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      I want to confess to Dallas… all of my sins, even things that June doesn’t know about, and there’s a lot June doesn’t know about. We’ve avoided talking much about our pre-apocalypse lives.

      Dallas and I are walking at a good clip down Route 64 along the edge of the Grand Canyon, heading east from Lipan Point over to Desert View Overlook where the truck is parked (at least I hope it’s still there). Dallas and I are friends. I trust her now, despite our rocky start, but our silent march under the starry glow of the Milky Way has given me too much time to think.

      June taken by the psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord Talia, who just happens to be her ex. The challenges Dallas and I have to overcome before even getting our shot at getting her back, and the poor odds of it working out. Even if we do succeed, then what? The three of us trying to find a place far away from the zombies to live in peace, grow some food… That’s not going to be easy.

      I pat the pocket of my faded army surplus jacket. It’s tied to my pack, so I have to twist my arm around. The seed packets are still there, the future is being able to grow food far away from the living and the undead. I adjust my Diamondbacks baseball cap and trot for a few steps, the backpack rattling on my back. Dallas has gotten ahead of me a bit.

      It’s a cool spring night at seven thousand feet, but cool feels good. There’s a slight breeze, the air faintly scented by the juniper trees along the road. Our steps on the blacktop seem loud, ominous.

      Dallas has a flashlight out and she’s straight backed, a determined silhouette, her footfalls metronomic in their regularity.

      I clear my throat, my mouth dry, but I can’t get any words out. I want to tell her, like I told June, about when I was six and I accidentally shot my four-year-old brother Joshua in the arm. I want to tell her about the mess in Phoenix and what I did—or rather didn’t do—and what it caused… well, what it cost, which is some good people their lives. It’s the event that caused me to leave Phoenix and the psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord I had been following there.

      And yes, I left because he was petty and psychotic, but more because every time I saw his lean face and grey eyes, I remembered what I didn’t do.

      I want to confess.

      I clear my throat again, trying to find the words to even start the conversation.

      “Somethin’ on your mind, Beckman?” Dallas asks, her pace not varying, her head pointed forward.

      I nod, although she can’t see it. I’m not a religious guy, and if I had been, I don’t think my faith would have survived the zombie apocalypse. But some of these things feel like sins, like blots on my soul. Infected wounds that need to be cleaned out.

      “The past…” I mumble. “Just thinking about the past.”

      “The past is shit,” she says.

      Our hustle has erased the elation we felt and the camaraderie of escaping the Grand Canyon and Phantom Company alive.

      And the past is shit, full of Zs, psychotic, petty, wannabe warlords, and cowards. The latter being my category.

      And if you’re reading this—if anyone gets to read this—you might think that insane considering what I’ve done since meeting June. And I get that, but I don’t feel it. What I do now doesn’t erase what I didn’t do in Phoenix.

      “You know…” Dallas says a few minutes later, “that angsty funk pouring out of you right now is not going to help us get June back. Quite the opposite, you know.”

      She stops and faces me, the flashlight on the dirty pavement, but there’s enough light for me to see her face. It’s intense, but there is a whisper of compassion there.

      “I’ve… I…” I shake my head and take a deep breath. “Some bad shit went down in Phoenix and my inaction cost some good people their lives.”

      The words come out in a rush, but I don’t feel any better, that wasn’t a confession, not really.

      Dallas bites her thumbnail and slowly nods. She doesn’t tell me the bad things she’s done. She doesn’t tell me that because of the Zs all sins are forgiven. She’s got a few years on me, but given how wild she can be, I didn’t really expect such a measured response from her.

      She rubs her face, the fatigue suddenly showing. She slowly turns in a circle shining the flashlight around the perimeter. At first, I think she’s looking for Zs, but she’s not. “You and me,” she says when she’s facing me again. “It’s just us out here. No Zs. None of our petty, peculiar warlords. Right?”

      I nod, not sure where she’s going and crack the smallest of smiles. I’ve said “psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord” over and over but she never seems to remember it.

      “We’re humans. We’re alive. Right?” she continues.

      I nod again.

      “I’ve seen that look on your face before, Beckman. Talia, when she was trying to woo me, seemed to think that opening up to me would create some kind of a bond. She told me all about Albuquerque.”

      Her face darkens and she looks down. “She’s got Albuquerque. You’ve got Phoenix. I’ve got that shit I pulled on you and June and much worse. We all have to find a way to live in the present and live with our past. No damn magic formula there.”

      She sighs, turns, and starts walking down the road.

      “But…” I say as I catch up to her and fall in line beside her. “But, what does that mean?”

      She snorts. “It means you’re human, Beckman. And it also means I don’t want to hear all your shit. Save that for your girlfriend once we rescue her, because I’m not your priest and I’m not your girlfriend, and we haven’t been friends long enough for that.”

      I’m silent, chewing it over.

      “Got it?” she asks, her voice just a bit too high.

      “Yes. Got it.” And I do get it. Hearing it would be a burden and we have enough burdens right now. It might be the proverbial straw for Dallas. If I told her, it would be all about me, not about her.

      But I want to confess, because I’m afraid that if I don’t do it now I won’t have another chance.

      I take a deep breath and shake it off.

      First we get June back.

      Then we find a place to survive.

      And then we can try to heal.
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      The truck is in the Desert View parking lot. I am so happy to see it that I almost cry. A brand-new—at the time of the apocalypse—crew-cab, jet-black Toyota pickup truck. Just the kind of truck I always wanted, but could never afford.

      The keys are under the floor mat. It starts right up. There’s gas in the tank and extra in jerry cans in the bed. We shuck our packs, hop in, and get going.

      I pull out of the lot and get us back on 64 heading east towards Cameron. The cab is a bit stuffy and we roll the windows down, letting the wind blow through.

      Years from now, if humanity recovers from the zombie apocalypse and something comes of this scribbling I’ve been doing and the efforts of June, Dallas, and myself, I wonder how I’ll be viewed.

      I’ve got a big mouth, but not like Dallas. I’m not the best fighter, that would be June. I’m brash and daring, but decidedly mild compared to the mercurial Dallas. And I’m not the smartest. June, once you get to know her, has a very sharp mind.

      Even in emotional intelligence, I’m a distant third. They both seem to be able to read me like an open book.

      So what am I compared to these two strong women?

      Lucky comes to mind. Never bored, that’s certainly true. Driven to be worthy of their companionship, without a doubt. Not good enough… yeah, there it is. This is what I fear. I’ve got my baggage and flaws which seem so big next to theirs. But, then again, I’m the one stuck in my head, so I can hope they don’t see my flaws as clearly as I do.

      I do think, though, that the one thing I bring to the table is my strange way of thinking. Taking little pieces of things (either literally or figuratively) and pulling them into something useful.

      And BS. I’m pretty good at the BS.

      “Time to tell me the plan?” Dallas asks, her voice loud, rising above the wind whipping through the cab.

      It’s dark, the headlights only catching glimpses of the desert, rocks and scraggly bushes whipping by. I’ve been down this road, there were no wrecks before, so we’re going fast. We need to get as far as we can before the sun comes up.

      We’ve lost some elevation and eased into the desert. The night is nice, in the low fifties.

      I clear my throat. “The plan requires electronics, at least one drone, explosives, and an epic amount of BS. And caffeine, lots of caffeine.”

      She nods. “So Best Buy is for the drone and electronics. What about the explosives?”

      I shake my head. “No clue, really. I’m thinking after we have everything else, we’ll head east on I-40. They always seemed to be working on bridges out that way. I quickly searched one site when June was captured before, but it could be worth a second look. I’ve got a few other ideas.”

      I’ve been thinking about explosives quite a bit since June and my encounter with the Mount Elden psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord. It’s valuable stuff in this new world and I think there are probably quite a few places to find it if you know where to look. Besides road construction, mining is a major use of explosives.

      Dallas and I have been lucky so far, and I’m afraid that luck is going to run out before we get to June.

      “And your psycho warlord friend?” she asks.

      I shrug. “Keep your fingers crossed.”

      “Always, Beckman. Always.”
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      Elden Lookout Tower sits on the southeastern portion of Mount Elden, right above the east side of Flagstaff with a great view of the big box stores behind the mall, including Best Buy, Home Depot, as well as I-40 heading east.

      The psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord—we didn’t get his name, I thought of him as “Mr. Short and Stocky” and June thought of him as “Asshole”—has a camp up there and mans the tower. I am quite sure that I’m on the “shoot on sight” list, so Flagstaff is not a friendly place, but the only place in the area with the kinds of stores we need.

      On the way into town, while it’s still dark, I change my mind and route around side roads with headlights off and get onto I-40 east and drive out to the ancient, crumbling Twin Arrows Trading Post.

      The beat-up Ford Focus June and I used in our escape from Mr. Short and Stocky is still there, including my faux suicide vest. We get out, approach slowly, and circle the building before I go to the car.

      We are hidden from Elden, so I turn on a flashlight, pull out the vest, and watch Dallas’s eyes widen. The vest has what looks like thirty sticks of dynamite strapped to it with nails and screws glued to the sticks. There’s wires and a dangling dead man’s switch.

      “What the…” she gasps.

      I smile and yell, “Catch!” and
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