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      Survival is not a plan, it’s a goal. But we are learning that the apocalypse is a terrible place for plans. They don’t survive the first encounter with zombies or the psychotic, petty, wannabe warlords. We make plans, June, Dallas, and I, but we have to be ready to abandon them at any moment for what seems like it will get us through the day… or the night.

      And while the plans don’t often survive, we want to.

      The apocalypse is more like jazz—and forgive me here if I mangle this metaphor. While I enjoy jazz, I don’t know that I understand it. But I do understand that it is about skill and preparation and improvisation. And that is exactly what survival is like now. You prepare, you plan as far ahead as you can see—which is generally not very far—and you improvise your butt off.

      Take the three of us. June Medina is petite with short black hair, coffee-with-cream colored skin, and ocean-blue eyes. She’s in her mid-twenties with a round face, an upturned nose, and looks rather like the kind of woman you would hire to play an elf around Christmas. Except she’s a badass, ex-army, and deadly with a gun. And not bad at first aid either.

      Then there is Dallas. She’s older than us, in her early thirties and all curvy compared to June’s lean athleticism. Dallas has a sharp wit, a ready laugh, and a foul mouth, with shoulder length brown hair and brown eyes. She was born and raised by a father, who would have been more comfortable with a son, in Montana, so she knows her ways around guns, loves the outdoors, and, despite her appearance, is something of a tomboy.

      And then take me. My name is Woody Beckman and I’m a baseball-crazed Arizona boy. I’m the one with the weird plans and the one who knows how to rig electronics in this post-apocalyptic era.

      To strain the jazz metaphor just a bit more, we are the Woody, June, and Dallas Post-Apocalyptic Survival Trio. And we have a hell of a survival challenge in front of us… or rather, behind us.

      The zombie population of Winslow, Arizona is shambling towards us down Old Route 66. We aren’t that far out of town, June and I taking turns pushing Dallas who is perched on an old-fashioned single-speed bike with a handlebar basket and a bell. She’s got a swollen ankle she can’t put any weight on. We are hoping it is just a sprain, but there is no way to tell yet.

      We survived Winslow, and the trap Talia—June’s ex and the psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord who just can’t let us go—set for us, but we are not free. We are in the middle of Talia’s “game,” one that seems to be designed to kill Dallas and me—in the most horrible way possible—somehow forcing June to go back to Talia.

      As if.

      But then again Talia has earned both the “psychotic” and “petty” in her title, so perhaps expecting logic is not realistic.

      June and I entered Winslow to rescue Dallas in a well-supplied Toyota pickup truck and we left with Dallas unable to walk, with only our guns, a rifle, a bat, our backpacks, and a bike.

      But we improvised and we survived.

      The problem is that Talia is improvising too. And she has resources and manpower and the luxury of not being on the run all the time, not being injured.

      Winslow is high desert, just below five-thousand-feet in elevation and fairly flat, the parched land mostly covered with dried grass, a bit of it still green from spring, and scraggly bushes. To our right are some train tracks and then, basically, nothing for a long ways. To our left, just out of sight, is I-40 and just off the highway we can see a Denny’s that, as I recall, is attached to a truck stop. My stomach rumbles and a grand slam breakfast sounds like heaven this far into the apocalypse.

      Behind us is the Winslow zombie horde, thousands strong, their collective fungus mind telling them that we are the only fresh meat in town.

      They can sense us, it is what has made them so effective, and when they run out of prey, they gather and their senses are that much better.

      Up ahead is a low warehouse-looking building that I stare at for a moment as I push Dallas along. I know what it is but my brain is sluggish. We don’t have time to fish out a pair of binoculars from one of our packs, so I start pushing harder.

      “Woody…?” June asks. “What is it?”

      “There are a lot of cars there,” I say, and then it hits me. This is a car dealership. “A lot of cars,” I say grinning.

      Transportation is what we need the most. We need to get away from Talia. We need to get away from the horde of zombies. Dallas can’t walk. There is nothing we need more.

      And I will admit that I am still shell-shocked from Winslow. Literally shell-shocked having been in the close proximity of multiple explosions.

      I push harder. “I’ll go try to find us a vehicle,” I say to June, “while you keep moving with Dallas.”

      She’s jogging easily beside me. I’m in better aerobic shape than when the world went to shit, but I’m not in the kind of shape June is in. She doesn’t seem to be that bothered by the smoke inhalation from this morning in the Apache Death Caves.

      Just this morning. It’s so hard to fathom so much has happened. The sun is high above us and the day isn’t even half over yet.

      I can see from the twist of her lips that she doesn’t like the plan, that she doesn’t want us to be separated, that she’s still going through something with what happened back in Winslow.

      This is still day twenty-seven of Woody and June versus the Apocalypse. When we met at the pet food plant in Flagstaff, Arizona, we were both go-it-alone survivors. But then she saved my life and I returned the favor and rescued her from the Flagstaff psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord and we learned to trust each other. And then we became partners in survival, and then after all that went down in the Grand Canyon after Talia captured us, we fell in love.

      Well, I fell for her that first day, but I think it took her a bit longer. Back in Winslow I had been surrounded, no chance of escape, when she plowed our truck into the horde, risking her own life and giving me a fighting chance and dragging me out of there.

      That was an hour ago and what we need is time to rest and recover and talk it through. In these twenty-seven short days, I’ve lost her twice, I’ve fought like hell to get her back, and I know some of what she must be going through.

      But then her mouth twists into a strange little smile and she nods. “Be safe, Woody,” she says, her voice quiet. She takes over pushing Dallas, and I pull my bat from the holster I rigged on my backpack and jog off across the median towards the dealership.

      “And get something nicer than a damn truck,” Dallas calls. “I want to ride in style.”
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      When I was on my own, after I escaped the mess in Phoenix, I wouldn’t have approached a place like this by myself. And if I did, if I was desperate enough, I would be very slow and methodical.

      So, the Zs congregate as they run out of food, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t Zs trapped in the dealership. In fact, I have to assume there are. And I have to go into the dealership to get keys and hope that one of these vehicles will actually start. It’s been over a year since it all went to shit, so the odds there aren’t great.

      And the snarling, stinking zombie horde shambling towards me severely limits the amount of time I have here, making this even longer odds, but I have to try.

      I hate to break up our improvising survival trio. I don’t want to do the solo stuff anymore. I want to be with my people. We all have different strengths, we are stronger together.

      All of these thoughts run through my mind as I jog over, bat in hand, puffs of dirt floating up as I trot across the open field on my way to the dealership.

      It’s one of those multi-brand dealerships you see in small towns. One sign says “Chrysler. Jeep. Dodge,” the other one “Nissan.”

      As I get closer, the building looks a little less like a warehouse. There are some brick columns out front supporting the white metal roof, a glass along the front, and a single tree making it clear that it’s not a warehouse. Not flashy, but then again, they don’t need to impress me with fancy digs, free coffee, and Wi-Fi. A zombie-free environment and a battery that still has a charge will impress me more than anything.

      As I approach, I realize how foolish this is, this little improvisation I proposed. Back in Flagstaff, when I got the truck that was just blown up, I got lucky. The truck I wanted wouldn’t start but I found a fresh battery that had just enough charge to jump it with. And this is my area. This is the kind of thing I should think about before going off alone.

      As I approach the car lot, I look over and can see that June is pushing Dallas and watching me. I give her a cheerful wave and slow down as I hit the pavement of the lot.

      Except for the dust and dirt all over everything, you might think that things are normal, that it is just a Sunday and a dust storm blew through town and no one has been around to clean it up.

      Trucks, for the most part, line the front of the lot. Full-size Dodges and then the smaller Nissans. Each way more than I could afford in the pre-apocalyptic times.

      I walk past them to the front of the warehouse-like building and look in the glass.

      Inside it’s open with a truck and a sedan on display along with cubicles for the salespeople. It looks empty, no signs of Zs. I knock on the glass. I want them to know I am here. But nothing happens.

      I move to the door and open it slowly. A puff of chilly air floats out that smells just a little bit like a new car, that plasticky smell. I stop and listen. Nothing. Zs are not known for being quiet.

      The cement-floored showroom has the two cars and there are three cubicles for doing the paperwork. At the back of the building is a hallway, probably back to service, and a row of glass-walled offices.

      It’s quiet in here and cool. There’s a layer of dust on everything, but otherwise it looks fairly normal. The cubicle closest to me has some paperwork neatly laid out as if they’ll all be right back to complete the purchase.

      This is the apocalypse—there are plenty of pockets of almost normal that can just absolutely creep you out. I’d frankly be more at ease if the place was trashed, if some survivors had come through scrounging and left it a mess. It’s too close to normal. This orderly and neat stuff isn’t the world anymore.

      I shake it off and head to the back row of offices, to the first one. The keys to all these lovely cars are probably in one of them. I
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