	The Incel’s Plague

	When the plague burned through the city, followed by the marching boots of the laughable bunch of marauders calling themselves an “army” passing through on their way to better looting targets, the few of us left had to find a way to survive.
	I knew I’d do well, because I’ve lived the life of a loner for so long.  I wasn’t even eighteen when everyone started getting sick, which meant that I had youth on my side.  On top of that, I’ve never had real friends, so I’ve always taken care of myself.
	When you don’t need other people, you aren’t nearly as afraid of the apocalypse.  Basic fact, that.  I had watched a lot of people get sick and die, but the disease had missed me and there I was.
	When I’d run from the school to the public library, avoiding the invaders, I’d taken a few scratches.  Once their “tanks” rumbled off into the distance, I found a bolthole where I could look out from one of the old stone building’s thick window ledges.  I’d worried they might settle themselves into the high school for the night, or even the little community centre, but they’d moved right past our little city entirely.
	Catching my breath, I decided the bloody cuts needed cleaning up.  No point getting an infection in a situation like this.
	I searched behind the reception desk, using only the faint moonlight shining in through the east windows.  Even if the electricity had worked, I wouldn’t have risked turning on a light, and I had no intention of activating the flashlight in my backpack.  I opened the largest drawer and leaned in close to see if it had a first aid kit.  As my feet moved, I stepped on something and I heard a yip of protest.
	“What the-?”
	“Ow!  Please don’t hurt me.”
	I jumped back in alarm, tripped over the leg of a chair, fell backward and struck the back of my head on the edge of a filing cabinet.  A wave of dizziness washed over me as my entire skull lit up with pain.  The adrenaline flowed faster than any concussion and I got back to my feet, dizziness or no.  In a moment, I’d whipped out my flashlight and, with a limited amount of caution for the windows, shone it under the receptionist’s desk.
	Trembling with weakness and frailty, and also a bit dirty, I recognized her.  Our town isn’t that big, so it didn’t surprise me that we survivors would already know each other.
	“Ariana,” I said.
	“Um, hi?”
	Her usually overworked blonde hair didn’t look so nice today, frazzled and sweat tacked.  She didn’t look the least bit suited to the post apocalypse.  I felt my lips twist in disgust for the useless frill and turned my flashlight off.
	“Yeah, hi,” I replied, putting as much derision in my voice as I could, rubbing my head and returning to my search for the first aid kit.
	“Do I know you?” she asked, her voice veering into haughty offence as she crawled out from under the desk.
	“I’m in your Chem class,” I reminded her, “With Mrs. Darouk?”
	“I can’t see you,” Ariana’s voice turned sarcastic.
	That figured.  I’d been in her classes all through high school, but she didn’t recognize my voice.
	“It’s me, Jacob.”
	“Who?”
	Unbelievable.  I shook my head.  Typical.  All these girls, making themselves so pretty for the handsome muscle boys, and they can’t even remember the name of the guy who used to help them with their math homework in grade nine.
	“Jacob, I sit-” I sighed. “You know what, never mind.”
	I found the first aid kit and unzipped it.  Thankfully, they’d kept it fully stocked.
	“You’re hurt,” she said, “Can I help-?”
	“I don’t need help,” I told her as I sprinkled the rubbing alcohol over my wounds.
	“What is your problem?” she asked.
	I looked up at her, trying to read her face in the moonlight.
	“Look,” I said. “You all picked the wrong horses.  All the air headed football players and hockey players?  They’re all dead.  Scarcely anybody survived at all, really.”
	“What football players?” Ariana asked.
	“All the ones you dated,” I rolled my eyes, focusing on bandaging my wounds.
	She made a confused face at this.
	“I never dated a football player,” she said. “What are you talking about?”
	“You know what I mean.”
	“I really don’t.”
	Having covered my last wound and taped the gauze down, I let out a sigh.
	“I mean the whole bunch of you,” I said as I glared at her. “Dissing guys like me and ignoring us while you go for all the tall, athletic jerks.”
	Ariana pretended she didn't know how she treated guys like me.
	“Okay,” she said, lilting her voice as if she were doing guess work. “So you had one girlfriend?  And she dumped you for someone in sports.  Is that it?”
	“As if any of you ever gave me a chance like that.”
	It pissed me off to hear her denying any responsibility for the way I’ve been treated by the female half of the species.
	“So you’ve never had a girlfriend?”
	“Go ahead,” I told her. “Rub it in.”
	I tried to stand up, but a wave of dizziness hit me and I grabbed the edge of the desk.
	“You really need help,” she pointed out. “I don’t see why you’re being such a jerk.”
	“I’m the jerk?” I asked. “Watching girls like you pair off with idiots for years on end?”
	Ariana stared at me, then, long and hard.
	“Did you, like, ask one girl out once, and she turned you down?”
	“I know better than to embarrass myself trying,” I replied, sharp as I could.
	I always knew what their goals were, trying to humiliate guys like me because we aren’t ‘cool’ like the big, tall guys they think are so great.  As if I’m going to fall for that.
	“Do you have any female friends?” Ariana asked.
	“What?”
	“Obviously not,” her voice went soft and thoughtful as her eyes rolled with condescension.
	I started rubbing the back of my head and I found Ariana standing in front of me, hands on her hips, glaring at me.
	“So you’re angry at all the girls you know for not dating you,” she said. “But you’ve never talked to any of us, never even tried to strike up a conversation or go on a date, and never had a girlfriend?  Is that right?”
	“Well, it’s not like-”
	“It’s exactly like that, you moron,” she said.  Her voice rose to a fever pitch, “You’re so wrapped up in your self-pity party that you never even noticed you’re in a prison of your own making.”
	“But I-”
	“And the dumbest part is?” Ariana asked. “This prison? Doesn’t. Even. Have. Any. Bars!”
	I couldn’t collect my thoughts under her stupid tirade.  She had missed the point entirely, trying to escape blame for the way she and her friends acted.
	“All of you act like you don’t know-”
	“There is no ‘all of us’,” Ariana leaned into my face. “There’s no collective hive mind of girls.  We aren’t all friends.  Some of us even hate each other.  We’re not out to get you, we just don’t know who you are!”
	I opened my mouth to speak but she held up a hand, palm out, almost touching my mouth.
	“Gah!” she shouted at me. “Grow up. We have to survive a goddamn plague and you’re living out a stupid victim complex.”
	She turned on her heel and walked away from me, shouting one last insult over her shoulder.
	“Come find me when you can at least act like an adult!”
	
