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      It is day thirty of Woody and June and Dallas versus the Apocalypse and day four of the zombie siege. It’s my first day sitting up since we got here after I succumbed to the infection from all those zombie scratches I got back in Winslow. I feel that fresh, hopeful feeling you feel when you’ve crossed the line on being really sick and are actually getting better.

      I am so very weak and light-headed and the now-healing scratches are starting to itch and my head still aches from where I was pistol-whipped and I’m so hungry, but compared to what I was going through, I am feeling well enough to sing and dance about it. Except, I’m way too weak for that and we’re stuck up in this cell tower treehouse with the thousands-strong zombie population of Winslow milling below us, wanting to eat us.

      The late spring morning is cool and the sky is a beautiful robin’s egg blue. I’m propped up in a corner, my backpack behind me as a pillow and a sleeping bag wrapped around me, getting my first good look at the place.

      This was clearly built by a survivor, fifty feet up in a cell tower between Winslow and Holbrook, Arizona. It’s a triangular platform about twelve feet across attached to the zigzagging metal supports of the cell tower made up of a patchwork of wood of various types along with a few metal signs, probably stuff scrounged from the area. But it’s strong with low walls three feet tall, an opening on one side where the ladder runs up the cell tower, and a few storage bins built into one wall.

      Getting this much wood and other materials up here and building something safe took an enormous amount of effort. There is no clue who this survivor was, no personal effects left although it was stocked with canned goods, a propane stove with fuel, and a couple jerry cans of water.

      The effect is at once comforting and also unnerving. On the floor there’s crappy particle board that’s obviously been out in the weather too long right next to a “One Way” sign. Bits of an old billboard shouting about its great unlimited cell plan make up part of a wall. The foundation of the treehouse is made up largely of two-by-fours and even two-by-sixes, but there are other stretches of structural supports where the boards are not long enough and sistered together, some of different sizes.

      It’s a miracle, really, that we have a place that we can rest and recover, but it creaks and is made up of such a jumble of material it’s hard to really trust. And it’s a bit of an eyesore with some of the wood bare but much of it painted a variety of colors, not to mention the odd road sign or two.

      The food and the water are a miracle too. We didn’t prepare this place—it was likely Talia. We’ve been boiling the water and it hasn’t made us sick which is a huge relief after the group of brand-new Zs we encountered back at the North Rim. They had drunk water infected by the fungus and turned.

      June and Dallas are at the other end of the treehouse having a whispered conversation. It doesn’t bother me, I’m still so proud and happy to be sitting up, to be alive, to have beat the infection from the scratches and to be back in the land of the living.

      June is petite and athletic with ocean-blue eyes, short black hair, olive skin, and is the love of my life. The girl of my dreams that I didn’t meet until the world went to shit. She nursed me back to life, but I think the distance that opened up between us after she saved me in Winslow is still there.

      Dallas is taller and curvier with shoulder-length brown hair and a sharp tongue and a quick wit dressed in an obnoxiously pink down coat.

      June and I met thirty days ago. Dallas joined us eleven days later. We’ve been through so much I feel like I’ve known these women all my life, and I certainly trust them with my life.

      They keep whispering and glancing at me, like they are sizing me up, accessing me.

      “Are you wondering what I want for breakfast?” I ask, my voice still weak. I don’t wait for a reply. “Eggs Benedict would be lovely, thank you, and don’t spare the hollandaise.”

      I end with a smile, the most charming one I can manage. This is not a laugh-worthy effort, I’m not up to it, but I am hoping for an ironic chuckle. They are both really serious about something, and while the apocalypse is full of serious moments, I am dedicated to it having some light ones.

      June sighs and walks two steps and squats down in front of me, zipping her blue jacket up to the neck. “There’s something we should show you,” she says, biting her lower lip briefly.

      “Before breakfast?” I ask with a smile.

      One eyebrow arches. “You are feeling better,” she says.

      I nod. “Sitting up like a real boy. My goal for the day is to drink enough water so that I can pee on the Zs below.”

      My gaze drifts to my hands and I have to tell you that looking at them kind of freaks me out. The scratches from the Zs are long and ragged and cover my hands and my forearms. I got them when I was surrounded by the horde below us in Winslow after we saved Dallas, when they were all grasping for me, trying to eat me, when June dragged me out with our truck.

      They are scabbed up now, all red and angry, and there are a lot of them. On my palms, on the back of my hands, up my forearms. Deep, ragged, and jagged. It looks like they are going to heal now, but I’ll be left with scars, and plenty of them.

      I can smell the Zs below us and it takes me right back there. I had my baseball bat and was fending them off for all I was worth, fighting even though I knew there was no way out until June risked herself and rammed the truck into the mass of them, getting close enough for me to have a fighting chance.

      I had to fight my way to the truck, ignoring those behind me. I felt bites through my army surplus jacket, hands grasping at me, so many hands. I dropped the bat and shed the coat to get them off me and held onto the grill while June dragged me out, while the zombies grasped at me, leaving me with a few errant scratches on my shoulders and back where the Zs ripped through my shirt.

      I lost my army surplus jacket and the seeds I had in the pocket that were my beacon for the future, that represented finding a place peaceful enough to stop running and grow things. I lost my Diamondbacks baseball cap, which was my link to the past. And I lost my bat which was kind of my identity. I had survived until I met June with mostly just a bat to fight off the Zs.

      I had lost all my talismans that day, but I had kept my life.

      June’s cool hand takes my chin and gently lifts it up as a small smile plays on her round face. “Are you with me, Woody?” she asks, her voice gentle.

      “Always,” I say, shoving the thoughts back. I need time, time to heal, time to process, but mostly time to figure out how the hell we get out of here.

      She nods. “Good. There is something you should see.”

      I look around, peering over the low wall of our temporary home at the high desert around us. The land is mostly flat with pale, sandy soil, a mix of old brown weeds and newer ones greening up from the scant spring rain, some of them looking like they will someday become tumbleweeds, and a scattering of small, scraggly trees. South of us is I-40, two divided lanes in each direction, eerily quiet. Beyond the highway is a snaking swath of green that stands out in the dry desert marking the pathway of the Little Colorado River. To the north the land gently rises and the horizon is decorated with low mesas.

      “No,” she says. “It’s here. It’s a… a video.”

      “What?” I ask. I’m confused and then notice that Dallas is standing right behind June holding a tablet computer. She’s only putting a little weight on her left foot, but it looks like her ankle is healing. That’s good news. And she doesn’t have handcuffs on her ankles or wrists, so they figured out a way to get those off.

      “A video,” Dallas says, “from the queen bitch of the desert.”

      Talia. Dallas has taken to calling her “queen bitch of the desert.” Talia is June’s ex and the psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord that’s been chasing us all over Northern Arizona and maneuvering us into the worst circumstances as part of her “game.”

      Talia who captured Dallas and chained her to a statue in Winslow precipitating the rescue there that ended up with me surrounded by zombies.

      Talia who captured me at a car dealership after we escaped the Winslow trap, knocked me out, and cuffed me to the fence of this cell tower and forced us into this predicament.

      Talia is the reason that both June and Dallas have bruises on their faces that are still healing. Why I have a scab on my forehead and a healing bullet hole in my left arm. And why I got all these zombie scratches and almost died and became a zombie.

      It all tumbles into place. This cell tower being stocked with us under siege by the Zs was part of her plan, part of her “game.” This is the latest trap and the latest test.

      My heart hammers, making my head hurt worse where she knocked me out, but it’s nothing compared to what it used to be.

      “Let’s see it,” I say.

      June gives me a long appraising look and Dallas gives me a grim nod. Even the thought of watching this video brings the past few days of trauma to the front of my mind and my heart starts galloping in my chest. I nod my ascent, my mouth now too dry to say anything more.
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      I’m holding the tablet and June and Dallas are sitting close to me. The freeze-frame shows Talia standing in the desert, her spine erect and her shoulders thrown back. She’s tall, about six feet, and is lean and wiry, dressed in a blue down jacket. Her sandy blond hair is pulled back into her usual ponytail and the sides of her head are shaved, the dark ink of a tattoo showing on her neck.

      Behind her I can see a line of green and suspect this was filmed near here, although the Little Colorado runs along I-40 most of the way between Winslow and Holbrook.

      I’m hesitating. I don’t want to see her face, much less hear her voice. I don’t want to know what she has to say. It feels like playing the video will make what’s going on more real. By the way June and Dallas are acting, it seems likely it will.

      I rack my brain looking for some kind of joke that will lighten the mood, that will let us forget for a moment that thousands of Zs are milling below us and we have limited supplies and no way out.

      I take a deep breath that comes out as a long sigh.

      “Just hit play, Woody,” Dallas says. She is impatient, but there’s an unusual gentleness to her voice, so I know it must be bad.

      I nod and tap the tablet and the image jumps and Talia starts talking.

      “Is it rolling? Okay. Here we go.” Her thin lips form a smile but it’s a scary little thing, her light southern accent grating against my nerves. “Hello, my June-bug and Dallas. I am so sorry about Woody. He was in a bad way when we met, and while I’m not sure, I doubt that he survived. Those scratches of his…” She pauses and shrugs like she’s talking about something silly and inconsequential, like rain ruining a picnic. “Well, I doubt that he made it.

      “And if he did, well, hello Mr. Woodpecker, you are one lucky sonofabitch, which you’ve been proving to me over and over.”

      She takes a step towards the camera, her hazel eyes intense, and licks her lips like she’s about to tuck into a bucket of fried chicken. “But do a girl a favor, Woody, and just die, okay?”

      She backs up and kicks at the ground which I can see is dirty blacktop. “You girls have done well. Remarkably well. I don’t know if you all want to see it, but there’s some video of your exploits here shot by the drones. Dallas, you’ll want to see your ride down Route 66 chained to that statue, sparks flying as the truck drags you along, you cursing the whole damn way. It’s a real hoot.”

      She pauses and chuckles, quietly shaking her head before looking back at the camera. “You should have died today, Dallas, you traitorous bitch. After all I did for you, taking you in, making you part of my company. You little—” Talia turns her head and visibly gets herself under control, but I can see her fists are clenched. It looks like the feelings between Talia and Dallas are mutual.

      She turns back to the camera and smiles another one of her scary smiles. “It should be down to the happy couple. I never thought they’d figure a way to save you… by taking the whole damn statue.”

      She moves forward again, a couple of steps until her face is filling the screen. I can see dark circles under her eyes and I am glad that she’s been at least losing sleep during all of this madness. “But it turned out okay, all praise to Gaia and Jesus. Woody’s probably dead and one of you had to put a bullet in his head. And now you two are stuck up in that cell tower. And that’s good. I got some business to attend to. You’ve got supplies for two weeks and that should be enough time. I’ll be back and we can resume our little game.”

      She smiles and I swear she’s trying to smile genuinely, but it just freaks me out.

      “Until then, ladies,” she says, stepping back. “Enjoy your accommodations.”

      The video jerks back to the beginning, but I tap the tablet and stop it. June is stiff next to me, breathing hard. Dallas has a freaked-out look on her face.

      “This is good news,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “What?” June asks.

      “She thinks I’m dead,” I say. “She thinks we can’t escape. We have some time.”

      “Unless this is a part of her damn game,” Dallas says.

      I nod. “It could be, but think about it. Talia took over Brown’s group in Flagstaff so quickly, put so much energy into capturing us and then this insane game, she must have internal issues or maybe she has a conflict with another tribe. She couldn’t keep this insane game up.”

      “Just like you told me on the way to Winslow,” June says. She’s got her arms wrapped around her chest, my fearless June only afraid of one person in this whole world.

      “So what do we do?” Dallas asks. “How the hell do we escape the zombie horde of the century down there and get away?”

      I shake my head. “One step at a time. What’s for breakfast?”
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