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            INTRODUCTION TO VOLUME 2

          

        

      

    

    
      What you have here are the episodes eight through twelve 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 Afterword.

      These five stories together truly do comprise a novel and take us through the second 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 truth is, I’m scared. Terrified.

      Not of Talia, not of that mess we just left at Phantom Ranch down at the bottom of the Grand Canyon, but of the future.

      June and Dallas are in the back of the beautiful new-when-the-apocalypse-happened Toyota crew cab 4x4 chatting away like they’re a couple of girlfriends excited about brunch… or something like that. Knowing June, it would be a gun and for Dallas it would be something like bungee jumping, but you get the idea.

      The smell of our sweaty, dirty bodies doesn’t quite overcome the new-car smell, and if you look at the desert whipping by out the window with its cacti and shrubs you might, for a moment, convince yourself that everything is normal. That the zombies hadn’t come and that civilization hadn’t crumbled. That I just landed the woman of my dreams in June and have a new best friend in Dallas and everything is okay.

      But it is not.

      Odds are Talia is going to come after us and the smartest way out of here fast is back through Flagstaff, but after outsmarting the local psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord there, twice, that would not be safe at all.

      So, we have to embark into the unknown.

      A couple of weeks ago it was just me, just getting by, nothing to lose but my own life. Now it’s—

      “What’s going through that crazy head of yours?” June asks. I glance in the rearview mirror and see her delicate nose and her ocean-blue eyes, a quirky smile on her round face. She’s leaning towards the center of the truck and I can see her clearly.

      The girls had stopped talking and I hadn’t even realized it.

      “Yeah?” Dallas asks and I can see the mischievous smile on her face deepening her already deep smile lines. “Are you thinking about last night when you and June finally got to be alone… in a room… with a bed…?”

      June punches Dallas in the arm and my cheeks flush hot and I want to say anything but what I was thinking but… June. She wants the truth out of me. Actually, after the shit that went down getting away from Talia and how before that June faked her death via zombie just to get away from Talia, I think she needs the truth from me.

      I focus on the road because I don’t want to see their faces and say, “I was just thinking about how glad I am to have you two in my life and how that terrifies me because now I have something worth losing.”

      Dead silence.

      We’re out of the national park on Route 64 heading roughly southeast. The pinon trees have disappeared and the brush has taken over. The Little Colorado River canyon is just visible to the north, a wide crack jagging through the landscape. It’s rough, dry land and starkly beautiful.

      If we’re not going to Flagstaff, this is the only way we can go.

      Dallas sniffs and says, “Well that does it, June. You get tired of him and he’s mine. You hear? All mine.”

      “Not much danger of that,” June says quietly. “He’s mine.” My cheeks burn even more.

      “Yeah,” Dallas says, a laugh in her voice, “because we’ve already established that baseball-boy here can’t handle the both of us.” She slaps my shoulder and sits back laughing.

      More blushing on my part. I rub at my apocalypse beard to hide my face a bit, but I don’t say anything. And, yeah, as long as Dallas is around, I will be teased mercilessly. At this point, after so long surviving alone, I am just fine with it.

      The desert whips by and it’s silent in the truck, in what amounts to our home, with just the wind and the buzz of the tires on the dirty blacktop.

      “So, how are we getting to the White Mountains?” June askes after the silence is just about driving me crazy.

      And it’s a good question. We can’t go through Flagstaff and I have stated a strong desire to stay off the Navajo reservation as much as possible.

      This might just be a fantasy, but I figure the Navajo know what they are doing. They know how to grow corn in the desert, they know how to survive on a lot less than the rest of us. They have a culture and traditions that include their people surviving on this land for thousands of years.

      Also, part of my fantasy is them not taking kindly at all to a white man like me just blithely wandering through after hundreds of years of men who look like me treating them so poorly.

      “Carefully,” I say.

      “Plan, please,” June counters.

      June always wants to know the plan. We had a bit of an adventure (i.e., we almost died) bushwhacking into the Grand Canyon while pursued by hundreds of Zs. My plan. One we stumbled through without me sharing it and now all my plans must be articulated.

      “My plan is that right now we go back to Wupatki National Monument and stay where we were before you wanted me to prove my fungus theory of zombies by dissecting one.”

      We had gone to Desert View Overlook at the Grand Canyon and taken out a Z and I had showed her the cauliflower-looking thing in the Z’s head and the weird white fungal veins running through its body.

      “That is so gross,” Dallas says.

      And it is. And if I was a scientist and wasn’t so busy trying to survive, this is something I’d like to know more about. If we understood how the Zs worked, they would be easier to defeat.

      “And then…” June prompts.

      “After dark we launch a drone,” I say. “Find out if there are any living near and decide on our route from there.”

      She’s quiet for a moment as she turns it over in her head. “Alright. Good plan.”

      “Is dinner part of this plan?” Dallas asks with a loud yawn. “Because I need dinner.”

      Eating-wise, Dallas had it good down at Phantom Ranch with Talia and her “Phantom Company.” They had plenty of water, they were growing food. I would never say that Dallas is overweight, but she’s not as thin as June and me. She’s not as used to scrounging and getting by on very little food.

      “Oh, yeah,” I say. “You can go catch us a rabbit and I’ll cook it up for you, real nice.”

      I adjust my red Diamondback baseball cap. It’s a little uncomfortable still, the new part Talia gave me when she tried to blow my head off is a scabby mess. It was only June’s intervention that kept my head on my shoulders.

      And that’s the way of this time. We’ve all saved each other’s lives. Multiple times. And I have no doubt we’ll be doing it again. And soon. It’s the definition of friendship in the apocalypse, saving each other. Body and soul.

      “In your dreams, Woody,” she says with a laugh. “Now be quiet and drive, I’m going to take a nap.”

      I was still terrified, but I wasn’t alone. I drove while the two people most important to me in this post-apocalyptic world slept.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The drone is buzzing high above us in the dark desert night, the Milky Way a glittering trail of diamonds. It’s the last half of May and the spring evening has snapped cold even in the desert.

      We are camped out at the end of a long dusty road in Wupatki National Monument, rough desert hills rising above us, the Little Colorado River a hundred yards away, where it is flanked by deciduous trees sucking at the scant muddy water running through.

      The river is why we are here. It’s why the Anasazi settled here thousands of years ago and left the ruins that are central to this monument. Water is life.

      We’ve got jackets on against the chill. I’ve still got my green army supply jacket with my seed packets tucked into the inside pocket.

      Seeds equal a sustainable future. It’s a symbol for me like the red Diamondbacks baseball cap that’s almost always on my head. That hat is a symbol of the past, of the best of the world that used to be. To me at least.

      Sure, the seed packets are pretty worn and the hat has a nice hole in it from where Talia tried to blow my head off, but the symbols endure and are important.

      Dallas is pacing restlessly on the dirt road, kicking at the stones in the thin lantern light. It didn’t end up being much of a dinner, we are having to ration what food we have, but there is more on her mind than the fullness of her stomach.

      June is sitting in the truck bed with me on top of all of our gear. She’s got her hands wrapped around my arm and is leaning against me peering at the dark and grainy display of the tablet that shows us a live feed of the drone’s camera.

      We’re looking for signs of life. Or at least that’s what I’m supposed to be doing. I’m lost in her scent, sweaty and somehow still sweet, feeling the warmth of her body, wishing we had time and space to fully express our growing affection for each other.

      And, yeah, these are dire times. But if I can’t take a moment to appreciate the beautiful woman that loves me, then what the hell does any of this matter?

      “Well?” Dallas asks from the road.

      “You in a rush, Lonestar?” I ask. “Lonestar” is my nickname for her. Born in Texas, raised in Montana, wild as hell. It fits her.

      “Yes, Diamondback,” she says with a huff. “I’m in a hurry. Talia is coming and we are just sitting here while you guys do some heavy petting up there.”

      Dallas has a lot of nicknames for me. The Flagstaff psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord dubbed me “Diamondback” and she likes that one. And recently it’s been the “boy” suffix. Baseball-boy, Dynamite-boy, Lovesick-boy.

      “She’s right,” June adds. “Talia won’t be able to reestablish her leadership of Phantom Company with us out here.”

      “With us alive, you mean,” Dallas says, kicking at the road.

      “I get that,” I say, staring at the grainy display, the camera not doing well in the darkness. The screen clearly shows altitude and direction, but the camera’s display is just black with flashes of grey flowing through. “But Talia is not the only danger here. The White Mountains are a long ways away, and if we stay away from the living we’ll be much better off.”

      “There,” June says with a sudden intake of breath.

      The screen is still dark when I look. “Where?”

      She shrugs, her body moving against mine. “Two seconds ago. Take the drone back to wherever it was.”

      Not that I know. With nothing on the display it’s hard to orient, but I do a slow sweep, watching the compass on the display and… there it is. A light to the southeast. It’s either very dim or a very long ways away.

      I swivel the drone around, making sure I have the bearing right, and take it up a few hundred feet more.

      Same light. Same place. Still small.

      I pull out a map. “I think that’s Leupp, maybe twenty miles as the crow flies. For us to see it, that’s got to be quite a bit of light.”

      “What’s in Leupp?” June asks.

      I shrug. “It’s on the Navajo reservation. Desert. Houses. A gas station. Not much.”

      “So we stay away from Leupp,” Dallas says. “Can we go now?”

      They’re both staring at me. In some ways it makes sense to drive at night. We can drive a few miles. Launch the drone. Check for lights. As long as the batteries hold out.

      That assumes that the living will have lights on and then that leaves us dealing with the stray Zs that might be out here in the dark.

      All of that weighed against the imminent threat of Talia.

      “How’s she going to find us?” I ask.

      They just stare at me.

      It’s a big state and it has never been hard to get lost in Arizona.

      “She will,” Dallas says, her arms crossed.

      “Without a doubt,” June adds.

      It’s a bit of a stretch for my logical brain, but my gut? Yeah, it agrees with them. Talia will find us. Someday. And we need to be ready.

      “Let’s compromise,” I say, triggering the drone to come back. “I’ve got another battery for the drone charged. Let’s drive a few miles, check, drive some more. When the drone is out of juice, we sleep.”

      Dallas kicks at the road again and mumbles her assent. June kisses me on the cheek, my reward for a clearly articulated plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      During the night, with our drone checks, we drive back to the paved road and head towards Sunset Crater Volcano National Monument.

      The two monuments abut each other, the latter at a slightly higher elevation with ponderosa pine trees and long lava flows that are jet black and look like crumbled up brownies. Sunset Crater and smaller cinder cones rise up out of the land marking the relatively recent (geologically speaking) volcanic activity that characterizes this part of Northern Arizona.

      Cinder cones and plentiful cinders stretch east and south from the San Francisco Peaks for miles.

      On the south side of Sunset Crater is an unmarked dirt road that heads into an area of private land known around here as “the 40s.”

      The name comes from the rough lot size out here. Forty-acre parcels give or take. No paved roads. No utilities. Off-the-grid living in the high desert.

      The private land is checkerboarded with state land in square-mile chunks. So there is a lot of open land interspersed with the scattered houses.

      The dirt roads out here are not on any maps and they don’t make any sense. They wind over the volcanic and sandy soil through the high desert past the kind of place “survivalists” loved. Because of that public/private checkerboard and the road sticking to the private squares, the roads go through some strange and hard to understand gyrations.

      I had forgotten about this area. My old man dragged me out here on one of our visits. Some guy he knew that worked at the university had built himself a straw bale house.

      And now that I am remembering it, it seems like a nearly perfect place to lie low for a while.

      The reason we are here is because it is a way to get around the east side of Flagstaff and back to I-40 so we can hightail it towards the White Mountains. It’s the only way.

      The road that loops through the two monuments briefly goes through private land and the turnoff into the 40s is unmarked and unremarkable unless you know it is here. We miss it several times in the dark. Once we find it, we drive down a bit, stop, and sleep for a few hours and start up again before the sun is up, the light thin and grey, making the shrubby junipers look sinister.

      “I don’t like this,” Dallas says quietly from the backseat. June is up front with me today staring at the map we have, which doesn’t have any of these roads on it, and working the GPS on an old phone.

      The land out here is generally sloping downward with distant views of the Painted Desert to the south and cinder cones to the north. The gently rolling land is filled with small juniper trees and a smattering of cacti.

      The roads have been twisting around, making us backtrack a lot, but that is not what makes it strange. We keep expecting to run into something. Zs. The living. Something. But we’ve only seen ravens, a couple of rabbits skittering off over the dry land, and a coyote in the distance.

      We’ve seen some buildings, a few trailers hidden behind trees that had clearly seen better days even before the apocalypse, but nothing up close.

      And then we see a straw bale house.

      They are called that because inside the adobe-finished walls are full bales of straw making the walls thick and providing excellent insulation.

      This house is a plain rectangle with a low roof, the door hanging open and the windows broken. There’s a rough shed and an outhouse next to it. Solar panels hunker on the roof and a large steel water tank sits a few yards away. A scraggly juniper crouches next to it, its branches particularly twisted and looking like it has gnarled hands reaching for the house.

      I stop the truck and stare. Something isn’t right.

      “What’s wrong?” June asks, looking at me.

      I shrug. I can’t explain it. Since it all went to shit, you see plenty of houses with open doors and broken windows. Most of the world is abandoned now and falling into disrepair.

      I shut the truck off, secure my Diamondbacks baseball cap on my still-sore head, and get out.

      “Where the hell are you going, Diamondback?” Dallas asks.

      “Something isn’t right,” I say quietly, pulling my baseball bat from the back of the truck and checking the gun holstered on my side.

      Dallas grumbles, folds her arms, and stares while June gets out the other side and draws a pistol.

      We don’t talk. Not wise to talk. You can draw the attention of the living and the dead.

      We go slowly around the house, giving it a wide berth. Sightlines are good here, there aren’t but a few of those scraggly junipers and we can see thirty yards in any direction before the rolling of the land cuts our view off.

      The soil is sandy and loose, the kind that holds footprints for a while. And there is a lot of evidence of foot traffic, as you would expect, but nothing fresh, debris having been blown over the tracks we see.

      No bodies. No zombies. No trash either. This place was well cared for.

      After we circle all the way around, we peer in the open door. It’s dark inside and we can’t see much, but I don’t smell much either, just a whiff of damp, musty air floating out.

      I pull a flashlight from my belt and click it on, stepping closer. June is to my right and just behind me. I can hear her breathing, smell her scent.

      I smile, for just a moment. We didn’t have to have a long conversation. I didn’t have to explain myself, she’s just here by my side. My partner. I smile because this moment, more than most, demonstrates that I’m not alone anymore.

      I put the small flashlight in my mouth, get a good grip on the baseball bat, and step into the doorway, June and her gun right next to me.

      I take a deep breath through my nose of the cooler air. Beyond that vaguely musty smell, I don’t smell anything.

      We give it a moment, letting our eyes adjust. This is a one-room house. A bed against one wall, a small kitchen against another. A couch and a few chairs. A couple of closets.

      And it’s been ransacked. Quickly and chaotically. Crap is thrown everywhere. Someone went through here as fast as they could and pulled out everything of value.

      We do a brief search and find nothing worth taking. The bedding and couch show signs of rodents living in it. It’s been months since the place was cleaned out.

      Again, this is not that unusual. Survivors are always scrounging. But still it doesn’t feel right.

      “What’s on your mind, Woody?” June asks.

      I grit my teeth and shake my head. “We’re not in a regular neighborhood. We’re in the middle of nowhere. Who would come out here and do this?”

      June shrugs. “Let’s go check out another house.”

      And we do. We wind our way through the rough, often barely-there roads, and find the same story over and over. Houses that are perfectly suited for waiting out the apocalypse that have been efficiently stripped of everything of value, all around the same time judging by the aged tracks.

      Two hours later, the three of us are standing in front of a bigger straw bale house, this one built in the shape of an L, and it is a bit different. Old tracks, but bullet holes in the wall, and a corpse out front. It’s just a skeleton now, sinew and ragged bits of clothing clinging to the white bone, old enough to not smell too bad. The skeleton has a gun gripped in his hand and a bullet hole in his head.

      “Shit,” I say quietly.

      “Shit” is the universal word of the apocalypse. There are rarely any occasions where it doesn’t apply, where it doesn’t help convey the mood of the moment.

      Dallas stays out front while June and I walk the perimeter. This house has a metal roof and a water tank for storing rainwater, a separate garage, and a greenhouse with broken windows that has a bunch of dead tomato plants in it.

      This right here is where you wanted to be when the shit went down. But someone came and someone took it all away from the skeleton still holding his gun.

      The sun has just peaked above the horizon and a breeze has kicked up, bringing the dusty smell of the desert.

      We circle all the way around to Dallas and I swear again.

      “Let’s go in,” June says.

      I nod, stuff my flashlight in my mouth, and we walk in. It was ransacked just like the other straw bale houses, but there are three more corpses in here. A woman and two kids. All of them shot in the head. The woman still clutching a rifle.

      Dallas curses with great fluency and excuses herself saying, “I’ll be the lookout.”

      This is a nice house with a combined kitchen and living area, two bedrooms, even a bathroom with a bulky composting toilet.

      June and I poke around, but all foodstuffs are gone. All useful tools have been taken, except for one thing.

      “They left the guns,” June says. We’re still in the house near the front door having completed our search, the skeletons of the mother and children right in front of us.

      I nod. It’s odd because they took everything else that was usable. “Maybe it’s a warning to people like us, telling us to move on, telling us that they’ll be back, telling us our guns won’t be enough.”

      She sighs and says, “I guess.”

      “We’ll never know,” I say.

      She turns and nods at me, “This is so messed up it can only be the work of…” she begins.

      “A psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord,” I finish.

      “And we know him, don’t we?” she asks, her blue eyes fierce.

      I nod. It only makes sense. It has to be the guy that captured us at the top of Mount Elden right after June and I met. Dallas and I also ran into him when we were leaving Flagstaff to rescue June from Talia at the Grand Canyon.

      His name is Brown. Short. Stocky. And loving the apocalypse.

      “Asshole,” June spits. That is actually her name for him. While I thought of him as Mr. Short and Stocky before I knew his actual name, June has always thought of him as Asshole. It wasn’t until our last encounter that we found out his real name.

      He’s got control of the east side of Flagstaff and is obviously a local. He came out here and cleaned the place out knowing that these folks would have a lot of useful gear. He and his men—I saw no women that were part of his group—killed everything, the living and Zs alike.

      June has the right name for him.

      And we’ve got to get the hell out of the area without running into him again.
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      I have rules for the apocalypse, things I try to accomplish each and every day. One is totally obvious and the second one is totally necessary and the third one is a new addition.

      Rule 1: Survive. Because, yeah, you don’t get another day if you don’t survive. Survival, it’s what the apocalypse is all about. Someone should make a T-shirt with that on it.

      Rule 2: Laugh. What is life without some kind of joy, some kind of fun?

      Rule 3: Spend time with June. Because when life gifts you with love, you simply must be there for it.

      Our day slowly making it through the 40s is full of Rule 1 and Rule 3 and completely devoid of Rule 2. It’s just too creepy.

      We check out a few other homes. Send up the drone a few times to look for signs of life and help us navigate. But it’s all the same. We find more ransacked homes, not a one of them left whole, more corpses, some with holes in their heads that appeared to have been living when they died, and skeletons with more damage that must have been Zs.

      The day is building up on us, weighing us down. We are talking less, constantly looking around. Worried that we are not seeing any Zs because it’s not normal. And if it’s not normal we don’t know what to expect.

      We have found a different kind of house, one that would be heaven right about now if someone hadn’t trashed it. It sits up on a cinder hill, large, south-facing windows along the entire front and a big indoor planter along those windows that is overgrown and weedy but has all kinds of plants growing in it. Peppers. Tomatoes. Watermelon.

      There is a sloped roof for catching rain and a water tank inside that gurgles as it circulates water, the solar power still working. It’s finished in reddish-brown adobe and has earth bermed against it on three sides. Except for the front windows it blends in fairly well with the land.

      I remember my father talking about these kinds of houses. They are called Earthships, the thick walls are old tires filled with dirt and result in the walls being gently curved with no sharp right angles. They called it a “ship” for a reason. It was meant to be as self-sustaining as possible. The house holds its temperature, gathers your water, and helps grow your food.

      As the sun sinks behind the cinder cone, we park the truck out of the way behind the house so it is not visible.

      Some of the windows are broken and the door was left open so it’s clear some animals have been living in here, but it’s… well, it’s just about perfect.

      “We can’t drink the water, can we?” Dallas asks after we’ve explored the place and are back in the living room where June is rooting in the planter.

      I shake my head. “It’s been circulating, so it’s probably fine, but it’s not a chance I’m willing to take.”

      When we first escaped Talia and hiked to the North Rim of the Grand Canyon, we found some Zs that were brand new and weren’t injured. They had been drinking out of a water tank that had some white fungus growing in it, the same white strands you find in a freshly killed Z.

      “But we can eat these tomatoes,” June says with a girlish squeal, putting a cherry tomato in my hand and then dancing over to Dallas and giving her one. She is prancing, looking like a faerie with her pixie haircut and her light dancer steps—that is if you ignore the gun on her belt and the rifle slung on her back.

      That food is still growing in here in May at this elevation is a testament to how amazing these Earthships are. I smile and bite into the tomato. It isn’t quite ripe, but the flesh is firm and it is sweet and is the best thing I’ve eaten in a long time.

      Any fresh food in an apocalypse.

      As June keeps darting into the overgrown planter and coming up with edible food, I stare out the windows. Just visible is a paved road, a few abandoned cars on it, debris building up. I pull out my map, consult the GPS on our old phone, and breathe a sigh of relief.

      That is Leupp Road. We made it through the 40s. And I can see no activity.

      “Any objections to spending the night here?” I ask, turning to find that the girls have found a decent blanket and are laying us out a picnic on the floor in front of the planter. Fresh vegetables from the garden along with a can of beans and a power bar. This is what you would call a post-apocalyptic feast.

      Dallas looks at me like I’m crazy and June’s head is back in among the overgrown plants and I just have to laugh.

      I feel the ever-present tension in my shoulders ease, and I take a deep breath. It feels like the first I’ve taken in a long time.

      If it wasn’t for Mr. Brown, aka Mr. Short and Stocky, aka Asshole, being such a psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord, this might be it. A stopping point. A place to make a stand and try to build a life.

      “Maybe we should spend a few days here,” I say.

      And then June isn’t in the plants anymore but is on her tiptoes kissing me. Hard. That is most definitely a yes, the best kind of yes.

      “Come on, guys,” Dallas says from the picnic blanket. “Have some respect for the old spinster here and let’s at least eat. I’ll take first watch up on the roof and then you two can make like rabbits down here.”

      Our lips part and we are both laughing. Because we are not alone. Because we have Dallas and food and a roof for the night.

      We do stay a few days, and it is the biggest mistake we could have made.
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      Leupp is due east of us now and just a little closer than when we were in Wupatki National Monument. The night is dark and the drone shows the light there on the grainy display.

      It’s past 2:00 a.m. and I’m up on the gently sloped roof of the Earthship. The moon has gone down and the Milky Way is bright above me. It’s cold, just a few degrees above freezing, and so very still. June is downstairs sleeping and Dallas is sacked out on the roof a few feet away, burrowed in her sleeping bag, gently snoring.

      I’m happy. In some ways I’m as happy as I’ve ever been. Yes, there is much to grieve and the future is tenuous, but one of the lessons of the apocalypse is to appreciate what you have when you have it.

      Any joy in an apocalypse (provided you’re not hurting someone else for it).

      And my joy is June.

      The thought lights up my mind, the memory of her flesh against mine fresh and bright, her scent still filling my nose. It’s almost like I’m a teenager falling in love for the first time. Except I know how precious it is.

      To the west, twenty or so miles away is Flagstaff. I send up the drone as high as I dare and do see some lights there, but it is diffuse and not really useful.

      In between Flagstaff and Leupp? Nothing. No lights. It seems like Brown and company have cleaned the area out. And that makes my stomach tight and brings the tension back into my shoulders.

      I mean, it’s good for us, right at this moment, being here with no living and no undead. But the cruelty of it makes me want to be cruel to him.

      And I don’t want to trade cruelties with another human being. Which is why I want to get us to the White Mountains.

      From here, the best way to do that would be to continue east to Leupp and then head down to I-40. But the living are there, and despite all my fantasies about the Navajo and Hopi doing well in the apocalypse, it’s just not wise.

      I hear movement and a sweet feminine yawn as June climbs up on the roof dragging her sleeping bag.

      “What are you doing up here?” I whisper.

      In the darkness I can just see her shrug. “I missed you.”

      Tears spring to my eyes and I’m glad it’s dark. “I missed you too.”

      “For the love of all that is sacred and holy,” Dallas growls from her sleeping bag. “Was four hours alone in a room not enough for you two?”

      “No,” I say.

      “Not even close,” June says with an unusually girlish giggle.

      Dallas grumbles again and turns away from us. June kisses me sweetly and lays her sleeping bag down next to me. I sit there and watch over the two things most precious to me in this insane world and let myself feel the joy.
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        * * *

      

      We don’t talk about leaving.

      The fresh vegetables hit our undernourished systems a little hard, so we pull out the propane stove and Dallas makes us a stew with the vegetables, dried meat, and even a few potatoes June finds in the garden.

      We eat and have picnics inside during the day. We all sleep and rest and recover from all we’ve been through, my poor blistered feet finally getting a chance to heal up. The wound to my head that Talia delivered when she tried to put a bullet in my brain starts to itch. We spend the nights up on the roof and each night the drone tells me the same thing.

      This isn’t the White Mountains, but it is the life I was hoping for. But it can’t last. We need more food. We need water we can trust. We need to be free enough to move around and hunt. But it is precious peace and we all know it.

      And we know we should be moving on but we’re too tired. We’re so relieved to have some comfort and some time. We are so stupid.

      On our third morning there, the cold air driving me deep into my sleeping bag, I feel an arm around me and warm breath against my ear.

      June. My June.

      In the brief, tenuous moments as consciousness returns, I am so happy and all I wish for is more of this simple life.

      She whispers in my ear, but it’s not sweet nothings. “Don’t sit up and don’t make any noise,” she whispers.

      I’m awake then. I’m much better at waking up than I used to be. The apocalypse is my coffee, all the stimulation I need most days. I nod and open my eyes, the sky above the deepest blue of the coming dawn with only a few stars still visible.

      “You need to see this,” she whispers, her lips cold against my ear but her breath warm. “Turn over and crawl to the edge of the roof.”

      We haven’t been sleeping in the house. In this new world it feels too exposed. Up on a roof feels safe since the Zs can’t climb.

      I crawl across the roof following June to the edge. Dallas is already there with binoculars pressed to her face. Everyone with coats and hats on, our breaths forming brief clouds in the cold morning as we exhale.

      We’re up a little ways on a cinder cone so we have a good view of the land. The soil is dark, stained nearly to the color of coal from all the cinders, with streaks that edge towards red here and there. The land is covered in short, dried grass, the light yellow contrasting with the dark soil. There are only a few scrubby junipers and the land has a moonlike feel to it.

      Down on Leupp Road, a big pickup pulling a horse trailer has just stopped. There’s something that’s just not right about the trailer. It’s rocking slightly as if something or somethings are moving in it.

      “Shit,” I mumble, once again greeting the day with the official word of the apocalypse.

      Down the road, I see headlights and another truck with a large horse trailer coming. It goes around the first one and then turns down a dirt road. Not the road that leads to this house, but close.

      It stops, a beefy man gets out, waves to the first truck, and then cranks up the trailer and unhooks it.

      “We need to leave,” Dallas whispers. “Now. Whatever this is, it ain’t good.”

      “We can’t,” June whispers back. “They’d see us.”

      Our Earthship home with its fine view has a driveway that is visible from the road.

      Both trucks unhitch the horse trailers and pull back onto the road and just sit there. Waiting.

      The trailers, both of them, are rocking a little. There can only be one thing in there. “Zs,” I whisper.

      “Confirmed,” Dallas hisses. “I just saw one of them stick their hand out.”

      The road is a couple hundred yards away and Dallas has a better view of the situation with the binocs. My stomach is tight and I want to do nothing but run. No one knows we’re here, but at the same time I am sure that this is about us. But how can it be?

      A few minutes later, a black Jeep heads down the road, drives past the two pickups, turns around, and pulls behind them.

      A tall woman steps out, a blond ponytail sticking out from under a camo-colored beanie. She’s dressed in jeans and a leather jacket, a gun on her hip, and strides quickly towards the horse trailer.

      Beside me June tenses and then Dallas swears softly.

      Talia.

      Someone else gets out of the Jeep. A man, short and pudgy with glasses. He pulls some gear out of the Jeep, a long pole and a hard-backed suitcase, and follows Talia to the horse trailer.

      If I wanted to run before, I really want to run now.

      No one speaks. We don’t dare. I look at June and her blue eyes are wide, her mouth hanging open just a bit. Her rifle is beside her, but she doesn’t go for it and I don’t say anything.

      Back when we had just escaped Phantom Ranch and it became clear that Dallas had been sent after us. After June had pistol-whipped Dallas and I was so afraid she was going to kill her, she looked at me with those ocean-blue eyes of hers and said, “We’re not like them.”

      Which is why June doesn’t grab her rifle. Well, that and a two-hundred-yard shot is pretty tough. And June served with Talia in Afghanistan and they were together when it all went to shit.

      The chubby bespectacled man pops open the suitcase, pulls something about the size of a child’s hand out, and bends over and fiddles with it.

      “Let me have the binocs,” I whisper to Dallas. She gives me a look but hands them over.

      The device on the end has a metal barb on it about four inches long attached to a small black box with a blinking red light. He carefully places it on the end of the pole and hands it to Talia.

      She strides to one of the horse trailers, holds the pole like a weapon, and then with a quick jab, stabs a zombie with it.

      With the better view, I can see their arms stick out and the trailer they are close to is rocking more. They are hungry.

      This procedure happens one more time at the first trailer and two times at the second.

      I feel a chill that has nothing to do with the cold and hand the binoculars back to Dallas. I can feel it, tickling at the edge of my mind. I know what is going on.

      Talia left Phantom Ranch and came after us.

      Talia found our camp at Wupatki… somehow… and knows we are probably in the 40s.

      Talia has taken over this group of survivors. My guess is that Brown is dead. Talia probably pretended to be innocent and wounded, figured out who was in charge, and took him out with extreme prejudice.

      And she’s going to use the Zs to find us.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “Those are trackers,” I hiss. “The Zs are close enough that they will sense us. They will be able to track the Zs and the Zs will track us.”

      “Like some kind of bloodhound?” June whispers.

      “Exactly like that,” I whisper.

      We watch as it plays out. Talia and the geek get back in the Jeep and drive off as does the second truck. Two beefy guys get out of the first truck and rig the trailers so they can tug open the doors with ropes. They do it together, opening both doors, the Zs spilling out. They run to the truck, hop into the bed, and the truck speeds away, the squeal of its tires sharp and loud as it cuts through the quiet morning.

      The zombies, there are about thirty of them, mill about, but I know it’s only a matter of time. Their fungus brains seem to work together somehow. The more zombies there are the more accurate their fresh flesh radars are. It’s how the tourist zombie horde followed us down the Grand Canyon. And it’s how they’ve been so effective at finding the living.

      The more of them and the hungrier they are the better their “radar” is.

      We are so screwed.
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      Life is fleeting.

      Even before the Zs came, it was fleeting. A traffic accident could take you out quick or old age could take you out slow with all kinds of things in between. The apocalypse has just brought the fleeting nature of a biological existence into much sharper relief.

      Every day surviving the apocalypse, every day with June is a bonus.

      This is the other side of the coin of having so much to lose. I have so much to be grateful for.

      After Talia and the trucks drive off, I turn around and stare up at the sky. I’m not giving up. I won’t ever give up. Not with June and Dallas next to me, but I just need a moment to let it in. Feel it.

      Life is fleeting. I am grateful and want more of this life.

      I do the math in my head. This is day twenty-six of Woody and June versus the Apocalypse and it’s already hard to imagine my life before her.

      I just had a few days with good food to eat and June next to me. I’ve survived more than I thought possible. I have love and friendship. I have lived a life, and despite the condition of the world and some of the shit that has befallen me, it’s been a pretty good life.

      “They’ve wandered towards where the trucks were,” I say quietly, still facing away. “But they’ve lost momentum now and they are starting to gather.”

      “No shit—” Dallas says, but then cuts herself off as she notices I’m not looking at them.

      It’s a magic trick I’m trying to pull off. A test. I want to know if I understand these beasts as well as I think I do.

      The air is calm and cold, the silence deep, but in a comforting way. The stars are slowly fading as the sky lightens from black to the deepest of blues.

      “It looks like their movements are random,” I continue, still looking away, “like each one is just wandering, but slowly they are coming close, slowly they are forming a tight group, one that seems to be more round than it should be, one that seems more intentional than is possible.”

      “You’re just freaking me out now, Woody,” Dallas says.

      I just smile.

      “How many are there?” I ask.

      Dallas is quiet for a moment and all I hear is the gentle breathing of my companions and my heart pounding in my chest. “Twenty-six,” Dallas says. “No… twenty-seven.”

      I see them in my mind, I try to imagine how their fungus brains work. They have a sense for what they need to survive, and when they are together that sense increases. It’s like they are each a receiver, and the more receivers in close proximity, the stronger the signal. Kind of like those radio telescopes in the New Mexico desert—working together they are much more powerful.

      “Their movements look random,” I continue. “They are going this way and that, but they are doing it more or less together now, and from where they started, where they got together, they have moved just a little more towards us than away from us.”

      “What are you doing?” June whispers. She’d crawled right next to me. “We need to get the hell out of here.”

      I shake my head. “Not yet. We need those trucks to get farther away. And if we move, the Zs will lock on us. Right now they’re not sure yet.”

      “And how the hell do you know this without looking?” Dallas asks.

      I sigh. There’s a story, and not a pleasant one. At least not the ending. There was a man in the Phoenix tribe I ended up with that the psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord called “Q.” Because he was the gadget guy, the one that could hack tech.

      Q took me under his wing and taught me. It’s why I could rig the suicide vest I used to recue June and knew all about the drones and how to make phones useful without a cell signal.

      Q taught me about the Zs. He was curious about everything. He watched them. He learned.

      “I just know,” I say, because now is not the time for those kinds of stories. “Dallas, can you please go inside and start gathering our stuff. Move slowly. Don’t make any noise. We shouldn’t leave until they fully lock on us, but we need to be ready when they do.”

      I can feel Dallas ready to open her mouth and protest, but she doesn’t. My magic trick has worked that well, at least.

      After she is gone, June asks, “And what do we do when they lock on us?”

      I look at her and smile, her lovely round face dim in the predawn light. “We run, June. We run.”
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      I’m driving the truck across the rough, sandy roads of the 40s. Dallas is in the passenger’s seat next to me fumbling with the GPS, looking at the maps and cursing. She’s not normally the navigator—she’s normally the sharp, colorful commentary from the backseat.

      But June is standing in the bed, strapped in like some kind of movie action hero. She’s right behind the cab, strapping run through the back windows and around her waist. There are pillows duct-taped to the back window and to the roof. The strap holds her against the truck, and as we jostle along the pillows keep her from getting too badly bruised.

      She’s standing tall with mirror shades on, holding her rifle. Yeah, the Terminator’s Sarah Connor ain’t got a thing on my girl.

      The zombies took about forty minutes to really lock on. They wandered slowly, unevenly towards us, but then they locked on and as a group started heading directly toward us. The faster ones moving out in front, the sound of their snapping jaws and growls reaching us through the cold, still air.

      Dallas had done her job and packed us up. I had rigged the place for June, and we roared out of there.

      At the same time, somewhere up the road, I know that Talia’s geek noticed the change in the zombies’ direction and they started heading this way after us.

      The chase is on.

      Zombie bloodhounds. Now that
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