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            WOODY AND JUNE VERSUS THE APOCALYPSE

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      June has me hopped up on steroids.

      I love it and I hate it.

      I love that I feel a lot more like myself, that the growing loudness of the zombie group mind has faded, that I can tap into it when I need to but it doesn’t feel like I am drowning in it anymore. I love that I have the energy to stand, even enough energy to pace.

      “Are you okay?” June asks with a small smile. June Medina is in her element, a petite goddess of war with a round face, olive skin, short black hair, and ocean-blue eyes. She seems to be lit up by the challenge that faces us because we are going to war.

      I’ve been pacing over the worn wooden floor of the dining hall of Phantom Ranch not far from the Colorado River at the bottom of the Grand Canyon. The tables have been shoved to the side, and June, my best friend Dallas, and several other survivors have been gathered around it while I pace.

      I nod and say, “Steroids.”

      Because of her short stature and pixie-cut hair, June looks like the kind of woman who, before it all went to shit, would get cast as an elf around Christmas. But looks are deceiving. She’s ex-army and as tough as they come, really better built for this time than I am.

      “Save some of that energy,” she says. “And don’t forget to gather that intel.”

      I nod and look down at the “smart” phone in my hand. I put smart in quotes because without the internet it’s not so smart. But I always have a couple because GPS still works and some of these have music on them and books.

      Any music in an apocalypse. Seriously. I used to be pretty judgmental of certain genres—looking at you folk, jazz, and country—but the potluck nature of these phones has widened my tastes considerably.

      June smiles and walks back to the table and the discussion there, all straight backed and confident.

      She’s been asking me if I’m okay a lot in the past few hours. After what Dallas and I have just been through, it’s understandable. Hell, after what we’ve all been through in the last six weeks, that question is universally applicable.

      Today is day thirty-nine of Woody and June versus the Apocalypse. That small number absolutely can’t possibly contain the magnitude of what we have experienced since June and I met at a dog food plant in Flagstaff, Arizona.

      We’ve been all over Northern Arizona, in and out of the Grand Canyon fighting zombies and psychotic, petty, wannabe warlords. We fell in love, kind of broke up, and got back together, sort of. We met Dallas along the way and the three of us have become a team, each one of us being captured in turn, sometimes more than once, having to be rescued by the others.

      You see, the worst psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord, Talia, is June’s ex, and Talia has been playing a sick game with us to slowly extract her revenge on June for rejecting her. Twice. The first time when June faked her death via zombie in Albuquerque and the second time when she chose me over Talia here at Phantom Ranch.

      The psychotic and the petty don’t take well to rejection. Talia is just one of those people that seemed to be waiting for the apocalypse to happen. And she’s trying to erase the “wannabe” from the term I use for people like her. She is expanding her territory and is on her way to becoming a real warlord. But there is no getting rid of the “psychotic” and “petty” when it comes to her.

      June and I stumbled on to Talia on day nine and all the days since have been about Talia’s game and her revenge. Thirty days of this insanity.

      That started to change on day twenty-seven when I received dozens of zombie scratches rescuing Dallas in Winslow, Arizona. Dallas wasn’t supposed to survive that day and those scratches should have killed me and turned me into a Z. We both survived, but the fungal infection that drives the zombies, that has transformed the world, is still in me and a part of me.

      To be fair, that fungal infection is in all of us. You die, you turn. But something very strange happened from those scratches and now I am part of the zombie group mind.

      Dallas slowly walks over, leaning heavily on her gnarled wood cane. She’s curvy with shoulder-length brown hair and deep frown lines that turn into amazing laugh lines when she’s happy. She’s in her early thirties, a few years older than June and me. Her jeans and T-shirt are filthy, but given the last few hours and the suicide vest that Talia forced her to wear, it’s a much better look.

      The right side of her face is bruised and swollen—yes, Talia again—and her right ankle is swollen too much to even wear a boot—that wasn’t caused by Talia, not directly, but aggravated by her—but Dallas is alive and that’s pretty much everything these days.

      “Thanks for not eating me, Woody,” she says, smiling.

      “You already thanked me,” I say, eyeing her. The latest episode of Talia’s game left me and Dallas trussed up together dangling from a rope to try to keep that murder vest from going off.

      While we were like that, my fever got worse, and the infection took a greater hold of me. Since I was part of the group mind, I could feel the Zs’ hunger and their need, and it took everything I had not to bite into Dallas as we hung there cheek to cheek.

      That’s the dark side of being a node on the mesh network that is the Zs’ group mind. The other side—I can’t exactly call it “light”—is that I can tap into their cooperative fresh brains radar and know where the living and the Zs all are. I can even participate in the “discussion” the group mind is having about Phantom Ranch and the survivors down here, but that is a lot harder to do.

      That’s what June was referring to when she mentioned me gathering “intel.” I’ve proved to the survivors here at Phantom Ranch that I know things I shouldn’t, but they don’t know about the zombie group mind, but June and Dallas do. I’ve got on a long-sleeved shirt, despite the late spring heat, and half gloves to cover the raw and ragged zombie scratches which just won’t heal and have a thin thread of white running through them.

      That’s the fungus that my body is fighting now with the aid of all those steroids that have me hopped up.

      “I did thank you before,” Dallas says with a shrug. “Don’t think I’ll get over saying it for a while.” Her brow furrows and she stares at me. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m okay,” I say. “It’s the steroids. I know we need to plan. To think things through. But I just…” I end up taking a deep breath and clenching my hands.

      There’s a lot to plan. You see, there are two wars we are getting ready to wage. One with Talia and the troops that are heading down from both the North and South Rims, and one with the newly intelligent zombie pods that have staged themselves around Phantom Ranch and this group of survivors.

      Yeah. When I write it this quickly it all seems like a lot. But, as I do with all these diaries, I feel the need to summarize things a bit when I start a new diary since I have no idea how many of these will survive. If any. I have no idea how much longer June, Dallas, and I have, much less the human race.

      Hopefully, my other diaries survived and this is not the first of them that you are reading. If it is, just trust me, the zombie apocalypse didn’t turn out quite like it did in the comic books and movies. Although, I must say that they all predicted people like Talia. Human nature, I guess.

      The Phantom Ranch dining hall is simple, made of rustic wood with high ceilings and a view of the varied deciduous trees outside, mostly cottonwoods and a few fruit trees here and there. It’s late spring, almost summer so the green of the trees is still light and hopeful, but the atmosphere in this room is anything but.

      It smells like a dining hall in here with the lingering odor of decades of steak and stew and baked potatoes. I’m unusually well fed for the apocalypse, but the smell combined with the steroids makes me so hungry. Or maybe that’s just the zombie group mind.

      Dallas eyes me and nods over to the table where June and five other people are. “You trust them?” she asks, her voice low.

      There’s June, an older guy with a ponytail named Meryl, Wade, Talia’s former gadget guy who looks kind of like a classic geek with glasses and a paunchy belly, a young woman with a military background named Lisa, and two big military looking guys named Milo and Ralph.

      It’s the latter two Dallas is referring to. During the last episode of the “game,” the one that found Dallas wearing a suicide vest and the two of us dangling above an old mule corral down here, we were guarded by what I was calling “beefy boys.” These were Talia’s enforcers, the ones making sure Dallas and I followed the rules of that cruel game of hers. Milo and Ralph are two of those enforcers, but they have changed sides and questioning their loyalties is entirely relevant.

      They are both young, strong, and know how to use a gun. Kind of the strong, silent types that are hard to read. Like, really hard to read. Neither of them talk.

      Milo was born deaf, and as I glance over, Lisa is signing with him. Ralph lost his tongue to Talia—he said something she didn’t like and this was her punishment.

      I shrug. “They are more like us than most of the people down here.”

      Everyone here has experienced Talia’s not so gentle leadership style. As June tells it, after things went to shit, Talia was strong and sure of herself and people gathered around her. They followed her here to Phantom Ranch. They had a pretty good thing going, and while Talia wasn’t a gentle leader, she kept them all safe.

      And then June and I got chased down into the canyon by a zombie tourist horde and Talia found out that June was alive. That she had faked her death. And Talia lost it. She’s been messing with us since and getting worse by the day. After Dallas and I rescued June, Talia lost control of Phantom Ranch. But she followed us out, took control over a highly militarized group of survivors in Flagstaff, and then came back and took back over Phantom Ranch.

      Writing it all this quickly just sounds insane, I know. But each of those sentences is one or two of these diaries. It’s been crazy.

      While Dallas and I dangled over that corral, June took Phantom Ranch back over. We haven’t had much time to talk, but it doesn’t sound like it was that hard. Most of them were over Talia’s insanity.

      And that was part of Talia’s game, part of the endgame that Talia wants to play out. And that is Talia marching here with her much better trained forces from Flagstaff to take Phantom Ranch back by force, extracting her final revenge from June, which, of course, involves a very messy death for Dallas and me.

      Dallas is staring at me, her question of trusting Milo and Ralph still hanging in the air. They could be plants. Maybe Talia in her psychotic brilliance planned that far ahead. But these guys know what they are doing, unlike many of the Phantom Ranch survivors, and we need them.

      “Wouldn’t you jump at the first chance you got if Talia cut your tongue out?” I ask quietly.

      Dallas chews on her lip and nods. “We don’t know what else she did to them,” she whispers.

      I nod. “So watch them, Dallas. But I think they’re okay. I think they’re with us.”

      She bites her lip and nods. I turn my back to the group, close my eyes, and tap into the zombie group mind. “The intel is in,” I say loud enough so they can hear me. “It’s time to get Talia on the radio.”
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      Before I met June, I was a dedicated go-it-alone survivor. I had been with another group in Phoenix, with another psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord, and that had gone so badly that I had decided to live out the rest of my days alone. I honestly didn’t expect there to be very many days.

      And then came June and I was sunk.

      So when Dallas and I get to the well-worn wooden table in the dining hall of Phantom Ranch and everyone is staring at me, I feel my heart speed up and my mouth goes dry. There are so many ways for things with groups of humans to go south. Hell, the dynamics with just June, Dallas, and myself have gotten complicated lately. And this was a fact before the apocalypse when things were pretty civil, but now that the civilization is gone, it’s way more of a high-wire act.

      I swallow hard. “Talia and her people on the Bright Angel Trail have just hit Indian Gardens.” I wave my phone as if to emphasize that there is some kind of technological explanation for what I know. “I think that’s far enough. We need to contact her.”

      I look at Wade. I’ve categorized him as a geek because of his black-rimmed glasses and his obvious facility with technology. He’s one of the reasons Talia’s games got so hard—he has been using a lot of the tech and tricks I have been. But I hadn’t really looked at him that closely. Yes, he is short and a bit round around the middle—which is an accomplishment this far into the apocalypse. He also has curly black hair that is getting long enough to cover his forehead and sad grey eyes.

      He’s about forty and, honestly, looks more like a father to me up close, or a high school teacher. Geeky, yes, and that’s a good thing these days, but more than just a geek.

      “They’ve been radioing every fifteen minutes,” Wade says, his eyes flicking to the rest of the group. “They don’t know Talia has lost control. There have just been no communications since…” He ends up nodding at June.

      “What’s the play?” Lisa asks. She’s a wiry black woman, about five-five, somewhere in her late thirties with extremely short hair and perfect posture. She joined up with Talia and June back in Albuquerque last year and served in Afghanistan like the two of them did.

      “I reissue my challenge,” I say with a shrug. “The two of us on the bridge. She can bring two people with her as witness but she leaves the rest of her people at Indian Gardens and stops the group coming down from the North Rim. I can bring two people with me. Hand-to-hand combat.”

      “Why would she do that?” Lisa asks. I don’t know Lisa well at all, but there is a frankness and directness to her that I like. June is between Lisa and me, a small smile playing on her lips.

      I shrug and say, “She hates me and doesn’t think I have a chance of—”

      I see a flash of movement, my brain registers that Lisa is moving, and then I’m flat on the wooden floor with my breath knocked out of me.

      “And how you gonna win a fight with her?” Lisa asks with a smile, the cold of her knife pressed against my throat.

      I would like to say that if I had been in better shape I would have seen it coming and been able to do something about it. But I don’t know if that would be honest.

      I cough, and when I can breathe again I say, “Unlike you, she will take the time to gloat.”

      “And then what?” she asks, her knife still pressed to my throat.

      “And then I act like a man who has nothing to lose,” I say.

      Lisa’s eyes are a deep, dark brown and she stares unblinkingly at me. “But you are a man with much to lose,” she says. She doesn’t break eye contact but nods her head towards June and Dallas who are standing above us with amused smiles on their faces. “Why don’t you all just get in a raft and go? Why do you care what happens down here?”

      Out of my peripheral vision, I can see the smile melt off of June’s
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