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      Meteor Crater. It’s exactly what it sounds like. A meteorite impact crater almost three quarters of a mile across, over five hundred feet deep, and roughly round. It looks pretty much like what you think—a crater on the moon but in the middle of the Arizona desert. The land here isn’t grey like the moon but it is nearly as desolate, filled with chunks of whiteish limestone and covered with small tufts of dried grass with the green of spring just poking up here and there.

      The edges of the crater mound up around the rim. It is the earth that was deposited here when the meteorite hit and exploded. The crater itself is a naked record of the geology and the history of this land.

      It’s not the Grand Canyon and it was a long time before it was proved that this was actually an impact crater. It was initially attributed to volcanic activity, and whatever you want to call it, it’s a hell of a sight.

      This area of Arizona is so barren it already felt moonish, but looking at the crater, the similarity is positively eerie. It’s easy to imagine the Apollo astronauts testing out the first moon rover in the bottom of the crater.

      And now, considering that we are the only ones here—except for the zombies we hear rumbling around in the visitor’s center—it feels very much like the moon.

      Survivors are out there, scattered in the remote land, broken into small squabbling tribes or even small extended families (let’s face it, still some squabbling there too).

      I used to be a go-it-alone survivor with nothing to lose. Until I met June Medina in Flagstaff and we picked up Dallas on our way out of the Grand Canyon escaping June’s psychotic ex Talia.

      “What are we doing here, Woody?” Dallas asks me. She is glancing nervously back at the visitor’s center, a sprawling building perched on the edge of the crater made of brick with sandstone accents, all of it salmon-colored to blend into the terrain. The building is nestled among the pathways and platforms that thrust out over the edge.

      Meteor Crater, surprisingly, is not a national monument. Not that that matters anymore, at all. It was privately owned, a little tourist trap. It was initially named Canyon Diablo Crater back in 1891 after the nearest town. That name certainly gives it a more sinister feel, one to go with the thump of the Zs on the picture window behind us.

      June looks at me, all tough-as-hell and pixie beautiful with her blue eyes and light brown skin. We’ve been in this situation before. At the Desert View Overlook on the South Rim of the Grand Canyon. We stopped for the view and ended up fighting for our lives.

      I adjust my Diamondback baseball cap and shrug. “We are taking a moment,” I say. “Breathing. Recharging.”

      We escaped Talia and her minions in a race across the high desert east of Flagstaff that involved gunfire and Molotov cocktails and me getting shot in the arm. It was just a flesh wound and June had patched me up, but it hurt and I needed a moment. And the gunshot I had taken to the head a week ago ached and was starting to itch. It too was just a flesh wound thanks to June, but “to the head,” you know. We were short on sleep, food, and water, and I just really needed a moment.

      The sun is just coming up to the east, peeking up over the rim of the crater. The spring air is cold and the view is spectacular. Desert rolling away as far as the eye can see, slipping into the colorful swaths of the painted desert to the east and the San Francisco Peaks rising up to the west.

      This is what you get with land this desolate. Views. Epic views. Like you can see forever.

      “So Talia can catch up with us?” Dallas asks.

      I turn away from the rising sun and face Dallas. She’s in her early thirties, tall and curvy, with brown hair down to her shoulders. She has shorts on—it will get hot later—and a denim jacket which is not quite warm enough for a morning like this.

      I kick at the cracked and debris-covered pathway. Things like this seem to degrade quickly without humans around. I draw my green army surplus jacket close and nod towards the view. “We are running. From Talia. I get that. She wants revenge for what happened down at Phantom Ranch. She wants June. She wants you and me dead.”

      I adjust my Diamondbacks baseball cap and shrug. “This is our life now. Looking for a home. Running from a psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord. But if there is not enough time to take a moment. To see the beauty around us. To have a second to think…” I shrug again, take June’s hand, and watch the sun crawl up over the lip of the crater.

      “And you’re okay with this?” Dallas asks June.

      June is the shortest of us and the toughest. She served in the Army. Can shoot like you wouldn’t believe. And survived Talia after the world went to shit, faking her death by zombie just to get away. She smiles at Dallas. “Yeah. We are taking five minutes here. Chill, girl.”

      Dallas sighs and silence descends.

      It’s the silence of the apocalypse. Pervasive and deep. Complete. There is no road noise. No honking horns. No buzz of electricity. Just the slight hum of the breeze as it caresses the rocks and the grass. Far in the distance, the yip of coyotes breaks the silence. Only the banging on the window from the hungry Zs spoil the silence.

      It is just a moment. That is all I am looking for. A moment of stillness and peace in the midst of the madness of survival. A moment that gives me hope. A moment that fills me with resolve.

      The day will be a fight, that is guaranteed. And no longer being the go-it-alone survivor, I have things to fight for. June, whom I love, and Dallas, who despite the constant shit she gives me is my best friend. I love them both. They make this fight worth it. They make my life about something more than just survival, something more than just me.

      “Thank you, Dallas,” I say while I squeeze June’s hand. We walk away from the crater and towards the day and the adventure that awaits.
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      One of the things I like best about the desert is its honesty. Snakes have fangs. Cacti have needles. The shape of the land and its dangers are visible for anyone to see.

      Sure, it’s deadly, but in an upfront way. You step on a cactus, it’s going to hurt. You mess with a snake and you’re going to get bit. You don’t have supplies for the heat and the distance and you are going to die.

      The desert doesn’t hide what it is and that’s what I like about it. Unlike people. Unlike psychotic, petty, wannabe warlords. Talia, June’s ex, in particular.

      Talia let June and I go at Phantom Ranch, only to send Dallas after us to slow us down. She also let Dallas and me go after June traded herself for our lives only to trap us in an unforgiving desert with almost no chance of survival.

      But Talia is like the desert to me now. I don’t trust a thing she says and know that we must be ready for her around every corner. Because she won’t stop. She won’t give up. And she is all needles and poison.

      After our sunrise moment at Meteor Crater, we head to the parking lot and get to work. All three of us patrol it, weapons out. Me with my bat and the girls with their guns. We’d been here long enough that any Zs in the parking lot should have made themselves known, but you can’t be too careful.

      There are about twelve vehicles. First priority is gas, so with the girls guarding, I get to siphoning into our jerry cans, managing to not get a mouthful of gas this time.

      We then do a quick round of scrounging. One in the vehicle and two guarding. Yes. We are paranoid. Talia is out there. Talia is coming for us.

      Our “shopping” expedition, as Dallas likes to call it, is fairly successful. We find some food. Dallas gets herself a better jacket. I find a baseball bat which I take to serve as a backup, and Dallas finds something essential and turns it into a cringe-worthy moment.

      “Here you go, lover boy,” she says, coming out of small a RV, with her new pink down jacket, slapping a box of condoms in my hand.

      I feel my cheeks burn. In retrospect, I know that she was jealous, that she wanted somebody too, but in that moment it wasn’t fun.

      I don’t dare look at June and swallow hard.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, a smile playing on her lips accentuating her noticeable smile lines. “You guys have been practicing safe sex, haven’t you?”

      I clear my throat, my jaw moving, but I don’t come up with words.

      “Or are you guys ready to restart the human race?” she continues with a laugh.

      Because it is laughable. What would we do with a baby in this environment? And do I even want to bring a child into this world? Does June? My mind goes crazy for a moment trying to figure out diapers and doctors and formula and cribs and toys and wondering if we should be married first and who is going to marry us, but does June even want to get married, and isn’t it way too soon in our relationship to even think about these things much less talk about them?

      I glance at June and she’s got her eyes on the horizon looking for danger, all business. Well, I can’t imagine this conversation hasn’t gotten to her too, but her back is to me and I can’t tell.

      “Just nod your head and say thank you, Diamondback,” Dallas says.

      I plaster a fake smile on my face, shove the condoms in my pocket, and say with as much sarcasm as possible, “Thank you, Lonestar. You really are my best friend.”

      She snorts. “Damn right!”

      The rest of our “shopping expedition” is uneventful. We hear the distant bangs from the visitor’s center. The Zs have locked onto us with their fresh-brains radar but there doesn’t seem to be enough of them to break out. If they’ve been stuck in there for a year, they’re probably very weak, like the Z June and I killed and dissected at the Grand Canyon.

      When we’re ready, I lay out a map of Arizona on the hood of our pickup truck. It doesn’t look “new when the apocalypse happened” anymore. It’s dusty, it has bullet holes in the tailgate, scratches in its beautiful black paint job, and the cab is a mess, looking like it’s been occupied by homeless hoarders. But I love it all the more. Its damage means our survival.

      I point to Meteor Crater on the map, south of I-40 and east of Flagstaff. “The fastest way, pre-apocalypse, would be to take I-40 east to Holbrook,” I run my finger along the map, “and then head south through Show Low and then through Pinetop-Lakeside and over towards Greer. It’s like 150 miles.”

      They are both staring at me, nodding. I’m the Arizona boy and the White Mountains was my bright idea, and the rule about no more unspoken plans is clear, so I am taking my time and laying it out.

      “But there is Winslow, Joseph City, and Holbrook itself to deal with,” I continue, looking pointedly at Dallas.

      The morning is cool and she’s encased in her new jacket. It’s pink and down with white fur trim. She looks ridiculous and she looks warm. Any jacket in an apocalypse, I guess.

      She bites her lip. “I was in Holbrook when Talia and company came through and ‘recruited’ me.”

      “How was it?” June asks. “What does this path look like?”

      Our plan was to keep off the main roads, to keep to the dirt roads that
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