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      I think June used to be an Army Ranger or something. Not that I know exactly what an Army Ranger is, and this being post-zombie-apocalypse Arizona, I can’t exactly look it up on my smartphone.

      She is lying on the sand, her hunting rifle propped up on her backpack, sighting a straggler from the zombie horde that chased us down into the Grand Canyon. We’re on a sand island in the middle of the Colorado River under the hot spring sun. We swam over two days ago to save our sweet, fresh brains. The Zs tried to follow but got swept downstream.

      I’ve given up on the idea of her being an Israeli secret agent with Mossad, despite her olive complexion and blue eyes. The little Spanish I’ve heard her speak is perfect, lacking the usual sloppy American accent. I can’t speak Spanish properly—I’ve got that sloppy American accent—but I know when it’s spoken properly.

      “There, Woody,” she says. “Can you see it?”

      I’m sitting next to her looking through my binoculars, trying desperately to focus on the beautiful desert landscape of the Grand Canyon and not on the gorgeous pixie woman lying next to me. “Yup. I see it. One zombie tourist wandering around the— oh… he walks right into a prickly pear cactus and keeps on going, a couple of ‘em clinging to his leg. The poor guy lost his flip-flops, but at least he’s still got his fanny pack.”

      I briefly considered that she might be a spy from Spain or Mexico—no idea what their intelligence agencies are called—but discard that too. She’s just too American.

      “I can take him,” she says, even though he’s at least a hundred yards off.

      So that leaves me with something like Green Beret or Army Ranger. Although the idea of ending up post-apocalypse with an international spy is rather… intriguing, the mystery of June is intriguing enough without that.

      “Yeah you can,” I say, “but how about we save the ammo, and keep a low profile.” We’re just downstream from some rapids, so we haven’t been worried about conversation attracting attention, but a gunshot definitely could.

      She nods and sits up, brushing the sand from her T-shirt. It’s hot, so she’s down to a T-shirt and undies, as am I.

      See why I’m distracted?

      “We polluted the Grand Canyon with Zs,” she says, shaking her head.

      I nod. “Yeah. Sucks. I think a lot of them washed to shore after chasing us and are just wandering now.”

      This is day eight of Woody and June versus the End of the World and our second day on this sand island. The trip down involved a lot of bushwalking, a lot of miles, and some very close calls. We’ve been resting and letting our blisters heal in this rare zombie-free zone.

      “We can’t stay much longer.” She nods at our packs, the food we scrounged at Desert View Lookout is running thin. “What are we going to do, partner?” She looks at me with those beautiful blues of hers and I just want to melt… or kiss her. Yeah, kiss her is definitely the choice.

      Our relationship has progressed nicely since we met up in Flagstaff. We’ve gone from wary, to saving each other’s lives, to trust, to officially being partners when we made it to this island alive. I think mostly because she doesn’t want to try to survive one more of my hair-brained schemes again without a discussion.

      Me? I want all the June I can get. Every day, year-round, give me June, month after month. She’s strong, smart, beautiful, and capable. Take any “gun-wielding female force to be reckoned with” from the movies and I’d put my money on her every time. Sarah Connor, no problem. Ellen Ripley, you bet. Dana Scully, pa-lease…

      “At least they haven’t found us with their fresh-brains zombie radar,” I say with a grin.

      She shakes her head. “But why not?”

      “I’ve got a theory,” I offer.

      She rolls her eyes. I have a history with my theories, even in our short time together. My fungus/parasite theory of zombiedom has kind of checked out. My “time travelers did it to us to save the planet” theory of the origin of the infection hasn’t gotten any traction.

      “Please enlighten me,” she says, taking a sip from her water bottle and scanning our surroundings for danger. It’s a good habit to have.

      There are several challenges here. I don’t know if she’s into me, or guys for that matter, and the apocalypse doesn’t actually leave much time for romance, what with all the running from flesh-eating zombies and psychotic, petty, wannabe warlords.

      My approach? Be nice. Be patient. Be charming… well, at least amusing. I can amuse, not at all sure if I can charm.

      “So, fungus head zombies, check,” I say. “We proved it with that poor dried up sap we dissected.”

      She nods.

      “Super large horde had a super good sense of where we were. We couldn’t lose them on the way down here despite putting some distance between us.”

      “Check,” says.

      “Singles,” I say, pointing towards the one who we sighted just in time to watch him tumble into a wash, “not so good.”

      “Right…”

      “Ergo, presto—” I say, doing a silly jazz-hands gesture.

      “I don’t think that is the way it goes,” she says, one eyebrow arched.

      “Presto…?” I wave my jazz hands again.

      She shakes her head, but she’s smiling, so that makes me happy.

      “Ergo, the more zombies, the better their flesh detection ability. Their fungus minds must be more powerful together.”

      I stand up, doff my hat, and take a bow and she laughs. This puts me in a good place for my goals for a post-apocalyptic day. There’s the laughter, and on our zombie-free island, survival seems assured. And I’m here with June, so that means it’s a good day.

      A shot rings out, the sound bouncing off the canyon walls, and June is back down on the sand scanning the terrain with the scope of her hunting rifle.

      I hit the sand and start looking with my binocs.

      Shit!

      We’re not the only living at the bottom of the Grand Canyon.

      Yeah, I might have been a bit preliminary on that survival part.
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      What’s next on the June and Woody hit-parade? Digging a long shallow hole in the sand under the hot Arizona sun, mounding the sand along the edge so it kinda looks like a natural bump from a distance, and lying in the hole—maybe trench is a better word—until dark.

      This is June’s idea, which adds another check to the “Army Ranger or some such thing” list.

      The shot isn’t that close, so we figured we have time. It is clear we need to leave. Our sand island is perfect for zombie protection, but we’re sitting ducks for people with guns. Leaving in the middle of the day is not smart either and we don’t have a plan yet, thus the digging like crazed gophers.

      After all, it has been well established after our last close call on the shore of the river that all plans must be discussed. Most specifically any plan hatched out of my strange brain.

      But hey, I get to lie down in the damp sand next to a beautiful woman for six hours. Not so bad, really.

      “They’re shooting our zombies,” she says once we’re settled in with our bodies and all our stuff below ground level. It won’t help if folks are up high, but it will work for people close or on the trail.

      “Our zombies? So, have we adopted them or something now?” I ask. “Are they our unruly children?”

      “Shut up,” she says, elbowing me in the ribs. The elbow is teasing but the tone is serious. Perhaps I should save the silliness until we survive this.

      “Phantom Ranch is a long ways downstream,” I say. “That would be the best place to hole up down here, but it’s forty miles or so of hiking.”

      She sighs. “We never get a break, do we?”

      I want to tell her that she’s the biggest break I’ve had since the Zs started. Hell… maybe the biggest break ever. But I don’t. This is not the time, but I resolve to find the time. This is just silly. I like her, I need to find out if she likes me.

      “We got this, June,” I say. “There are a lot of campsites along the Colorado that the river runners used. Maybe someone set up camp when there were no Zs down here. Now they’re too busy fighting Zs to worry about us.”

      She nods and another shot rings out and I jump. We are in a canyon and sound will travel farther than in the open, so I really have no idea how far away they are.

      “I’d say they’re three miles away, give or take,” she says. There goes another tick on the military trained bad-ass list.

      This island is very shallow, the sand damp and blessedly cool. Our prone view of the world is pretty nice too, the blue sky above, scalloped reddish sandstone rising up. The lull of the rapids and the river. I want to take a nap, but we don’t have a plan yet.

      “Back the way we came?” I propose. “Up Tanner Trail, properly, no confronting five-hundred-foot cliffs. Over to Desert View, get our truck, and be merrily on our way? It will be a very long day, but the Zs are thinned out, so it should be doable.”

      “Good plan,” she says, and she grabs my hand and squeezes it. “I’ll take first watch if you want to snooze a bit.”

      Have I mentioned how completely awesome this woman is?

      As I close my eyes and begin to drift, it occurs to me that in the pre-Z world, I wouldn’t have stood a chance with this one. She’s too… everything. And I’m… just a guy who can think on his feet and isn’t an ass.

      Even if she does like guys, I’m sure it’s just not enough. She’s way out of my league.
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      I’m on last watch, sitting in our trench scanning our surroundings as the Colorado rushes past. It’s in the low sixties and I am not looking forward to a dip in the forty-five-degree river.

      The eastern horizon is just starting to lighten and it’s time for me to wake June, but I hesitate. This moment here seems rare, almost holy.

      The stars are bright above and the Canyon is indistinct shadows above us. I hear the roar of the rapids just upstream and the rush of the breeze against sandstone. June is breathing deep and steady and I take a deep breath of the cool, fresh air.

      This moment is peace. It’s almost like the apocalypse didn’t happen and June and I are on a river trip camped out under the stars, happy and relaxed.

      Like, maybe we’ve been together for a while and have just hit that point when you can start being yourself around your partner. You know, where you can both admit that you’re human and not perfect.

      Not quite to that been married forever and leave the bathroom door open and farting—as long as they’re not real stinkers—is not a big deal, but a comfortable familiarity.

      And June, despite my romantic ramblings, is not perfect. I still know almost nothing about her, and that is in part about keeping the past at arm’s length—we’ve all lost so much—but there is more there
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