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      I slept through biology in high school and didn’t even like the game Operation as a kid, but here I am dissecting a zombie. All for a girl. All to try to prove my fungus/parasite theory of the zombie apocalypse. Because the girl asked me to and that girl is June.

      And June is decidedly cute, a petite pixie woman that is an absolute badass with guns, and even laughs at some of my lame jokes, helping me on both of my two goals for each post-apocalyptic day: survive and laugh.

      This is day five of Woody and June versus the Apocalypse and we’ve already saved each other’s lives a couple of times. We met in Flagstaff, Arizona, at a dog food factory looking for calories, and our adventures have led us to the Grand Canyon and the Desert View Overlook on Navajo Point.

      It’s been a remarkable five days, transforming my story from “Woody, just Woody, versus the Apocalypse, barely surviving and avoiding all the living because that’s when things get weird” to “Woody and June versus the Apocalypse,” quite frankly a much happier and much more interesting story… and a much snappier title.

      But we’re not out enjoying the view. We’re in the gas station convenience store where we found and dispatched a Z, the corpse laid out on the counter while I cut and June holds a flashlight.

      The smell is bad. Not “puke after ten seconds of exposure” bad, like it was after we let him out of the garage, but this godawful rotting, moldy meat bouquet with a high note of fermenting puss that had been concentrating in here for a year. With damp bandanas over our noses, we’ll survive it long enough.

      The body has been pecked at a bit, we had to shoo ravens out when we got here, but it’s basically the same semi-desiccated leathery Z we dispatched yesterday.

      “There,” I say nodding at the cut I’m holding open. “A little water.” We were lucky that there was some pressure in the pipes and we got some water out of the garage’s utility sink. Not fit to drink, but fine for this.

      June pours water over the cut I’ve made down his forearm. The skin is leathery, this dude had gotten bitten and locked himself in the garage and became a Z when he died. The zombie had been starving, although I figure it takes them at least a few years to die. Well, they’re undead and all, so “die” may not be the right word, but whatever animates them needs nutrition—explains why Zs are such a hungry lot—and without it long enough I believe they will re-die… no, die again… I don’t know what the terms are, but let’s just say an unfed zombie has an expiration date.

      “See,” I say, pointing at the white cord running below the skin, embedded in the muscle. Except for the smaller tendrils spreading out, it looks like it might be a thin tendon, but it’s fibrous and has a different texture than the rest of his flesh. I poke at it with my knife and it’s more delicate, severing easily. “Believe me?”

      She nods, her blue eyes dead serious and points the flashlight back at the brain. I wacked him with a baseball bat, so it’s a bit of a mess, but we’ve stripped away the bone and skin, scraped off the normal looking grey matter, and rinsed it off. What we exposed looks kinda like a head of cauliflower.

      I said “all for a girl” before, but that’s not right. June’s gone from a cute girl (twenty-something like me) to a beautiful woman. She’s petite with short black hair, olive skin, blue eyes, and gives off a dancer/pixie vibe, which lends itself to the “girl” moniker. But, holy shit, give her some guns and a gaggle of approaching Zs and she’s a badder bad-ass than Sigourney Weaver’s Ripley in Aliens.

      And besides, “all for a girl” works for me when it’s this girl.

      She sighs and nods her head. “That sure as hell looks like fungus.”

      “Yeah, right? I bet if we opened up his guts we’d find something fungus-like in there to process what it eats. This can’t be some wacky virus or super rabies like in the comics. There has to be something animating the body, driving it to spread the infection.”

      “But how… how did this happen?”

      I shrug. “I’ve got a couple theories, but…” I nod outside the store at the fading light. We spent the night on top of Desert View Lookout tower and spent the day scrounging before getting back to this fungus/parasite theory of mine.

      We did good, finding bottled water, batteries, canned goods, and even some power bars. Frankly, we did a little bit too good. We ran into some roamers yesterday, nearly bit it out on the end of Navajo Point, but I have a hard time imagining they’ve kept people away this long. I want to be back on top of the tower well before dark.

      I stretch when we get out into the light, pull down the wet bandana and take a deep breath of the cool spring air. Desert View Lookout is up over seven thousand feet in elevation, so the May highs are around fifty. We’re surrounded by short junipers and can’t see much from here. We head toward the truck to drop off some of our scrounged goods; both of our packs are too heavy.

      Five days ago, when I met June, I was a confirmed go-it-alone survivor. Now, I can’t imagine this existence without her. Unfortunately, there is one question tearing its way through my brain, but I just can’t figure out how to ask her about it. There was once a peck on my cheek after a daring rescue and we’ve held hands, but I honestly don’t know if she likes guys, so I don’t know if there is a chance for anything more than this.

      Although, this friendship is not bad. Did I mention she’s beautiful and I’ve seen her charge Zs while firing two guns, one in each hand, to save us? It’s just—

      “Holy shit…” she gasps, pointing towards the parking lot and the road into the overlook.

      It’s a horde of zombies, one to put yesterday’s to shame. There are hundreds of them in shorts and T-shirts, flip-flops half attached to their feet as they drag them along, cameras around some of their necks, not to mention the tattered fanny packs some have dangling from their waists.

      Their faces are a horror, too. I see one with an eye dangling out and bouncing against his cheek, another with nerd glasses askew over a leathery, desiccated face barely held up because half his nose is missing. Some don’t have jaws, others look almost normal except for a missing chunk of hair or a sliver of wood jutting out of their necks.

      This is not forty or fifty zombies. This is four or five hundred zombies. The sound of them is this weird white noise combining their moans, growls, and scraping feet. And here I was again lost in the land of lovely June and not paying attention to the basics of survival.

      I now know why this area wasn’t picked clean. This little Z-patrol must have turned everyone else away. We just got “lucky” and slipped through without running into them.

      We’re almost to the truck, but that’s not going to do any good, we’ll never get through them.

      “What do we do?” June asks.

      I put my pack on, take a deep breath, and start jogging back towards the gas station and away from the herd. “I’ve got a plan.”

      “Really? You have a plan?” she asks as she quickly catches up to me.

      “Umm… I don’t think now is the time to shake my confidence.”

      She nods, glances back, and says, “Sorry.” A few seconds later when we are past the gas station and on a gravel service road, my breath is starting to come fast, but she’s still breathing easy. “Maybe if you told me your plan,” she says, “I could help out.”

      I shake my head and smile even though I’m running from an unbeatable, unavoidable horde of tourist zombies. You know how bad, how inconsiderate, how annoying tourists can be? Well, now imagine if they are zombies too… and there are hundreds of them… and what they want is to eat you.

      “I hope it’s not the tower,” she adds, referring to the beautiful pueblo-style sandstone tower behind us. “I hope this isn’t some roundabout way to get there, because we’ll just get stuck.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Just sayin’.”

      I wish I could stop and look at her, study that beautiful round face of hers. The playfulness is new and I do like it, but I don’t know what it means, and, you know, it’s survival time.

      “We’re going down,” I say.

      “What?”

      “Into the canyon.”

      “They’ll just follow,” she says.

      “Yeah, but they’ll spread out, lose their way.”

      She gives me a sharp nod.

      “Only one problem,” I say.

      “What?” The playfulness is now gone.

      “The trailhead is to the west and the Zs are in the way.”

      She curses colorfully.

      “But, I’ve been studying the maps. There’s a drainage a mile or so this way that I think we can get down without killing ourselves.”

      “Great! That’s just great. Let’s just hike into the canyon with no trail, an old crappy map, and hundreds of Zs on our tail.” Yeah, that playfulness is gone. I hope it comes back soon, provided, of course, that we survive. Because she’s right. A map isn’t reality and that gentle drainage I think I see could be anything, but there is nothing else to do so we keep moving.
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      After the service road turns in the wrong direction, we keep jogging to the east through the juniper forest. The ground has sandy soil varying from tan to the color of clay with plenty of rocks to trip on and sage and other bushes to avoid.

      The rim of the Grand Canyon has a microclimate with the junipers thriving here when they generally prefer a lower elevation. Some of these junipers are old with twisting limbs and tufts of silvery bark hanging down like fur. We have to do plenty of zigging and zagging to get through them.

      I’m sweating hard and my mouth has that stale “shouldn’t you be in better shape than this?” taste. June is breathing heavy now but seems to be fine with her overstuffed pack. We’ve got some distance on the Zs, so we slow to a fast walk.

      The annoying tourist zombies are back there, we catch glimpses of them, and we know they won’t give up. That living flesh radar of theirs will keep them on our trail even if we get out of sight.

      When we hit the rim of a side canyon, June’s mouth falls open and it’s my turn to curse. It’s a series of tawny limestone cliffs cascading down to the drainage that we would never survive without a lot of rope and some serious skills.

      I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and try to calm myself. We don’t have much time and I need to fight back the adrenaline and the fatigue and think. I looked at the maps. There is a drainage here, we see glimpses of it below.

      “There,” June says, and I open my eyes. She is pointing farther to the southeast. “That might work.”

      Yes. I remember now that she’s figured it out. The end of this side canyon will be less steep. We don’t run, but walk as fast as we can, knowing the Zs will gain a little on us by this change in direction. We stop and examine a few spots that are too steep to enter and lose more time.

      Just as we can see the Zs again, we find one spot that is steep as hell, but not a cliff and has trees and bushes clinging to it.

      “Well?” I ask June, looking back at the Zs. I’m starting to think I’ve gotten us into another big mess.

      “Anything else up top here we could head for?”

      I shake my head. “There really isn’t, just forest and desert for a lot farther than we’d want to walk with an army of zombie tourists chasing us.”

      She takes another look down, her brow furrowed and her eyes wide. It is intimidating. “But isn’t that desert down there?”

      The sound of Z-herd’s snarls and growls are getting louder, too loud for comfort. I don’t look at them, but keep my eyes locked
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