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      June is driving our now well-used pickup east down I-40 towards Winslow, Arizona, and I am in the backseat fiddling with dynamite.

      That’s the apocalypse for you. The gorgeous girl of my dreams is feet away from me, but to rescue our friend Dallas from June’s crazy ex Talia—a psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord if there ever was one—I have to work with explosives. In a speeding vehicle that is rumbling down a post-apocalyptic highway.

      You would think you could go as fast as you want. No other cars, relatively flat, the high desert of Arizona stretching out in all directions. But the road is not maintained. There is debris. There are wrecks here and there. Wandering zombies who are really stupid about cars and will shamble right in front of you.

      We shouldn’t even be on the highway. Our plan, after escaping Talia several times, was to hightail it south and east over the dirt roads that crisscross much of the open land of Arizona to the White Mountains.

      But no. I wanted a moment. I thought Arizona was big enough for us to get lost in. I underestimated Talia.

      And to be fair, we were beat to shit after our first two escapes. I’ve got a scabbed-over flesh wound on my forehead from when Talia almost blew my brains out and a hole in my left arm from one of her goons as we tried to escape yet again. June’s face has purple going to yellow bruises from her fist fight with Talia. We really needed a moment.

      And to be even more fair, once we had that moment, once we were poised for escape, we realized what kind of damage Talia and her new gang would do to some decent people living in a good situation at Phantom Ranch down at the bottom of the Grand Canyon. It’s hot down there, but it is isolated and there is an endless supply of water from the Colorado River making it a pretty perfect place to wait out the apocalypse. So we changed our plan. We turned back and headed back towards the Grand Canyon.

      But we had given her enough time and Talia was ready for us. This is round two of Talia’s “game.” Her stated rules are:

      
        	I win.

        	The more you play, the longer you survive.

        	I win.

      

      June and I survived Two Guns and the Apache Death Cave, where Talia attempted to recreate what the Apache experienced there in 1878 with a little zombie booby trap thrown in for good measure. But she captured Dallas. Left us a clue. Gave us a deadline.

      Thus June driving as fast as is sort of safe while I play with dynamite in the backseat of the Toyota pickup truck that was new when the apocalypse happened, but has seen a hell of a lot of action in the few weeks since I liberated it from the car dealership in Flagstaff.

      Its beautiful black paint is dusty and scratched and there are bullet holes in the tailgate. The rear window has been removed, something we did after being chased across those high desert dirt roads with people shooting at us, so we can move freely from the bed into the truck.

      It’s morning and the air is still cool, the windows down as the chaotic wind rushes through.

      “I love you, June Medina,” I say as I insert a blasting cap into a stick of dynamite. These things need to be said. Especially now. Especially today. Especially while messing with dynamite.

      “I love you, Woody Beckman,” she says back, her voice cheerful.

      This is only day twenty-seven of Woody and June versus the Apocalypse, but my feelings for her are deep.

      June is ex-army, tough as hell, but petite, athletic, and pixie-beautiful with her short black hair, olive skin, and ocean-blue eyes. She’s smart. She’s a survivor. And despite a devastating apocalypse, we found each other.

      I chuckle. Her cheerfulness gives me hope. We are speeding to face the one thing in this world that June Medina is afraid of. Her crazy ex Talia. And isn’t that ironic? Even post-apocalypse, everyone’s got a crazy ex.

      “What are you laughing about?” she asks.

      I shrug. “I’m with the girl of my dreams and she’s driving the truck I always wanted and I am playing with dynamite. What more can a boy ask for?”

      “Brace,” she says sharply. And I do, holding the old stick of dynamite close, right before the truck swerves to the left, off the pavement onto the wide median, as we avoid a three-car-pileup, and back onto the road.

      In a flash, I see a Z banging on the window of one of the crumpled cars. It is mummy-like, having been trapped in there for over a year. A couple more years and I figure it will “die.” Zombies need sustenance to survive. It’s not quite like the shows I used to watch.

      “So you think we’ve got a chance?” she asks, her voice tentative.

      “I think Talia wants Dallas and me dead,” I say. “I think she wants you back. I think this stupid game of hers is supposed to accomplish both of those things.”

      I could say more. That these elaborate and dangerous traps and games are ridiculous. That Talia is psychotic. That the apocalypse broke her, badly. But I don’t. June served in Afghanistan with Talia and was once in love with her. Before the world went to hell. Before Talia broke.

      “And our chances…?” she says.

      I wrap the finished piece of dynamite complete with fuse and blasting cap into an old rag and carefully set it down. I lean forward so my face is closer to June’s. As the wind whips around us, I can smell the dry desert and her sweat, a whiff of smoke clinging to her clothes from our escape of the Apache Death Cave. But there’s still something sweet about the way she smells. Despite the infrequent bathing and the crazy few days we’ve had, there is something decidedly June about her scent, and I can’t get enough of it.

      “Phantom Company ended up turning against her because of all the energy she was expending to catch you,” I say.

      She bites her lips and nods. “Yeah…”

      “Well, she just took over this Flagstaff tribe of survivors and look at how much more energy she is expending trying to capture you.”

      I see her blue eyes widen in the rearview mirror. “So…,” she says, “we are going to try to survive long enough so that they turn on her too?”

      I nod and lean back. “And they will. She just took over. They don’t really know her. They certainly don’t trust her. They are doing everything they are doing right now because they are terrified of her. That can’t last.”

      June catches my eye in the rearview mirror. “I hope you are right.”

      I hope I am too.
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      From the ghost town of Twin Arrows to the outskirts of Winslow, Arizona is a bit over twenty miles. June drives and I prepare as fast as I can.

      Backpacks. Dynamite. Managing the little solar chargers we have on top of things in the back of the truck and swapping in charged batteries to our flashlights and other electronic gear.

      Since Talia found us in the off-the grid plots of land called the 40s northeast of Flagstaff, we haven’t prepared properly. And almost more than those stops we made, that lack of prep was a mistake.

      When I was on my own, I would have never made this kind of mistake. I let myself relax too much. I let myself think that with June and Dallas everything would be fine.

      But it’s not.

      “Get off here,” I say from the backseat. We are at the I-40 business exit for Winslow. The town has a whopping three exits off the I-40 with a total population of less than ten thousand before the Zs came.

      The land is fairly flat here, more of the high desert we’ve been driving through with red-tinged earth and lots of grass and weeds starting to green up. To the north of the highway is a cluster of low homes with trees big enough to make it look like an older neighborhood. To the south of the highway is the historic downtown that features the corner the Eagles sang about in “Take it Easy.” Our clue in this game Talia is having us play.

      “Take it easy now,” I say with a grin as June pulls onto the off-ramp and around an abandoned car.

      “You’re a real comedian,” she says with only a small grin. “Maybe you should take that routine on the road.”

      Survival. Laughter. And June. Those are my rules for each post-apocalypse day. Laughter, the real kind, is hard to come by so I’ve got to make my chances.

      “The Woody and June comedy extravaganza with guest star Dallas,” I say, lowering my voice so it kind of sounds like a radio guy from the fifties. “Featuring bad puns, lame jokes, and the not-to-be missed zombie fun run where Woody, June, and Dallas try to make a zombie laugh and not get eaten.”

      She flashes me a tight-lipped smile and I get the message. Not the time. Or not funny enough for the situation.

      I look at my watch. “We’ve got sixteen minutes to find her.” That is what is left of the hour Talia gave us. Her time limits are to make us rush, keep us from thinking.

      It’s a long, easy off-ramp and the town has that post-apocalyptic abandoned look. Debris on the street. Abandoned and crashed cars in the road. Buildings looking unkempt with peeling paint.

      Some of this is not a new look for Winslow. The little town struggled after the highway came and routed most of the traffic around Winslow. The last time I was here, before it all happened, there were plenty of abandoned buildings that already had a post-apocalyptic vibe.

      “Right and then left,” I tell June at the end of the off-ramp. It’s just a short jog between two gas stations and then left onto Old Route 66.

      There’s a nice sign to greet us. A round slab of stone with red writing that says, “Welcome to Winslow.” The stone is nestled in layers of sandstone making you think of the Grand Canyon. It’s a little cheesy but it’s also kind of nice.

      The road is divided, two lanes in both directions. Nice lampposts in the middle. Winslow was making a go of it, tourism-wise, and it was all centered around that Eagles song.

      I stop with the terrible attempts at comedy and watch. This section of the road is kind of industrial. Mini-storage, garages, low buildings without signs, an old Roadway Inn. Definitely not historic in the normal sense. Around this part of the country “historic” are things built when the area was first settled, back in the late 1800s.

      June takes it easy, easing us around wrecks and keeping the pace steady.

      There are no Zs and it’s as eerie as hell because of it. This is proof of what Dallas told us, that when Talia’s group came this way they lured and trapped the Zs so they could scrounge through town at their leisure. I mean, at least without any free-roaming Zs. I’m sure there are plenty trapped in buildings.

      Talia used her new recruits as bait for the Zs and Dallas was a new recruit when she came through with them. All of this makes my stomach twist worrying about what Talia did to Dallas.

      The road is in really good shape, it must have been resurfaced not long before it all went to hell. The sidewalks are also in good shape with young deciduous trees just leafed out for spring along with those nice streetlights sprouting out of the narrow median.

      The road flows to the south a bit and then straightens out and runs parallel to the railroad tracks, some tanker cars visible.

      Older homes appear on the left as the two sides of Route 66 split.

      “Stay to the right,” I say.

      We pass the remnants of a convenience store and a bunch of bland homes that look like they were built in the sixties. The houses are small, single story, with more carports than garages. The yards are mostly dirt with some sad, struggling grass, but they probably looked that way before the apocalypse. It’s hard to grow grass in the desert.

      We pass some low apartments. Some bigger nondescript buildings. A billboard for a trading post. A laundromat that looks like it used to be a house. A sprawling two-story motel.

      Except for the debris on the road, the cars parked awkwardly, and the lack of the living, this is kind of what it
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