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      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.
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      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.
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