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      This is your personal invitation to join the community we call our Pack. Below are two ways to stay in touch via email or Facebook. Either way we’d love for you to be a part of our family.

      

      For updates about new releases, as well as exclusive promotions, visit our website and sign up for the VIP mailing list. Head there now to receive some free stories. CLICK HERE

      

      We also created a special Facebook group called “Jonathan Yanez’ Reading Wolves” specifically for readers, where I show new cover art, do giveaways, and run contests. Please check it out and join whenever you get the chance! JOIN HERE
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      I’m not completely sane; we should just start there. So, when the aliens came, I was able to adapt and survive. Most people think that when the extraterrestrials invade, the sky will open and there will be a fight. Most people would be wrong. The aliens came from deep within the ocean, from under the earth itself, and when they came, it was no fight at all. It was an extermination.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself. My story opens with one of many trips to my local hardware store. I was on the clock for another job and that meant purchasing things like tarps, duct tape and high-powered cleaner. Except Phil’s Hardware on 17th was all out of my favorite cleaner and I was left to peruse the aisles like some new guy on his first day of work.

      I stood back, pursing my lips under the fluorescent lighting, debating what cleaner would do the best job: Ultimate Scrub or Deep Clean?

      “Hello, sir,” said a perky kid wearing an ironed red vest sporting the name of Phil’s Hardware and setting him apart as someone who worked there. “Need a hand?”

      I say “kid” because anyone in their twenties, heck even thirties these days, was a kid to me. He was all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. One of those OCD people who probably took the time to fold his clothes and ate off real plates instead of the paper kind.

      “Newman, is it?” I asked, reading his name tag I did my best Jerry Sienfeld impression. “Newman… haven’t seen you in here before.”

      “No, sir, just transferred in from the great state of Tennessee.”

      “Good for you. I’m all right, thank you.”

      “Are you sure? You look confused.”

      “I’ve been coming here for a while.”

      “And you’re still confused?”

      “You don’t have many friends, do you?”

      “No, sir, but I’m here to help.”

      I chewed my bottom lip and decided life was short, so why not have some fun. “All right. The normal cleaner I get is out. I need something high-powered to remove stains from upholstery and carpet.”

      “I’m on the case,” Newman said, squatting down to begin reading through the labels. “What kind of stains are we working with here? Red wine, mold, pet urine?”

      “Bodily fluid,” I told him.

      Newman stopped checking the labels on the bottle. He turned to look up at me from his squatted position. For the first time, he took in the tarp and duct tape under my right arm. His bottom jaw dropped. “Oh my.”

      The lights all around the store went out with a click. The usual white noise of other shoppers and workers picked up a few decibels as not yet panic, but confusion set in.

      I wasn’t too worried about it. It was early morning right after breakfast; plenty of light came in from the front wall of windows just twenty feet to my right.

      “Newman, can you go and check the—” a voice asked over the young man’s radio before breaking off completely.

      “Ray, Ray, do you copy?” Newman answered, rising from his spot. He gave me an uneasy chuckle, trying his radio again. It was dead, not so much as static on the open channel. “Power outages usually happen around here?”

      “That would be a negative, Ghost Rider,” I told him, reaching for my phone. “They do not.”

      I pulled out my phone from my pocket to see that it, like the lights, was dead. I always left my phone on in case my daughter needed to call. The idea that something else was going on here began to gnaw at the back of my mind. I shoved fear to the side and tried to turn on my phone. Nothing.

      “My phone’s not working. Why isn’t my phone working?” a woman the aisle over asked in a panicked voice. “What’s happening?”

      I forced myself to remain calm as those around me began shouting about something outside. I tried once, twice more to turn my phone on. It was dead. I never left my house without at least fifty percent battery.

      Screams and shouts picked up near the front of the store. I walked over to see what all the commotion was about. Shoppers and employees were headed outside, where a red hue covered the sky like a cellophane sheet. Not just the sky either. It came down right next to Phil’s Hardware to form a wall. About a block in front of me and to my right, the same red translucent barrier appeared, boxing us in.

      “Oh God, oh God, it’s the end of times, we’re all going to die, we’re all going to die,” a woman with a cat shirt screamed, falling to her knees right outside the door.

      Cars in the street had come to a stop as well, with dead batteries. It seemed half of the people were in shock, unable to do anything, and the other half were screaming and looking for direction no one had.

      “I knew I should have stayed in bed this morning,” I muttered.

      A voice that sounded artificial in nature boomed from the sky, somewhere on the roof of the red box that was about four stories above us. He was a jerk.

      “Life as you know it has ceased to exist,” the voice said, as cold and unforgiving as the IRS. “In ten minutes, the human herd will be culled in the reaping. A forty percent survival rate is expected. We only need the strong. Kill or be killed. You are warned: they eat the weak. You have ten minutes to prepare. Beware, they eat the weak.”

      That was it. Not so much as a goodbye. A massive digital timer appeared on every wall of our new prison, even the ceiling above us.

      “No, no, I’m getting out of here, I’m getting out of here,” the woman with the cat sweater screamed. She raced to the red wall on our left. I had to give her credit; she could really move when she needed to. Her crocs ate up the sidewalk on the way to that wall in a hurry.

      “No, don’t,” a big man with a thick beard urged her. “We don’t know what it⁠—”

      The old woman shoved at the red barrier with her hands first, like she was going to push open one of those doors with the long silver handles across their midsection. She hit it hard too, like she was the first one in line on a Black Friday sale for catnip.

      As soon as her hands made contact with the red barrier in front of her, she was gone. I’m not talking she was shot or even melted like looking at the Ark of the Covenant. I’m talking straight finger snap ash. Her clothes fell where her body used to be. Cat sweater on crocs.

      More screaming echoed through the square city block where we had been trapped. My main concern was for my daughter. But it seemed for the moment I was trapped. I had to trust that I had trained her enough to get through these next few minutes without me. I raised her like a warrior. Worrying about her now was only going to get me killed, and if I was killed, I’d never get to her.

      A low whistle cut through my thought process. An older woman with glasses and tattoos on her forearms walked up to me and the bearded guy. “What a way to go. In crocs too? Come on, she deserved more than that. You two haven’t flinched. We should work together. We’ve got nine minutes left until whatever comes our way arrives.”

      I glanced at the timer. She was right.

      “Awww, you always shop for friends during life-threatening events?” I asked her.

      “Usually,” the woman answered.

      “Hold that thought, bestie,” I told her as I ran across the parking lot of Phil’s Hardware to my truck. Just for funsies, I wanted to see if it would work, and I needed something out of it anyway.

      Like I thought, the battery in my truck was as dead as the cat lady. Not so much as a sputter when I turned the key. That was all right; it was only the second reason I was in my truck. The first was to grab a ragged stuffed wolf my daughter had crocheted me. It was grey and white and imperfect in the most perfect ways because it had come from her.

      Some kids were into bead-working or origami, but crocheting just spoke to her. I was good with that. I never went anywhere without it. I know, call me sentimental. I’m a softy that way.

      I exited my truck, making my way back into sheer chaos. People were all over the place across the spectrum of emotion. One guy had cowered in the street beside his car and peed himself. Another woman was shouting to be heard to bring some kind of order to a group, but no one was having it.

      I joined more muscular Linda Hamilton and the big boy with the beard just in time to grasp the end of their conversation.

      “I served, 82nd Airborne,” the man told her. “You can call me Skip. You?”

      “Retired police officer, single mother of four,” the woman said, shaking our hands. “I still don’t know which one was harder. Name’s Vita.”

      Skip and Vita turned to me.

      “Oh right, how rude of me not to properly introduce myself while we have eight minutes left,” I said, taking a bow. “You can call me Gideon. I’m a competitive air drummer and I mime on the weekends.”

      Skip cracked a smile.

      Vita did not look amused.

      “It’s the government, man, our own government is doing this to us!” a man screamed. He jumped onto a vehicle, hollering for all he was worth. “You have to listen to me. This has all been a conspiracy for years.”

      “It’s not our government; it’s foreign actors. The other superpowers have invaded,” someone shouted to them as the two began arguing.

      A big boy who didn’t miss many meals decided he wanted nothing to do with the madhouse and ran into the red barrier. Like the cat lady before, he ashed in a second, leaving behind only his clothes, which included a Sponge Bob Square Pants thong. Not judging.

      “We should get something, defend ourselves,” Vita mused. “I’m not sure what’s going to happen when that clock hits zero, but I’ll bet your lives on it that it’s not going to be good.”

      “We need high ground,” Skip agreed.

      “And weapons,” I added.

      “All right, Skip, see if you can gain access to the hardware roof,” Vita told him. “Competitive air drummer, was it?”

      I moved my wrists like I was holding drumsticks in front of me. It was clear she didn’t believe me, but there was no time for questioning me further. “Weapons.”

      “What are you going to do?” Skip asked, already jogging to the hardware store.

      “I’m going to see if I can get a few more people,” Vita yelled, heading into the street.

      I looked at the timer. We had eaten up all but seven minutes. I ran into the hardware store behind Skip, already knowing exactly where I was headed. Phil’s Hardware was a mom and pop shop, a little place I frequented weekly that never asked questions about my purchases. I knew the layout inside and out.

      There were still a few people cowering inside. They looked at me with large eyes like deer hiding from the hunter. Newman was there staring at me, then outside, then at me again.

      “Buckle up, twinkle toes,” I told him, throwing him an oversized backpack from a display rack on my left. “Come with me if you want to live.”
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      Seven minutes was no time to gather gear. Lucky for me, Newman didn’t ask questions; he just followed behind as I emptied items into his bag first and then my own. He was in shock, with a thousand-mile stare. That worked for me. I didn’t need a conversationalist; I needed a pack mule.

      I crammed his backpack with as many mauls, picks and axes as he could hold. Next, I jammed four shovels headfirst into my oversized backpack. There wasn’t room for more. Carrying them wasn’t past my strength mete, but it was awkward, and my lower back didn’t appreciate the extra weight.

      My internal clock told me we were running out of time.

      One more stop, I told myself in my head. Come on, one more stop. Hurry.

      Last stop was near the rear of the store. A knife display rack. Nothing crazy, nothing longer than a five-inch blade, but they would have to do. I jumped over the display counter, my legs telling me I wasn’t as young as I had been. Lucky for me, my back didn’t go out totally.

      “Hey, hey, maybe we shouldn’t be breaking into all of this.” Newman spoke for the first time since he had been following me.

      “Good idea,” I said, reaching over the glass counter and yanking his keys from where they hung on the outside of his pocket.

      He didn’t stop me.

      “I mean we’re—we’re stealing from the store,” Newman stuttered.

      I unlocked the glass sliding door and began depositing knives into my backpack as quickly as I could without cutting myself.

      “Newman, I just watched Nana Golden Girls get evaporated out there. We need all the help we can get to live past whatever comes when that time runs out,” I reminded him. “We live through this, I’ll pay for it all.”

      My foot kicked something under the counter. It was an aged machete that had been part of some lost inventory long ago, or maybe even a personal item brought in for protection by an employee. Whatever its origin, it went into the bag as well.

      “Four minutes!” Skip yelled out, coming through a door on my right that led to the rear of the hardware store. He caught my eye. “Come on, I found a ladder up to the roof. Hurry.”

      I hopped over the counter again, bag in hand. Vita ran through the front door with a half dozen people behind her. Without a word, she followed the way Skip beckoned.

      The crocheted wolf sticking out of my pocket headfirst stared into my soul.

      “What?” I asked it. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “I didn’t say—say anything,” Newman huffed beside me.

      “Not you, him,” I said, side-eyeing those soulful eyes the wolf used to see through me. “Oh fine. If we die, this is on you.”

      I stopped to turn around and address the Phil’s Hardware workers I had come to know over the years. They were mostly retired guys who knew a thing or two because they had fixed a thing or two in their day.

      There was Richard, who loved his coin collection, Larry, who always talked about his dogs like they were people, and Paige, who smoked like a train.

      “Richard, Larry, Paige, come on, up to the roof, now,” I shouted through the room. “Come on, everyone, up, right now!”

      I caught sight of their eyes. I was always the calm, easy-going customer, polite on most days, even funny on others. I got a series of half nods as they and the other Phil’s Hardware employees moved to action.

      I entered the back room that was stacked with crates and unopened boxes of tools and supplies. The whole place smelled like metal and burned plastic. I didn’t hate it.

      We filed through the back of the room to a steel ladder bolted to the inside of the brick wall that led upward to the roof. Newman and I were given priority with our bags of tools, but like the gentleman I was not, I insisted we get the older folks up first. When it was my turn, I made the climb awkwardly, shoving my backpack of shovels and knives ahead of me as I went.

      Skip waited to give me a hand at the top. I handed him the bag and followed soon after.

      The morning air was still crisp, with little wind. It was a clear day, but that only let me see our prison that much better.

      The translucent city block that I could still see through showed me the last seconds ticking by. A loud-pitched tone that made me want to whine like a dog followed, making sure everyone knew time was up.

      I winced, slamming my hands to my ears. That didn’t help. The sound was in my skull—low, painful, unending. I cracked an eye to see Richard pull out his hearing aids. He looked around with a sense of victory.

      As suddenly as the high-pitched sound started, it stopped.

      “Humanity’s reaping will begin.” The voice that came from nowhere and everywhere at once boomed into the air. “There are one thousand three hundred and ninety-seven humans in this quadrant. One thousand three hundred and ninety-seven quinpids will be released. The purging will end when either all humans or all quinpids are dead.”

      “What the heck, man, I didn’t sign up to play Squid Game,” I muttered under my breath.

      The giant numbers on all sides of our prison disappeared. In their place was the silhouette of a human with a number beside it, 1,397.

      Under the image of the human was another silhouette, of what, I wasn’t sure. It looked like the outline of a giant roly-poly with six legs and teeth on one end. There was a number next to this image as well; care to guess? Go ahead, I’ll wait. If you guessed 1,397, then you deserve a gold star. Do they still give those out at school these days?

      All the screaming that started woke me from these thoughts. I hurried over to the edge of the roof where a waist-high railing had been erected sometime long, long ago. The railing was rusted and just barely hanging on. It creaked as I leaned out to get a sense of what we were dealing with.

      “Look, there,” Vita said with an outstretched finger. From all sides of our red barrier, as far as I could see, scurrying duffle-bag-sized bugs emerged. They moved quickly on short, little stubby legs. There were so many, it looked like an anthill had been disturbed. But these were not ants and they were making beelines for whatever humans were closest, as if they had a vendetta against us.

      I don’t know what people were thinking, still in the streets, but they were the first to go. These, what were they? Quinpids? These quinpids moved fast and ate faster. The entire front of their face seemed to be teeth. They were still too far for me to get a good look, but my imagination filled in the blanks, with all the blood involved once they reached a victim.

      “Oh, god, oh, god, we’re going to die,” Newman screamed. “What are those things, what’s happening? We’re going to di⁠—”

      To be fair, I didn’t mean to slap him that hard, but this new generation of kids was just so soft. I slapped him across the face and he went down with the force. Not into unconsciousness, but shock. Or maybe he was already in shock before I hit him.

      Whatever the case, I felt bad as soon as I did it. We could not let panic set in. Panic was a death sentence. It could not be allowed to spread.

      “I’m sorry—I’m sorry,” I told Newman, reaching down and lifting him back to his feet. “Hold it together, man. We’re going to make it out of this together. Do you understand me?”

      Newman gave me this weak little nod like he was a lackluster bobblehead.

      When I turned back to the group, Vita had taken control, yelling to any survivors on the street. “Come on, hurry, through the hardware store. There’s a ladder in the back room. Run!”

      The chittering the quinpids let off was beginning to grow. I’m not sure how many people heard Vita’s warning, but a few new faces poked up onto the roof.

      Skip stood by the hatch to the roof, aiding those stragglers who could make it onto our little bastion of safety.

      I went to work with the weapons. Richard, Larry and Paige were close by. I beckoned to them. “Come on, you can help me. Start handing out the weapons to everyone.”

      To their credit, they moved without question. Larry was talking about his days in Nam, while Paige swore something under her breath that sounded like it had to do with sticking something far up somewhere.

      I grabbed the shovels and that old machete that I had found and went to work hacking out spears.

      “It’s aliens, right?” Richard asked me as he handed a sledgehammer to a guy in overalls. “You saw them, it’s aliens.”

      “Looks like that,” I said. “That, or the government has a lot of explaining to do. Actually, now I understand where all our tax dollars went.”

      “Taxation is theft,” Larry shouted.

      “Can we please not go down this rabbit hole right now?” Paige asked.

      I handed a spear to Vita and another to Skip before joining him at the hatch down to the storage area of Phil’s Hardware. He looked down intently as if he were staring at something.

      “What is that thing?” Skip asked.

      I joined him at the open square hatch, looking down to the first floor of Phil’s Hardware. One of the quinpids had made its way inside. I stand by my first assessment of the horrific little things. Duffle bag shape and size, with six squat feet. Their bodies were plated like armadillos’. No eyes I could see, but what a mouth at the front. A hole of teeth like the throat of a sea turtle. If you don’t know what that nightmare looks like, go Google it. I’ll wait.

      If there was any doubt in my mind that we were now dealing with something unearthly, it was gone now. What looked at me was nothing like anything I had ever seen. The quinpid looked up at us with nonexistent eyes. It tried to climb the ladder, scratching at it with too-short legs.

      After a brief moment of trying, it disappeared into the storage area and out of our view.

      “Did you just see what I saw?” Skip asked.

      “If you saw an oversized bug with a throat like those sand pit monsters in Star Wars, then yes, Skip, yes, I did,” I answered. My mind was doing backflips on what it all meant. Confusion, yes, but not panic; never panic. Panic was a life taker.

      “Aliens?” Skip asked in awe. “Those things are aliens, right?”

      “They’re not Toto, that’s for sure,” I confirmed. I looked around at the rooftop where most of the survivors had taken up places on the edge of the roof looking out. A few huddled in the center crying or rocking themselves.

      The number on the giant red screen, below the human silhouette —the number of people that were in our square or quadrant—was diminishing rapidly. Screams of the dying punctuated each downward tick of the number. Already we had gone from 1,397 to 1,110.

      Meanwhile, the quinpids had lost a staggering nine from their number. I was fighting back the worry for my daughter, trying to form a plan to get to her when I heard gasping from below.

      “Help, help me, please, please help,” a voice called out from the ground level.

      Vita and Richard joined us at the hatch, looking down.

      A man in his thirties was crawling from the shadows of the storage room into the light shining down through the open roof hatch. He was bloodied, barely moving to the ladder.

      “Hold on, I’m coming down,” Richard said, readying himself to descend the ladder.

      Something wasn’t right. A sixth sense, my gut, the Taco Bell I had the night before, whatever you wanted to call, it told me there was something more to the scenario. I grabbed Richard’s arm as he was about to start down. “Wait.”
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      “Help, me! Why—why aren’t you helping me?” the man gasped, still dragging his lower body into the light.

      “He needs help,” Richard said, trying to shake me off. “I’m going to help him.”

      I didn’t let the old man break free from my grip. Then we all saw it.

      The poor son of gun below us trying to use his upper body to climb the ladder rungs had dragged his lower body into the light. He couldn’t move his legs because a pair of the quinpids were pinning him down. Their teeth were stuck into his calves, blood pouring from the wounds.

      I wasn’t the squeamish type but I had never seen aliens eating a man alive before, either. Aliens? My mind was still having trouble with that one.

      Richard stopped trying to free himself from my grasp. He realized, like I had before, that it was a trap.

      More chittering from below and movement just within the shadows of the storage room and out of our line of sight confirmed my suspicions. There were more of them down there, waiting for someone to descend. These weren’t your normal run-of-the-mill bugs; these things were smart. They had set a trap for us.

      “I’ll be,” Skip breathed.

      “They can think.” Vita voiced what we were all mulling over.

      “Please, I—please,” the man below us groaned, able to grasp the bottom rung of the ladder but not pull himself up.

      Anger burned in my belly. I was a man of action, pissed off that I was helpless in this moment to save this stranger. A bond was already forming that I would think about later. It could be used against them. For the first time, humanity was totally united. It only took an alien invasion to do it. And there was that word again, alien. It sounded wrong.

      “Rope, belts, anything,” I told the others at the hatch. “I can get maybe halfway down and lower it for him to hold on to, and we can pull him up.”

      “Not the best plan, but we have to do something,” Skip agreed, already removing an aged brown belt from his waist.

      Richard did the same.

      I was connecting my belt to Skip’s when I looked over to Vita. She shook her head. “He’s already gone.”

      “What?” I asked, looking down the ladder to the first floor of the storage room.

      She was right.

      The man had bled out. Now that he was no longer viable bait, other quinpids moved from the shadows to feast on their victim. It was disgusting. I hated them. Their rotund bodies crawled over the man, tearing at his flesh with abandon.

      I looked up at the counter. The human numbers were going down by the dozens while the quinpids lost one more.

      “We have to do something.” Vita said what I was thinking.

      “We have to do it now,” I told her. “I’m no hero, but I need to get out of here. I need whatever this is—game, reaping, whatever—I need it to end. I have to get back to my daughter.”

      Vita chewed the inside of her lip but nodded.

      “We need to kill them en masse,” Richard added, rethreading his belt through his pant loops. “There’re too many of them. We don’t have the weapons to take them out one by one.”

      “Or the manpower,” I added. “How do you kill a group of insect aliens?”

      “Aliens. How can we just move on from the fact that aliens are real?” Skip asked, shaking his head. “This isn’t some book or movie where we can just move on and accept that.”

      “You think any of us have?” I asked. “I’m going to need to schedule extra sessions with my therapist after this, and probably start taking a series of drugs from big pharma, but right now, we need to survive. Right now, I need to get back to my little girl. So, aliens, zombies, ninjas—whatever is in my way, I’m going to kill.”

      A sobering moment passed through all those on the rooftop. I hadn’t noticed it, but the others had joined us, gathering around for the town meeting.

      “Richard’s right,” I said.

      “I am?” Richard asked.

      “We need to kill them en masse.”

      “Oh right, that’s what I said.”

      “How do we do that?” I asked, going to the railing of the roof and searching the square city block that was our new prison. “What kind of stores are on this block? A gun store, army surplus; I’d settle for a Hobby Lobby.”

      “Hobby Lobby?” Paige asked.

      “You know, crafts we can do up here if we’re bored and stuck,” I responded. “I like to crochet.”

      “Nothing like that,” Larry said, sidling up to me and looking out down the street. “Used car lot, grocery store, old record shop, hair salon and nail salon, gas station at the end of the block. Ying Ming’s Chinese, but that gave me IBS last time I went.”

      “Wait, what did you say?” I asked.

      “The Kung Pau surprise packs a mean punch. I think it’s all the MSG they use,” Larry answered. “You know, I had this rash⁠—”

      “No, not about the Chinese food. Did you say there was a gas station?” I redirected the older man.

      “Yeah, overpriced if you aske me. I drive a few blocks down to get my gas from⁠—”

      “That’s how we kill them, or most of them at least,” I said, turning back to the group. “We kill those oversized lice with fire.”

      “And how are we going to get over there?” Paige asked, joining as me she popped a cigarette in her mouth and used a heart-shaped lighter on the end. “That’s a full city block away with a thousand of these little freaks between us and them.”

      I plucked the cigarette from her mouth and took a long draw. “Easy, Lone Ranger, I’m making this up as I go.”

      “What did he say?” Richard asked, adjusting his hearing aid. “Something about waking up alone?”

      “He’s making this up as he goes,” Vita stated. “We all are. What we need is a distraction.”

      I mulled this over while Paige took back her cigarette.

      Think, you muppet, think, I told myself in my head. How are you going to get out of here and back to Susie?

      I felt a tug at my hip. I looked down to see the crocheted wolf Susie had made for me. I affectionately referred to him as Brother. “Well? What do you think?”

      “I don’t know, but man, just listen to them out there,” Skip said, thinking I was talking to him.

      Scurrying, chittering, and the occasional screams and yells as the human population in our quadrant continued to shrink in size. We were down to nearly half of the number we had started with. Under the human silhouette on the great red walls of our prison read 684.

      The quinpids had lost 21 of their number; that was it, 21.

      “We need a distraction,” I told everyone.

      “We need a distraction,” Larry said right after me as if it was his idea altogether.

      I side-eyed the old man.

      “Go on,” Larry urged.

      “I can draw them to me,” I told everyone. “I’ll buy you a few minutes, long enough to get to the gas station and rig it to blow. I’ll lead them right to you.”

      “How are you going to do that?” Paige asked, her words punctuated by another blood-curdling scream in the distance.

      “I’ll find a way I out,” I told her. “You just figure out how you’re going to kill them once I get them to you. Do you trust me?”

      “No, I just met you,” Vita said, shaking her head. “This is suicide.”

      “Not the first time I’ve heard that one,” I answered. “You have a better idea?”

      “Who exactly are you again?” Skip asked.

      “Me?” I answered. “I’m the Muffin Man.”

      The survivors on the roof spent the next few minutes conferring amongst themselves. It was decided most of them would remain on the roof. I would go and buy a group enough time to make it to the gas station. Vita, Skip, Newman, Paige, Larry and Richard would make the move down the block.

      I stood at the edge of the roof, thinking about what my plan would be. How was I going to turn into the Pied Piper of quinpids?

      “You know, I think what you’re doing is really brave,” a woman, short and stout, said, joining me. She was one of the ones Vita had shepherded in with her on the roof. “If we make it out of this, we should go out.”

      “Are you hitting on me during an extinction event?” I asked, looking over at the woman incredulously.

      “Hey, you weren’t going to make the first move, so I figured this was my shot,” she said, extending a hand. “Martha.”

      “Martha,” I said, shaking her hand, which was wet with sweat. Something about sweaty palms really got to me, almost as much as the word “moist.” “Thank you, I’m giddy that you’d want to go out with me, really I am, but I don’t think this is the time. Usually, I’d jump at the chance, really I would, but we’ve got bigger quinpids to fry.”

      “Well, you can’t blame a girl for trying,” Martha said with a shrug. She hocked a loogie over the edge of the building. “At least a hug? I need some human touch. It’s my love language.”

      I didn’t really want to hug her, but Martha opened her arms wide and came in faster than I could give her a stiff arm to get off me. We stood there on the roof, me and Martha. She smelled like burned hair. I didn’t want to encourage her, so I kept my hands to my sides, hoping this strange interaction would be over soon.

      “Is that something in your pocket?” Martha asked, “or are you saying I’ve got a chance?”

      “That’s a wolf in my pocket,” I told her, separating myself from her embrace. “Now come on, I’m sure there’s some poor misguided soul here who will give you all the hugs you want. I need to focus.”

      “Really?” Martha asked, looking around. “You’re right, this is a numbers game. I need to find a strong sugar daddy to hook up with during the apocalypse. If it’s not you, then I’ll have to go with my second choice. Well, peace out, man.”

      Martha moved away from me and off toward a group of the others. I shook my head. I thought I had issues.

      “You have any ideas yet?” Newman asked, walking over with an axe slung over his shoulder. “I can go with you if you want.”

      “No, the others will need you more,” I told him. An idea birthed in my mind at that same time. An idea, crying out of the womb of thought. Born in the—I’ll stop with all the analogies. I had an idea.

      “What’s that look on your face?” Newman asked. “Martha try to marry you?”

      “What? How did you know?”

      “She tried to get me to go out with her too.”

      “What? I was her sloppy seconds?”

      Newman shrugged. “So, you have an idea?”

      “I do,” I told him. “You like music?”
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