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      June is toying with me. I can’t say that I mind. There’s nothing to take your mind off the zombie apocalypse and an escape from dangerous humans like a smart, competent, beautiful woman who you just learned likes boys as well as girls and just might be interested in you.

      We’ve escaped Talia, her ex, who is the psychotic, wannabe warlord that runs the group of survivors down at Phantom Ranch at the bottom of the Grand Canyon. We’re on our way up North Kaibab Trail heading towards the North Rim.

      Down below, after we managed to escape Talia and her minions, I finally told June how I feel.

      And to Talia’s credit, I did downgrade her from a “psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord” to just a “psychotic, wannabe warlord.” June was able to reach her, which is why I am still alive. My forehead still has this strange itch where Talia pressed her gun. It’s like I can still feel it there as she threatened to blow my brains out. Just an echo of one of the many post-apocalyptic traumas.

      And yes, this is only day eleven of Woody and June versus the Apocalypse, but there is no time to fool around with Zs roaming the land wanting to eat the living, and the living often being a lot more dangerous than the Zs.

      The spring day is warm with only high, thin clouds in the blue sky and I’m sweating a lot. June has put on a good pace and I’ve had to work hard to keep up with her. She’s petite, but ex-Army and as tough as they come. We don’t have much food, but we’ve been paralleling Bright Angel Creek so hydration hasn’t been an issue.

      And I guess that is the problem. There is, literally, no time to fool around. No safety. No peace. No time for anything but survival.

      June likes me. She must, right? She’s still here even after all our close calls in just a few days. She walked away from Talia with me. And she promised to tell me if there is a chance for us the next time we “have a safe place to rest.”

      So, what do I do as the miles go by? Search the landscape trying to see if the scraggly desert canyon holds any safety, wonder if there is a secret cavern behind Ribbon Falls that could be safe, wish the few buildings at the campground we pass are far enough from Talia and her militaristic Phantom Company to seem safe. Anything at all.

      I wrack my brain trying to remember what’s at the top of the trail, but I was a kid last time I was at the North Rim and not really paying attention. There’s a lodge and a store, that kind of stuff, but will any of it be considered safe by June?

      “We better stop here,” I call to June as the trail turns away from the creek and starts up the slope. We’re about to leave Bright Angel Creek for the real climb up out of the canyon.

      June stops and looks at me, her blue eyes tired but determined. She stands there for a moment, searching the canyon, looking for danger.

      And it’s what I should be doing with my time. Not fantasizing about safety and her and how everything will change if we could just find some time. I should be focused on survival too.

      It’s my first rule for each day. Survive. My second is laugh, because you have to have some quality in your life even if you’re barely surviving. My new third rule is to spend time with June, because… well… I’m crazy about her.

      I turn around and look back, worried that I’ve missed something.

      She walks slowly towards me, her eyes continuing to search, her short black hair sweaty and plastered to her head. I should be searching too, but I find myself staring at her. How can I not. She’s got this petite, pixie vibe and is absolutely beautiful.

      “We’re being followed,” she whispers to me as she opens up her water bottle and leans down to the creek to fill it.

      “What?” I hiss.

      Her eyes widen, and I get the message and lower my tone. “How do you know?” I ask. I plunge my old plastic water bottle in the cold water. Our supplies are very limited. We left Phantom Ranch with almost nothing. Sheets fashioned into slings to carry things, a few granola bars, cheap plastic water bottles, and I’ve got my trusty Diamondbacks baseball cap, the only thing I’ve kept since it all went down. Talia had given each of us a gun and a bit more food, but we are not in a good situation.

      “I just do,” she says. “I’ve heard a scrape, here or there, that wasn’t either of us.” She shakes her head. “I just know.”

      I nod, all thoughts of getting to safety and finding out if the woman of my post-apocalyptic dreams likes me gone. Now I just want to get to safety.

      “Talia?” I ask.

      June bites her lip. “Not her, not sneaking after us, but she might have sent someone.”

      I sigh. I guess it’s time to add the “petty” back into Talia’s title.

      “We need to drink as much as we can here,” I say in a normal conversational tone in case we are being overheard. “We are about to head up and won’t have access to water.”

      June gives me a weak smile and nods, taking a deep drink.

      “We got this,” I whisper, but I’m not sure I believe it.
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      We dig into the switchbacks, shortening our strides but keeping our pace steady. The rocks and the dirt of the trail are iron rich and all have a red hue. It’s spring and it’s in the mid-seventies here, but with this climb that’s hot. We’ve got our jackets tied around our waists. It’s awkward, but you never leave a jacket behind—you will always need it at some point.

      And my dull green army surplus jacket has my packs of seeds in the inside pocket. Not a ton, just some beans and vegetables that I took when I left Phoenix. Those seeds represent the future and the ability to grow food and be self-sustained.

      I know it’s more symbolic than anything, but those two things, my hat that links me to my past and the seeds, which point to the future, help keep me sane.

      We’re just past Redwall Bridge that takes you over a narrow but steep bit of canyon. We debated bushwhacking around and waited off the trail for a while to make sure it was clear. It’s a wood decked metal bridge like the one over the Colorado River, but much smaller. We ended up going across one at a time, but between the bridge not feeling safe and June’s conviction that we’re being followed, it’s been a bit tense.

      Well, that and the whole escape from Talia and living in a world terrorized by zombies. Yeah, that too.

      “I have a plan,” I say, pulling up next to June.

      She looks amused, briefly, and I’m relieved. Given our history with my plans I’m glad to see it. “Care to explain,” she says, her voice low so as to not carry.

      I nod and give her the best smile I can. “There’s a place called Supai Tunnel coming up. If we are being followed that’s the place to find out.”

      “A tunnel?” she asks.

      “Yeah. It’s the only way up, you have to go through it.”

      “A good place to ambush our follower is a good place to ambush us,” she says.

      My smile disappears, I hadn’t thought of that. “We’ll be careful.”

      She nods, all grim determination, and my determination is to lighten things up.

      Sure, someone might be following us, but I don’t think their intent is to do us immediate harm or wouldn’t we have been shot at by now? And yes, we are in the middle of a zombie apocalypse, but we haven’t seen a Z since we hit Phantom Ranch, and if they are around here, they must be few and far between.

      But what about that zombie tourist herd on the South Rim that chased us down into the canyon, you might ask. Well, the North Rim is isolated and hard to get to. I am sure there are Zs, but there can’t be that many and I don’t see a horde of them randomly traipsing down the trail.

      “So… I’ve been thinking about your Gaia theory of the origin of the Zs,” I say in between breaths as we wind up the switchbacks.

      She glances at me briefly and says, “Ummm hmmm.”

      “That was Talia’s idea, right?” Talia is this weird combination of evangelistic Christian and earthy goddess lover, invoking both Jesus and Gaia pretty often.

      June stops, her eyes searching mine, and then she takes a sip of water. “What are you getting at?” Even her breath is coming fast as we climb.

      I shrug. Truth is this tact wasn’t well thought out. I thought that discussing my time travel theory of the apocalypse versus her Gaia theory might be amusing, but I’ve taken us right back to her ex. “Umm… just trying to understand it,” I say, attempting to recover. “Trying to understand her. You know, in case…” I nod back down the trail.

      June’s eyes linger on mine as if she thinks there is more there and if she looks at me long enough she’ll either divine it or I’ll spill—the latter is actually quite likely. She stows her water bottle in her sheet sling and nods. “Yes, her theory, but it works better than yours.” She turns and marches up the trail.

      “Better?” I ask. “How is a conscious planet better than our far future ancestors trying to stop us from ruining the planet, or benevolent aliens trying to stop us from destroying our race?”

      She snorts and that makes me smile. “First off, your aliens and ancestors are both sadistic bastards laying this crap on us.”

      “And Gaia isn’t?”

      She shakes her head. “No. Think of the planet as a single organism and we are cells that make up that organism. Did you feel bad when you lost a few pounds after the holiday, wiping out millions of fat cells?”

      The trail is wide enough so that I can walk next to her and I try to catch a glimpse of her face. There is a bit of a smile playing there. She’s messing with me and that’s a good sign.

      “And,” she continues, glancing at me, those blue eyes a bit brighter, “you have to contend with the impossibility of time travel and the huge difficulties of interstellar space travel with your theories.”

      “And you have to explain a conscious planet,” I counter.

      She shrugs. “Easily done. Explain how the individual neurons in your brain coalesce into consciousness and I’ll explain how the individual, seemingly disparate, beings on this planet create a consciousness.”

      “But wouldn’t we be aware of that? Wouldn’t we know that?”

      She shakes her head. “Does one neuron in your brain know of the larger whole it is a part of?”

      “Well… I’m a little more complicated than a single neuron.” My tone is defensive now. I’ve lost my intent in this conversation and am just in it.

      “Then prove it, and wrap your brain around the possibility.”

      “Aliens are more fun,” I counter.

      She stops, her arms crossed awkwardly over her sheet sling pack thing. “What the hell about this is fun? Answer me that, Woody? We need water. We need food. We need shelter. How many times in the last week have we almost bought it? Where the hell is the fun?”

      I’m panting hard from the exertion and from the adrenaline of our little argument. Really, our first argument. She has a point; the particulars of our survival are not very fun. But that misses the larger point. A life needs to be worth living, even a post-zombie-apocalypse life.

      “Meeting you, that was fun,” I say quietly. “When you taught me to shoot by the Little Colorado River Gorge, that was fun… you know, except for the gun part.” At this she smiles, briefly, knowing how much I hate guns, but maybe seeing that her teaching me is what made it fun for me. “Rafting down the Grand Canyon, even though we were prisoners, that was fun.”

      The smile is gone and yet her eyes are wide and she’s blinking too much. I think Talia and our close call added to the worry about being followed may have pushed her past her limit. She has limits, which is both comforting and scary at the same time.

      “Holding hands with you,” I continue, “anytime and anywhere is fun
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