out my retainer and placed it in its case next to my computer. Then, I slipped off my sweatpants and changed into boxers and a pair of jeans. I slipped into a brown button-down shirt with elbow-length sleeves and laced up my sneakers.


	



	Hurrying into the kitchen, my backpack casually slung over one shoulder, I grabbed a delicious bagel slathered with cream cheese, expertly prepared by my twin sister, Candace.


	



	"Thanks, Candace!" I exclaimed, taking a bite. "You owe me seven minutes of sleep," she muttered, her voice laced with annoyance as she spread Nutella generously on a rice cake. "Mmm," I murmured, savoring the cream cheese that lingered on my lips. "I'll repay you with love," I said, planting a kiss on her cheek. She shot me the bird, and I responded with a smirk before making my exit.


	



	Candace and I were not mirror images of each other; Mom sported beach blonde hair, while Dad had black hair before he embraced baldness. Candace inherited our mother's beautiful blonde locks, while I took after our father's striking black hair. And probably his baldness when I get older. Candace may be 12 minutes older than I am, but when it comes to maturity, I definitely take the lead. Typically. At times. Not quite.


	



	______


	



	Upon arriving at school, I noticed everyone was abuzz with talk of a "anniversary." It's reasonable to think that Principal Satan—yes, that's her real name, Patricia Satin, pronounced Saht-EEn—will be celebrating her anniversary soon, which means she'll be away for about a month. A boy with muddy brown hair that nearly brushed his shoulders approached me.


	



	"Hello, Russell," I said with a smile.


	



	"Hey there, Caden." Russell gave a nod. He had a solid build, evident even beneath the grey shirt and the casually unbuttoned button-down. I had witnessed him shirtless on numerous occasions. And the trousers he wore.


	



	We're not in a relationship; think of us as friends who enjoy some extra perks... Should you choose to categorize it. Essentially, we engage with each other freely, without the complications of romance. Don't give me that look; deep down, you know you've secretly desired one at least once in your life. I was fortunate enough to snag one. This is the year for embracing mistakes.


	



	"Are you heading to the end of the world party?" Russell inquired, his hand creeping perilously near my backside. I gently picked it up and slipped it into his pocket.


	



	"What’s that?" I inquired, a smirk playing on my lips as I observed his sulking demeanor.


	



	“Alright,” Russell began. "Two weeks have officially passed since the announcement aired."


	



	I shot him a sharp look, "Is that really a big deal?"


	



	Russell chuckled dismissively, "Just the biggest."


	



	I shot him a smirk. "Are you using this as a reason to get intimate in your closet?"


	



	He shrugged and said, "Probably." His gleeful smile lit up his face as he looked at me. "Imagine the excitement! A wild atmosphere where everyone is carefree, letting loose and having a blast. The energy will be electric, and if we capture it on video and share it on YouTube, we could go viral!"


	



	He definitely got a laugh out of me, I’ll give him that. He always had the ability to do so. I smiled brightly at him. "Fine, I'll head out. My mom can hold off for a few more hours after school to insist I eat her so-called dinner."


	



	I halted him, gripping his strong shoulders and compelling him to meet my gaze. "Kiss me."


	



	“I was under the impression we had a consensus?”


	



	"Let's give this a shot--"


	



	He pressed his lips against mine with such force that I stumbled back, yet I embraced the kiss, compensating for the misstep. After a moment of uncomfortable shifting and leaning, he finally pulled back, a smile spreading across his face.


	



	"Your kissing skills leave much to be desired."


	



	"You have a flavor reminiscent of pot."


	



	"What’s the way to experience the flavor of pot?"


	



	"Because I've provided you with a bl--"


	



	"Oops, I need to rush to class!" he exclaimed, attempting to drown out my voice.


	



	I couldn't help but laugh as he raced down the corridors to his math class. I had a feeling that I would come to regret him as time went on. It's not about him; it's about what we're creating. Perhaps it's time to invite him out for a proper date... Absolutely not. That simply won't be effective. Now is the moment to embrace mistakes, and that's exactly what I'm doing. I’m absolutely going to that party! The prospect of the end of the world is undeniably thrilling. It seems like the perfect moment for everyone to embrace a little chaos.
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