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        One life is all we have and we live it as we believe in living it. But to sacrifice what you are and to live without belief, that is a fate more terrible than dying.
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        Don't wake me for the end of the world

        unless it has very good special effects.

        Roger Zelazny, Prince of Chaos
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      This was supposed to be my last day alive.

      At least until my bedroom door flies open with a bang, allowing a trail of dust to enter the darkness I have grown accustomed to. A somber male voice, partially hidden behind a surgical mask, shakes me from the depths of my sleep, straight back into the nightmare life itself has become.

      “Mr. James, it’s time to wake up. You’ve been selected, so you’re coming with us.”

      A firm grasp on my shoulder accompanies that voice, making it perfectly clear he’s not messing about. Heavy army boots stomp through the room; the man is obviously not alone. My house no longer belongs to me, is their silent message, so my mind immediately decides to rebel against the intruders.

      “Get some damn light in here,” the intruder barks.

      I peel one eyelid open, only to see the boards I had meticulously nailed in front of the bay window are torn away unmercifully by men in stark white overalls, and surgical masks covering most over their faces. Government officials. That’s just great. The invaders are wearing startling yellow boots that seem to radiate light. It’s so strange to see sudden color in this bleak world.

      A moment later, the window is completely bare and the first dust trickles through small cracks inside. The glass was shattered from the outside last week, when someone threw a rock at it, but the boards kept most of the dust outside. Looters and scavengers still roam the city suburbs, looking for useless goods in a destroyed world.

      Others are hoping to find a place safe enough to survive for longer than a couple of hours, but they usually die before they find shelter. Stupid idiots. No sane person dares to roam the streets, unless they have a protective suit with adjoined oxygen tank. Or a death wish.

      “Careful with my window,” I croak. “Do you know how long it took us to get those boards up? You’ve got the wrong house, so get the hell out.”

      “I don’t think so,” the man with the cold voice says again. “Get up, Mr. James. We don’t have much time to move you to our facility. The clock is ticking, and we have a lot of work to do.”

      “Leave me the hell alone,” I croak through chapped lips. “I’m not the guy you’re looking for. I didn’t volunteer.”

      The men attempt to pull me up, but I turn to my right, away from them, with blankets pulled over my face. My hands stubbornly hold on tight to the covers, while my mind tries to connect dreamscape from blunt reality through a hazy fog. It has difficulty doing so, due to the sleeping pill I took to avoid yet another sleepless night.

      The chemical hasn’t worn off yet, making me slower than usual. Even as exhausted as I am, my misty brain grasps that I should be blanketed by pure, unworldly silence, caused by the lack of traffic down the road, instead of being bothered by a bunch of jerks with no regard for private property. They’ve got it all wrong; they just need to figure that out for themselves.

      That’s the one thing I needed to get used to the most over the past three weeks—the total absence of sound, noise, and voices. Even that typical humming of electricity that radiates through the air on a crisp misty day, is gone.

      I’ve been cooped up in this house for days, leading a secluded life, away from everyone. Nobody has set foot between these walls over the past week, nor have I visited anybody else’s home. My mom and sister, my last remaining relatives, who live across town, might as well have been residing in Europe.

      Traveling for more than a couple of miles was certain death, so we never got a real chance to say goodbye. The last time we saw each other was over a week ago, when we still thought things would get better, but they only got worse. Leaving my house to venture into the unknown would also mean deserting my wife and child. I want to be with them when the end comes, so I made the conscious decision not to leave my home again.

      Someone pulls back the covers roughly, revealing my face. A flashlight shines rudely into my eyes; my hands go up to protect them against the harsh brightness. The men won’t go away. Once my brain registers this fact, my heart starts pounding and my chest narrows—a sign of an impending anxiety attack.

      Great.

      “He’s hurt.”

      Well, that sets them off in a frenzy. Someone tugs at my arm, hurting my hand incidentally as he brushes against my broken fingers, which start throbbing immediately. The blistering ache is all-consuming. I hiss, biting my lip to keep my pain hidden inside and not screamed out loud.

      The men notice the clumsy, dirty bandages I’ve wrapped around my battered digits. Another tug at my arm follows, so they can take a better look at them. Flashlights focus on my crooked fingers that constantly feel like they’re going to fall off. The pain of being manhandled nauseates me.

      I turn my face away when they force me to sit up. One of the men removes the bandages and prods and pokes at my injury with his gloved hands. I know what they’ll see beneath the wrappings—blue fingers beyond fixing.

      Someone curses under their breath.

      Released from the blankets, my body instantly starts to shiver. My breath forms circles in the air. Someone drops a stale-smelling blanket over my shoulders in a somewhat gentle gesture. The man who examines my hand pulls my fingers roughly back into position, which nearly causes me to pass out. The harsh snap is followed by an improvised splint and bandages wrapped so tight I see red.

      “Get off me, man,” I hiss.

      He doesn’t comply.
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      By the time the goon is done with my bruised and battered fingers, I’m left panting from the pain.

      My left hand tries to claw at the bandages, but the home invaders stop me from removing them again. I bite my lip, trying to stop myself from screaming. Feeling sorry for myself won’t chase these bastards away. I need to focus.

      “Damage?” the cold leader of their pack asks.

      “Two broken fingers that weren’t set right; we’ll need to get that sorted out later or he’ll lose full capacity over them. Other than that, he seems fine. He’s quite fit and strong,” the man bandaging me says.

      While I sit on the bed, cradling my injury, the assholes rummage through my bedroom, pulling random clothes from my drawers. Their boots stomp over the precious floorboards; the wood creaking beneath their weight. They have no idea of the tedious hours I spent putting the parquet in place in a failing attempt to keep myself busy, or how I came to hurt my hand in the first place.

      Thinking about Lisa and Charlie was too painful, so I did everything I could to keep my mind off them. Days and nights in a row, I worked until my fingers bled and I could hardly see straight. I used candlelight, stubbornly continuing throughout the evening, until my body threatened to shut down. Pure, physical exhaustion didn’t stop me, so I just went on and on.

      It was during an emotional flashback I broke my ring and pinky finger, unable to see straight enough to distinguish the digits from the nails I knocked into the floorboards furiously at alarming speeds. I slammed the hammer into my hand, and passed out almost immediately into a peaceful bliss.

      Even now, I still remember the horrid sound of steel crushing bone, followed by the excruciating pain that sent me straight into oblivion. After I came to, my face stricken with tears, I patched myself up, and slaved myself again to the brim, until I passed out on the floor, welcoming the darkness readily.

      Occupying my mind and body was the only way to prevent me from suffocating on constant anxiety, depression, and raging panic attacks. And to stop me from killing myself, like most people contemplate these days.

      The man with the steel cold eyes kneels by the side of the bed. The dim morning sheds enough light for him to explore my face. He shows no mercy; his gaze saying I shouldn’t waste my breath arguing with them. I’m so screwed. I look away first, losing the battle quickly, but still determined not to show my anxiety.

      My enemy eyes me up and down, taking in my old gray sweatpants, ripped T-shirt, and tattered hoodie. My beard hasn’t been shaven in days; my fingernails are dirty. I look like a bushman and smell horrible. I shrug, not caring what he thinks about me. We can’t shower anymore. Soap has become a luxury product and the water is poisoned.

      The intruder reaches for the clothes someone took from my drawers while he pulls a face.

      “Jesus Christ, you stink,” he snarls, losing his cool posture for just a second, which almost makes me smile. “Change into this. Our ride is on the way; we don’t have long before we have to get you moving.”

      “I’m not your guy,” I whisper without looking at him. “Why won’t you get that through your thick skull? Go find someone else who was stupid enough to volunteer for this absolute craziness.”

      “Are we sure we have our guy, sir?” A man standing near the foot of the bed speaks up reluctantly. “He doesn’t look happy.”

      “Would you be?” another man blurts out.

      “Shut up, the both of you,” the coldhearted jerk hisses. “Help him get dressed.”

      The moment the men try to pull me out of bed, my chocolate-brown Doberman pup, Quinn, runs inside and jumps happily on the bed. The dog tries to get access to my face, yapping excitedly, while the idiotic home invaders seem shocked by the pup’s sudden presence.

      “We have no registration of live-in pets,” one of the government jerks says, obviously surprised. “Mr. James is supposed to be living alone.”

      “Shut that mutt up,” the man with the cold voice barks.

      I quickly invite the puppy into my arms to protect him against the unwelcome visitors. Quinn immediately settles beneath my armpit, hiding his snout like he usually does when he seeks comfort, and wiggles his tail excitedly while I hug him gently. The dog immediately settles down with a happy sigh, which takes the men aback for a moment. Nobody’s used to caring for anything anymore these days.

      The innocent power of puppies, I think fondly, stroking my pup’s ears. God, how I wish I still had the time to teach little Quinn the do’s and don’ts of puppies. With enough time, I could have taught him how to bite large portions of flesh from governmental arms. My previous dog, Max, used to be the perfect watchdog, but Quinn never fitted that profile, despite his heritage. He would have been everyone’s best friend instead, if given the chance. Not a good trade for a Doberman, I suppose.

      “Good boy,” I whisper sadly, stroking his soft fur gently.

      The pup looks up at me with innocent eyes. His gaze pleads silently for food I no longer have. The poor animal hasn’t had a decent meal in days; neither have I for that matter. My cupboards are empty and so are our stomachs. Whatever I still had, I gave to him. There’s no more food left anywhere, and clean water has become so scarce, we’re on the verge of dehydration. We wouldn’t have lasted much longer.

      “It’s okay, pup,” I whisper to Quinn, while I allow him to lick the salt of my finger. “We’re going to be just fine. They’ll figure soon enough I’m not their guy and then they’ll go away and leave us here in peace.”

      “We won’t,” coldhearted bastard, whom I nickname Brooding Man, shatters my dream. “You are Simon James, widower of Lisa James, father of Charlie James. You are the man we have come to collect.”

      Tears roll over my face while Quinn settles down properly, still licking my finger eagerly after he closes his eyes. His little warm body provides me some much-needed warmth and affection; I’m reluctant to let him go. The men stand down for a second, allowing us this peaceful moment together. I know it won’t last for long.

      This was supposed to be our final day together. I had planned little games with Quinn to make him feel loved, cherished, and cared for, before I would have fed him the heavy dosage of sleeping pills I stole from the pharmacy, when you could still get meds. I meant to use the sedatives on myself, but that was before I vowed to my dying wife that I would never harm myself. Instead, I promised my pup an easy passing.

      Now, Quinn will die a gruesome death when he’s left behind, just like Max went through before him, and there is nothing I can do about it. I’m surrounded by strangers, who have come to take me away from the only friend I still have left in this world, and they will leave him behind in this house, without any remorse, to choke on the impending dust that will invade every single room.

      I’m screwed. These men, working for the most powerful decision maker on the planet, have come here for one specific reason. Ami, the only leader left in our world, has chosen me as her Adam, the last man to stay alive on this cursed planet. While everyone else, including this innocent puppy, will stop breathing tonight.

      Damn.
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      Once the sacred moment has come and gone, two jerks pull me quickly out of bed, almost dropping Quinn in the process. I barely manage to save the Doberman pup from crashing onto the floor as he nearly slips from beneath my arm. My broken fingers throb when they collide with the pup’s firm body. An aching pain shoots through my hand.

      “Careful with him!” I hiss, gathering my dog again despite the pain. No matter what anyone says, I won’t let go of the pup. I’ll defend him for as long as I can, with my dying breath if need be.

      “We’ll put the suit on downstairs,” the cold voice says, ignoring us both. The brooding man is making me anxious. “There’s more space to work there. Is it still dust free?”

      “Yes, sir. Clear to go.”

      Brooding Man wouldn’t want my sick lungs to get infected even more than they already are. He wants to keep me alive against my will, so that I’m at his boss’ beck and call. Ami, the most important leader of our free world, wants to keep full control. She was always like that, controlling mankind when everyone was still alive. Today, since she’s the only one left to make decisions, those who work for her, obey her blindly. I have never spoken to her myself, but the many stories about her controlling nature, have told me enough to make me want to hate her more than I’ve ever hated anyone.

      The invaders practically shove me down the stairs, keeping me between them during their fast pace. I barely manage to rip the top sheet from the bed and wrap Quinn in it protectively, covering most of his snout and nose as we go. The pup never even barks.

      One last glimpse over my shoulder and the room has gone to hell. They’ve opened the cracked window, allowing the dust to invade it, coloring whatever fresh air I had left in drab tones. This is their way of showing me I won’t come back here, there is no coming back to my old life. Brooding Man’s way of forcing my hand, because I have nothing left to return to.

      Even though the boards didn’t save Charlie’s life, it was still Lisa’s dying wish that I would keep the wood up in order to spare my lungs as much as possible. I never had the courage to rip them down, despite my eagerness to do so many times. I often felt like Lisa was still around, watching me suffer through the motions. She would have haunted me until the end of time, had I gone against her last wish.

      I stumble barefoot down the stairs, wincing when my ankle hits the back of a step, but still stubbornly holding Quinn tightly against me. If they really want me for their idiotic plan, then they’ll have to take the pup too. That will be my demand.

      The ground floor of my townhouse remained pretty much preserved beneath the men’s invasion, the back door and all the windows still sealed shut. The amount of grime that circles against the ceiling is about the same as it was yesterday. Quinn and I will be relatively safe here, for the time being at least. The moment the men decide to open the doors, my entire house will be ruined. I have no doubt this is what they’ll do as soon as I’m taken away.

      All mementos of our happy lives together are gone. Vases lie broken on the ground; relics from past vacations lie crushed on the floor. Between the rummage, I spot the very last photo of my happy family. We had it framed two days before the world shot to hell. The glass has shattered all over the wooden floor, which ridiculously pisses me off. I know the tiny shards will leave gashes on the photo I will never be able to fix.

      The government goons have searched through my house, leaving nothing untouched. I have a pretty good idea what they were looking for. Ami doesn’t like people to hide medication for suicide attempts, which is what a lot of us have been planning since we found out the horrible truth. They obviously found the small stash of sedatives I was planning to use to end Quinn’s life in one of the drawers.

      “I kept it to easy my dog’s suffering,” I mutter.

      The men settle me down on the couch. I stroke the Doberman’s ears and look away, determined to ignore these jerks as much as possible, except for Brooding Man, whom I address directly.

      “You’re ruining my final day. I’m telling you, you’ve got the wrong man; I didn’t volunteer for this. Why won’t you get that through your thick skull?”

      Brooding Man is obviously the leader; he has control over the situation where the others probably don’t even know what to say to me. He makes sure nobody dares to challenge him either. His icy cold eyes show no mercy.

      “We’re on a tight schedule here, Mr. James, so please don’t make this any harder than it must be. Is there anything you want to take with you, anything valuable enough for you to cherish as a memento? You can take just one thing though, so make a wise choice.”

      “I want to stay here,” I whisper sadly. “This house is my memento.”

      “Decide now, Mr. James,” he repeats, ignoring my plea bluntly. “Last chance, or you’ll get nothing.”

      “Okay then. I want my dog,” I croak, stroking Quinn’s ears gently.

      “That’s the one thing you can’t take with you, I’m afraid,” Brooding Man speaks. “Animals are not allowed. One more chance. A photo, or a postcard perhaps? Something personal of your wife or child?”

      “I want Quinn,” I repeat.

      “Forget it, Mr. James,” he speaks impatiently.

      “You can’t deny me this wish,” I snap. “You’re like a goddamn robot, man. Show some feelings, for God’s sake! You said I could choose something valuable enough for me to cherish. Well, I’m choosing this pup.” I speak through defeated tears, battling for Quinn’s life, knowing I’ve already lost.

      “There’s no room for him where we’re going, so you’d just be prolonging his life for a few more hours. Last call, Mr. James,” he reacts coolly.

      The man has no clue how dear Quinn is to me. I found the pup wandering in front of my house about a week ago. He kept me company while I tried to give him the best life possible with the meagre means we had left. Looking down at the pup, petting him, I’m determined not to let go of him. If I’m supposed to live, then so is he.

      “Fine. You get nothing then,” the cold asshole snarls impatiently at my silence. “Take the pup away.”

      “Fuck off,” I mutter, cuddling my pup even tighter against my chest, rocking him back and forth like a child, which makes the invaders hesitate.

      “Can’t he keep him?” someone asks.

      Brooding Man curses under his breath, which makes me smile, until I notice what he’s doing. Only that one last photo of my family means something to me, even when it’s torn and damaged already. The faces of my wife, child, Max, and me, are still clearly visible. He pulls the photo from the splintered frame and tears it in half, ripping it apart right over Charlie’s face.

      A wash of rage sweeps over me. Even my very last memory of my family is ruined by these coldhearted bastards who have no clue what it’s like to love someone.

      “Go to hell,” I hiss. “Just die already and leave me alone.”

      As if I expect him to listen.
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      A government thug grabs Quinn, still wrapped in the bedsheet, from my arms and walks to the kitchen corner with him. The dog yaps. I scream when my pup starts yelping in the arms of the stranger.

      The men drag me to my feet; my arms and hands are pulled backwards, hurting my broken fingers in the process. It takes all the fight I have in me not to pass out from the excruciating pain.

      “Screw you all,” I croak. “I hope you choke on the dust in the cruelest way possible.” They don’t even wince.

      The men guard me closely; making sure I won’t make any erratic moves, like fleeing the house to expose myself to the dust. Brooding Man’s hand is back on my shoulder—but his tone isn’t half as pleading as his words. He’s a bastard; his soul gone and buried already. He’s indoctrinated by Ami, believing every single word she says. He’s one of them—her brainwashed followers.

      “Now then, if you will be so kind as to get dressed, sir.”

      A dash of a posh British accent pops into his voice, which enrages me even more somehow. Bitterness overwhelms me, almost tangible.

      “I’m not going to do anything,” I whisper. “Forget it.”

      “The hard way it is then.”

      I fight with all I have in me when my attackers try to get me dressed against my will. The blanket drops off me; it’s freezing cold, sending shivers down my spine. The moment one of them lets go for an unguarded moment, I manage to free my arms. I lash out with my fists, hitting masked jaws, broad shoulders, padded arms. My fingers hurt like a sonofabitch, but I don’t care; my brain’s raging high on adrenaline.

      “Careful with his hands,” Brooding Man calls out. “He’s damaged himself enough already.”

      I’m outnumbered and I know it, but I keep going until the skin of my hand rips and my knuckles start to bleed. More injuries are added to the list. I see red when my fingers crack again; the bandages torn off, revealing them. I manage to deliver some good punches, but it is no use, of course. The invaders pull my arms firmly backwards, keeping a tight grip on my shoulders to calm me down.

      I find myself thrown face-forward on the coach, pushed down into the fabric while someone places a knee on my back. This enrages my pup, who frees himself from the sheets he’s trapped in and falls to the floor. Quinn barks loudly when he’s kicked against the wall, but he immediately recovers and attacks. The pup bites a man’s covered leg. The bastard doesn’t even feel it, but I’m still so damned proud of my dog.

      “Good boy,” I whisper, my face still sideways pressed into a pillow. “Good Quinn.”

      “Enough!”

      A newcomer with a strange husky voice, hidden behind his surgical mask, kneels by my side, while the other men immediately let go. Even Brooding Man doesn’t interfere when the stranger briefly places one hand on my back, exploring my face.

      Then he lets go of me, picks up Quinn, and holds my pet in his arms, making sure I see him clearly. One hand moves over the pup’s snout, while the other closes around his throat. The fear in Quinn’s golden eyes sets me off again. I try to get up, but am stopped by a couple of goons.

      “Stop fighting, Mr. James,” Husky Man urges. “You can keep the dog for now, if you calm down and let us do our jobs. I promise we won’t harm him if you cooperate with us accordingly. Do we have a deal?”

      That promise is enough to shut down my adrenaline levels as if someone has pulled a switch. Once I’ve calmed down enough to trust myself not to attack them again, the men allow me to sit up on the couch, with hands resting firmly on my shoulders.

      Quinn balances on Husky Man’s lap, right in front of me. The bastard is quite good with my dog, patting him gently. The pup calms down considerably. We lock eyes.

      “It’s okay, Quinn,” I whisper. “It’s going to be alright. Just listen to them and don’t fight back anymore, alright? You’ll be fine, I promise.”

      The dog settles down in the stranger’s arms, as if he can understand every word I’m saying. My arms are moved in front of me in an unexpectedly gentle gesture. Husky Man gives the pup to someone else and takes my hurt right hand between his gloved ones, checking the damage.

      The tenderness in that touch startles me. I wasn’t expecting kindness from these people. To regular citizens, all government thugs are the enemy. I despise them so much, I physically tremble from stress.

      “He’s fine,” Husky Man says. “That hand needs urgent treatment though. I can’t believe he hasn’t passed out yet from the pain. He’s strong as an ox.”

      Something of admiration radiates in his voice, which frightens me even more than his threats.

      “We’ll take care of the hand later,” Brooding Man answers indifferently. “Prep him for transport in the clothes he’s wearing; I’m done with his antics.”

      I hold my injured right hand protectively in my left, waiting in silence for what’s coming up next. Two of my assailants appear in front of me with a similar protective suit as they are wearing. Instead of a doctor’s mask though, I’m supposed to wear a huge protective cap over my face, with an oxygen tank attached to the back. This will be the only way for them to transport me as safely as possible through the city.

      My heart pounds loudly in my chest at the thought of getting trapped inside
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