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      Two birds land on the boulder June and I are crouched behind. They are nothing special, I couldn’t even tell you what kind of birds they are. They are small with mottled brown feathers, a white breast, and a long beak. The two of them light there and stare at us for a moment.

      The sky above is an azure blue and disorganized cumulonimbus clouds squat on the western horizon, threatening to bring spring rain to the juniper-pinion forest.

      I stare at the birds as their heads bob briefly and somehow they give me some hope. I see those birds as June and I flitting through the forest looking for safety, for sanctuary, for sustenance and rest.

      They’re not love birds or anything romantic like that. Just two birds deep in the forest of the Kaibab Plateau trying to survive. Like June and me.

      Except those two birds aren’t being hunted by a group of post zombie apocalypse survivors that live at the bottom of the Grand Canyon and call themselves “Phantom Company.” They haven’t been on the run for the last three days with little food and little sleep and no time to say what they need to say to each other.

      “You good with the plan?” June asks, her blue eyes hard. It’s been too long since we had even a semblance of peace or more than the most forced of laughs. Talia, June’s ex, is the head of Phantom Company and she wants her back. At any cost at this point. And “any cost” means whether I live or die matters not one bit.

      Well, that’s not really true. Talia would much prefer me dead at this point.

      “No, I’m not good with this plan,” I say.

      She sighs and nods, her hand brushing at her short black hair, her gaze flicking to her hunting rifle. “We’re not like them, Woody. I will not be aiming to kill.”

      One of June’s most attractive qualities, beyond her olive complexion, striking blue eyes, and athletic, petite, pixie frame, is that she’s retained her humanity through all she has been through post-A (post-apocalypse, that is. It’s a mouthful, so I’m going to shorten it from now on).

      I shake my head. I don’t like that part of the plan—the shooting—but have come to accept it, but it’s not what bothers me the most. “June, I…”

      June smiles, it’s a wistful little thing. “At this point Talia or her people will kill you on sight. You know this. If it goes bad, I’m turning myself in. It’s the only way.”

      I nod, a knot in my stomach to make the Gordian Knot look like child’s play. Truth is, I have become extremely attached to June during our fifteen days of “Woody and June versus the Apocalypse.” In some perverse way, they’ve become the best fifteen days of my life and that is without us kissing… even once.

      Survival is the first rule of each day, and we have been fully engaged with that, being chased by Phantom Company down these old forest service roads. Laughter is my second rule of the day, and I’ve been hard pressed to find any humor at all. My third (and very new) rule is to spend time with June. And on that count, I’ve spent a lot of time with her while we’ve been running around the forest, but it hasn’t exactly been quality time.

      She takes my hand, her eyes betraying a flicker of fear. She’s terrified of Talia, this, the strongest, most competent woman I’ve ever met. Hell, the strongest, most competent human I’ve ever met. She faked her death, by zombie no less, in Albuquerque to escape Talia. It was just a freak accident that we all ended up at the bottom of the Grand Canyon.

      “I need you to survive, Woody.” She squeezes my hand and I swear for a moment she’s about to cry.

      “We should have made a break for it on 89A,” I say. It’s not the first time I’ve said it, and only about the ten-thousandth time I’ve thought it.

      “She had ambushes set up in both directions,” June says. “I guarantee it.”

      I nod and peak up over the rocks, but no vehicles are present yet. They’re coming. We are sure of it, and our van is stuck, we’re almost out of water, and all roads out of here are blocked by Phantom Company.

      For the last three days, they’ve been herding us to the southeast until we lost quite a bit of elevation. The pine trees have been replaced by shorter pinion and juniper trees, the cow ponds we have been getting water from disappeared, and the roads have gotten so bad, that the van finally got epically and truly stuck.

      “I need you to survive too, June,” I say. Two weeks ago, I was determined to live, and die, alone in this world gone insane, but now someone else, June, is more important to me than myself. It’s not the “I love you” I feel, but I’m not sure she’s ready to hear it, and right before what is about to come is not the right time to say it.

      The two birds fly away and June shoulders her hunting rifle and takes bead on the barely-there dirt road leading towards us.

      I check the two guns and the clips laid out that are my part of this. I grab the binoculars and start scanning the forest.

      It’s time.
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      Give me Zs any day, a whole horde of them, no problem, even the annoying horde of tourist zombies that chased us into the Grand Canyon and got us into this mess. I’d gladly take them on, just keep all the psychotic, petty, wannabe warlords… please. Keep all the humans that shed their humanity so quickly when everything went to hell. Keep those that care more about power and more about being right than their fellow non-zombie human.

      Keep them, please.

      When the first vehicle appears, a white “U.S. Park Ranger” SUV, June takes out a tire and puts a bullet through the radiator, steam hissing up.

      All their vehicles are the same. These SUVs were the park police vehicles and they must have taken them from the Emergency Services building where we found the new zombies, their camp, the deadly fungus water, and the van.

      It’s a strange kind of battle between us and Phantom Company, something of a dance. June doesn’t want to kill anyone, and Talia knows it and is much bolder than she would be otherwise. Talia doesn’t want to kill June, so the shots hitting our boulder are not as close as they might be. It’s real, there is real danger, but it’s not quite normal.

      This three-day dance in the forest was just that, a dance. Harris, Talia’s taciturn second in command, was trying to wear us out, force us into the open, trap us, so Talia could leave her precious Phantom Company and be here for the drama of our capture.

      The petty, psychotic side of wannabe warlords love their dramatic victories, love to crush their opponents under their heel—literally or figuratively, they’re generally fine with either.

      We do some damage, June and I, but we don’t take any lives. My role with those two pistols—couldn’t tell you much about them, 9mm something or another, I think. I hate guns, I guess that’s what happens when you accidentally shoot your little brother at the tender age of six. June has taught me to shoot, but my brain just won’t retain the particulars.

      Anyway, my role with the two guns is to lay down suppressing fire while June uses the hunting rifle to do the real work. The rifle, again, no clue about caliber or make, is bolt action with a scope, a long range, and she is good with it. And I mean good. She could have killed four or five of them with how bold they are being, but she settles for flesh wounds and disabling their three vehicles.

      We are making good progress—and by “we” I mean June—until they pull Dallas out of one of the SUVs. Her hands are tied, she’s gagged, and she has a black eye and a nasty bruise on the left side of her face.

      Harris is there, Talia’s muscly second in command, with a gun to her head. He’s all buzz-cut, square-jawed serious.

      Talia has a bullhorn—of course she does. “One more shot and Dallas dies.” Talia’s voice echoes over the land.

      We left Dallas in a reasonable situation, as these things go, but apparently they caught her. We couldn’t trust her, and I don’t know if we can now.

      “What do we do?” I ask June.

      She licks her lips and nods her head, her eye to the scope. “What I should do is kill Talia.”

      My heart thumps and skips and thumps again. As much as I dislike Talia, I don’t want her to die, and I really don’t want June to kill her. Besides, as a strategy for survival, I’m not sure how sound it is. What will Phantom Company do if Talia goes down? “Can you?” I ask, these thoughts rumbling around my head.

      She purses her lips and shakes her head. And this, right here, is what is most amazing about June. After all Talia has done, with what Talia wants to do, she still won’t pull the trigger.

      “Is Dallas really in danger?” I ask.

      “Oh yeah,” June says. “She failed. Talia knows that we let her live and is trying to use that against us.”

      “What now?” I ask, although I know the answer.

      June sighs. “They’ll be on us any moment. I think you can trust Dallas now. Remember the plan. Remember the signal. Remember that I—”

      June is cut off by the click of hammers being pulled back as two men from Phantom Company reach the top of the hill.

      June stands up and executes Plan B. And really, I think this was her Plan A all along. She pulls her pistol, cocks it, presses it to her head and yells, “One bullet hits him, one person touches him, and I’ll pull the trigger.”

      Yeah. She does that.

      I know it’s coming and still it rips my heart out. I’m in love with June Medina in a way I didn’t really even imagine possible. I hate what she is doing, but I completely understand it too. I’d do the exact same thing for her. I’d rather know she is in this world and never ever see her again if that was the only way to save her life.

      “Oh, Christ, June. Come now…” Talia says as she saunters up the hill dressed in her combat boots and brown tank top. “Surely this boy is not worth that.” Her long blond hair is pulled back into its usual ponytail, with the sides cleanly shaved, but I’m glad to see her hair a bit disheveled and dark circles under her eyes.

      Harris has Dallas in tow and she looks worse than I first thought. Her left cheek is badly swollen and crusted blood is clinging to her chin.

      My reaction is complicated. I want to hit whoever hit Dallas, but I’m also just a little pleased to see her in dire straits—June and I might have escaped but for her.

      “Yes, he is worth this,” June says, her eyes locked with Talia’s.

      Talia sighs. “Okay, what are the terms of your surrender? Clearly you have a plan, my June-bug, so spit it out, so we can all put this little debacle behind us.”

      June is most definitely not Talia’s and never will be, and she’s definitely not a cute little bug. It’s only the petty, psychotic side of this wannabe warlord that has her going to these extremes to possess June.

      June cannot be possessed.

      “Food, water, water filter, and weapons for both Woody and Dallas,” June says slowly. “We all sit here and watch them until they are out of sight and then I will go peacefully with you.”

      “No promise that I won’t send anyone after them?” Talia asks.

      June smiles, it’s the kind of smile with an edge, meant to cut. “I would ask it if I thought I could trust your word.”

      Talia shakes her head. “You can trust my word, June. You don’t ask it, but I will give it.” Talia raises her voice. “I swear this to Christ above and Gaia below, no one is to follow Dallas-girl or Woody-boy. We will set them up for survival. But, if they are ever seen in the vicinity of Phantom Ranch or any of our territories again, they are
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