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    CHAPTER ONE

    When Burt took the paddle out of the drawer, Missy realized that it was official: they were no longer “making love.” Not that she’d expected him to worship her body like they were in a holy temple instead of his brother’s apartment, but it already bothered her that she’d had to ask him to take off his baseball cap.

    Nor had she expected to hear him whisper sweet, romantic things to her in an exotic accent. All she wanted was a middle ground between her fantasy of “Milady, your beauty is like that of the stars in the heavens above!” and the reality of “Oh, yeah, baby, take it, take it hard.”

    Had he not been so incredibly hot, she never would have allowed this, even on their third date. But he was, and she did. At least he’d asked his brother to leave for a while, though Missy was certain that they’d high-five after she went home.

    “What are you doing with that?” Missy asked.

    Burt grinned and gently slapped the paddle against his palm. “You want this, right? 50 Shades of Burt.”

    Seriously? His name didn’t even rhyme with “grey.” Maybe, maybe, if he were “Jay” or “Ray” it would have been an acceptable comment. “Did that come from an actual Ping-Pong table?” she asked.

    Burt shrugged. “I’m not sure. It’s Joey’s, not mine.”

    “Why don’t we put that away?”

    “It hasn’t been on the floor or anything. As far as I know, it’s only been used to hit butts.”

    “Sorry, but no.”

    “Really? I mean, I guess I can go wash it if that will make you feel better.”

    Missy shook her head. “How about we go back to what we were doing? That was nice, right? Everybody felt good, nobody had to get spanked…”

    “I’m just trying to spice things up in the bedroom.”

    “It’s our first time. We don’t need props yet.”

    “Second.”

    “What the hell do you mean, second?”

    “Oh, wait, no, you’re right. I was thinking about somebody else.” Burt opened the drawer and dropped the paddle back in, next to a bag of potato chips.

    He had a fantastic body, a charming smile, and a way-above-average endowment that had not lost any of its structural integrity during this discussion. But, still, Missy didn’t think there was any way she could resume the sex without hating herself in the morning.

    “I have to go,” she said, sliding her legs off the bed.

    “Huh? What? Huh? Why?”

    “This isn’t working out.”

    “But…but…we’re both naked!” Burt gestured to his penis. “You’re going to finish me off, right?”

    “Not tonight.”

    “That’s not cool.” Burt pouted for a moment. “Do you at least want to watch while I finish myself off?”

    Missy actually did, kind of, but no, the hourglass of her self-respect was quickly running out of sand. She got out of bed and looked on the floor for her thong, which was nowhere to be found. (It was a very tiny thong.) After a moment she decided to abandon the search and picked up her jeans.

    “What did I do wrong?” Burt asked.

    “Don’t worry about it,” said Missy, sticking her right leg into the jeans. “It’s not you, it’s me.”

    “C’mon, don’t go. I’m sorry about the paddle. I thought all chicks these days wanted to be handcuffed and dominated and stuff.”

    Missy got both legs into the jeans, and tried to pull them up. She really wished that she hadn’t worn her tightest jeans. It had taken no small amount of effort to get them over her thighs while getting ready for their date this evening, and they were giving her even more trouble now.

    “You don’t have to apologize. It’s okay.”

    “Remember our first date, when you said your favorite scent was lavender? I bought lavender candles for later. I was going to drip hot lavender-scented wax on your nipples.”

    For a split second Missy thought, Aw, that’s so sweet. Unfortunately, her favorite scent was cinnamon.

    She tugged and tugged, trying to be discrete about it, but the goddamn jeans wouldn’t pull up.

    “Need some help?” Burt asked.

    “No. I’m fine.”

    “I’ve got some lube in the drawer.”

    The door opened. Joey walked in, a hand over his eyes. “I’m not looking, I’m not looking,” he insisted, even though his fingers were apart and his eyes were open. He hurried around the bed and opened the drawer. “Just gotta get something really quick. Sorry to interrupt.” He took out the paddle. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. Trying to get a game going downstairs.” He left the room, not closing the door behind him all the way.

    Missy resumed her tugging. From this day forward, she vowed only to wear sweatpants.

    She could tell that Burt was admiring the way her breasts were bouncing. She didn’t want him enjoying any visual stimulation right now, so she gave up on the jeans for a moment and put on her blouse, not bothering with the bra.

    She tugged on the jeans even harder, not caring if he saw her straining. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t already seen her extra padding.

    “I’m just going to go ahead and whack it a little bit while you get dressed,” Burt said.

    “No! Please do not do that!”

    Missy gave the jeans one last mighty tug. The sense of victory she felt over successfully getting them over her thighs was significantly diminished by the loud rip.

    “Do you want to borrow some duct tape?” Burt asked.

    Missy declined his offer and left the apartment as quickly as possible.

    *      *      *

    “That’s a pretty big rip,” said Kevin.

    Missy tossed the jeans into the garbage. “Can you believe that? My first date in almost a year where I’m gonna get laid, and it’s a disaster. Do I even count him in my number? Am I up to fourteen now? I don’t know.”

    “He definitely counts.”

    “Are you sure?”

    “I mean, yeah, if he was inside you, that’s pretty much the baseline.”

    “Shit.”

    “Sorry.”

    Missy gave Kevin a hug. “Thank you for listening and not laughing at me.”

    Kevin Jerrod dutifully served the role of her gay best friend, despite not being remotely gay. They’d been friends for almost twenty years, since they were six, and when people asked why they’d never gotten together, Kevin and Missy would laugh and say that it would be totally weird. They were like brother and sister!

    Privately, Kevin agreed that it might be weird, but not weird enough not to do it. He was extremely confident in his ability to sleep with Missy and not feel as if incest were occurring.

    A couple of times during her dry spell of the past few months, he’d “jokingly” suggested that they should take care of each other’s needs, strictly on an ad-hoc basis. She had, disappointingly, completely taken it as a joke. He’d tried to push the joke a bit further, but she continued to treat it as a source of light comedy, and he could never quite bring himself to reveal that he was slightly serious. He didn’t want to ruin their friendship.

    So he listened to the details of her sexual escapades, and shared his (much less frequent) tales with her. If she noticed his propensity for dating curvy brunettes with glasses, she never said anything. He did often point out that, despite her disdain for unintelligent superficial jocks, she did tend to date a lot of unintelligent superficial jocks, and she had no good counter-argument for that.

    “Want to go to a movie this afternoon?” Missy asked, taking a diet soda and a regular soda out of the refrigerator and handing Kevin the diet one. “They’re showing the 2-D version of Mad Cow 3-D.”

    “Can’t. I’m going to see my Uncle Jake.”

    “Whack-Job Uncle Jake?”

    “Yep.”

    “You didn’t tell me he was in town. I’ve always wanted to meet him.” She’d heard many Uncle Jake stories over the years, most of which ended with “and he was never invited back again.”

    “He lives here now. Know when I found that out? About fifteen minutes before I left for your place. He wants me to set up wireless Internet in his bomb shelter.”

    “Are you serious?”

    “Yep.”

    “He’s really got a bomb shelter?”

    “That’s what he says.”

    “If a bomb dropped, would we even have wireless Internet?”

    “I think it’s in case of diseases and stuff, too.”

    “I’ve never been in a bomb shelter. Can I come with you? Would he be okay with that?”

    “I’m not sure. The reason he’s having me do it is that he doesn’t want the Verizon people to know he’s got it. But maybe he won’t mind. I’ll call him first, to make sure you don’t get chased away with a shotgun.”

    *      *      *

    Uncle Jake had asked Kevin to provide Missy’s full name and social security number, so he could do some screening before she arrived, but he was otherwise fine with the idea of her joining them. Missy had always envisioned a toothless, wrinkled, wild-eyed man with Albert Einstein hair, which is exactly what he was.

    “Come on in!” he said, meeting them at the door of his surprisingly small house, barely more than a shack. They were about fifteen miles out of Tampa, in an area that could politely be described as “very rural” but also as “a shithole.” The dirt road had no other homes for at least a mile, and it was the kind of area where, if Kevin’s car had broken down, Missy felt certain that they’d provide sustenance for a family of cannibals.

    “Hi, Uncle Jake!” said Kevin, shaking his hand. “This is my friend, Missy.”

    Uncle Jake nodded. “Pleased to meet you, Melissa Sandrin. Born in Providence but moved to Orlando when you were only five. Employed as an insurance underwriter at Metropolitan Life, since graduating from the University of Central Florida, where you majored in Dance because apparently you never expected to become an insurance underwriter. After your last medical checkup, Dr. Timothy Velasco gave you a clean bill of—”

    “Okay, she gets the idea,” said Kevin. “You promised you wouldn’t be creepy.”

    “Being well-informed is not creepy.”

    “Actually, yeah, the way you’re doing it, it is.”

    “It’s fine,” said Missy, smiling at Uncle Jake and shaking his hand. “I’m glad to finally meet you. Kevin has told me so much about you.”

    Uncle Jake gave Kevin a concerned look, as if to say What does she mean, you’ve told her so much about me? What information have you divulged? 

    They followed Uncle Jake into his home, which was extremely cluttered but much cleaner than Missy would have expected from the outside. There was a bearskin rug in the center of the floor, which looked like the bear had been killed with a cannon.

    “Can I get you anything?” Uncle Jake asked.

    “Nope, we’re just anxious to see the bomb shelter,” Kevin told him.

    “It’s not a bomb shelter. It’s an all-purpose disaster preparedness shelter.”

    “Even better.”

    “Show me somebody who thinks our only path to doomsday is a bomb, and I’ll show you a fool.”

    “Got it.”

    Uncle Jake reached down and grabbed the end of the rug. He pulled the bear aside, revealing a circular metal hatch. He knelt down and punched in a four-digit code. Something whirred, then something clicked, then something beeped, and then he turned the handle and raised the hatch.

    “The climb down is a little snug,” he warned them, “but you’ll be impressed by what you see.”

    After Missy and Kevin climbed down the ten-foot ladder, Uncle Jake followed them and pulled the hatch closed. There was a buzz, a click, and a whirr.

    “Did it just lock us in?” Kevin asked.

    “Of course.”

    “Why do you need to lock people inside the shelter?”

    Uncle Jake hopped off the final rung of the ladder. “You think people stay sane in the apocalypse? All it takes is one panicky person to get claustrophobia, and, wham, you’ve got yourself a shelter full of plague. Believe me, you don’t want that.”

    “Makes sense.”

    “So what do you think?”

    Missy looked around the shelter, which was smaller than her college dorm room. No wonder he was worried about people losing their minds.

    “It’s cozy,” said Missy.

    “It’s no Motel 6, but it’ll keep you alive.” Uncle Jake gestured to the steel walls. “I’ll probably hang a picture or two, but it’s more about functionality than comfort.”

    There wasn’t much down here. A single bed, a desk with a laptop computer, a sink, a few metal shelves filled with canned food and gallon-sized jugs of water, a toilet, and a treadmill.

    “How long could you survive down here?” Missy asked.

    “Five years.”

    “That long? Really?”

    Uncle Jake nodded. He slid a panel on the wall, revealing deep shelves with even more jugs of water. “Plenty of rations. Compost toilet, incinerator, air ventilation…I’d need some books and a deck of cards for Solitaire, but yeah, I could do half a decade down here, no problem.”

    “This looks like it took a lot of work,” said Kevin. “Will you be disappointed if the apocalypse doesn’t happen?”

    Uncle Jake glared at him. “Do you think I’m some sort of psychopath?”

    “I was kidding.”

    “Only a monster would wish for the end of the human race. I pray that day never comes. I’m just being prepared.”

    “Again, I was kidding.”

    “If I do get stuck in here for five years, trust me, I will shed a tear each and every day for all that we’ve lost.”

    “Kidding, Uncle Jake. That’s what I was doing.”

    “Well, don’t make jokes about me being some madman bent on world destruction. It hurts my feelings. And I want you to know that both of you are welcome to join me down here, even though you’d cut our longevity by two-thirds.”

    “Thanks,” said Missy. “We appreciate that.”

    *      *      *

    On the drive home, Missy turned to Kevin. “So, he’s really not a madman bent on world destruction, right?”

    “Nope. Total joke.”

    “Good. Well, it’s nice to know that if the bomb does drop, we’ve got a place to hang out.”

    “Yep. Of course, there’s only one bed.”

    

    CHAPTER TWO

    Seven months later, as several of her co-workers bled from multiple orifices, Missy raced down the hallway. The world had gone insane. Explosions, thick green smoke, people shrieking, alarms blaring…she didn’t know what the hell was happening, but she knew she had to get out of there.

    Phillip, a middle-aged man who worked in the mailroom, staggered toward her. Had she not seen blood start to spontaneously flow from people’s eyes, ears, and noses minutes ago, she would have thought he’d suffered a severe head laceration.

    “Help me,” he said, creating a major moral quandary at a time when she wanted things to be as straightforward as possible. She didn’t try to walk past him, exactly, but she didn’t slow down as much as she would have under normal circumstances.

    He grabbed her arm.

    “Do you know what’s happening?” she asked.

    Phillip shook his head.

    “I don’t, either. It’s like an attack or something. Come on, I’ll lead you out of here, but we have to hurry.”

    “Thank you,” Phillip said, seconds before deepening the moral quandary by falling to his knees. Missy couldn’t just leave him, right? Only horrible, horrible human beings left others behind to perish. But she also didn’t want to be a kind-hearted but stupid dead person.

    She pulled on his arm. “Come on, Phillip. You’ve got to get up. We have to find someplace safe.”

    Phillip stood up, and then fell down again, this time landing flat on his face. Missy really didn’t think that her conscience could handle the idea of her running off without him, but if he wanted to say “Leave me! Save yourself!” she wouldn’t argue.

    “Don’t leave me!” he wailed, grabbing her by the ankle.

    A door swung open and Tanya, an overweight receptionist who wasn’t bleeding, ran out. “What’s the matter with you? Just leave that fucker!” Tanya said, pushing past Missy and hurrying around the corner.

    Using both hands, Missy pulled Phillip to his feet once more. “You have to stop falling down,” she told him. “You’re going to kill us both if you don’t.”

    “I won’t fall again, I swear, just help me, please.”

    They began to rush through the hallway, the same way Tanya had gone. Phillip was definitely slowing Missy down, but that was okay, they’d get through this.

    Not that she even knew if they were heading for anything remotely resembling safety. They might be better off barricading themselves in a conference room. Except, of course, that she’d been in a conference room, suffering through an interminable meeting, when this started to happen. Yes, she’d prayed for the meeting to end, but having everybody else just start bleeding, screaming, and fleeing the room in a panic was not the way she’d wanted it to adjourn.

    Her cell phone rang. Oh, thank God. She’d tried to call both Kevin and her parents, and neither of them had answered. Her parents were across the country, in Nevada, but they might be watching the news and be frightened for her safety. She glanced at the display.

    “Kevin?” she answered.

    “Are you okay?”

    “Yeah, I’m fine.”

    “You’re not bleeding?”

    “No, but almost everybody else is! There was this green smoke, and then people just started bleeding all over the place. I don’t know what’s going on!”

    Phillip fell to the floor again. This was becoming problematic.

    “You’re at work, right?” Kevin asked.

    “Yes.”

    “Meet me out front. I’ll be there in five minutes.”

    “Okay.” Missy disconnected the call and tried her parents again.

    Phillip coughed up some blood. “I can’t make it,” he said in a whisper. “I can’t go anywhere. I’m going to die.”

    “No, no, you aren’t,” Missy insisted. Her parents didn’t answer, so she tucked the phone back into her pocket.

    Phillip nodded. “Yes, I am. I can feel it. It’s all over for me.”

    Most likely he was absolutely correct, but Missy couldn’t see any benefit to telling him that his logic was sound. “You’ll be fine.”

    “I won’t, but it’s kind of you to say that.” He wiped some blood off his face and gave her a brave smile. “I’ll be with the Lord soon.”

    “I’ll send somebody for you,” Missy promised. As her eyes filled with tears, she continued down the hallway.

    “Wait!” Phillip called after her. “Please, stay with me! Hold me! I don’t have much time left!”

    Missy stopped and turned around. Was he fucking serious?

    “I can’t die alone!” he said. “I’m scared! I’m so scared!”

    Missy choked back a sob. She had to stay with him. She had to grant his dying wish. You couldn’t not grant somebody’s dying wish, right?

    Then again…by asking her to stay with him, he was possibly dooming her in order to fulfill his own needs. If he was possibly dooming her in order to fulfill his own needs, then he was a bad person. If he was a bad person, then it was okay for him to die alone. If it was okay for him to die alone, then it was okay for Missy to get the hell out of this building to increase the chances that she’d still be alive tomorrow.

    She covered her ears with her hands and left.

    *      *      *

    Nobody else tried to stop her, because the eleven or twelve other people she encountered were already dead. It had only been a few minutes. What kind of poison was in this smoke? She kept touching her nose to check for blood, but so far, nothing.

    As she rushed outside, Missy saw that the air still had the tinge of green smoke and that traffic outside the building had completely stopped. There were at least three accidents just within her line of sight. Kevin was never going to make it here.

    Then he drove up, onto the front lawn, riding a motorcycle. He did not own a motorcycle, nor had he, to the best of her knowledge, ever been on one. He pulled up beside her, overshooting by about ten feet.

    “Hop on,” he said.

    “Where did you get this?”

    “It was donated.”

    “Donated?”

    “I promise you I didn’t kill anyone for it.”

    Missy climbed on and put her arms around his waist. They sped off, wobbling a bit at first, but not falling over.

    She tried to ask him some questions, but the motorcycle was too loud, and they just ended up shouting things that neither one of them could understand. This might have created amusing hijinks under circumstances where there were not bloody corpses littering the streets. But she was pretty sure they both said “Uncle Jake” at some point.

    She tried again to call her parents, cursing them for only having a landline and thus preventing her from sending a text message saying that she was okay. If they answered, she’d make Kevin stop so she could talk to them, if only for a minute, but they didn’t answer. Missy desperately hoped that this was just a local nightmare, and that Mom and Dad were fine.

    As they drove, paying little attention to the rules of the road or the definition of “road,” the smoke sometimes thinned, sometimes became almost too thick to see through, but never cleared out entirely. Missy wondered why they hadn’t gotten sick, and then decided for the sake of her mental health not to dwell on it too much.

    The interstate was not nearly as congested as she would have thought. Lots of cars had crashed into each other or just stopped, and there were corpses all over the place, but apparently there weren’t a huge number of people trying to evacuate. Either they were already dead, or there was no place to go.

    They took the Gleer Road exit, racing down the paved road until Kevin took a left turn onto the convoluted series of dirt roads that led to Uncle Jake’s place. Last time, he’d used a GPS, and Missy hoped that Kevin could remember all of the turns, because she certainly couldn’t.

    The smoke was a lot thinner out here than it had been in the city, but it still looked like she was viewing the world through a green filter. Not a beautiful emerald filter—a mold one.

    With what seemed like about a mile left to go, unless they were hopelessly lost and had several miles left to go, the motorcycle sputtered and came to a stop. “Out of gas,” said Kevin, tapping on the gauge, though Missy didn’t need the verbal or the visual cue to figure out what had happened.

    They got off, and Kevin wheeled the motorcycle into the ditch. Then they began to run.

    “What do you think is happening?” Missy asked.

    “I don’t know. It’s got to be terrorists, right? I guess it could be some kind of huge industrial accident, but…I don’t know; I don’t see any way it’s not terrorists.”

    “Do you feel okay?”

    Kevin nodded. “Yeah. You?”

    “Yeah, physically I feel totally fine. So maybe we’re immune from whatever that stuff is. Are we going the right way?”

    “I think so.”

    “I don’t remember that tree.”

    “Which one?”

    “The weird-looking one with the branch shaped like a spoon.”

    “Oh. I don’t remember it, either. But I’m not one to remember much about trees. I’m pretty sure we’re going the right way.”

    “Will he even let us in?”

    “Yeah, he knows we’re coming. We’ll just stay down there until we find out what’s happening. We’ll be fine.”

    “I do remember that tree,” said Missy, pointing ahead to a tree with branches shaped like people having an uncomfortable three-way.

    They picked up their pace to an all-out sprint, and, finally, yes, there was Uncle Jake’s shack. They rushed over there, out of breath, and Kevin pounded on the front door.

    Nobody answered.

    “You think he’s already down there?” asked Missy.

    “Probably.” Kevin tested the knob. Locked. “We may have to break a window.”

    Missy looked around for a large rock. She quickly found one, turned her head to avoid getting shards of glass in her face, and then smashed it into the front window. As she broke out the glass around the frame, the door swung open.

    “What the hell are you doing to my window?” Uncle Jake demanded. He was in a full yellow radiation suit, and his voice was muffled by the gas mask. He held a revolver, though it was pointed politely at the ground and not at Kevin or Missy.

    “We thought you might be in the shelter,” Kevin told him.

    “I was! That’s no reason to destroy a man’s property! Jesus H. Christ, Kevin, do you think I want vandals down there with me? How do I know you won’t smash up the toilet next?”

    “We won’t break anything else. I promise.”

    “All right.” Uncle Jake gestured for them to follow. Missy and Kevin hurried into the shack after him. He punched in the code, lifted the lid of the hatch, and said “Hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry!” as they climbed down the ladder.

    Uncle Jake slammed the lid shut and climbed down into the shelter with them. Missy noticed that he had indeed hung some pictures on the wall, though they looked like artwork he’d stolen from a hotel chain that despised its customers.

    Uncle Jake pressed a button on the wall, and there was a whoosh sound. “Ventilation system will get rid of any of that crap that came in with us. I’ve only got the one suit, though.”

    “What do you know about what’s happening?” Missy asked.

    Uncle Jake plopped down onto the desk chair. “The news says it’s happening all over the place.”

    Missy took her phone out of her pocket as she felt an extra blast of panic. “All over? West coast, too?”

    Uncle Jake began to type on his laptop keyboard. “I mean all over, all over. I’m talking North America, Europe, Asia…”

    “Are you kidding me?” asked Kevin, peering over Uncle Jake’s shoulder at the screen.

    “Iraq, North Korea, all those places you think might be doing it to us…well, it’s happening to them, too. Doesn’t mean they’re not faking the footage, but we’ve got reports of U.S. troops in the Middle East saying that soldiers on both sides just started hemorrhaging.”

    Missy wanted to throw up, but she thought that was a pretty good way to get booted out of the shelter, so she did everything she could to resist the urge.

    Her parents didn’t answer their phone.

    “People are just dying everywhere,” said Uncle Jake. “Maybe even the scientists in Antarctica are keeling over. What if this is really it? What if this is really the end of the world?”

    “It’s not the end,” said Kevin. “It’s going to be fine. I mean, not for everybody, not for the blood-gushing people, but just on our drive over we saw that others are immune. I’m not saying that there’s a plus side to all of this, but let’s not turn it into something bigger than it is.”

    “Not bigger than millions of people dead?” Missy asked.

    Kevin sighed. “I’m not going to apologize for having a ‘glass half-full’ kind of attitude. We could be one of the dead people.”

    “My mom and dad might be dead,” said Missy. She wasn’t intentionally being a downer, but still…

    “Okay, look, I’m not trying to be all rah-rah-rah, life is awesome,” said Kevin. “I’ll just be quiet.”

    The shelter began to rattle.

    It was a mild rattle at first, just enough for everybody to glance at each other with a “Did you feel that shit?” look. But it quickly gained intensity, knocking the bad paintings off the walls and causing Missy to almost lose her footing.

    The lights went out.

    Missy stood in the darkness, trying not to scream. When she felt a hand grab hers, she did scream, but it was just Kevin.

    The rattling stopped.

    A few seconds later, the lights came back on, much dimmer than before.

    “We’re on the generator,” said Uncle Jake. He pressed some keys on the laptop and tried a few clicks of the mouse. “We’ve lost Internet.”

    Missy looked at her phone. “I don’t have any signal.”

    “So this is it,” said Uncle Jake. “I don’t even know what to say. I knew this kind of thing would happen eventually, but…wow…” Missy put a comforting hand on his shoulder.

    Uncle Jake pushed back his chair and stood up. He removed the hood of his radiation suit.

    “We still don’t know—” Kevin said, but Uncle Jake waved him off.

    “We do know. At least I know. I can feel it. In some ways, it’s like I’ve spent my entire life preparing for this day, but now that it’s here, I don’t know what to do. I never had many friends, and most of my family won’t talk to me, and I’ll admit that I’m not a huge fan of humanity in general…but, damn, I can’t believe this is really happening…”

    “But we’re safe now,” said Kevin. “As bad as things are, we made it here, and that’s what’s important. We’ll get through this. We just have to be strong.”

    Uncle Jake shook his head. “Nope, I don’t want to live in this world,” he said, right before he picked up the revolver, shoved the barrel into his mouth, and pulled the trigger.

    His body dropped to the floor.

    Missy and Kevin both screamed for a very long time.

    When they were done with the incoherent part of their screaming, Kevin switched to actual words: “What the fuck, Uncle Jake?”

    Missy bit down on her fist in an effort to briefly stop screaming.

    “Oh my God, oh my God,” said Kevin, kneeling down beside Uncle Jake’s body as if there might be a medical treatment for blowing one’s brains out. “Oh, God…”

    Eventually, Missy was able to stop screaming without keeping a fist against her mouth. A short while after that, she was able to stop hyperventilating.

    Finally, she was able to speak.

    “There’s never going to be a good time to ask this,” she admitted, “but did he ever tell you the code for the lock?”

    

    CHAPTER THREE

    After a brief discussion, Kevin and Missy decided that the most important thing for them to accomplish was to arrange it so they could stop staring at a gore-laden corpse. Kevin, being a total sweetheart, offered to handle this himself, but Missy couldn’t let him do that. If this was the apocalypse, she had to do her full share of the work. She couldn’t let other people drag the bodies of suicidal uncles out of the way by themselves.

    She did, however, let Kevin take the upper half, which was far messier. The shelter didn’t have a freezer or a spare bedroom or anyplace convenient to store him, so the best they could do was drag him into the corner and toss a blanket over him.

    “Should we say something?” she asked.

    “Like what?”

    “Like, you know, a eulogy?”

    Kevin lowered his head. “Uncle Jake, you were a good man, but killing yourself was a dick move. Amen.”

    “Amen,” said Missy.

    “I’m going to clean up the blood and…the other stuff that came out of his head,” said Kevin. “See what you can do with the lock.”

    Missy nodded and walked over to the ladder. She climbed to the top and pushed on the hatch lid. The lid didn’t budge. She pushed as hard as she could without wrenching her arm out of its socket or falling off the ladder. Nope. This thing was sealed tight.

    “What was Uncle Jake’s birthday?” she called down to Kevin.

    “Ummmm, he was a Pisces, I think.”

    “You don’t know the day?”

    “No. Do you know the birthdays of all your aunts and uncles?”

    “Can you think of any four-digit number he might have used as a code?”

    “Not off the top of my head. Is there a police code for batshit crazy?”

    There were ten thousand options. Missy had no idea where to start.

    Maybe he’d left it at the factory settings. Missy punched in 0-0-0-0.

    Something buzzed. It did not sound like a “Congratulations! You have entered the correct code, and the lid will now unlock, allowing you to leave at your leisure!” buzz.

    The display read INCORRECT.

    She entered 0-0-0-1.

    INCORRECT.

    1-2-3-4.

    INCORRECT. TOO MANY ATTEMPTS.

    Missy cursed and climbed back down the ladder. “I may have screwed us. It only gave me three tries.”

    “Maybe it’ll reset. No reason to freak out quite yet.” Kevin closed his eyes and took several deep breaths, looking as if he were having a bit of difficulty not freaking out. “Okay, we can’t worry about that right now. We have other problems. How long does it take a dead body to smell bad?”

    Missy shrugged. “Depends. A few days, maybe?”

    “That long? I would’ve thought less. More like a couple.”

    “Maybe it’s a couple. I don’t know. It’s not like we had lectures about corpse decomposition rates in high school.”

    “We had one in biology. It was probably one of the days you cut class. Anyway, the temperature’s cool down here, and I doubt there are any bugs, so you might be right about it being a few days.”

    “What do bugs have to do with anything?”

    “Bugs speed up decomposition.”

    “Really?”

    “Yeah.”

    “Hmmm. Yeah, I guess that makes sense. Afternoon make-out sessions cost me a lot of knowledge.”

    “Anyway, I’m sure we’ll be out of here before he starts to rot.”

    “God, I hope so.” Missy glanced at the floor. There was a small white chip a couple of feet away from Uncle Jake. “You missed a piece of bone,” she said. She suddenly felt unbearably sick to her stomach, which was kind of surprising considering that she had already witnessed the moment when the bone was propelled from its skull of origin.

    “Sorry,” said Kevin. He quickly picked up the bone shard and dropped it into a small plastic garbage container.

    “Thanks,” said Missy. “Okay, we need to get information about what’s happening outside. We don’t know if the Internet is actually down-down or if it’s just not working in here right now. If you try to fix that, I’ll take inventory of what we’ve got.”

    Kevin nodded and sat down in front of the computer. Missy walked over to the food shelves. The supplies were vast, though this sure didn’t look like enough to sustain her and Kevin for two and a half years. There were cans of baked beans, pinto beans, black beans, green beans, pears, and peaches. Missy hated all varieties of beans, except for jellybeans, of which there were none. But at least they had more than enough protein to avoid the awkward “Technically, Uncle Jake is edible” conversation.

    Another shelf had packages of instant mashed potatoes, pasta, and various other non-perishable items, along with saltine crackers and peanut butter. Missy opened a drawer and found a can opener and various other utensils. A cabinet contained three sets of dishes.

    Were her parents dead?

    Stop it. Missy put that thought out of her mind and went back to distracting herself by taking inventory.

    Were they calling her right now, blood dripping all over the telephone while they prayed for her to answer?

    
      Enough. They’re fine. 
    

    They weren’t fine. Nobody was fine. That green smoke was everywhere, and for all she knew, almost everybody in the world was dead. She and Kevin could be the only two people left alive.

    “We’ll be okay,” said Kevin, pushing back his chair as she began to cry. “We’ve got it made down here. We’re way better off than most people.”

    “I wasn’t worried about us.”

    Kevin nodded. “Yeah, I know. I’m sure your mom and dad are okay.”

    “You don’t know that!” Missy screamed. “We don’t have any idea if they’re still alive or if they’re choking on their own blood! Don’t act like everything is just wonderful!”

    Even before she finished shouting at him, Missy realized that she was being a complete bitch. He was only trying to keep her from completely losing it. (Apparently without great success.) He wouldn’t do either of them any favors if he ran in circles around the shelter wailing “All is lost! All is lost! The dark shadow of doomsday is upon us!”

    He gave her a hug. She threw her arms around him and sobbed into his chest for a while.

    “This probably won’t cheer you up,” Kevin admitted, after they finally broke the hug, “but one undeniable plus side is that neither one of us are dead. People are dead all over the place, but not us. We’re not even injured. How many people do you think are lying on the ground right now with a broken leg?”

    “You’re absolutely correct. That didn’t cheer me up.”

    “But it should! I mean, if you’ve got a broken leg, you’re pretty much screwed, right? Or at the very least you’re a huge burden to those around you. A broken leg under these circumstances might not just kill you; it could kill six or seven close friends or family members. All of those innocent deaths, all because of your leg. But not us. Our legs are in awesome shape.”

    “And neither one of us has falling debris lodged in our neck. That doesn’t mean we should dance a jig.”

    Kevin’s expression brightened. “You’re right! Falling debris! We could have been crushed by something, but we weren’t!”

    “Joy.”

    “And we’re relatively young. What if we were eighty? How many eighty-year-olds do you think are going to survive this? None. I’m telling you, Missy, this is the end of the eighty-and-up crowd, and we should be thankful we’re not one of them.”

    “When the fuck did you become so cheery?”

    “I’m just saying, given the situation, we’ve got it pretty sweet. Suppose we were crammed in here with fifty strangers? At least we know that neither one of us is going to murder the other over a can of beans. What if we had to sleep in shifts to keep somebody from cutting our throat with a tin can lid? That would suck, right?”

    “But we’re trapped down here!”

    “Trapped in comfort.” Kevin glanced around the shelter. “Okay, not comfort. But we can survive this. Not everybody can say that.”

    Missy let out a long, deep sigh and wiped the tears off her cheeks. “You’re right,” she said. “We’re going to live through this.”

    Kevin gave her another big hug. “Until we know otherwise, we’ll assume the best. Your parents are okay. Everybody we know and like is okay. The people we hate are dead.”

    “I don’t hate anyone.”

    “Good. That’ll make the repopulation efforts easier.” Kevin let go of her. “So let’s figure out what we’ve got and how everything works. We might be down here for a while.”

    *      *      *

    The first thing to make Missy feel legitimately better was the discovery of a body bag. A moment later, it disturbed the hell out of her that she was living in a world where she’d say “Body bag! Woo-hoo!” But then she went right back to being relieved that they now had something in which to store Uncle Jake.

    “Well, that was considerate of him, at least,” said Kevin. “Do you think maybe he knew he was going to kill himself?”

    “I’m going to go out on a dark limb and say that it was meant for one of us.”

    “Ugh.”

    “Yeah.”

    “Either way, we’ve got to give him credit. I wouldn’t have thought to stock my apocalypse shelter with a body bag. Let’s get him in there.”

    It was by far the worst experience Missy had ever had putting something into a bag. The professionals who did this on a regular basis obviously had some sort of special technique that eluded Missy and Kevin. Even though they left him in his radiation suit, for a while it felt like they were getting more of Uncle Jake outside the bag than inside of it. Finally, though, they zipped it closed.

    They removed all of the cans from one of the bottom shelves and rolled Uncle Jake as far back as they could. Then they replaced as many of the cans in front of him as would fit, so they wouldn’t have to look at the bag.

    At least they had plenty of food, not that either of them ever expected to be able to eat, ever again.

    After the task was complete, they sat down for a few minutes of silent twitching.

    *      *      *

    Though Uncle Jake had thought ahead regarding the body bag, he’d made no progress toward restroom privacy, so Kevin hung a sheet around the toilet to make a curtain. This was still going to be an issue, because Kevin was the kind of guy who, if somebody entered the adjoining stall, would put the process on hold and wait silently for him to leave. He didn’t understand those who could cheerfully go about their business with another human being mere feet away, judging them.

    “Isn’t it nice to know that we’re in a position where we can worry about this sort of thing?” he asked. “Other people probably have worse problems than an exposed toilet.”

    “Do you want to share the bag with Uncle Jake?”

    “Sorry.”

    *      *      *

    After that, there really wasn’t much left to do. Surviving in a tiny apocalypse shelter was not a labor-intensive activity.

    Uncle Jake hadn’t gotten around to bringing down a deck of cards. There was no Internet, no television, no board games, no hand-held video games, no books, no comics, no magazines, no action figures, no knitting materials, no Sudoku, no drawing paper, no musical instruments, no spare wood to whittle, no goldfish, no puppets, no light sabers—nothing to pass the time. They both had games on their cell phones, but draining the battery on them seemed like it might be an unintelligent activity.

    Crying did make the first few hours go faster, but Kevin really hoped they weren’t down here for more than a couple of days, or at least one of them would go berserk.

    *      *      *

    “So what do you hope happened?” Kevin asked that night. They’d shut off the generator to conserve power, and didn’t want to use candles unless absolutely necessary, so they sat in the darkness.

    “I’m not sure.”

    “If it was terrorists, at least we might be able to beat them. Maybe we already have. If it wasn’t an attack…”

    “What else could it be? Smoke like that doesn’t form in nature.”

    “We don’t know that.”

    “If there were green clouds floating around that dissolved people from the inside, I think we would have heard about it by now.”

    “I’m not saying that we missed the National Geographic special,” said Kevin. “But we don’t know what’s out there, with us polluting the environment and frying the ozone layer and everything.”

    “Green death cloud seems like a stretch.”

    “What if it’s God?”

    “You don’t believe in God,” Missy said.

    “I also don’t believe in aliens, but starting today I’m a bit more receptive to the idea.”

    “It wasn’t aliens.”

    “I’m not saying it was. But if I saw a spaceship spewing green smoke, I’d be way less surprised today than I would have been yesterday.”

    “It would really suck if there were aliens and we never got to see them because we’re stuck down here,” said Missy. “Everybody else would get to say ‘Whoa! I can’t believe we saw aliens!’ and we’d completely miss out. But it’s not aliens.”

    “Or God?”

    “Definitely not God.”

    “Why not?”

    “Because God would be more efficient if he wanted to wipe us out. You know when those insane preachers say ‘God created that hurricane to punish the gays!’? It seems kind of blasphemous to suggest that God doesn’t have a better targeting system.”

    “Maybe.”

    “Anyway, it was terrorists.”

    “I’m sure you’re right.”

    “Why is there doubt in your voice? It’s either aliens, some sort of Biblical prophecy where we’re the Chosen Ones, or terrorists.”

    “Or an accident.”

    Missy considered that. “Okay, you’re right. We could have been testing some sort of weapon and it blew up in our faces. We’ll rank that below terrorism but ahead of God and Martians. Any other possibilities?”

    “Witchcraft?”

    Missy gently punched Kevin on the shoulder. “Now you’re just being silly.”

    “Hey, we’ve got a lot of time to kill. We might as well discuss the idea of witchcraft.”

    “Well, sure, I mean, it could be Penn & Teller gone mad or some pin-headed guy with a puzzle box. To stay rational, though, we should stick to science.”

    “Science gone amok.”

    “Horribly.”

    “I guess we should try to get some sleep.”

    “Yeah.”

    There was one bed and one cot. Kevin would have slept on the cot if Missy had asked him to, but she didn’t. They slept together in the bed, not snuggling, but also not maximizing the distance between them.

    *      *      *

    0-2-1-8.

    INCORRECT.

    At least the lock had indeed reset overnight. They hadn’t found anything in the shelter to indicate possible codes, so they had nothing to go on beyond Uncle Jake’s astrological sign.

    0-2-1-9.

    INCORRECT.

    0-2-2-0.

    INCORRECT. TOO MANY ATTEMPTS.

    This could be a very long apocalypse.

    *      *      *

    “I think I’m going to take up juggling,” said Kevin, picking up three cans of beans. “I’ve always wanted to learn, and it’s not like we don’t have spare time. Do you want to learn to juggle with me?”

    “No, thanks,” said Missy.

    Kevin gave one of the cans a practice toss. It hit the floor with a loud clank. “Maybe this will be a valuable skill when we get out.”

    “How would juggling become a valuable skill?”

    “What if the Internet never comes back? People will need entertainment. This may be a good opportunity to get back to basics. What’s the harm?”

    “You could drop a can on your foot, break a toe, and be hobbled when we get out of here.”

    Kevin set the cans back on the shelf. “Well, crap. How are we supposed to pass the time, then?”

    *      *      *

    Kevin and Missy lay in bed, naked, holding each other, not speaking. They hadn’t said anything since they finished a few minutes ago—technically, since Kevin finished—and it wasn’t quite the comfortable silence of two lovers basking in post-coital bliss.

    Kevin was finally the first to verbalize something. “Well.”

    “Yeah.”

    “This was good. It’s not healthy to be locked down here with that much sexual tension in the air.”

    “I guess you’re right.”

    There were several more moments of silence. Very, very long moments.

    Kevin was the one to break the silence again. “I just want you to know that I’m not proud of that performance. I’m totally aware that it was below par, both by my standards and the national average.”

    “No, no, it was good. I enjoyed it.”

    “Okay. Cool.”

    The silence continued.

    “What’s wrong?” Kevin asked.

    “Nothing’s wrong.”

    “You look like something’s wrong.”

    “No, nothing’s wrong. I mean, I guess I’m still kind of upset that everybody we know might be dead. That’s something that’s wrong, if that’s what you were asking about.”

    “That’s reasonable. I thought it was more that you were regretting what we did.”

    Missy didn’t answer.

    “You’re regretting it, aren’t you?”

    “Are you?”

    “No!” Kevin insisted. “I think it’s terrific. I’m ready to do it again. In a few minutes.”

    “I’m not going to say that I never thought about it, but I never thought we would do it because we were…bored.”

    “There’s nothing wrong with that. How many babies do you think are born each year because their parents didn’t have cable?”

    “I know, I know. I just thought that if it eventually happened it would be more romantic.”

    “Okay, I’ll admit that we didn’t use one of the more romantic sexual positions. But at least we did it by candlelight.”

    “Because we’re conserving gasoline for the generator.”

    “Fair enough. You do understand that I was kidding when I said ‘I’m bored. Wanna fuck?,’ right?”

    “Yeah.”

    “Because if I thought for one instant that you were going to take me up on the offer, I would have phrased it differently. I’ve made that kind of joke lots of times and you’ve always laughed it off.”

    “I understand that. Believe me, I’m not saying you did anything wrong. I was a little horny and there was nothing else to do and I was feeling scared and lonely and you just set me off. It’s okay. I don’t regret it. I’m glad we did. It was a good call on our parts.”

    “This is awkward for you, isn’t it?”

    “Awkward as hell. As hell.”

    “Well, that’s only natural. We’ve spent a long, long time knowing each other and not having sex. It makes sense that there’ll be an adjustment period. But it didn’t feel like doing your brother, right?”

    “No! Jesus, Kevin!”

    “Just asking! Also…I know that the man and the woman are supposed to share in the responsibility equally for this sort of thing, but I kind of assumed that you would have stopped me if the lack of protection was a problem, so I didn’t…”

    “No, you did not just catch an STD.”

    “Not the direction I was going.”

    “Yes, I’m on the pill.”

    “Okay, good.”

    “But I obviously didn’t bring them to work with me yesterday. So unless Uncle Jake has a stockpile of condoms somewhere down here—and I will be really disturbed if he does—we can’t do this again until we get out.”

    Another long moment of silence.

    “I see.”

    

    CHAPTER FOUR

    Each morning, Missy woke up, climbed the ladder, and input the next three sequential numbers. She’d used up the possible Pisces dates, so she’d gone back to 0-0-0-2. And each morning she was rewarded with a buzz and:

    INCORRECT.

    INCORRECT.

    INCORRECT. TOO MANY ATTEMPTS.

    If Uncle Jake had used the passcode 9-9-9-9, it could be more than nine years before they got out of here. They would be dividing up the molecules of an individual bean for sustenance. Of course, by then they would have long since descended into madness, so they’d actually be fighting off hallucinations of the vicious eight-headed Bean Monster.

    In their former lives, Missy would have told Kevin that sleeping together was a mistake. A fun-filled mistake, but a mistake nevertheless, and one they couldn’t repeat if they valued their friendship not being weird.

    Down here, though…what else were they going to do?

    Though they couldn’t repeat the main attraction, they’d quickly settled on a compromise that was satisfactory to all participants. Kevin had offered to take his own precautions, but counting on him to pull out at the right moment was basically the equivalent of saying “I’m okay with being pregnant in a one-room underground shelter.” So instead they did a variety of things that took care of their physical needs and also helped pass the time.

    They were still definitely just friends. Missy wished it were more romantic, but despite the lack of gazing into each other’s eyes and declaring their undying love, if she had to be trapped down here with anyone, she was glad it was with Kevin.

    *      *      *

    This was freaking awesome. Kevin had never had so much sex in his life. They were going at it four or five times a day, and even if they weren’t actually having intercourse, it was ridiculously enjoyable. They’d always been candid with each other about their previous exploits, so Kevin already knew that one particular activity guaranteed to not result in pregnancy was entirely off-limits, and he resisted the temptation to suggest it.

    It almost made up for the fact that everything else about the past month had pretty thoroughly sucked.

    It was nice that they wouldn’t starve to death anytime soon, but he would strangle a dolphin for a fresh piece of fruit. Just one crisp, juicy, non-canned red apple, even if it were offered to him by a Disney witch. And there was no limit to the depths of depravity to which he would sink for an ice cream sandwich.

    But, again, it was nice that they wouldn’t starve to death anytime soon. The lack of tasty meals was a first world problem. A minor inconvenience. Compared to the fact that they’d had to slice up Uncle Jake’s body, it was nothing.

    Uncle Jake had kept fine in the body bag and radiation suit for a few days, but then Kevin and Missy detected the hint of a scent. When they smelled it, Kevin felt like he was going to burst into tears. It wasn’t as bad as Uncle Jake getting up and walking around as a zombie, but it was an extremely unpleasant issue that they now had to deal with.

    “I’m doing this myself,” said Kevin.

    Missy shook her head. “We’re in this together.”

    “There’s only need for one of us to be permanently traumatized. I have fewer emotions than you do. I’ll handle this.”

    “Absolutely not.”

    “Then we’ll take turns. The next time we need to cut up and dispose of a body, it’s all on you.”

    Missy sat down on the bed, buried her face in her hands, and began to softly weep.

    What had he said wrong? Why was she all upset over a simple joke about cutting up a—oh, shit.

    “I didn’t mean me!” Kevin insisted, sitting on the bed next to her. “I’m not going anywhere. You won’t be cutting me up until I’m ninety, to use my skin for leather. I’m not leaving you, I promise.”

    Missy wiped her eyes. “You can’t promise that.”

    “The hell I can’t. I’m promising it right now.” He kissed her on the forehead. “I’m not going anywhere. Neither of us are. We’re getting out of this place, and then we’re going to deal with whatever mess is up there together.”

    “Okay.”

    “And I’m getting rid of Uncle Jake by myself.”

    “No, you’re not.”

    “Then let me make a confession. I’ve been getting a lot of blowjobs these past few days, and I’ve been really enjoying them. Each and every one of them has been a work of art. And I feel like the horrible task at hand is the sort of thing that could dry up the supply of blowjobs for a while. So when I offer to do it by myself, it may sound like I’m being all chivalrous and stuff, but it’s really all about shameful, disgusting lust. I am a truly wretched person.”

    “All right,” said Missy. “Under those circumstances, I’ll let you get rid of the body.”

    *      *      *

    Unfortunately, it wasn’t as if Missy could just walk into another room. They didn’t have an iPod to block out the noise, so it was either lie in bed with a pillow over her head singing “LA LA LA LA LA I CAN’T HEAR THE SOUNDS OF MUTILATION!” or climb to the top of the ladder.

    She helped him drag the body bag into the middle of the floor, then climbed the ladder.

    Extremely Useful Item #1 That They Did Not Have In The Shelter: A chainsaw.

    Extremely Useful Item #2 That They Did Not Have In The Shelter: An electric carving knife.

    Extremely Useful Item #3 That They Did Not Have In The Shelter: A bone saw.

    Extremely Useful Item #4 That They Did Not Have In The Shelter: Any kind of saw.

    They did have a butcher knife, and that was what Kevin would be using to chop an entire human body into pieces small enough to toss into the incinerator. Missy did not think the process would be without its challenges.

    “Dammit!” said Kevin from below.

    “What?”

    “Nothing. Just cut myself.”

    “Already?”

    “Can you not talk, please?”

    “I won’t say another word.”

    There were some really ghastly sounds coming from down there, but most of them were drowned out by Kevin’s constant stream of profanity. It reminded Missy of Kevin trying to assemble a shelf or a grill. “The instructions say that it’s going to take twenty minutes,” Kevin would announce, “but I’ll show them! It’ll take me three hours!”

    Missy squeezed her eyes shut as she heard a particularly unpleasant sound. She wanted to cover her ears, but then she’d fall off the ladder, probably landing on something unpleasant.

    She began to sing. Metallica seemed like the best choice to drown out the sounds of carnage, so she started with “Enter Sandman.” Kevin had never praised her singing ability (quite understandably, since it did not exist) but he didn’t complain now.

    An album’s worth of songs later, she called down: “How’s it going?”

    “Stop rushing me!”

    “I wasn’t rushing you! I was just asking how it’s going!”

    “You try doing this! You think he just comes apart like taffy?”

    “It was just a question. I won’t say another word.”

    “However bad you’re imagining this to be, it’s worse.”

    “I wasn’t saying it wasn’t bad.”

    “It’s awful. It is the most awful thing I have ever done in my entire life.”

    “I believe you.”

    “I’m not exaggerating.”

    “I know you’re not exaggerating! I one hundred percent believe that it’s the most awful thing you’ve ever done.”

    “In my life.”

    “I know!”

    “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be a whiner, it’s just…it’s so bad. There is literally nothing positive about this experience.”

    “Do you want me to come down and help?”

    “No! It will scar you forever!”

    “I saw him shoot himself.”

    “That doesn’t matter! This is way worse! If I told you what I was looking at right now, you wouldn’t even believe me. You’d call me a liar, because nobody could ever believe the grossness of what’s right in front of my face! Remember that one time when we were kids and we found that dead squirrel?”

    “No.”

    “We were about ten.”

    “I don’t remember finding a dead squirrel.”

    “Yeah, you do. That dead squirrel in the park.”

    “You mean the cat?”

    “We never found a dead cat.”

    “Yes, we did. When we were about ten. We found a dead cat in the park.”

    “Are you sure?” Kevin asked.

    “Yes. It was that mean orange one.”

    “Okay, right. It was a cat. I don’t remember him being mean, but that doesn’t matter. Do you remember how disgusting it was? Do you remember how you made gagging noises and wouldn’t even touch it with a stick?”

    “Yes.”

    “Well, this is like fifty dead cats piled on top of each other. That’s how bad this is. Even after I get over it, I won’t be able to completely describe how awful this is.”

    “Could you please quit comparing it to cats? I love cats.”

    “I love cats, too. That’s my point.”

    “I’m coming down.”

    “No! Do not come down! Are you getting tired from being on the ladder?”

    “No, you just sound like you need help.”

    “I’m fine. I just don’t want you to be forever haunted. Sing some more, please.”

    *      *      *

    It most likely did not really take Kevin eighty-nine hours to dispose of Uncle Jake’s body, but it felt that way. Missy could barely move by the time he gave her the all clear and let her climb down the ladder without insisting that she would suffer irreparable emotional damage.

    He’d done a remarkable job cleaning up. There was no evidence of butchery.

    “He all went into the incinerator?” Missy asked.

    “Most of him.”

    “That thing can’t really burn bones, can it?”

    “No. It cannot.”

    “So…?”

    “So the body bag now has some charred bones and other things in it. But it won’t smell bad anymore. And I washed out his radiation suit, just in case we need it later.”

    “Well…thank you.”

    “You’re welcome.”

    “Do you need a hug?”

    “Hell yes.”

    Missy gave Kevin a tight hug. “Is there anything else I can do?”

    Kevin shook his head. “I’m not horny right now. Not even a little.”

    “That’s not at all what I meant. I meant, could I get you something to…” Missy started to offer to get him something to eat, but he was unlikely to want that, either. “How about I just hug you for a while?”

    “That would be nice.”

    *      *      *

    So that had not been a great day.

    The other sacrifices weren’t all that bad. There was no shower down here, but they did have a microwave, so at least they didn’t have to bathe with cold water. Uncle Jake had three spare changes of clothes, which Kevin wore happily and which Missy wore less happily.

    They had the treadmill, so their muscles weren’t going to atrophy. And Kevin looked surprisingly good with a beard.

    When they weren’t having sex, eating, or washing clothes, they made up word games, told stories, and performed wacky comedy skits. They stacked empty cans in a pyramid and made their own carnival toss game. They drew on the walls and floor. They praised each other for not regressing into savagery.

    *      *      *

    0-1-0-2.

    INCORRECT.

    They’d been down in the shelter for two months. Missy was nowhere close to having used all of the potential combinations, but for some reason she felt convinced this was the day she’d get lucky. She punched in the next number in the sequence.

    0-1-0-3.

    INCORRECT.

    One more chance for today. This next one was going to be the magic number. 0-1-0-4 had some kind of significance for Uncle Jake; she could feel it. It would unlock the hatch, she and Kevin would climb out, and the rest of the world would say, “Hey, we’ve been up here creating Utopia; where’ve you been?”

    She was starting to think like Kevin now.

    Nothing wrong with that. Kevin was a pretty happy guy.

    0-1-0-

    
      Thump. Thump. Thump.
    

    Had something above just walked over the hatch?

    

    CHAPTER FIVE

    The footsteps startled Missy so badly that she almost slipped off the ladder. Fortunately, she maintained her grip and did not create the moment of amusing irony where she fell and broke her neck just as salvation arrived. “Hello?” she called out. “Is somebody up there?”

    Nothing.

    Missy began to vigorously pound on the hatch. “Kevin, come here!” she shouted, though when she looked down Kevin was already at the bottom of the ladder.

    “Is somebody up there?” he asked.

    “I’m not sure!” She stopped pounding for a moment. “Hello? Who’s up there? We need help!”

    No response.

    “We’re trapped down here! Can you hear me? It would really make our day if you can hear me!”

    Missy continued to shout and pound on the lid for another ten minutes, until Kevin informed her that she was starting to sound a little scary. She punched in the last 4.

    INCORRECT. TOO MANY ATTEMPTS.

    She was too flustered to think of the perfect swear word, so she just climbed down the ladder. “Did you hear it?”

    “Yeah. What do you think it was?”

    “I have no idea. Why would somebody walk over the lid but then not say anything?”

    Kevin held up a hammer. “I don’t know, but I’ll take the next shift, in case they’re still around.”

    Kevin went to the top and began pounding on the lid. He quit after about half an hour. Missy took another shift, but she’d already given up on the idea of anybody responding.

    “Maybe they went to get help,” Kevin said.

    “Maybe.”

    “It would be locked from their side, too, so they could be on the way right now to find a welding torch or some dynamite.”

    “It could also have been kids that we scared shitless. We may have just created a local legend. We may have frightened people away from Uncle Jake’s house for decades.”

    Kevin sighed. “This bites.”

    “Yeah.”

    “It still could be people on their way for dynamite, though. Don’t get bummed out.”

    *      *      *

    If there were indeed people up above going to get dynamite, they had not taken the most expeditious route. After about three days, Missy accepted that they weren’t coming back.

    *      *      *

    INCORRECT. TOO MANY ATTEMPTS.

    “Motherfucking son of a shitty bitch,” said Missy, as she did every morning.

    She climbed down the ladder. Early in their imprisonment Kevin would greet her with “Did it work?” but she’d cured him of that habit. They’d been down here for almost four months, and it was important that they get on each other’s nerves as little as possible.

    This was the thinnest she’d been in her entire adult life, which would have been nice except that she looked like crap. Her hair looked like crap, her skin looked like crap, and her nails looked like crap. She was not a vain, appearance-obsessed woman, but she didn’t enjoy looking like crap.

    “Do you want me to open up a can of inedible disgusting shit?” asked Kevin. “Inedible disgusting shit” was their name for beans. Missy hadn’t thought it was possible to grow to loathe a food to the point where she wished death upon those who harvested it, but she really, really, really hated beans.

    Saturday nights were Pasta Night, assuming they still had their days of the week correct, but they didn’t have much other respite from canned food.

    “Maybe we should just eat nothing and starve to death instead,” said Missy. This was her standard response to Kevin asking if he wanted her to open up a can of inedible disgusting shit. He would either chuckle and say “I wish,” or say “At least it’s keeping us alive.”

    Kevin chuckled. “I wish.”

    He made significantly fewer optimistic comments these days. They spent most of their time in bed, though not in the good way. It was difficult to summon much enthusiasm for anything except those few seconds each day spent punching in numbers.

    “We should get married,” said Kevin.

    “Why would we do that?”

    “So that when our bodies are found in a few centuries it’s less sad.”

    “They won’t know we’re married unless you put a ring on it. Do you have a ring?”

    “No.”

    “Then I have to decline.”

    “I wasn’t proposing. I was just mentioning the idea of proposing. I actually didn’t realize I’d said it out loud until you said something back.”

    “Oh. The answer is still no.”

    *      *      *

    “I wish I had a legacy,” said Kevin.

    “What do you mean?”

    “You know, something better than ‘He was born, he lived for a while, then he died in a pit.'”

    “This isn’t a pit.”

    “Hellhole, then.”

    “You’ve got a legacy.”

    “I wish I had a good legacy. When it’s time to rebuild society, nobody is going to say ‘Let’s model a city after Kevin Jerrod, a man who was perfectly adequate.'”

    “Society doesn’t need to be rebuilt,” said Missy, who was becoming used to their occasional reversal of optimist/pessimist roles. “Society is perfectly fine up there. We’re missing great new movies every weekend.”

    “Or maybe society has crumbled to the point where any movie is a precious commodity.” He pointed upward. “Up there, a whole new society could worship Deuce Bigalow, European Gigolo.”

    Missy had kind of liked Deuce Bigalow, European Gigolo, but this wasn’t the time for discussion of cinema.

    “Your legacy is fine,” Missy said. “You saved my life, remember?”

    “When? Recently?”

    “You picked me up at work on the motorcycle when this all first started.”

    “Oh, yeah. That wasn’t really saving your life. That was a chauffeur service.”

    “You saved my life.”

    Kevin shrugged. “I guess so. But that only counts if you go on to achieve greatness. I don’t really have a legacy if you just die in a hellhole with me.”

    “Are you trying to be a jerk?”

    “What, so now I’m being a jerk for wanting a legacy? Did you think Benjamin Franklin was a jerk, too? Oh, that Thomas Edison, what a frickin’ douche!”

    “I’m not talking to you until you calm down,” Missy said, turning away.

    “Oh, really? How are you going to give me the silent treatment? We live in three square inches of space!”

    Missy ignored him.

    “Don’t ignore me! I have to listen to you chew on your fingernails all day long, so the least you could do is listen to me when I’m saying stuff to you!”

    “What are you even talking about?”

    Kevin gestured to Missy’s fingernails. “You chew those things eighty-five hours a day! It’s the only sound I ever get to hear. Nom nom nom.” He mimed a particularly disgusting and sloppy session of fingernail devouring.

    “I bite my nails when I get nervous. And I’ve never done it like that.”

    “I’m surprised you haven’t gnawed off the first or second digits. I fear for my own fingers when I close my eyes to go to sleep. Last night I dreamt that I woke up screaming because you were eating my toenails with a fork and knife.”

    “You dreamt that you woke up screaming?”

    “Don’t judge me.”

    “Maybe you should take some quiet time to yourself at the top of the ladder.”

    “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

    “Very much.”

    “Well, if you don’t want to have a simple conversation with me, like a mature adult, I guess I’ll just have to talk to Uncle Jake.” Kevin knelt down and began to remove cans of food from the bottom shelf.

    “Kevin, do not take out that body bag.”

    Kevin continued to remove cans.

    “Kevin, I’m serious. You’re taking this too far.”

    “He’s been cooped up in that bag all this time. Doesn’t he deserve some fresh air? He’s the one who’s got a legacy. This shelter will be here until the earth is consumed by the sun!” Kevin dragged the body bag off the shelf.

    “Kevin, I’m asking you very nicely not to unzip that bag. If you do, I will be forced to take drastic measures.”

    “I’ll put him back when I’m done talking.”

    “No.”

    “Just one jawbone.”

    “Don’t unzip it, Kevin.”

    “There was still meat on the bones when I burned them. We could’ve been having jerky all this time.” He pinched the zipper between his thumb and index finger.

    “Don’t make me go for the gun.”

    Kevin looked over at her, and then very slowly stood up. “You’re going to pull the gun on me?”

    “Not if I don’t have to.”

    “That gun was supposed to be for our suicide pact.”

    “We don’t have a suicide pact. You wouldn’t let us form one.”

    “Right! Because suicide pacts are a downer!”

    They stared at each other for a few moments. Missy had no idea if she actually intended to go for the gun. Probably not if he just opened the bag, but if he suddenly posed a physical threat…

    Kevin looked down at the bag. “I think I’ve behaved badly for the past couple of minutes.”

    “Yes, you have. You really have.”

    “I’m going to put this away now.” Kevin crouched down and shoved the body bag back onto the shelf. He carefully began to replace the cans.

    “Are you all right?” Missy asked.

    “I think that maybe I’m not as immune to madness as I thought I was.”

    “It’s okay.”

    “It’s not that okay. I sincerely apologize for that. That was one of the most uncool things I’ve ever done.”

    “Agreed.”

    “But I wouldn’t have actually done anything. The second I opened that bag I would’ve thrown up and it would’ve been over. I wouldn’t have done a puppet show with the skeleton parts.”

    “I appreciate that.”

    “And your fingernails? Doesn’t bother me at all when you chew them. The sound is actually kind of sexy. Well, not sexy. Soothing, though. Like a mother’s heartbeat.”

    “You’re overcompensating.”

    “No, it’s true! There is no sound I’d rather fall asleep to than the sound of you chewing your nails. And honestly, if you ever do want to chew my nails, finger or toe, just give me a bit of advance notice and they’re yours.”

    “I don’t think you’ve entirely recovered yet,” Missy noted.

    “I don’t think I have, either. I’m going up the ladder for some alone time.”

    *      *      *

    By the time Missy prepared dinner (beans) she believed Kevin when he assured her that he was fine. They’d been locked down here for four months, so he was entitled to one instance of unnerving insanity. After all, she’d woken up once to find herself chewing on his ear, which she let Kevin believe was meant to be foreplay but which most certainly was not.

    But they had to get out of here soon, or one of them was going to snap for real.

    *      *      *

    “Why do we wear clothes?” Kevin asked, the next day.

    “Excuse me?”

    Kevin gestured to his shirt and pants. “Why do we wear these?”

    “Evolution?”

    “I don’t mean humankind in general. I mean, us. It’s a pain to wash them, and we haven’t had anybody drop in for an unexpected visit since we moved down here. I’ve seen you naked, you’ve seen me naked, and there aren’t any windows, so why do we bother?”

    “Because that’s what civilized people do.”

    “But why be civilized? That’s so pre-apocalypse.”

    “I’d like to retain that, thank you very much.”

    “It’s not like Uncle Jake’s clothes are flattering on you.”

    “So if we’re going to take that step, why even talk? Why not just communicate with gestures and grunts?”

    “You’re being silly.”

    “What happens when we finally do get out of here? It would really blow to get our freedom back just to go to prison for indecent exposure.”

    “Still being silly. I’d dress to go out.”

    “Sorry, but I’m not ready to start hurling feces yet.”

    “Who the hell said anything about hurling feces? That’s your chain of events, not mine!”

    “Whatever. I’m not going feral.”

    “Fine. If you want to cling to the old ways, be my guest, but I’m turning this place into a nudist shelter.” Kevin unbuttoned his fly.

    “You can do whatever you want,” said Missy. “But don’t expect me to put my mouth on a penis that I’m tired of looking at.”

    Kevin re-buttoned his fly. “I guess that’s a pretty good deterrent for naturalism.”

    “These breakdowns need to stop, Kevin.”

    “That one wasn’t an official breakdown.”

    “I’m counting it.”

    “It wasn’t! I proposed an idea, you disagreed with it, we discussed it, you made it sound unappealing, and I withdrew it. There’s nothing wrong with that!”

    “Seriously, Kevin. You need to keep it together.”

    “Or what? You’ll pull a gun on me?”

    “Kevin!”

    “Okay, yeah, I’ll admit that the gun comment I just made sort of crossed the line into a breakdown. I’m sorry. If it makes you feel any better, I don’t actually believe that you’d shoot me.”

    “This is going to stop, right?”

    “Yes, ma’am.”

    *      *      *

    “There’s something squirmy in my eye,” said Kevin.

    “Like what?”

    “Like…I don’t know, what kind of things are squirmy? Eels? It doesn’t really feel like an eel. Not a worm, either. It’s not so much slimy, just squirmy. Like…like…like…a centipede! That’s it. A centipede.”

    “You think you have a centipede in your eye?”

    Kevin glared at Missy. “No, Melissa, I do not believe that I have a centipede in my eyeball. Stop treating me like I’m losing my grip on reality. All I said was that it feels like I have a centipede in my eye.”

    “So what do you think is actually wrong?”

    “I don’t know. If I knew, I would have said the cause, not the symptom.”

    “Let me take a look. Hold your eye open.”

    Missy looked into Kevin’s eye. It was a little bloodshot, and the pupil was slightly dilated, but there was no visible evidence of a centipede or centipede-like creature squirming around in there.

    “It looks okay,” Missy said.

    “Of course you’d say that.”

    “Because it’s true.”

    “If it’s true, how come I can see it pulsating? Hmmm? Answer me that. Explain the pulsating.”

    “How can you see your own eye pulsating?”

    “I can see it reflected in your eye. Right next to your soul.”

    “Kevin—”

    “I’m sorry! That was way creepier than it sounded in my head. I think you may have to lock me away somewhere.”

    “There’s nowhere to lock you!”

    “Please don’t put me in the bag with Uncle Jake!”

    “I’d never do that. I may have to tie you up, though.”

    “Please don’t tie me up with Uncle Jake!”

    “For God’s sake, Kevin, what’s the matter with you?”

    “I’m not sure. Perhaps it’s somehow related to the centipede in my eyeball!”

    “We already ruled that out.”

    “Oh, but I bet you’d just looooove to take out my eyeball and check for yourself, wouldn’t you? Maybe pop it into your mouth when I’m not looking with my other eye? You’ve lost it, Missy. Get help.”

    “Kevin, please don’t make me take drastic measures. I need you!”

    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” Kevin’s voice cracked. “I think it’s the ghost of Uncle Jake worming his way into my brain!”

    “It’s probably not.”

    “It could be!”

    “Nope.”

    “He was never the same after Aunt Susan died!”

    “Who?”

    “Aunt Susan.”

    “Who the hell is Aunt Susan?”

    “She died.”

    Missy wanted to smack the shit out of Kevin, but it wasn’t a good idea to smack the shit out of somebody who was already demonstrating unstable behavior. “Why is this the first time you’re mentioning her?”

    Kevin looked extremely confused by the question. And then he frowned. “I’m not sure I ever knew that there was an Aunt Susan.”

    “What?”

    “She died before I was born. I don’t think anybody ever mentioned her.”

    “Well, somebody had to have mentioned her.”

    Kevin shook his head. “I’m pretty sure nobody did. Oh, jeez, that’s freaky as hell.”

    “Of course they did. Maybe you were just a kid and you don’t remember. What day did she die?”

    “I have no idea!”

    “Think!”

    Kevin scrunched his eyes closed and was silent for a full minute. “Easter?”

    “She died on Easter?”

    “Something happened on Easter. Maybe just a memorable egg hunt. But Easter is in my head right now.”

    “What year? How soon before you were born did your Aunt Susan die?”

    “I don’t know.”

    “Think!”

    “Three years? Four? Uncle Jake was a lot older than my mom, so it could’ve been ten, eleven…”

    “Okay, so we can’t back into the exact date. But we’ve got a range.”

    This scenario required that a) Aunt Susan was an actual person and not a figment of Kevin’s madness, b) Easter was indeed relevant, and c) that Uncle Jake had set his passcode based on that. It really wasn’t any better than their current plan of just counting their way up from 0-0-0-0 to 9-9-9-9. But she had to desperately claw at something, so why not desperately claw at this?

    *      *      *

    They sat silently, eating disgusting vile wretched hellish slop out of a can.

    Kevin couldn’t help but feel embarrassed by his recent behavior. It freaked him out that he’d heard “Aunt Susan” so clearly in his mind, and that he was so sure she’d died on Easter Sunday. He’d heard it in his own voice, not Uncle Jake’s, but he was genuinely convinced that Uncle Jake was speaking to him.

    He elected not to share this with Missy.

    That is, he quit sharing it with her after quickly discovering that she was not receptive to the idea.

    He supposed it was possible that this was some sort of memory that had been buried in the back of his mind, but it didn’t feel like anything that he’d simply forgotten. In fact, it felt like he could strengthen the connection by opening the body bag.

    He wouldn’t do that, though. Missy wouldn’t like it. In such close quarters, it was advisable to avoid making her think his mind had degenerated to the point where he might try to wear her skin.

    That night, he offered to sleep on the floor, since the chances of any sexual activity were pretty remote anyway. He hoped that Missy would say, “No, no, that’s okay,” but she agreed that it was an excellent idea.

    *      *      *

    Missy was always the one to enter the combinations each morning, but Kevin woke up before her and decided that it was his turn. If his hunch was correct, she would awaken to a wonderful surprise. If his hunch was wrong, he didn’t think her anger with him would increase by more than ten or fifteen percent.

    He climbed the ladder. How early could Easter start? He wasn’t completely sure, so he decided to play it safe and start with April.

    0-4-0-1.

    INCORRECT.

    0-4-0-2.

    Something whirred, then something clicked, then something beeped.

    Whoa.

    Kevin turned the handle and pushed open the lid. Then he scurried down the ladder. “Missy! Missy! Missy! Missy!”

    “What?” she asked, sitting up in bed.

    “I did it! I did it! I did it!”

    “What?”

    “The lid! The lid! It’s open! The lid! I figured out the combination!”

    “Are you serious?” Missy got out of bed and hurried over to the ladder. She looked up and let out a squeal of delight.

    “It was 0-4-0-2! Easter was right! At least, Easter was right if April 2nd was the date of Easter the year my Aunt Susan died! We’ll check a calendar when we get out of here! And, yeah, you would have gotten to 0-4-0-2 in a few days anyway, so my vision wasn’t a huge help, but we’re free! We’re frickin’ free!”

    Almost giggling with giddy excitement, Missy and Kevin hurried up the ladder and out of the shelter.

    

    CHAPTER SIX

    Uncle Jake’s home didn’t look as bad as Missy would have expected. It still existed, for one thing. It could use a good dusting and vacuuming, and maybe two or three fewer possum carcasses on the sofa, but overall it was in fine shape.

    “It’s not a wasteland,” said Kevin, nodding his approval. “That’s good.”

    They opened the front door and stepped outside. It was a sunny day and the sky was beautiful, with no sign of the green smoke. A few trees had fallen, but that seemed to be the extent of the devastation.

    Missy and Kevin just stood there, breathing in fresh air. She hadn’t realized how badly the shelter had reeked until now. She probably reeked, too, and felt kind of bad for bringing her unpleasant scent into this glorious environment.

    “Paradise,” she whispered.

    “Yeah.”

    “I’m going to go get our phones, just in case,” said Kevin. Missy’s battery had only lasted for a month of daily checks for a signal, but Kevin’s still had a bit of juice left.

    “Thanks,” said Missy. She could barely believe it. If her parents were alive, she might get to talk to them today!

    Maybe the world was fine. The population was smaller, of course, but that didn’t mean there’d been devastating changes to the infrastructure. Tonight she might log on to Facebook and see angry comments bitching about the fact that people were still posting about the green smoke.

    Or maybe things were even better than they had been. Maybe the citizens of the world said “Wow, looks like we’d better step up our game, humanity!”

    That was the kind of thing she’d want to slap Kevin for saying. Things were most definitely not better. But she’d be elated if she could just talk to her mom and dad, find out for sure that they’d lived through this.

    Kevin went back inside Uncle Jake’s house. Missy took a long, deep breath. It would have been longer and deeper, but she stopped inhaling when she heard Kevin cry out.

    When Missy rushed inside, he was being strangled.

    The strangler was human, presumably, but only in the sense that it had arms, legs, a torso, a head, and facial features in approximately the same places one might expect to see them on a human. Its skin had a light green tint. It was covered with boils of various sizes, and there was some definite oozing action going on. It wore a blue baseball cap and a filthy but still identifiable Tampa Bay Rays T-shirt.

    Kevin pulled away from it with a yelp, its fingers leaving a green smear on his neck. The creature stumbled toward him and opened its mouth wide. It only had four or five teeth, but the relatively small quantity of them did not make the teeth less frightening.

    The creature lunged at Kevin, tackling him and knocking both of them to the ground. A big cloud of dust rose into the air upon impact.

    “Please provide me with some greatly needed assistance in removing this unsightly individual from upon me,” said Kevin, though it sounded more like “Auuuaaagh!!!”

    Missy grabbed the back of the creature’s shirt and pulled. The cloth tore away easily, leaving the creature still trying to kill Kevin. She grabbed its arm, but her hands slipped off just as one might expect when one was grabbing oozing boils, and she lost her balance and nearly fell backwards.

    “Refrain from such ineffective techniques that do not solve the problem and attempt a more productive solution!” said Kevin, though it sounded more like he was saying “Auuuaaagh!!!” again.

    Missy wrapped her arm around the creature’s neck, headlock style. It made noises as if gargling phlegm-covered razor blades as she pulled it off Kevin. She lost her balance again and wasn’t able to stay upright, landing on her ass but not releasing the creature.

    Kevin sat up and punched the creature in the face. A large piece of what may have been its lip flew off and stuck to the sofa cushion.

    He punched it again. Another piece of lip flew off and hit the cushion, though this one did not stick.

    Missy squeezed her arm more tightly around its neck. Breaking somebody’s neck in a headlock was not a skill set she’d ever acquired, or one that she’d ever expected to use, but she didn’t think there would be a diplomatic resolution to this conflict.

    The creature twisted itself around so that suddenly it was on top of Missy, and her ability to snap its neck like an action movie hero became somewhat compromised. Its hat fell off. The mostly lipless creature continued to make that hideous gargling sound, and one of its teeth dropped out and bounced against Missy’s chin.

    Kevin grabbed a large handful of its long, scraggly hair, which ripped off, taking a couple of square inches of scalp with it. Kevin tossed that away and instead wrapped his arms around its torso, pulling it off Missy. He violently threw the creature aside, although the level of violence was lessened when it struck the soft fluffy cushions of the couch.

    “What the hell is that thing?” Kevin screamed.

    “I don’t know what the hell that thing is!” Missy screamed.

    “What the hell is it doing here?” Kevin screamed.

    “How the hell should I know?” Missy screamed.

    The creature got to its feet and turned to face them. Its eyes were yellow and leaky, and didn’t seem to actually focus on Kevin as it took a step toward him. Kevin shoved the creature back onto the couch.

    We need the gun, Missy thought, but she couldn’t bring herself to run over to the ladder. What if they got trapped down there again? Even though they knew the combination, the idea of climbing back down into the shelter right now was unbearable. So she grabbed a lamp off the coffee table and bashed it into the creature’s head.

    Its head didn’t cave in, exactly, but in the battle of lamp versus skull, skull lost. Though the creature kept making that gurgling sound, it went up about an octave. Its left eye bulged from the socket; not popped out all the way, but close. Missy reflected upon the fact that eyeballs were a lot bigger than most people thought, because they rarely saw the whole thing. Then she stopped reflecting on that and bashed the other side of the creature’s head, shattering the base of the lamp.

    The creature flopped back down onto the sofa.

    Then it reached for them and sat up.

    This was more than a little surprising, since it had two very large dents in its head. In fact, the first dent was…well, not leaking, more like foaming. Its left eye was bugged out even more, though it had yet to reach the point of dangling.

    Kevin kicked the creature in the chest. There was a pop sound and a burst of green as if Kevin had kicked an ooze-filled water balloon.

    The creature once again flopped back onto the sofa. It looked at them, and for a split second it had a recognizably human facial expression, one that seemed to say What the fuck, dude? Then it glanced down at its chest, and seemed almost heartbroken.

    “Go get the gun,” said Kevin. “I’ll keep hitting it with stuff.”

    Missy nodded and quickly ran back to the ladder. Getting accidentally locked down in the shelter again was no longer a concern; clearly they needed a better weapon.

    For a split second she couldn’t recall where they’d put Uncle Jake’s gun. Then she remembered: it was in the drawer next to the silverware. She opened the drawer, grabbed the gun, and then she grabbed a couple of knives from the silverware drawer just in case.

    “Eeek!” Kevin shouted from above. It may not have been exactly “Eeek!” but it sure sounded like it. She ran back to the ladder, put the knives between her teeth, and started to climb.

    “Watch out!” she heard Kevin shout.

    A foot came into view above her head, and then the creature fell down the shaft. Missy had time to spit out the knives, sparing herself the experience of having her face sliced in half, but she wasn’t able to jump off the ladder before the falling creature struck her.

    She hit the floor and the breath whooshed out of her lungs. There was a sudden moment of panic—had she broken her back? Why couldn’t she move?

    The creature had landed harder than her. Its eyeball remained stubbornly within the socket, but its nose had been virtually flattened. It was still feisty, though, and grabbed Missy’s ankle.

    She kicked it in the head, pretty much in the same spot as the first dent. It didn’t let go. She kicked it again, hoping that her ability to kick meant that her spine was okay. The creature didn’t let go, though it was now foaming from three different spots.

    Missy pointed the gun at its head and pulled the trigger.

    Nothing much happened.

    She pulled the trigger a couple more times before she remembered that she’d taken the remaining bullets out of the gun after Kevin started acting crazy. They weren’t hard to find—she’d put them in a different drawer—and under circumstances where there wasn’t an oozing creature holding on to her foot she would have been able to retrieve them with very little inconvenience on her part.

    So she grabbed one of the knives.

    *      *      *

    “Check out my new knife,” Kevin had said, proudly holding up a brown pocketknife. “Dad said I was supposed to get it for my tenth birthday, but he gave it to me a couple of days early.”

    “Why would he give you your birthday present early?” Missy asked.

    Kevin shrugged. “I dunno. Probably to make my mom even madder. She didn’t want me to have it.”

    “I don’t want you to have it, either. Don’t hold it by the blade, dummy. What are you going to do with it, anyway?”

    “Cut stuff.”

    “Like what?”

    “Dunno.”

    “Bison?”

    “No, not bison!”

    “Well, you said you didn’t know!”

    “I’m not going to kill anything with it.”

    “What about bugs?”

    “No.”

    “What about cutting a worm in half?”

    “Worms are bugs, dummy.”

    “I know, dummy, but if you cut a worm in half, it becomes two worms. You’d be helping worms rule the earth.”

    “You’re a lot less smart than other people,” Kevin said.

    “Do you want me to find you a tennis ball to stab?”

    “I think I’m going to stab a grapefruit.”

    “We’ve got grapefruit at my house.”

    “Can I stab it?”

    “Sure.”

    They went back to Missy’s house. There was a bowl of apples, oranges, and grapefruit on the dining room table. Missy took a grapefruit from the top and set it on the table. “Let’s see you do it.”

    “Will your mom get mad?”

    “She will if she comes home and sees you stabbing a grapefruit on our table.”

    “Maybe I won’t, then.”

    “Don’t be such a baby.”

    “I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

    “You have to be a pretty big chicken to be scared of a grapefruit. Maybe it will come alive and eat you in your sleep!” Missy picked up the grapefruit and waved it at Kevin in a frightening manner. “Oooooh, it’s the Grapefruit of Death! Fear it! Feeeeeear it!”

    “We should put a face and fangs on it.”

    A few minutes later, thanks to her mother’s lipstick, the grapefruit bore a demonic face. “Okay, time to kill the Grapefruit of Death. Stab it good.”

    Kevin held the knife above the fruit, but hesitated. “They’re pretty acidy. I don’t want to mess up my knife.”

    “Oh, give me that,” said Missy, taking the knife from him. “Time to die, Grapefruit of Death!” she announced, and then she plunged the knife into the grapefruit again and again and again…

    *      *      *

    Stabbing the creature was much worse than stabbing the grapefruit.

    Missy slammed the knife right in the top of its head, wrenched out the weapon, then stabbed it again. Green foamy slime dripped from the blade. She stabbed it twice more, thankful that she’d retained enough of her civilized behavior not to scream “Die! Die! Die!”

    The creature let go of her ankle.

    Kevin began to climb down the ladder. “I’m sorry!” he said. “He lunged at me and—oh, I guess you’ve taken care of it.”

    Missy left the blade imbedded in the creature’s head. It was no longer moving, if you excluded the ooze.

    “Are you okay?” Kevin asked, crouching down next to her.

    “I think so. Help me up.”

    Kevin helped her to her feet. Missy took a wobbly step forward, and then nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

    “Why didn’t you use the gun?”

    Missy considered lying, then thought better of it. Kevin could handle the truth. “I’d moved the bullets.”

    “Oh. Okay. Fair enough. But assuming that what happened was real and not a hallucination, I’m sane now. You don’t have to worry about me doing anything crazy.”

    “I’m very relieved.” She gestured to the creature with her foot. “Mutant, huh?”

    “Maybe. I don’t know what it is. Do you think we need to be scared of radiation? Should we draw straws for Uncle Jake’s suit?”

    “I’m not putting that thing on.”

    “Let’s not worry about it right now. We’re not going to lock ourselves back down here until we find out what happened. Do you agree?”

    “Absolutely.”

    “So let’s load up the gun, just in case, grab some food and water, and we’ll—”

    The mutant, knife still protruding from the top of its head, sat up.

    Missy and Kevin each said, “Shit!”

    Kevin grabbed the second knife off the floor and slammed it into the mutant’s face, right below its left eye. The mutant bit down on Kevin’s thumb. He cried out in pain and pulled away. Missy saw blood, but at least his thumb did not stay behind in the mutant’s mouth.

    “Why isn’t it dead?” Kevin demanded. “It’s got two knives in its head! Things are supposed to die when they’ve got two knives in their heads!”

    Missy ran to the closest shelf and picked up a can of beans. She flung it at the mutant, hitting it directly in the forehead and making another big dent. The knife under its eye popped out.

    Kevin joined her at the shelf. Together, they threw can after can at the mutant, sending spurts of green slime into the air with each hit. After about the twentieth hit the mutant stopped moving again, and Missy felt like kind of a jerk for continuing to pummel it, but they bashed it with cans until almost nothing of it could be seen under the slime and foam.

    They stood there, gazing in a daze at their handiwork.

    “Is it dead?” Missy asked.

    “It’s got to be close.”

    “What do we do with it?”

    “I say we just leave it. It’s not going to hurt anything down here without a skeletal structure.”

    After Missy climbed out of the shelter, Kevin passed up several non-stained cans of food, the can opener, and some bottles of water. They closed the hatch and locked it.

    “Do you think that’s whose footsteps we heard?” Missy asked, as they went through Uncle Jake’s bedroom, trying to find a backpack or something to carry their supplies.

    “That was a month ago.”

    “I know, but why did it just happen to be there when we came out?”

    “Wouldn’t it have to eat?”

    “I’m not saying that it sat up there staring the entire time, but it must have known somebody was down there. There’s no way we escaped just as it happened to be passing through.”

    “You’re right. Jeez, that’s creepy. But for now, we’re not going to assume that all of humanity is like that. That thing is the exception that proves the rule.”

    “What does that mean?”

    “What?”

    “‘The exception that proves the rule.’ I always thought that was a stupid saying.”

    Kevin considered that. “You’re right. If we do have to rebuild society, we’ll leave that one out.” He glanced around the bedroom. “So…where do you think Uncle Jake kept his condoms?”

    Missy couldn’t help but smile. “Smartass.”

    They found a ratty backpack and filled it with the food and water, then walked out of the house. No additional mutants leapt out to attack them.

    Kevin turned on his phone and they watched for several intense moments, waiting to see if they had any bars. No signal. “That doesn’t mean anything,” Kevin said, shutting off the phone and slipping it into his pocket.

    “Okay,” said Missy. “Let’s go see how the world has changed.”

    

    CHAPTER SEVEN

    Had they not just been attacked by an oozing mutant, Kevin and Missy might have been able to convince themselves that the world was fine. Birds were chirping. White clouds were in the sky. A squirrel scurried around in some tree branches and offered no evidence that it was a zombie squirrel.

    Kevin and Missy walked hand in hand down the dirt road.

    “The road isn’t littered with corpses,” Kevin noted. “That’s a good sign.” He hoped that Missy wouldn’t make a comment about how you generally needed to be in a populated area for the road to be littered with corpses.

    “Yep,” said Missy. She was probably thinking the “populated area” thing but didn’t say it.

    Kevin had never imagined that he could appreciate sunlight and fresh air so much. All these years, he’d looked up at the sun and went “Eh. Whatever.” Never again. The sun was freaking awesome. And fresh air? Equally awesome. If not for the need to learn the fate of humanity, he would have been perfectly content to just sit in the sunshine and breathe a lot.

    “What’s the first thing you’re going to eat when we get to town?” he asked.

    “I’m trying not to think about it.”

    “It’s okay to think about it. We’re not trapped in the bunker anymore. It’s not like we’re torturing ourselves.”

    “What if we get to town and it’s just a great big crater? A giant smoking foodless crater. I don’t want to get myself worked up over the idea of having cookies and then have my hopes crushed.” Missy sighed. “But now I’m all worked up over the idea of having cookies.”

    “Chocolate chip?”

    “Oatmeal raisin.”

    “Since when do you prefer oatmeal raisin over chocolate chip?”

    “These past months have changed all of us.”

    “I’m warning you right now, if we find a burger place, you are going to bear witness to one of the most horrifying sights in human history. I am going to destroy that burger. I may even rub special sauce all over my body. It will appall you on every possible…” Kevin trailed off.

    “What?”

    Kevin pointed ahead. Off in the distance, maybe half a mile away, some bushes were rustling.

    “I think that’s a person,” Kevin said.

    “Where? I don’t see anything.”

    “Look close.”

    Missy squinted her eyes. Then she opened her eyes wide as somebody stepped out of the woods onto the dirt road.

    It was definitely a human. But it was too far away to tell if it was a normal human or a mutant.

    “He’s walking kind of weird,” said Missy.

    “He could just be tired.”

    “No, he’s definitely not moving like a regular person.”

    “He could be injured or shell-shocked. We don’t know that he’s an oozer.”

    “Don’t call them oozers,” said Missy. “It’s disrespectful.”

    “Sorry.”

    “Should we call out to it?”

    Kevin shook his head. “If it’s a mutant and it’s hostile like the other one, we don’t want to attract its attention.”

    “We’re right here in the middle of the road. It’s seen us. Which, incidentally, is another good indication that it’s a mutant, because wouldn’t a real person wave or shout or something?”

    “Maybe he thinks we’re mutants.”

    “So what do we do?” Missy asked.

    “Just keep walking until we know for sure.”

    “What if we went into the woods? We could try to go around it.”

    “Nah. If there are other mutants out there, it’ll be harder to fight them in the woods. We’ll have plenty of notice if this one decides to give us trouble.”

    “Okay.”

    “We’ll just walk casually like we were doing before. No reason to panic. We killed one of these up-close without a loaded gun, so we’re not in any danger.”

    They continued walking, though admittedly at a slower pace than before. Kevin was tempted to whistle to further emphasize their nonchalance, but didn’t think Missy would respond well.

    As they got closer, it became less easy for Kevin to tell himself that the person was not a mutant. Until finally—

    “Okay, he’s definitely leaking,” said Kevin.

    “Crap.”

    “We can’t just turn around. Should we shoot him?”

    “I don’t know. What do you think?”

    “It seems like the right thing to do.”

    “What if the gunshot attracts the attention of more of them?”

    “What if the gunshot scares others away?”

    “Do we have the right to decide that this thing should die?” asked Missy.

    “I think so, yeah.”

    “What if they still have feelings and families and stuff?”

    “The other one tried to kill us.”

    “But this one isn’t.”

    “Not yet.”

    “I’m just not convinced that the other one attacking us gives us license to shoot them left and right.”

    “Are you kidding me?” Kevin asked.

    “I’m not saying we can’t kill them. But shouldn’t we have a larger representative sample before we turn to genocide?”

    “Yeah, probably. But I don’t want to get killed just because we were trying to retain our humanity.”

    “We won’t.”

    The guy was definitely a mutant. He had the same green tinge to his skin and was frothing from the mouth.

    Still, they should at least try to communicate.

    “Hello,” Kevin called out, waving his hand in a friendly manner. “We come in peace.”

    “Don’t say that,” Missy whispered. “It sounds condescending.”

    “I’m Kevin and this is Missy. We’re friends with benefits. What’s your name?”

    The mutant did not acknowledge them.

    “How close do we let it get before we shoot it?” Kevin asked.

    “Not too much closer.” Missy gave the same friendly wave. “Excuse me,” she called out. “Can you hear me?”

    They weren’t close enough to hear for sure, but Kevin thought that it growled.

    “Did you hear it growl?” he asked.

    “Yes.”

    “That’s not good, right?”

    “No.”

    “Can we please shoot it?”

    The mutant began to walk more quickly, upgrading from a growl to a snarl, stretching out its arms like Frankenstein’s monster.

    “Yeah, shoot it,” said Missy.

    Kevin held up the gun, took careful aim, and squeezed the trigger.

    He wasn’t sure if he missed by millimeters or several feet (hopefully millimeters), but it was a definite miss. The mutant did not react to the fired gun.

    “Shoot again!” Missy said.

    Kevin shot again. Another miss. If it turned out that they really were in a post-apocalyptic, mutant-filled world, he was going to have to get a lot better at this.

    “Aim for the mutant,” Missy suggested.

    “I am.”

    “I thought maybe you missed on purpose because you were just trying to scare it off.”

    “No.”

    “Then shoot more accurately.”

    “Do you want to shoot it?” Kevin asked.

    “No, I just want you to hit it.

    “I’d shoot more accurately if you stopped talking.”

    Missy stopped talking. The mutant was now about two hundred feet away, close enough to make Kevin extremely nervous. He took careful aim, tried to keep his hands from shaking, and then squeezed the trigger.

    Green ooze spurted from its right arm.

    “Don’t aim for its arm,” said Missy.

    Kevin held the gun out toward her. “Here you go.”

    “No, that’s all right.”

    “Take it. You’ve apparently got a brilliant strategy all figured out, so we might as well not waste any more bullets.”

    Missy took the gun from him. She pointed it at the mutant, then spent several seconds taking aim.

    “We’d better back up a little,” said Kevin.

    “Yeah, you’re right.” They backed up about fifty feet so that the mutant wouldn’t reach them before Missy shot it.

    Missy spent a few more seconds taking aim, then fired.

    Green ooze spurted out of its left arm.

    “Don’t say anything,” said Missy.

    “I didn’t.”

    “You were going to.”

    “We’re in extreme danger. I wouldn’t put our lives at risk just to make a smart-ass comment. I’m rooting for you.”

    “All right. Fair enough.”

    Missy fired again. This time she hit the mutant in the eye. Far more ooze sprayed out than she would have expected (apparently their eyes were particularly juicy), and then the mutant dropped to the ground. It squirmed around but didn’t get back up.

    “Nice work,” said Kevin.

    “Thank you.”

    “I’m man enough to admit that you’re a better shot than me. We would’ve been totally screwed if I were the only one responsible for the gun.”

    “I can’t tell if you’re being sarcastic or not.”

    “Completely sincere.”

    About ten feet ahead of where the mutant lay, the bushes rustled. A moment later, another mutant stepped out of the woods.

    “This is bullshit,” said Missy.

    “Shoot it.”

    Missy took aim.

    Another mutant stepped out of the woods on the other side of the road.

    “I don’t think we have enough bullets to deal with this,” said Kevin.

    Two more mutants stepped into the road. They were too far ahead to pose an immediate threat, but they were certainly going to be a problem if Kevin and Missy wanted to keep walking toward civilization.

    “What are they doing out here?” asked Missy.

    “Maybe they have a heightened sense of smell, so they knew there was a fresh meal in the area. Or maybe the sunlight hurts their skin, so they stay under cover of forest as much as possible. Or maybe…actually, I have no idea.”

    Missy switched her aim to one of the other mutants, then back to the first one, then lowered the gun. “There’s no way we can take out all of them.”

    “We may have to run back to the bunker.”

    “I really, really don’t want to do that.”

    “I don’t, either.”

    “There is literally nothing I want to do less than go back to the bunker.”

    “What about get torn apart by mutants?” Kevin asked.

    “That might be better.”

    Another couple of mutants stepped into the road.

    Kevin glanced back over his shoulder and saw yet another mutant in the road behind them. “I’d rather not die,” he said.

    “I’m not sure I agree with that.”

    “I vote we run back to the bunker. We’ll reevaluate our plan from there.”

    “I hate that idea,” said Missy.

    “We know the combination. We’re not going to get locked down there for months again.”

    “Shit,” said Missy.

    “I know,” said Kevin.

    “Fuck.”

    “Agreed.”

    “All right. Shit. Let’s go. Shit.”

    Kevin and Missy turned around and ran back toward Uncle Jake’s home.

    *      *      *

    “So clearly the gunshots were a mistake,” said Kevin, as they sat in the bunker. “I figured there’d be maybe two, three mutants out there, tops. I didn’t realize we’d draw that many out of the woods. We just have to be quieter next time.”

    “Then how do we defend ourselves?” Missy asked. Kevin wished she’d quit scowling. It was making him uncomfortable.

    “We just kill them without as much noise. Decapitation. It’s not completely silent, but at least it’s a thunk instead of a bang. Or we break their legs. Again, not silent, but it’s not like the crack of leg bones breaking will draw them out for miles. If I slipped in the shower and broke my leg, you’d hear me screaming but you wouldn’t have heard the crunch.”

    “I guess.”

    “We’ll be fine. It was a learning experience.”

    “When do you think we can leave again?”

    Kevin sighed. “Pretty soon, I’m sure.”

    “I can still hear them up there.”

    “Yeah, I can too, but they’re bound to get bored eventually.”

    The last time they’d checked, there were about twenty mutants wandering around Uncle Jake’s home. Based on the sounds of the footsteps above, though, Kevin was confident that no more than seventeen or eighteen remained.

    Missy kept her scowl and added a glare.

    “It’s nice to travel, but it’s always nice to sleep in your own bed, right?” asked Kevin.

    “Burn in hell.”

    “This isn’t my fault.”

    “I’m not blaming you. I’m taking my frustration out on you. There’s a difference.”

    “Let’s give it an hour. By then, I’m sure they’ll have left.”

    *      *      *

    One hour later, they could still hear the footsteps above.

    “Okay, so an hour was overly optimistic,” Kevin admitted. “I think there are less of them up there now, though.”

    “It doesn’t sound like there are fewer to me.”

    “Don’t be pedantic.”

    “What?”

    “I said, don’t be pedantic.”

    “I was asking what you meant.”

    “You corrected my usage of ‘less.'”

    “No, I didn’t,” said Missy.

    “You did! I heard you!”

    “I didn’t correct you. I used the proper form when I said it myself. That’s not the same thing.”

    “Sure it is,” said Kevin.

    “Just because you make a grammar mistake doesn’t mean I have to make the same one. I didn’t correct you. You can say ‘less’ all you want—doesn’t make any difference to me. If you want to completely regress into grunts, that’s cool too. I don’t care. I’m not judging you. I’m just not following you into the abandonment of the proper way to speak.”

    Kevin considered that for a moment. “I guess that makes sense. But do you agree that there are fewer of them up there?”

    “No.”

    *      *      *

    “I have to admit, I thought six hours would be long enough for them to clear out,” said Kevin. “This sucks.”

    “It’s been seven.”

    “Oh.”

    “I can’t stay down here much longer,” said Missy.

    “Me either. I’m starting to feel like there’s a centipede in my eye again.”

    “We’re leaving in the morning, no matter what. If our destiny is to be in the bellies of eight different mutants, then so be it.”

    “To be fair, we only know that they’re murderous, not cannibalistic.”

    “I don’t care if they’re thrill killers with chainsaws. I refuse to die down here, even if it means that I die a few feet away from here.”

    Kevin nodded. “We’re leaving in the morning. No matter what.”

    *      *      *

    When they woke up the next morning, they listened carefully for the sounds of mutants above.

    “There are still a shitload of them up there,” said Kevin.

    “It sounds like even more than yesterday.”

    “Probably no more than twenty-five, though.”

    “I was serious that I’m not staying down here another day,” said Missy. “That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t. I don’t want you to do something suicidal just because I am.”

    “No, it’s fine. Peer pressure could make me drink hot tub water, but not die. I think I have a plan, though.”

    “A good plan?”

    “Not a five stars out of five plan, no.”

    “How terrible is this plan?”

    “It’s pretty terrible,” said Kevin. “But I think it’s better than climbing up there and letting mutants rip you apart from limb to limb.”

    “Let’s hear it.”

    

    CHAPTER EIGHT

    “That plan sucks shit,” said Missy.

    “I told you it was poor.”

    “I came up with a few plans of my own, but I didn’t say them out loud because I was embarrassed by them. I actually have to admire your courage in sharing that.”

    “Thanks,” said Kevin, taking it as a compliment even though he knew she meant it otherwise. “But it’s still better than just climbing up there and dying a horrible death, right?”

    “Marginally.”

    “So let’s do it.”

    The plan involved three key elements:

    1. Open the hatch.

    2. Wait for individual mutants to drop ten feet into the shelter.

    3. Break the mutants’ arms and legs.

    Missy and Kevin had removed the top metal shelf from where they stored their food. With each of them holding an end, Kevin was moderately confident that they could bash the crap out of the mutants as they fell. It would certainly be less insane than going up there and trying to fight all of them at once.

    Since this was Kevin’s awful idea, he volunteered to climb the ladder and open the hatch. He climbed to the top and entered the code.

    Something buzzed. The display read INCORRECT.

    What the freaking hell…?

    “What’s wrong?” asked Missy.

    “Nothing. Nothing’s wrong,” Kevin assured her. There was, sadly, not enough room for him to turn upside-down and drop the ten feet onto his head.

    “Did you enter the right code?”

    “I, uh, I, I’m not, uh, I…”

    “0-4-0-2?”

    “Oh, wait, actually, I entered 0-4-0-1. Thank Christ.”

    Kevin entered 0-4-0-2. Something whirred, then something clicked, then something beeped. He opened the lid and hurriedly climbed back down the ladder.

    “Now we wait,” he said.

    They waited.

    The mutants didn’t moan or anything, but Kevin could hear them all stumbling around, occasionally bumping into things. His plan required them to lack the self-awareness to realize that there was a hole in their path. That might be underestimating them. They weren’t necessarily mindless zombies.

    Missy kicked the bottom of the ladder. “We’re down here!”

    “She’s telling the truth!” Kevin shouted. “There’s a feast just waiting for you!”

    “Come get some delicious succulent human flesh!” Missy shouted.

    “We taste awesome!”

    “We won’t fight back! We’ll just let you devour us!”

    “Too much,” said Kevin. “That’s not believable.”

    “I don’t think they’re actually processing what we’re saying.”

    “We don’t know that for sure. They might understand every word. Oozing and frothing doesn’t mean they aren’t still human.”

    Missy shrugged. “Okay.” She kicked the ladder again. “Down here! We’re down here! You’re missing out on free food! You’ve never tasted such scrumptious meat!”

    They continued shouting these sorts of things for the next ten minutes. Kevin realized with a jolt of horror that he was starting to get hungry for Missy’s succulent flesh. He didn’t share this with her, and chalked it up to lingering traces of insanity.

    “Maybe they aren’t dumb enough to fall down a hole,” said Missy.

    “So what do we do?” Kevin asked.

    “I don’t know.”

    “I guess keep waiting for them to fall down the hole.”

    “I guess so.”

    They continued shouting for a while.

    Then they sat quietly, to see if that worked.

    Then they shouted some more.

    Then they sat quietly.

    When a mutant plummeted into the shelter, they were so surprised that they just stared at it for a moment.

    It was a young woman. A large sharp bone protruded through the right leg of her blue jeans, but the mutant tried to pull herself along the floor toward Kevin and Missy.

    Kevin and Missy each picked up one end of the shelf, then spent the next couple of minutes smashing it into the mutant, until many more bones were visible. Then Kevin took it by the hands and dragged it to the far corner of the shelter, leaving a trail of gook. It was still flopping around a bit, but in a harmless manner.

    “Let’s be honest,” said Kevin. “That was kind of fun.”

    Missy gaped at him.

    “You don’t agree?”

    “No, I don’t agree!”

    “Oh.”

    “It was a brutal murder!”

    “You’re right, you’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.” Kevin wished he hadn’t said anything.

    “Violence isn’t fun. That mutant had a family. She had hopes and dreams. She might have had a cat.”

    “Maybe,” said Kevin. “But she’s also light green, covered with boils, and doesn’t talk. It’s reasonable to dehumanize her. Every indication is that they’re mindless killing machines. Are we not allowed to enjoy protecting ourselves from a mindless killing machine?”

    “Not if we still have a moral compass.”

    “The world sucks now. Does it make me a bad person to take a ‘glass half full’ approach to life?”

    Another mutant, a pudgy guy, dropped down into the shelter. It caught its chin on one of the rungs of the ladder, snapping its neck. It fell to the floor, then lay there with its head bent almost all the way backwards, looking at Kevin and Missy even though the rest of its body was facing the ceiling.

    It reached for them with one hand. Its tongue lolled out of its mouth as if trying to lick them from afar.

    “I just have trouble comparing that thing to somebody that has hopes and dreams,” said Kevin.

    They walked over and bashed the creature with the metal shelf until it was significantly less identifiable as something that had once been human.

    “I hope this didn’t give you a boner,” said Missy.

    “C’mon, that’s not fair,” said Kevin. “All I said was that it was kind of fun. I wasn’t giggling and playing with myself.”

    “Not with me standing here, no.”

    “It was like fishing! You can say you enjoy fishing without it being sexual gratification, right? Why is it okay to con a fish into thinking it’s getting a meal, jabbing a hook through its face, and hoisting it into the air to suffocate? Its entire weight is supported by the hook! Can you imagine if I jammed a hook through your mouth and then dangled your body in the air? You’d call me a psychopath, but a retired guy could do that all day and he’d be a kindly old man!”

    “You’re comparing this to fishing, but this is more like dangling humans by meat hooks in a shed.”

    “Point taken,” said Kevin.

    Two mutants were lying in the corner. That left many more upstairs, but at least the plan was in the early stages of being successful. Worst case scenario, there were two fewer mutants to rip them apart if they ended up just making a run for it, damn the odds.

    They waited for about half an hour. The mangled mutants in the corner still seemed harmless, but it was also creepy as hell having them there, squirming around.

    “You know we can’t sleep in here tonight, right?” asked Missy.

    “Well, we could sleep in shifts.”

    “I’m not sleeping in here with them. I don’t even mean that I’m worried that you’d fall asleep during your shift. I mean that even with you wide awake on high alert, I can’t sleep with those things in our shelter.”

    “We could throw a blanket over them.”

    “Nope.”

    “I don’t want to sleep with them in here, either,” said Kevin, though he was more worried about Missy falling asleep during her shift. “We’ll just have to incapacitate as many as we can.”

    A few minutes later, there was a clatter, but nothing dropped into the shelter. Kevin and Missy walked over to the ladder and looked up. They both just stood there for an extremely long moment, staring.

    “Now what?” Missy asked.

    “I honestly don’t know.”

    A mutant had fallen into the hole. But it was a morbidly obese mutant, and it had gotten stuck. Only its lower half was visible, its legs kicking back and forth against the ladder.

    They both continued to stare at it for a while.

    “Tug it?” Missy asked.

    “I guess.”

    Kevin climbed a few rungs up the ladder, then took hold of one of the mutant’s feet with one hand while gripping the ladder with the other. He tugged. The mutant didn’t budge.

    “Is it working at all?” asked Missy.

    “Nope. I’m going to have to try both hands.”

    Kevin grabbed the mutant’s other foot, then pulled as hard as he could. It did no good. He jumped from the ladder, hoping that by using his entire body weight he could pull the mutant through the hole, but it didn’t move at all, and Kevin dropped to the floor.

    “What if we greased it up?” asked Missy.

    Kevin shook his head. “It’s way too big.”

    “Shit.”

    “We may be trapped down here forever.”

    “What if we made it, uh, smaller?”

    Kevin frowned. “What do you mean?”

    “What if we went up there with some tools, and made the mutant small enough to fit in the hole?”

    “I hate our lives.”

    Missy went and got the butcher knife. “I’ll do it,” she said.

    “No, no, I’ll do it,” said Kevin, hoping like hell that this discussion would continue long enough for him to allow Missy to do it.

    “It was my idea,” said Missy.

    Kevin tried to think of the best way to respond. “That’s true” might make it seem like he was giving up too easily. Repeating “No, no, I’ll do it,” might make her say, “Okay, good idea, thanks for the offer.”

    “Still…” he said.

    “It’s my turn to do something like this,” said Missy.

    “Fair enough,” said Kevin.

    Missy climbed up the ladder. The mutant was thrashing around, but it wasn’t actually making a direct attempt to kick her, so she was able to climb past its legs and not get knocked off the ladder.

    She jabbed the knife up into its belly. Horrible goo rained down upon her.

    “We can trade whenever you’re ready,” said Kevin.

    Missy sawed away with the butcher knife, whimpering but remaining admirably committed to the task at hand. Kevin had to admit that this was worse than when he’d had to cut up Uncle Jake’s body. He’d been dead, and the contents of his body had not been pouring on Kevin.

    Missy threw up.

    More mutant liquids splashed onto the floor.

    Missy threw up again.

    “Repeating my offer,” said Kevin, even though it made no sense to trade now, since Missy was already drenched.

    She didn’t respond, probably to keep anything from getting in her mouth.

    She continued to cut away. An intestine flopped into view and quickly unspooled.

    Kevin threw up.

    Missy climbed down halfway, threw up, then climbed down the rest of the way. “Give it a tug now,” she said.

    Kevin reluctantly climbed the ladder. He grabbed each of the mutant’s feet, then pulled as hard as he could. There was a squishy slurping sound, and then the mutant popped free, splattering all over the floor.

    “Nice work,” said Kevin.

    They dragged the mutant over to the corner with the others. Then Kevin went back and collected the intestine as well, so they wouldn’t have to keep looking at it.

    “The plan seems to be working,” said Kevin. “But still, we’re only down by three of them. If we’re not willing to sleep down here, I don’t know how we’re going to clear out the entire upstairs.”

    “We may have to be bolder.”

    “Bolder than being showered in guts?”

    Missy nodded. “Luring them down here with our voices isn’t working, and it could take forever to wait for them all to accidentally fall down the hole. Somebody needs to climb up there and wave to them.”

    “Somebody?”

    “Yes.”

    “Does this mean it’s my turn?”

    “No,” said Missy. “Pulling the stuck mutant through the hole counted as your turn.”

    “Oh, good.”

    “If my legs start flailing around as if I’m being dragged up there against my will, your job is to pull me back down.”

    “I can do that,” said Kevin.

    Missy climbed up the ladder. Kevin felt bad letting her do this, but it wasn’t as if he’d let her taunt all of the remaining mutants. They’d trade back and forth. Keep things fair.

    “Come here, you grotesqueries!” she shouted.

    “Shit!” she quickly shouted after that.

    Missy quickly scaled down the ladder, just in time to avoid another falling mutant. This one was barefoot, and its feet exploded into mush as it struck the floor. It flopped over and landed flat on its face.

    Kevin and Missy repeated the process of beating the crap out of it with the metal shelf and dragging it out of the way. The shelf was getting pretty badly dented; hopefully it could withstand splattering a couple dozen more mutants.

    “Just an FYI,” said Kevin. “I didn’t enjoy a single moment of that.” He cringed and contorted his face into an “Ugh” expression, to better sell the lie that it hadn’t been kind of fun.

    Kevin climbed up the ladder and peeked into Uncle Jake’s home. He counted at least eight mutants shambling around without even moving his head. When he moved his head he counted quite a few more. One of them was reaching for his head.

    Kevin ducked out of the way, but not fast enough to avoid having his right ear grabbed. He yelped in pain. The mutant squeezed its hand into a tight fist, which was not a soothing feeling, and then tugged. Fortunately, Kevin’s ear did not tear off, but unfortunately, he had to yank his head really hard to pull it out of the mutant’s grip.

    The side of his head struck the side of the hatch.

    There was a burst of pain and a sudden wave of dizziness, which was enough for him to lose his balance and fall off the ladder.

    He hit the floor, landing on his tailbone.

    “Oh my God! Are you okay?” asked Missy.

    Kevin wasn’t sure if he was. He couldn’t speak and his legs had gone numb. It might have been better if the mutant had ripped off his ear.

    Missy looked up. Her eyes widened, and she grabbed Kevin’s arms. She was almost able to pull him out of the way of the falling mutant.

    When it landed on him, Kevin heard a snap that he was pretty sure had come from his own body and not the mutant’s.

    After that, Missy’s screams sounded like they were coming from far away, even though they couldn’t be, because she was right there slamming a butcher knife into the mutant.

    Kevin wanted to offer some assistance, but nothing was working.

    

    CHAPTER NINE

    It took a while for Missy to hack up the mutant enough to be sure it was no longer a threat. It was not fun. She kept having to blink tears out of her eyes, and tried to sing a happy song in her mind to distract herself from the fact that Kevin might be really, seriously hurt.

    
      Stab the little mutant.
    

    
      Stab, stab, stab.
    

    
      Stab the little mutant.
    

    
      Stab, stab, stab.
    

    What do you do with a butcher knife?

    You stab, stab, stab!

    And that’s what I’m a-doin’!

    I’m going stab, stab, stab with the knife, knife, knife!

    It was a terrible song and it wasn’t doing any good, but at least it was better than insane shrieking.

    Finally, she dragged the mutant out of the way. She almost got it into the mutilated mutant corner before another one fell into the shelter, landing on Kevin’s legs.

    Missy hurried over and began slamming the butcher knife into the creature. She skipped the song this time.

    She rolled the mutant far enough away to give Kevin about twenty seconds of safety, then hurried up the ladder and pulled the lid shut. She climbed back down, stabbed the mutant several more times, then dragged it away.

    “Can you feel your legs?” Missy asked.

    “I can’t feel much of anything.” Kevin’s voice was panicked, and he sounded like he was close to hyperventilating.

    “Just stay calm,” said Missy. “I’m sure you’re fine.”

    “No way am I fine.”

    “Don’t be cynical.”

    “I might have broken my neck, or my back, or my legs. Or all three. Or two of the three.”

    “If you broke your neck, at least you didn’t break it badly. Let’s get your pants off and see how your legs look.”

    “I’m really scared,” said Kevin. “I don’t want to make a joke about that. I can’t even think of one.”

    Missy couldn’t think of a joke either, although she had not ruled out the idea of giving him a blowjob to keep him from freaking out over possibly being paralyzed. Of course, if he were paralyzed, his penis might not respond properly, which would freak him out even more.

    She held up the butcher knife.

    “No!” said Kevin. “Don’t put me out of my misery yet!”

    “I’m cutting away your pant legs.”

    “No. Don’t ruin my pants. I may never get to wear another pair.”

    “If I tug them down from the waist, I might hurt your back.”

    “Just look through the foot holes.”

    Missy knew she wouldn’t be able to assess the extent of his injuries through the foot holes. There was plenty of ooze on them from the mutants, but his pants were also getting increasingly soaked with blood, which wasn’t a good sign.

    She knelt down by his feet and peeked under one of his pant legs. “Looks good,” she said.

    “Liar.”

    “No, really.”

    “I’m screwed, right?”

    “No.”

    “Then why are you crying?”

    “Because today has sucked. But you’re not screwed, Kevin. We’ve made it through worse than this.”

    “No, we haven’t. We haven’t been through anything even remotely this bad. This is literally the worst thing that has ever happened to me. By far. Like, by a factor of ten.”

    Missy tried to think of something worse that had happened to them, but drew a blank. He was probably right.

    “We’ll figure it out,” she said.

    “What are you going to do? Tie some ropes to me, attach them to a car outside, and pull me up the ladder like that? Then what? Drag me around while you’re fending off hundreds of mutants?”

    Missy had to admit, that idea didn’t sound feasible.

    “You have to end this,” said Kevin.

    “What?”

    “End it.”

    “What the hell are you talking about?”

    “You know what I mean. I’m boned. There’s no reason for you to be boned, too.”

    “You’re not boned! Stop saying that!”

    “Stop saying I’m not boned! Of course I am!”

    Missy wiped her eyes. “We’ll fix this.”

    “Ow!”

    “What’s wrong?”

    Kevin grimaced. “It hurt when I tried to shake my head.”

    “I don’t want to hear any more defeatist talk.”

    “Best case scenario, the damage isn’t permanent. I’m still stuck down here until I’m healed.”

    “So we’re stuck down here until you’re healed.”

    “Ow!”

    “Quit trying to shake your head!”

    “You need to leave me,” said Kevin. “And if you leave me, I’ll starve to death. So you need to kill me.”

    “Under no circumstances am I going to kill you.”

    “I don’t want to starve to death. I also don’t want a mutant to crawl over here and chew off my face. I’d rather you kill me.”

    “I’m not leaving you.”

    “You have to.”

    “I’m not.”

    “Then we’re both doomed.”

    “Worst case scenario—worst—I’ll leave you while I go out in search of help. But I’ll bring back somebody.”

    “Ow! I’m not trying to be noble. If you go off in search of help, and you get killed, then I’m back to starving to death or getting my face chewed off by a mutant. Just smother me.”

    “Suffocation is a horrible way to go.”

    “Then jab that butcher knife into my head.”

    “What if it doesn’t pierce your skull on the first try?”

    “My heart, then! I’m broken and paralyzed! It’s not going to be that goddamn hard to kill me!”

    “I won’t do it.”

    “Smothering can’t possibly suck as much as starvation! No matter how bad it is, it’s, what, two minutes? Maybe three? Missy, I’m not a good candidate for post-apocalypse survival anymore. You don’t get months of recovery time in this new world.”

    Missy shook her head, an ability she’d always taken for granted before today.

    Kevin spat at her. “Bitch! Don’t be so stupid!”

    “Stop trying to make me mad enough to stab you.”

    “Saw right through that one, huh?”

    “Yes.”

    “Okay, let’s table the decision. Neither one of us are in the proper frame of mind to discuss it. We’ll get a good night’s sleep and talk about it in the morning.”

    “Maybe you’ll feel better in the morning,” said Missy.

    “Maybe.”

    “You sleep. I’ll watch the mutants.”

    “All right.” Kevin closed his eyes. “I love you.”

    “What?”

    “I said, I love you.”

    “Did you really say that the night before I might have to murder you?”

    “I wasn’t trying to complicate things. I just didn’t want you to kill me without me having said it.”

    “Well, it does complicate things. I’m definitely not going to kill you now.”

    “It should make you want to kill me more.”

    “What the fuck are you talking about?”

    “If I’m in love with you, you shouldn’t want me to suffer.”

    “So now you’re in love with me?”

    “Pretty much, yeah.”

    “Jesus, Kevin!”

    “You’re in love with me too, right?”

    “Kevin!”

    “I’m going to be dead soon. Why wouldn’t you just say it? Why not grant me a bit of insincere happiness before I die?”

    “Fine! I’m in love with you.”

    “You don’t mean that.”

    “I don’t know how I feel! This is the worst possible time to be pushing the issue!”

    “Fair enough. We’ll talk about it in the morning.”

    *      *      *

    Kevin opened his eyes. His plan had been to stay awake, but he’d fallen asleep within a matter of minutes. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been out. It didn’t matter, as long as Missy was asleep.

    He didn’t want to turn his head to look at her, but he could hear her softly snoring. She was lying on the floor very close to him.

    I don’t fear death, he told himself, lying his ass off.

    But his time in the post-apocalypse was over. Kevin had good memories and bad memories. Most of them were bad, but he’d had sex with Missy, which was not worth the death of billions of people including himself, but it had been awesome nevertheless.

    He tried to wiggle his fingers and toes, just in case he’d made a miraculous recovery.

    He hadn’t.

    So it was self-sacrifice time. Missy would never survive in the outside world if she had to protect him. Hell, she probably wouldn’t survive anyway; it was really awful out there.

    If only he could reach out, grab the butcher knife, and cut his own throat.

    But maybe that was for the best. He’d probably wuss out. Instead, he’d have to just jerk his head back and forth, really hard and fast. If his neck was fractured, that should mess him up enough to be fatal.

    He took a deep breath.

    
      Goodbye, Missy.
    

    
      Goodbye, everything else.
    

    
      Hello, reincarnation as a cat in a parallel universe where there was no apocalypse.
    

    Kevin jerked his head around like a dog with a chew toy.

    The pain was unbelievable.

    And then it stopped.

    *      *      *

    He was still alive and conscious. He just couldn’t feel anything or move at all, even to speak.

    
      Shit.
    

    *      *      *

    Missy snapped awake. She rolled over and saw Kevin still lying there. His eyes were open wide.

    “Kevin?”

    He didn’t respond.

    “Kevin? Can you hear me?”

    He looked like he could kind of hear her, but he wasn’t moving or blinking. He seemed terrified.

    Missy decided that postponing this to cry or have a nervous breakdown was selfish and cowardly. She went over to their bed, got a pillow, and did what needed to be done.

    *      *      *

    Because of increased safety precautions, it took Missy almost two weeks to kill another ten mutants through the “drop through the hatch and beat to a pulp” method. When she reached that goal, she climbed out of the shelter and ran.

    She made it out of Uncle Jake’s house, and ran down the road.

    She ran and ran and ran.

    There were some close calls, but no mutants caught her.

    *      *      *

    Missy slept in a tree, which sucked, especially when she fell out.

    *      *      *

    When she could run no longer, she checked her cell phone. Once again, there was no—

    A bar! She had a fucking bar!

    She dialed her mother, sobbing with relief. She’d never imagined that she’d get to hear her mother’s voice mail greeting again.

    “Hello? Missy?” Mom answered.

    “Mom?”

    “Missy?”

    “Yes, it’s me!”

    “Oh my God! Oh my God!”

    It took a while for them both to stop crying enough to understand what each other was saying.

    “Where have you been?” Mom asked.

    “Trapped in a shelter! I can’t believe that cell phone service still works!”

    “It didn’t for a while. When seventy percent of earth’s population dies, there are technical problems, but we got it fixed.”

    “Seventy percent? That’s all?”

    “Well, that’s pretty bad,” Mom noted.

    “I know, I know. I guess I just thought it was more. Does anybody know what caused it?”

    “Aliens. You missed a whole war. We won.”

    “Oh.”

    “That’s why it went up to seventy percent.”

    “I can’t believe this. I never thought I’d get to talk to another human being ever again.”

    “Most of the mutants have fled out to the woods for some reason, so as long as you try to stick to urban areas, you’ll be fine. And you’d be proud of humanity—there really aren’t any roaming gangs of bandits to speak of. I guess there’s plenty of food and supplies to go around with the population decrease, and people get to take their violent impulses out on the mutants. Don’t get me wrong, the world isn’t a great place to live these days, but it could be worse. You’ll be able to charge your phone, at least.”

    “I love you, Mom.”

    “I love you too, sweetheart. When you find a place to get settled for the night, text me and we’ll make plans to meet halfway.”

    *      *      *

    Missy sat on the floor of the convenience store, surrounded by junk food. She was going to eat until she could no longer fit into these jeans, which was fine, since there was an abandoned clothing store a couple of blocks away where she could get new jeans.

    She was heartsick over the loss of Kevin, but she knew that he was smiling down at her as she gorged herself.

    She tore open another candy bar and shoved it into her mouth. This one, and the next five, were for him.
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