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            INTRODUCTION TO VOLUME 3

          

        

      

    

    
      What you have here are the episodes thirteen through seventeen of Woody and June versus the Apocalypse in one handy, novel-length volume. These five stories are each sold separately, so if you’ve been reading one episode at a time, there is nothing new here except for the Afterword.

      These five stories together truly do comprise a novel and take us through the third stage of Woody and June’s adventures together.

      There are currently 17 episodes of Woody and June versus the Apocalypse, but episodes are collected into novel-length volumes with a larger story arc. This is the most economical way to consume these stories:

      
        	Woody and June Versus the Apocalypse: Volume 1 (Episodes 1 - 7)

        	Woody and June Versus the Apocalypse: Volume 2 (Episodes 8 - 12)

        	Woody and June Versus the Apocalypse: Volume 3 (Episodes 13 - 17)

      

      To stay abreast of all things Woody and June, head over to WoodyAndJune.com and sign up for my e-mail newsletter so you don’t miss out on a thing! Plus, you’ll get a free ebook that includes “Park’s Law of the Apocalypse,” a newsletter-exclusive story in the world of Woody and June.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The pod is following us. I can’t call them a “horde” anymore. A zombie horde doesn’t follow you—they lock onto the closest living human with their cooperative fresh brains radar and shamble toward them without stopping for any reason until they find that human and their flesh is consumed.

      This pod is following us but keeping its distance. It is tracking us. It is…

      I don’t know what it is doing.

      “They still there?” Dallas asks. It’s a cool morning in early June in the Arizona high desert and she’s got on her pink down jacket with the white faux fur trim.

      Dallas is in her early thirties with shoulder-length brown hair, generous curves, and pronounced frown lines. Those frown lines are in use as she stares at me as I stare at the tablet screen that shows me the view from the drone up in the air near the Zs.

      “Yeah,” I say with a nod. “We stop. They stop.”

      We are in a flat stretch of desert north of I-40 and east of Flagstaff, Arizona. The San Francisco peaks are visible a ways to the west along with the more rounded contours of Mount Elden. Closer to us are the dark rounded humps of cinder cones, all these landscape features signs of the violent volcanic processes that created this land.

      The soil here is pale and sandy and there’s not much more than grass covering it. Some green with spring, some dried and straw-yellow from last year.

      It honestly looks like a great location for a western, all we need are some horses and cowboy hats and a small town that’s not big enough for the two of us.

      June is still rolled up in a sleeping bag about five yards away. We walked as far as we could after we escaped the cell tower treehouse between Winslow and Holbrook, after we watched another one of these zombie pods use some intelligence in attacking a group of guards at Winslow. We walked all night and then all day until we couldn’t walk any farther. We let our fear drive us until we were punch drunk on fatigue and being scared didn’t matter anymore.

      Camping in the open is a stupid thing to do these days. Any old roof is better since the Zs can’t climb, but we were at our limits and stopped here, each of us taking shifts on watch. We are watching for the Zs, of course, but also for the living, which up until now worried me far more than the Zs. But this pod is a new thing. This intelligent zombie pod.

      Yeah, I know. Intelligent and zombies sounds like an oxymoron, and it used to be, but it isn’t any more.

      I’m squatting on a rock, of which there are not many around here, as I stare hard at the display, trying to get an accurate count. The drone just made it to the pod and is only about fifty feet above them now and I hold it still.

      “Shit…” I say, invoking the official, useful in most every occasion, word of the apocalypse.

      “Are there more?” Dallas asks. She’s pacing over the grassy soil kicking at the tufts of dried grass, her pink jacket unzipped and her hands crammed into the pockets of her jeans.

      “Yeah,” I say, my stomach tightening and from more than hunger. “Yesterday there was maybe 150. I’d say we are up to 175 now.”

      “Shit!” Dallas says and then covers her mouth. We were trying to be quiet enough to let June sleep.

      She paces some more and I try to count again. Looking at them from above, they kind of look like an amoeba. A few of them sometimes shambling away a couple of feet and then coming back, or some others shambling in another direction and the rest of the pod catching up as its group mind decides that’s what it wants to do. From above the circle, if you look at it as a whole, it seems to move in an organic way.

      And “look at it as a whole” is the key phrase here.

      “Most of these are our Zs, right?” Dallas asks.

      Our Zs. The words just hang there between us in the cool morning because those terrifying two words are more or less true.

      Our Zs.

      This growing pod was part of the Winslow zombie horde that chased us up that cell phone tower into that treehouse. This was all part of Talia’s sick “game.”

      Talia is June’s ex and a psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord if there ever was one. The “game” was her way of extracting excruciating revenge on the three of us for… well, it’s complicated.

      If you’ve been reading my diaries you know the whole sordid story, but since I don’t know how much of these diaries will survive, if any, I feel the need to at least sketch it out.

      June is the love of my life and we didn’t meet until thirty-six days ago, long after the Zs came and the world went to hell. Talia is June’s ex. The two of them were together when it all went down. But Talia is one of those people that took to the apocalypse like a fish in water, and in Albuquerque June faked her death via zombie just to get away.

      After June and I met in Flagstaff, Arizona, and she saved my life and I saved hers, we each stopped being go-it-alone survivors and teamed up. After some post-apocalyptic fun—including being chased down into the Grand Canyon by a tourist zombie horde (just take a moment to picture that)—we ran into Talia who was leading a group of survivors she called Phantom Company at the bottom of the Grand Canyon at Phantom Ranch.

      Since Talia seriously earns the psychotic and petty in her moniker, it all got very ugly and resulted in Dallas, who used to be part of Phantom Company, and I rescuing June which resulted in Talia losing control of Phantom Company.

      So, Talia came after us, but we didn’t know that and slowed down enough to recover a little and she caught up.

      And that’s just the most basic sketch of this mess. It’s been a hell of a month.

      Right before Talia’s game started, the three of us decided not to run but to turn around and go back to the Grand Canyon because Talia had, with deadly efficiency, taken over from the east Flagstaff psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord and was on her way to becoming a real warlord. And we knew that the Grand Canyon survivors would be next.

      But this was before the zombies started thinking for themselves which brings us back to “Our Zs.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “Our Zs.” I look up at Dallas who is still earning her frown lines and staring at me. “Mind if we do a little experiment?”

      She shrugs and I figure that’s as much of a yes as I’m going to get. I nod to the south and say, “Walk that way, about fifty yards. I want to see what our Zs do.”

      Her forehead furrows briefly but then she shrugs again and walks off. I turn my attention back to the tablet and watch the Zs. The drone is still directly above them and I let the impression of them as a single entity get stronger, unfocusing my eyes a bit.

      As Dallas moves off, the pod stretches to the south a bit but doesn’t really move, it just elongates, again looking like an amoeba.

      I get up and walk to the north, keeping an eye on the screen, and sure enough the pod stretched to the north a bit and it is no longer circular but a squished oval.

      I catch Dallas’s eye and wave at her to come back. She trots over and the bottom of the pod rounds and then the whole pod moves a little to the north.

      “Shit,” I say.

      “What?” Dallas asks, standing next to me and looking at the screen.

      “They are tracking each of us individually,” I say and then explain what I just saw. I trigger the drone to return since it’s a ways away and down to half battery. We can’t afford to lose the drone.

      “Because of Winslow?” she asks, her forehead furrowing again. “Because of the cell tower?”

      I shrug. That was my original theory—these Winslow Zs were rounded up and confined together for months and then they were all underneath our cell tower treehouse for most of a week and all of that time together let their cooperative fungus brain get a little smart.

      We saw it. They recognized the bomb we dropped on them and started moving away before we managed to trigger it. And then after the bomb went off and seriously thinned their numbers, they broke up into pods and went off in different directions. The beginnings of this pod was one of them.

      It was the first time any of us had seen them be anything but fresh flesh-eating machines. The fungus nature of the Zs is well established—we’ve cracked enough skulls to see the cauliflower-like bundle of it where the brains used to be, and the group fungus mind is something we have observed many times. The more Zs in one spot, the better their fresh brains radar. But that was the extent of their cooperative nature until the cell tower.

      “Or June is right,” I say, “and it’s just their natural evolution and this is happening everywhere.”

      “That is scary as hell,” Dallas says. “And in any case, this group of… what are you calling them?”

      “Pods,” I say.

      “This pod of Zs knows who we are and they are… scared of us?”

      I look back over to June who is still asleep and scan the horizon. This is the apocalypse and we are in the open. It is crucial to stay aware of your surroundings.

      “Not just scared,” I say, biting my lip.

      “What do you mean?” Dallas asks.

      “If they were scared they’d be long gone,” I say. “This pod headed to the north after the explosion, but then…” I trail off. I don’t want to say it.

      “Spit it out, Diamondback,” she says. Diamondback is a nickname I picked up along the way because of the Diamondbacks baseball cap I used to always wear until I lost it saving Dallas back in Winslow. I’ve currently been downgraded to a silly straw hat with a few holes in it that we scrounged along the way. I hate it. I’m just not a straw hat kind of guy, but I’m also a pretty fair-skinned guy and I burn easily, so a stupid straw hat it is.

      I sigh and nod. “But then they got curious,” I say.

      “Curious?” Dallas asks, her voice loud. “You are telling me these Zs are goddamn curious? About us?”

      I nod. “More curious than they are scared.”

      Dallas just blinks and stares at me and then looks to the east where the pod is and then back at me. The blood drains from her face and she swallows hard. “What the hell are we going to do, Woody?”

      I shake my head and sigh. “The pod isn’t a danger. Yet. But Talia sure as hell is. We keep moving until we can figure something out.”
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      Walking this land, it feels like we are on the moon. The rounded humps of extinct volcanos are all around us now. The land is desolate with only short grass here and there and, except for the glimpses of the zombie pod following us, we don’t see anyone or anything.

      The three of us, June, Dallas, and myself, trudge along doggedly over the cinder-covered landscape. We’ve got backpacks on, and while we each keep scanning the horizon, we keep moving.

      June is in front, her spine erect and her shoulders back, all five-foot-two of her focused on going forward, her ocean-blue eyes fixed straight ahead, her short black hair caressed by the evening breeze. She wants to get to the Grand Canyon and make a stand. She wants to fight Talia.

      I’m next about ten yards behind June, my shoulders sagging and my head down. I’m still recovering from all the zombie scratches I got in Winslow, the ones that nearly killed me, and walking this much has exhausted me and made every step a battle.

      Behind me about fifteen yards and falling farther back is Dallas. She’s using one of the spears we made when we thought we were going to have to take the Zs out one at a time from the cell tower treehouse. She’s using it as a walking stick, her ankle still has not recovered from the bad sprain she got in Winslow. Walking the 125 plus miles from that cell tower to the Grand Canyon is more than a little crazy.

      But the apocalypse is all about crazy.

      The highest point in Arizona, at over twelve thousand feet, is Humphreys Peak. Humphreys is one of the San Francisco Peaks along with Agassiz, Fremont, Doyle, and a couple of others I can’t remember. The Peaks are an old volcano that some think used to be more like 17,000 feet high before it blew its top like Mount St. Helens did.

      Stretching to the east of the Peaks are more obvious signs of volcanic activity with the younger volcanos. There are literally hundreds of them, and back in the sixties the Apollo astronauts trained here and zoomed across the cinders in their moon buggy.

      Add to that the zombie apocalypse and the eradication of most of humanity, and it really does feel like we are on the moon. As we trudge along hour after hour it almost feels that isolated too.

      A long march will do that to you and I’ve been on enough since it all went to shit to know how it goes. There’s plenty of chatting at first and then complaining as the feet start to hurt and blister. But then you get hungry and thirsty and have neither enough food nor water and you talk now and then, just to keep the conversation alive. But then it just comes down to the push, to keep putting one foot in front of the other, to just keeping going, and the talking stops. As the miles stack up, there’s nothing left to say and not enough energy to say it.

      Well… I should rephrase that. For the three of us, there’s plenty that needs to be said but we have to keep moving so we don’t.

      It’s not lost on me that our pod, the three of us, resemble the zombie pod following us. June out in the front, her relative health and inherent athleticism driving her forward, while I go a little slower, fighting through the fatigue of my recovery from the zombie infection not to mention the several bullet wounds, and Dallas is a bit slower as she struggles to keep moving and not make her ankle worse.

      Our mini pod elongates and then June becomes aware of us being stretched out too far and stops, waiting for me and then the two of us wait for Dallas.

      “How are you doing?” she asks. We are in the shade of a cinder cone, and while there’s a hell of a view to the east of us of the Painted Desert, we can’t see Flagstaff or the San Francisco Peaks at all. Or Mount Elden, which is good. There’s an old Forest Service watchtower up there that Talia likely has manned. We wouldn’t be out in the daylight if we thought we were visible from that tower.

      I take a deep breath and shuck my backpack, pulling out a water bottle and take a sip. “I’m okay,” I say.

      “Really, Woody,” she says, her blue eyes intense and her forehead furrowed. “How are you?”

      I smile because I’m happy to be next to her, to see her beautiful round face up close, to see that while she is driven she cares. “I’m exhausted,” I say. “And hungry and fairly dehydrated. But as our days have gone lately, this is a pretty good one.”

      When I met June, we both had the same mission. Survival. It has changed now to something different. For all of us, but I think for June it’s now less about survival and more about confronting the problem of Talia, a problem she feels responsible for.

      She nods and her eyes turn to Dallas who has slowed considerably since we stopped. When she finally makes it to us, June says, “Sit down. Let me see that ankle.”

      Dallas doesn’t say anything, just nods, and using her spear, gingerly lowers herself to the ground. I don’t need June to assess Dallas’s ankle. I can tell it’s bad because she doesn’t have anything to say. Dallas almost always has something to say.

      “Shit,” June whispers under her breath.

      “Are we camping here?” I ask June.

      She looks up at me, worry in those ocean-blue eyes of hers and nods. I look at Dallas’s ankle and feel my stomach twist. It’s twice as big as it should be and I can’t imagine how she walked this far on it today. The five days up in the cell tower treehouse while we were under siege by the Winslow zombie horde had helped it a lot. Two days walking had undone all of that.

      Lack of mobility is deadly these days—you’d almost be better off with a broken arm than a twisted ankle. What if that zombie pod following us becomes more hungry than curious? June and I can outrun it, but Dallas can’t.

      But this is a terrible place to stop. We were out in the open last night and I just don’t like it. But at least then we were on fairly flat land and could see something coming from any direction, but not here. Someone could use the cinder cone to sneak up on us.

      “I’m going to go look for a better place to camp,” I say and walk off before I can see the look on either of their faces. “I’ll turn my walkie on if you need me.”

      Sometimes you face the sudden violence of an attack and sometimes you face the creeping dread of what seems to be an unsolvable problem. The apocalypse has been punctuated by both, but the latter, the unsolvable problem, has been nearly a daily companion and it is wearing. And after those five days of relative safety in the cell tower treehouse, I’m having a hard time being in the open.

      “Be careful, Woody,” June calls.

      “Always,” I call back.

      I pull a cell phone from my pocket and turn it on. It’s one of the two we have for GPS. Those satellites are still there and these phones have an app that has a decent set of maps for the area, so it’s a piece of very useful technology.

      We are east northeast of Flagstaff and north of Leupp Road, a few miles west of the Navajo reservation.

      From the cell tower west of Joseph City we shadowed I-40 until the outlying communities around Flagstaff got close. Now our course is to cut way around Flagstaff and stay away from any roads. But this is Arizona, there are sketchy dirt roads everywhere out here. But dirt roads are more friendly to us right now since vehicles will kick up a lot of dust and often give you warning.

      We are in the far eastern edge of the 40s, that area of off-the-grid private land that Talia chased us through just two weeks ago before her insane game started. So I know there are scattered houses out here and I know that Brown, the former psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord, cleaned this area out. We cannot expect to find a working vehicle or food, but we could find shelter.

      Any shelter in an apocalypse.

      I quickly walk around the crater. The ground here has enough cinders in it to make walking fairly challenging, the loose soil, the fuzz of hardy grass the only thing that makes it bearable. But I need to see, so as soon as I’m out of sight of June and Dallas, I start up the cinder cone.

      It’s not a big one, but once I start up it and the grass can’t get a hold, it’s all one step forward and two steps back because of the cinders.

      I mean, it’s not literally that, but it’s difficult to climb. Especially with blistered feet, not enough food or water, and with me still recovering from the zombie scratches, not to mention a bullet wound or two.

      Sorry, I just mentioned all that not long ago, didn’t I? Well, I reserve the right to really hate zombie scratches and getting shot. Basically, anything that nearly kills me.

      I could have sent the drone up, but frankly it feels like I need a moment. It was one thing getting to know June when we were running, but now that she is so driven, she is…

      I’m not sure what the right words are here, and it’s probably just my exhaustion talking, but this quest we all, admittedly, agreed to is…

      I still don’t have the words. Surviving in post-apocalypse Arizona has been brutally difficult and we owe our lives in no small measure to bits of luck at just the right time, but now we are going to war with Talia. And while I fully understand the need, it just doesn’t feel like there’s enough luck left in this world for us to succeed, especially with the shape Dallas and I are in.

      June and I went through a lot after Winslow when the horde almost took me out, when she rammed our truck into them giving me a fighting chance to survive, when I got sick from all those zombie scratches and almost died.

      I can’t say we are a couple anymore, but I suspect that if things were calm, if we were reasonably safe, that we would be with one caveat. Talia. While she’s out there and she’s after us that’s not going to happen. Because June is too driven right now.

      This might sound like I’m focused on the wrong thing, but let me tell you this, if you find the love of your life after the apocalypse when absolutely everything is so tenuous, you just might want to make the most of every single moment too.

      All of this runs through my mind as I trudge up the cinder cone.

      This is the apocalypse, so I keep looking around as I get higher as my breath comes faster and I start to sweat. It’s late spring, so things cool down at night, but the days can get hot in the high desert.

      The cinders are mostly black, small sharp little balls of varying sizes maxing out at about the size of a raisin. It makes me admire the few tufts of grass that have somehow found a way to survive here in these hostile conditions. As I climb, the metaphor is not lost on me. That’s what the three of us are ultimately looking for, a way to survive in the harsh conditions of this new world.

      The Zs make it harsh, but the psychotic, petty, wannabe warlords like Talia make it much harsher. That is until the Zs started getting smart.

      The Zs. The thought stops me as I remember the pod. The damn curious zombie pod. I have left the group and am farther away than I have been since the pod started following us.

      I stop climbing and look to the south. From up here, the short grass, much of it dried already, looks like a fuzzy bit of fur on the land, making it look smooth and inviting when I know it is anything but. It doesn’t take long to spot the pod.

      I am now north and west of the girls a bit and the pod looks like it’s having trouble making up its mind. To take the amoeba metaphor further, it looks like it’s going through mitosis—the pod is two roundish blobs joined in the middle.

      Now that I’m still, the pod has stopped in mid-mitosis, and I can’t help but be fascinated. Dallas and I established this morning that the pod is tracking us individually and now it looks like it will go so far as to divide itself if we get too far apart so it can keep tracking all of us.

      But why?

      The only answer that makes any sense is survival. The Zs are trying to survive. We are trying to survive. And, on some twisted level, Talia is just trying to survive. But what does this pod’s behavior have to do with survival?

      I want to keep watching the pod. I want to experiment with it some more. But this is not the time.

      I am high enough to see clearly to the east, south, and north, but the cone mostly blocks my view to the west. I scan the landscape. It’s the soft, fuzzy-looking grasses, areas of mostly black cinders with smaller swaths of red cinders to punctuate and contrast. There are areas of hardy juniper and I can see no dust trails, no signs of vehicle travel, nothing else out here but us and the pod.

      I take a breath and feel the moment. The land slopes down to the east and, after the snaking cut of the Little Colorado River, opens up to the salmon, taupe, and pink shades of the Painted Desert. This is the kind of view my father lived for, the vistas you can only get in the desert, the bones of the earth exposed for you to see.

      While the Grand Canyon may be the pinnacle of that expression, Arizona is full of amazing views, all of them worth much more than a moment. But I only do take it in for a moment. To the north and east a bit, less than a mile away, I see some buildings and a couple of parked vehicles. It’s close enough that we can carry Dallas if we have to.

      Any shelter in an apocalypse.

      As I walk/slide back down the crater, I watch the pod for as long as I can and see it start to reverse its “mitosis,” coming back together into a single pod.

      What the hell does it want?
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      We didn’t have to literally carry Dallas, but that mile was slow going and the sun had set, giving the ramshackle buildings we are approaching an eerie look.

      It’s flat here, the volcanic land evenly covered in short grasses, the buildings nestled among about half a dozen scraggly junipers. There is a barbed-wire fence surrounding the buildings, maybe two hundred feet square. On the south end of the property, where we are approaching, are two sheds, a wooden one and one of those silly plastic ones. The wooden one is slumped and falling down. Beyond that is a house that looks a little Frankenstein-ish, clearly built in different eras with different materials.

      The oldest part of the house has a dingy tin roof and fading vinyl siding. At a right angle to that is something similarly sized with a fading asphalt shingle roof. From this angle it’s not clear if that part is a garage or was a garage but it looks like it might be.

      I can also see an outhouse and a black plastic water tank. I am expecting to see some solar cells, but maybe they are on the other side of the house.

      “Looks like the goddamn Ritz to me,” Dallas says, her arm around my shoulder as she hops along, me on her left side with her spear in her right hand, her bad foot not touching the ground at all. “Hope somebody made a reservation.”

      We are about twenty yards off and we all stop, no one speaking, and everyone listens. We expect that Brown and his men cleared this place out, but we are on the far eastern end of the 40s and maybe they didn’t make it out this far.

      We need to scout the property but I don’t want to leave Dallas out here alone with the pod trailing us. There are some gaps in the fence on this side and I catch June’s eye and nod towards it. She takes the lead walking slowly, her head swiveling back and forth taking everything in.

      As we come closer, I can see that “ramshackle” is the right word. This place was its own mini post-apocalyptic outpost long before the Zs came. The one window I can see is broken, what paint there was has been peeling for years, and there’s rusting bits of metal on the ground.

      Even for the 40s, this place is in bad shape. Whoever built it never had much money but I have to imagine that this bit of land was everything to them.

      To the west of us, you can see the dark humps of cinder cones sticking up in the twilight with the sharp tops of the San Francisco Peaks behind it, enough light in the sky to frame it all in dark blue. To the east are the darkening colors of the Painted Desert, and while the accommodations were never fancy, the view was always incredible.

      I get Dallas across the downed barbed wire and detach myself from her. I pull my baseball bat from my pack—I’ve got a little holster jerry-rigged for it—and June pulls her gun. I nod towards the sheds and we leave Dallas and walk over.

      It’s protocol. Stay as quiet as you can, keep your ears open. Zs are noisy and so are people.

      The one shed is slumped over towards the north and I can see a few rusty tools in there but nothing else. The other shed is one of those short plastic ones, the grey plastic faded by the relentless sun. June positions herself just to the side, her gun out, and I pull the door open keeping my back to the wall of the shed.

      “You’re gonna want to see this,” June whispers, which surprises me.

      I step away from the shed and look in, a smile lighting up my face. There are two motorcycles, dirt bikes, both of them a mess with bits of rust on the metal, the plastic fenders in red and blue, badly faded, but they look like heaven right about now.

      If we can find some gas, if we can get them running, if we have time to pull it off, this will make all the difference in the world. But those are some mighty big “ifs.”

      I feel hope trying to kindle in me, sparks of it flying on seeing the dirt bikes. I don’t let it in. As I have written before, hope can be everything when things are this bad, but the flipside of hope is despair, and while I could use the hope, I cannot afford any despair. Besides, the odds are pretty long that we’ll get them working.

      “What if…” June says, her forehead furrowed and her lips pursed.

      She doesn’t need to end the sentence and those sparks of hope fly far, far away. Because this seems just a little too lucky, because if we found them this quickly when Brown and company came through, if they came this far, they would have grabbed the motorcycles. And it’s not inconceivable that these were planted here, that these are part of a plan from a particularly psychotic, particularly petty, wannabe warlord.

      “Talia,” I say, and it comes out as a groan.

      I hear noise behind me and look back, but it’s just Dallas hobbling over. “Sweet!” she says. “Any transpo in an apocalypse, right?”

      June glances at her and the worried look on June’s face makes Dallas frown and shake her head. “No…”

      We’ve all been through so much with Talia that it’s a very short trip for all of us to see something that might be potentially lucky as a setup.

      “The goddamn game is over, isn’t it?” Dallas says, her voice hushed like she’s afraid to even say it. “We got away, didn’t we?”

      June and I don’t answer. While it’s hard to imagine that Talia knew we could escape from the cell tower treehouse, and had scouts watching us, and saw what direction we went in, and knew we were going to make a go of it on foot, so planted the bikes out here to continue her stupid game…

      Or, maybe it’s not that hard to imagine.

      I take a step forward and pull out a cell phone and trigger the flashlight, looking at the floor of the shed.

      “This is a gift horse, right?” Dallas asks. “And aren’t we looking it in the mouth?”

      I don’t answer but study the sagging plastic floor of the shed. There is dark dust here, the same color as the charcoal black cinders that are everywhere. The bikes aren’t the only things in here. There’s a few things with an old tarp thrown over it, a cheap set of metal shelves with mostly closed cardboard boxes, and some rat scat in one corner.

      I ignore all of it but the dust around and on the bikes. Behind me, I feel June tense and Dallas is swearing under her breath. It may seem like we are being paranoid but we have damn good reason.

      There is the dark dust and there are no telltale scuffs or blank spots in it, but there’s not as much dust as I would have expected, not that I am an expert of any kind on the distribution of volcanic dust over long periods of time.

      I turn around and both girls are staring at me, worried looks on their faces. Part of me wants to tell them I’m not worried, that we are being silly, but that would be the part of me that’s too dumb to survive the apocalypse.

      “We need to look for tracks,” I said. “If anyone walked here recently it will probably show. If any vehicles were here recently, it will certainly show.”

      June nods and Dallas’s frown deepens. “Just go slow and I can keep up,” she says. She’s spooked and doesn’t want to be left behind. I can’t say I blame her.
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      Other features of this ramshackle estate are a school bus up on blocks that has been converted into a kind of tiny house, an old Ford Bronco without an engine, an empty garage, some thick metal poles that used to hold solar arrays, and lots of junk everywhere.

      And tracks. We find tracks.

      The driveway is on the northwestern corner of the property with a set of open gates. Cinders aren’t really good at holding tracks, but it’s still clear that vehicles have been here fairly recently.

      Tracking footprints is harder, especially when we are adding them, but Dallas digging in the spear makes it clear where we’ve been and gives us something to compare it to. What it looks like is a vehicle came and someone walked the perimeter more than once.

      How long ago, I can’t tell you. I have no idea how much wind and rain it takes to erase tracks in this environment.

      We don’t go into the buildings and we can only tell that the garage is pretty much empty because the door is open.

      We end up back at the plastic shed staring at the dirt bikes with the unmistakable possibility that they were planted. That someone drove a truck here, parked it in the driveway, walked the bikes over, threw some dust over everything, and covered their tracks on the way out.

      There’s not much grass around the house here and the nature of the cinders make them unreliable recorders of people coming and going if they are careful.

      To understand it better, I walk a few paces away, and using a foot, I carefully smooth over our tracks as I back up to where the girls are staring at me. It’s not perfect but I wasn’t even trying and it makes it clear how easy it would be if you had a rake and took a little time.

      “Shit,” June says.

      “So we assume these are from Talia,” Dallas says, nodding at the bikes. “Look, the red is faded enough on that one so that it’s more pink. His and hers. The queen bitch of the desert didn’t think I’d survive Winslow. So, maybe she did put these here for you two. So what? Can’t we still use them?”

      June starts pacing, her boots crunching against the cinders, her hand covering her mouth. I leave her be. “Keep an eye out, okay?” I say to Dallas.

      She gives me a quirky smile that is the equivalent of saying, “Duh!”

      It’s getting darker and we don’t have a lot of time to make a decision. I trigger the flashlight on the phone and step to the edge of the shed, lean in, and look around. I’m not looking for treasures or scrounging. I’m looking for wires or transmitters, or batteries. Anything that could detect our presence and send out a signal.

      Because now that Talia has a gadget guy on her team that’s what she would do. Give us bikes she can track and start us on the next round of her psychotic game. The one designed to kill Dallas and me, ideally by June’s hand as she prevents us from turning into Zs, which then breaks June who is then killed by Talia.

      I did say “psychotic,” didn’t I?

      And this view of the game is June’s, not mine. At the cell tower treehouse, she laid it out and it makes sense. June has committed the cardinal sin in the eyes of the psychotic and petty Talia. She rejected her. Multiple times. Risking her life to get away. Multiple times.

      I can hear June pacing and Dallas shifting her position, but I tune it out. I need to really see. The boxes on the shelves are all closed, which is not in keeping with the rest of this ramshackle palace. There is a bunch of stuff under the tarp, more than enough to hide what I am looking for. Enough to hide some dynamite which Talia would consider a valid punishment for violating the “rules” of her game. There are only three. They are written from Talia’s perspective and are quite useless:

      
        	I win.

        	The more you play, the longer you survive.

        	I win.

      

      “These are a plant,” June finally says as her pacing stops.

      “I have to agree,” I say, pulling my head out of the shed.

      “She knows what we are planning,” June adds.

      “What?” Dallas asks. “How the hell can she know that?”

      June crosses her arms tightly, even though it isn’t cold. “Because she knows me,” she says, the words coming out slowly as if she is afraid of them. “She knows that at some point I would stop running and I would turn and fight. She knows what a prize Phantom Ranch is. She… she knows.”

      I stare at June. There’s enough light to see the pain written on her face. Back at the treehouse, when she laid out Talia’s motives, she also told me all of this was her fault, and looking at her now I can see that is what she is feeling.

      “She suspects,” I say gently.

      June’s eyes flick to me and her gaze is intense, but I hold it and she takes a breath and nods.

      “Talia is not omnipotent,” I say.

      Dallas snorts. “Don’t tell her that.”

      I keep looking at June and continue. “She’s just clever and thorough. I bet there are three or four places like this along the routes we might have chosen. She doesn’t know we are here.”

      That last part is only slightly wishful thinking. A drone could have spotted us, but we are talking about a lot of territory and I don’t think she has enough personnel or enough drones to cover it all. These dirt bikes are certainly designed to speed us towards the Grand Canyon, and that means…

      My expression must have changed. “Now you see it,” June says quietly.

      I nod.

      “See what?” Dallas asks, shifting awkwardly with her spear scraping the gravel as she hops with her bad foot up. “What did you see, Woody?”

      I give June as much of a smile as I can and turn to Dallas. “Talia wants us to go back to the Grand Canyon,” I say. I see June nod out of the corner of my eye. “She wants us to help them with their defenses, help them make a stand.”

      “Why the hell would she want to do that?” Dallas asks.

      June takes a step forward and it really looks like she is hugging herself. “She wants a real fight,” she says slowly. “She wants to take everything from me. She wants to—” June just blinks a few times and turns and walks away.
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      June doesn’t go far, she stays in sight, and I give her space. I grab a ladder we found on the ground near the house, take it over to the school bus on blocks, and help Dallas get up on the roof.

      We have a decision to make, but it’s getting dark and we need rest. While the inside of the school bus, which we’ve seen enough to know has a decent bed, would be a lot more comfortable, we need to be able to see and be out of reach of the Zs. Talia is not the only danger we face—the “curious” pod is still out there.

      I then go into the school bus, very carefully of course, and pull the mattress out, and, with Dallas’s help, get it up on the roof.

      Dallas and I don’t say very much. I can’t speak for her, but feeling this expertly manipulated is not a comfortable feeling. At all.

      I almost take off my backpack and leave it up there too, the weight of it a normal feeling but something I would love to be rid of for a while. But that’s not the way we do things. You should always have your gear with you. We didn’t at that park after Winslow and we almost lost it.

      I then walk out into the growing darkness to find June. She’s just outside the property on the barely-there cinder road pacing.

      I get close enough so she knows I’m there and just stand and watch.

      And yes, I want to go to her. I want to hold her. I want to tell her that I love her and that everything will be okay. But I know my June well enough to know that is what I need, not what she needs.

      I honestly don’t know what she needs at this point, but I am coming to understand the shift in our relationship after Winslow. You might say that the shit got real and June must have started getting a better sense of what Talia’s endgame was, and that caused her to push me away because she’s afraid that being distracted by our feelings could lead to more mistakes.

      I didn’t get it at first, but I get it now.

      Talia wants all of us dead, certainly Dallas and me before June, but it would be even better if she could crush everything we care about and defeat June in a fair fight.

      Psychotic and petty, that certainly describes Talia, but she’s a lot more than that. She’s twisted and devious and seems to be perfectly suited to the apocalypse. Well… the version of the apocalypse where the fungus-head zombies win and humanity is wiped out. All this petty revenge bullshit isn’t doing a thing to help humanity survive.

      And when there are humans as bad as Talia, and plenty more somewhere on the petty and/or psychotic spectrum, you have to wonder if we deserve to survive, especially with many of the psychotic and petty becoming wannabe warlords.

      I am watching her as these thoughts rumble through my brain. Watching June pace, her boots crunching against the cinders. Watching for danger all around us. Keeping an eye on Dallas on the roof of the school bus.

      A change in the crunch of June’s boots catches my attention and I look back to her. She’s standing still, staring at me. “Did you ever think about how you want to die?” June asks.

      In this day and age, that’s a silly question. We all want to die in a way that doesn’t let the fungus take over and turn us into a Z. June must have seen the look on my face, because she adds, “No. Not now, before.”

      It’s a weird question, not one I am really prepared for, but if this is what June wants to talk about, if this is how I can be with her, then so be it.

      “I… No, not really,” I begin. “I mean, I think I thought of what kind of life I would have liked to have had. You know, I wanted to meet the girl of my dreams and fall in love.” I give her a small smile because that one can be ticked off the list. “I wanted to find something meaningful to do and… spend a lot of time with the girl of my dreams, of course. But I didn’t ever think about whether it’d be better to die quick in a car wreck or slow from cancer, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      She nods slowly and takes a step forward so we are only about three feet apart. I really want to touch her, but this thing she is going through isn’t about that. This conversation isn’t about that. Even I can sense that.

      June takes a deep breath and says, “Talia knew exactly how she wanted to die. Before, you know.”

      “How?” I ask.

      June wraps her arms around herself again. “And I’m sure it’s the same now. Probably more so. She wants to die in battle.”

      The apocalypse is quiet. For the most part, at least, when you are away from the Zs. No highway noise. No planes. Not even the subtle background hum of electricity. And out where we are, I’m sure it was always really quiet, but right then I feel the quiet like it’s something palpable and dangerous, heavy and dense.

      Talia wants to die in battle.

      This explains so much. At Meteor Crater when we decided to go back to the Grand Canyon, to go to war with Talia, we were behind the times. Talia was already at war with us.

      “Shit,” I finally say, breaking the silence.

      June swallows hard and says, “We go to the Grand Canyon, we engage Talia in this fight, she wins, no matter what.”

      The silence comes back again and it’s kind of freaking me out. Dallas isn’t far, but I miss her and her piquant comments. We could really use one about now.

      And then it hits me and I speak before I can think it through. “And you lose no matter what.”

      June thinks it will come down to Talia killing her or her killing Talia. June is not psychotic and petty and will pay a huge price for killing her former partner. In fact, she is already paying a price for even contemplating it.

      Killing Talia is something I’ve already tried to do and failed. I tried to shoot her right after we escaped Winslow and right before Talia captured me and cuffed me to the fence below the cell tower treehouse. But she was ready for me then and I can tell by the look on June’s face that she believes Talia will be ready for us if we go to the Grand Canyon and fight.

      And then June is in my arms and hugging me hard so I hug her back. It’s a little awkward with the packs on but exactly what I needed after all this marching, worrying about the pod, and now having a clear picture of what Talia wants.

      I don’t tell her everything will be okay because that’s not me and that’s not what June needs and that’s sure as hell not the time we are living in. I just say, “I love you, June Medina.”

      There’s a pause, one long enough to make my stomach drop, and she sniffs and says, “I love you, Woody Beckman.”

      I have to smile there in the growing darkness where no one can see. In the old days, before everything went to shit, having someone love you and actually express it clearly and unambiguously was everything. Now…? I don’t have the right word, but it’s a hell of a lot more than everything.
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      On top of the school bus at the edge of the 40s with the stars coming out above us, the three of us have a long conversation over the sumptuous meal of cold canned black beans and creamed corn.

      We don’t have any lights on just in case someone has launched a drone, and the moon isn’t up yet so it’s soon just ghostly figures against the stars, the sounds of sporks against tin cans, and chewing.

      After we are done, I bring Dallas up to speed with what we think Talia’s endgame is. June sits there stiff and unmoving, her eyes looking to the south towards where the zombie pod must be.

      “I believe it,” Dallas says, her voice serious and her tone low. “That bitch wouldn’t want to die any other way. And no matter what, she’s lost Phantom Ranch, at least the one I was at.”

      “What?” June asks, sounding sleepy, like she just woke up or something. “What… what do you mean?”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Dallas begins with a low chuckle. “Talia was crazy and everyone knew it. But she was also strong and decisive and, until you two lovebirds stumbled on to the scene, was well respected, even liked. Things were peaceful enough to ignore her madness, but then she upended everything to chase you two. And now…” I can see that Dallas is shaking her head. “Now she’d have to rule by force with everyone doing what she says only because they are afraid of her.”

      Dallas pauses and sighs before continuing. “For a while there, it wasn’t so bad and Talia could fool herself into thinking she was a good leader, that she was taking care of all of us. After all of this, that’s never coming back. Not for her. Not for them.”

      I have a thought, one I want to express, but for June’s sake I swallow it. June has said that she is responsible for this situation, but it’s clear now that I am equally responsible. That June and I showing up at Phantom Ranch together was the trigger. Not just June being there, but June being there with someone she was starting to care about.

      Talia is jealous like only a psychotic, petty ex can be. But it’s not an important distinction so I don’t say anything.

      June sighs and nods. “Understood. So I want to hear options. Nothing is too crazy. Don’t hold anything back.”

      I smile because this means that June is back. It doesn’t bother me one bit that she’s taking the leadership role. She has the military training. She knows Talia.

      “We fight or we run,” Dallas says. “What other options are there?”

      “How we fight,” I say. “Where we run. Our decisions on either will make all the difference.”

      “Let’s take run first,” June says, and I can feel more than see her gaze on me.

      I shrug. “We get the bikes running and go back the way we came and resume the journey to the White Mountains. Or we head towards the Canyon and veer off into the reservation and see what we find there. There are some other remote Arizona places with water, and we can consider them, but we’ve got to get out of the area first.”

      “And without the bikes?” she asks.

      I think about it a little bit. West is off limits because of Flagstaff and Talia and it doesn’t make any sense to go back exactly the way we came. “Because of the cinders and gimpy here, no matter where we go we’ll be trackable. But on foot, I’d suggest we go east to the Little Colorado River. This time of year it might still be running and having water will help a lot. We find a place and hole up for a while until Dallas can walk again. We hope that the pod doesn’t get too hungry and scares the curious off. Then we pick north or south and follow the river. It will be very slow going and we’ll end up on the rez, but I gotta hope that, given their traditions, the Navajo have fared better and are saner than the rest of us.”

      “Basically, try to survive in the desert for a few weeks,” Dallas says.

      I nod and say, “At least it’s not summer yet.”

      “Do you think the pod will stay curious?” June asks.

      I shrug, looking around at the deepening darkness and the brightening stars, but since they probably can’t see it, I add, “No clue. This is new, this is—”

      I look towards the house—something caught my eye.

      “This is what?” Dallas asks loudly.

      “I thought I saw something,” I whisper, and I feel the two of them tense and hear June pulling the gun that always rides on her hip.

      I stare at the house, but don’t see anything and think it’s just in my head until it happens again. There’s a brief flash of red in the darkness.

      “Shit!” Dallas whispers, she clearly saw it too.

      It’s a small light, probably an LED, but it means one thing. There is electricity here and we just fell into another one of Talia’s traps.
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      We got distracted by the motorcycles and only did a quick check around the house. We didn’t look at it thoroughly and we didn’t clear the house or the garage. We didn’t even look in the boxes or under the tarp in the plastic shed.

      The above is not a recrimination, just a statement of fact. The reasons are also clear enough—exhaustion and the sun going down and not wanting to use lights and broadcast that we were here.

      But that LED pretty much means that something is broadcasting that someone is here.

      “Keep watch and pack us up,” June says to Dallas. “Turn your walkie on. Woody and I will go investigate.”

      “Use just as much light as you need,” I add. “Odds are Talia knows we are here, but just in case.”

      Dallas answers with a string of curses as June and I put our packs on and ease down the ladder from the roof of the school bus.

      “Thoughts?” June whispers as we turn flashlights on. I stick one in my mouth and get my bat ready while June gets her gun out.

      “This is a honeypot,” I say. “Maybe all she’s trying to do is get us to pause long enough for her to get here.”

      Our feet crunch against the cinders as we approach and, despite the cooling night, I am sweating. June and I have done just this kind of thing many times in our thirty-six days together, but
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