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The battle for Boston is over, but there are still dangers lurking in the city. And as Elizabeth and Thomas arrive, they discover that old enemies are waiting to strike back.

Desperate to find her father, Elizabeth sets out to see if anyone knows whether he survived the battle. She soon learns, however, that the city's new rulers don't take kindly to people digging into the past. Before long, she's thrust into the middle of a deadly power struggle, and she's forced to take a role in a fight she doesn't even understand.

Meanwhile, Thomas and Carter encounter a familiar face. The dead are still walking, and a cure for the sickness is about to fall into dangerous hands. But what is the mysterious Project Atherius, and why are powerful people willing to do whatever it takes to become part of the project's main plan?

Days 109 to 116 is the eighth book in the Mass Extinction Event series. The book ends with a cliffhanger, and readers are advised to start with the first part of the series.
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Several years ago

“You know your problem, Joseph?” Mike said as he finished the last of his coffee and then grabbed his cellphone from the table. “You're too much of an optimist.”

“I just got done explaining why I hate people so much,” Joseph replied. “Now you're calling me an optimist?”

“Right, because you expect so much of everyone.” Mike got to his feet and slipped his cellphone into his pocket. “That's why no-one can ever please you. You expect so much from all the people around you, you think they can all be so much better than they are, and you're angry when they disappoint you. You need to temper that constant state of optimism, my friend, or you're never going to be happy.”

“Go screw yourself,” Joseph replied, rolling his eyes. “And tell those idiots at the office that I'll be late back from lunch. I need to go take a dump. Now bowel movements are one thing I can be optimistic about.”

He smiled as Mike walked away, but then the smile faded and Joseph found himself staring at his half-empty coffee cup. He'd enjoyed his usual lunchtime rant, and he was glad that – as usual – Mike hadn't been able to counter any of his points. This was the first time, however, that Joseph had ever been called an optimist, and he wasn't sure that he liked the idea. It stung. He was going to have to think of a response and make sure the people at work didn't start to -

“Joseph Aldred?” a voice said suddenly.

Startled, Joseph turned and saw a thin, tall man standing nearby in a dark suit.

Smiling, the man reached out a hand.

“Or should I call you Joseph Drachman?” he continued. “You seem to go by a few different names.”

“Parent issues,” Joseph replied, deliberately not shaking the man's hand. “It's a long story. Who are you and what do you want?”

“I want five minutes of your time,” the man said, and now he held up his briefcase as if it contained something important. Something that Joseph might care about. “Do you mind if I take a seat?”

Joseph tried to think of a reason to send the man away, but he wasn't quite ready for his lunchtime bowel movement and he figured he might get some entertainment from this idiot.

“Be my guest,” he said finally. “Sit. It's a free world, right? At least, that's what everyone keeps saying. I'm not entirely convinced that I agree, but nobody really asks me, do they?”

“Maybe they should,” the man said as he carefully pulled the chair back, inspected the seat, and then took his place opposite Joseph. He placed the briefcase conspicuously on the table, even going so far as to move a few items to make sufficient room. “You work at that run-of-the-mill pharmaceuticals company down the road,” he continued. “The place is a hive of idiots, and unfortunately it can be difficult for a good man – a smart man – to rise through the ranks. As I'm sure you've noticed, idiots look after their own.”

“I'm used to it,” Joseph muttered, although he was eyeing the man cautiously and after a moment his gaze shifted to the briefcase. “It's just how things are. That's the problem with idiots. They think they're the smart ones.”

“I'm here to offer you an opportunity,” the man replied. “How would you like to come and work for some people who'll truly value your abilities as a pioneer. As someone who can think outside the box. Or are you comfortable in your current rut? Are you afraid to be given the opportunity to prove yourself? Would you prefer to stay where you are and rot, to happily grumble and complain, rather than contributing to something that will change the world.” He paused. “My name is Maxwell Carver, and I'm here to offer you the chance of a lifetime. Should you be willing to listen to me, of course.”

Joseph continued to stare at the briefcase for a moment longer, before looking once more at the man.

“Okay,” he said finally. “I'm listening. Shoot.”
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Elizabeth

Any moment now. Any moment and it's going to -

Suddenly the phone starts ringing and I step forward, lifting the receiver and waiting for the message to start again. I hear the usual faint buzzing sound, and those clicks that seem to be part of the signal. Each millisecond seems to last forever, and I feel a flicker of panic as I realize that maybe this time the message won't come at all, that maybe it was all just a fragile hope that was too good to be true. That we're alone again.

And then, just as the fear feels as if it's going to crush my chest, the same male voice begins to speak:

“This is a recorded message from the United States government. Today is day one hundred and nine of the crisis. Survivors are requested to make their way to their nearest large towns or cities. If it is not safe to travel, remain in your current location and await help. Government agencies are continuing to coordinate our response to this event.”

Is that it?

Apart from the change of day, the message is exactly the same as it was before. A moment later it starts up again, but I set the receiver down as I feel a cold sense of panic in my chest.

Ten seconds ago, I was terrified that the message wouldn't come again. Now I'm feeling almost the opposite: I'm frustrated that it's just the same message, repeating over and over. Over the past twenty-four hours, has nothing changed? Did no-one think to update the message, to maybe add more details? It's difficult to think of a more infuriatingly vague message to send out to people. At the back of my mind, I'm even worried that it might just be some kind of old automated system that suddenly kicked into life, that this isn't really a moment of hope after all. Either way, one thing's abundantly clear.

We have to get out of this place.

“Did the person say anything else?”

Startled, I turn to see that Polly Musgrave is standing in the broken doorway, silhouetted against the bright street outside. There's dust in the air, which seems to be pretty typical for this rundown old town.

“No,” I say, forcing a smile in an attempt to make her relax. “Just the same as yesterday. It rings every hour, day and night, and it's always just the same thing.”

“But it's good that someone's ringing us, isn't it?” she replies, her voice sounding a little uncertain. “It's good that the phones are working.”

“It sure is,” I tell her. There's no point foisting my fears and concerns onto her. She's just a kid. “It means there are people out there who have started fixing things. And you heard that helicopter in the distance last night. Stuff's going on out there. We just have to get moving and go find out exactly what's happening.”

“And then will everything go back to normal?”

I hesitate for a moment, before limping over to join her. I want to say something that'll make her feel better, but I'm not sure where to begin so I kneel down and look into her eyes. She looks scared, but also very serious. She has a near-constant furrowed brow, and I can tell that she's still thinking about her dead father. For a few seconds I feel as if anything I say will be completely hopeless, and I definitely don't want to lie to the poor girl. At the same time, I'm the adult in this situation so I need to rise to the occasion. Wow, that's a shocker. I'm having to act like an adult.

“Normal's a tricky word,” I say finally. “I don't know if the world is ever going to go back to how it was, but if the worst is over then at least we can start trying. And that's better than... Well, it's better than doing anything else, right?”

I wait, but she doesn't reply.

She's still just staring at me.

“I was in New York when it all started,” I continue. “Have you heard of New York?”

She nods.

“I guess you've seen pictures, huh?”

She nods again.

“I bet it looked pretty cool.”

“It looked busy,” she replies, furrowing her brow. “It looked like everyone was running around all the time, and no-one had a chance to relax.”

“The place was deserted by the time I left,” I explain. “All that life and activity was gone. I can't even begin to imagine how we're going to clear up this mess. But you know what? We'll find a way, because we have to start clearing up. And we might not get back to how things were, to what felt normal, but we'll create a new world and eventually that will start to feel normal. Does that make sense?”

She pauses, and then she nods again.

“Good,” I reply, before getting back up and leaning for a moment against one of the salon's windows. My body is still so stiff and sore, and having only one foot doesn't exactly help. “Now let's get outside,” I continue, limping forward toward the door. “It's kinda dusty inside and -”

“Will Daddy come back?”

I stop and turn to her, and I see that she's still staring at me.

“I... What did you say?” I ask.

“If things go back to normal,” she continues, “then does that mean Daddy will come back? I'm waiting for him.”

“Your father...”

My voice trails off as I realize that I have no idea how to have this conversation. From what Thomas has told me, Polly saw her father get killed and she even acknowledged that he was dead. I thought she was dealing with things pretty well, and now it seems she thinks Doctor Musgrave might somehow get magically resurrected.

“I bet your father would be really proud of you,” I tell her, trying to sidestep the question a little. “You've got to just carry him with you all the time, in your heart.”

“Do you carry your father in your heart?” she asks.

“I do.” I pause, thinking back to the last time I saw him. “I think about him a lot.”

But my father's not dead, I want to say, even if I don't know for certain that it's true.

“Is he coming back?” she asks.

“I don't even know if he's -”

Stopping myself just in time, I realize that maybe this isn't the right moment to bring up the subject of death again. Besides, I truly don't know what happened to my father once the battle began in Boston, and I can't help but cling to the hope that somehow he survived, that maybe he escaped and that he's out there somewhere. That I'll see him again. I mean, we made it this far, which seems pretty unlikely given all the craziness in the world. All we need is for our luck to hold out a little longer.

“What do you say we go and look for more candy in that store down the road, huh?” I ask, reaching a hand out toward her. “Candy lasts longer than any other type of food. And I don't know about you, but I could really use some right about now.”

Thomas

“This really is the last of it,” I explain as I struggle to drag the cart around the corner. “I'm absolutely positive that there's not another drop of oil anywhere in the whole town.”

Gasping, I finally reach the side of the truck and I let go of the cart's handles. My arms are burning from all the effort of dragging the damn cart across town, and for a moment I have to lean against the side of the truck and get my breath back. Knowing my luck, Carter's about to give me yet another job to do, and I don't want to admit that I'm struggling. With the way things are right now, people are only useful if they're strong or smart, and I'm sure not smart. I guess I'll just have to keep working until I drop.

Realizing that Carter hasn't said anything since I got back, and hearing the sound of her rummaging through items in the rear of the truck, I step around and peer inside.

Sure enough, she's examining the military supplies that we accidentally took when we 'borrowed' this vehicle. Craning my neck, I try to get a better look at exactly what we've got, but I can't quite see.

“There's some seriously high-grade stuff in here,” Carter says suddenly, holding up what looks like a metal football. “Patterson clearly liked to come out equipped. I think they must have been planning on doing some other work on their way back to Boston. Did you realize there are even some fucking landmines in here?”

“Is that safe?” I ask, taking a step back.

“I don't know.” She turns to me, and as she does so she drops the metal football.

I flinch and pull away, but the football is already rolling out of the truck and it quickly drops harmlessly to the ground.

“That's just some kind of location device,” Carter says with a smile, having clearly enjoyed freaking me out. “Some of the other stuff is more dangerous, though. The landmines are fine until they've been armed, and the grenades all have their pins in, and I'm confident that everything's in a stable condition. It's a decent haul, though. We've struck lucky.”

“Just when we won't need it,” I point out as she struggles a little to climb down from the rear of the truck. “I mean, if that phone message is right, all the madness is going to stop.”

“That's a big if,” she replies. “Anyway, the madness won't end. Madness never does. It'll just be a new type of madness taking over from the old.”

“But at least it sounds like the world's going to go back to normal. Well, not normal, but things are going to start getting better.”

She rolls her eyes.

“You heard the message,” I point out. “We all did.”

“And it's just a little too good to be true,” she replies. “Face it, Thomas. There's not going to be some kind of fairy-tale miracle that ties things up nicely. If anything, a sliver of hope is just the world's way of salting our wounds. Things are only going to get worse. This is a mass extinction event and those tend to be terminal. If you don't believe me, ask the dinosaurs.”

“That's kinda pessimistic,” I suggest.

“On the contrary, it's the optimistic point of view.” She pats me on the shoulder before limping past me and heading around toward the side of the truck, where she stops to look at the cart full of oil bottles that I dragged here. “Believe me, you don't want to hear my pessimistic thoughts right now, because they are very pessimistic.”

She peers down for a moment at one of the bottles.

“By the way, how's your friend Edith?”

“Her name's Elizabeth,” I remind her, “and she's still getting better. Nothing major, but steady progress.”

“No nasty relapses into being a zombie?”

“I think I'd have mentioned it if that had happened.”

“Good point. So she's fine?”

“She seems to be doing okay.”

“How delightful. And Penny?”

“It's Polly,” I say with a sigh, “and she's also fine. It looks like the cure is really starting to work.” I pause for a moment. “So are you getting their names wrong because you just don't care, or is there some other reason?”

Instead of answering, she picks up one of the bottles and carries it around to the other side of the truck. I don't follow; I stay right where I am and listen to the sound of her pouring the oil into the truck's tank. To be honest, I'm starting to think that she's losing her mind, which isn't unreasonable given that her sickness is only being held back by a combination of home-brewed medicine and sheer dogged determination. I don't know everything about engines, but I've seen what she's been putting into this vehicle since sunrise and I'm pretty sure it's never going to run again.

Joe would know what to do. He'd have had this thing up and running by now.

Reaching down, I doublecheck that the gun is still in my pocket. Carter told me the other day that I have to shoot her if she becomes a zombie, and I'm starting to think that the moment will arrive sooner rather than later. And while I initially joked to myself that it'd be a pleasure, I'm actually starting to think that I might not be able to do it when the time comes.

“Boo.”

Startled, I turn and find that she's come up behind me. She laughs as she pushes past me.

“Come on,” she says, “help me pour as much of this oil into the engine as possible.”

“Why?” I ask, following and starting to do as I was told. “To sabotage it and make sure that no-one else can ever use it again?”

“To make it start, dummy,” she replies. “It's a potent little mix that'll give the truck some real power. I remember coming up with it years ago. Some asshole kept laughing at me, telling me it'd never work. I soon wiped the smile off his face, though. The best part is, I never explained the formula to him. He was begging me by the end, but I didn't feel like telling him anything. I'm sure he's dead by now. I hope he is, anyway.”

I watch as she finishes pouring the bottle into the tank, and then I take my turn. The bottle is heavy and unwieldy, and I struggle to keep from spilling half the oil onto the tarmac.

“Don't worry,” she says, “there's more than enough now. And it's not as if we'll be able to get this piece of junk much further down the road anyway. We only need to get it to Boston.”

“You seriously want to go to Boston?” I ask. “After everything that's happened?”

“I want to walk into the lion's den. I'm dying anyway, so I might as well see what's going on.”

“But Patterson -”

“Bill Patterson is dead, Thomas.”

“I saw him!”

She sighs.

“I swear,” I continue, even though we've had this conversation several times this morning. “Right at the end, as we were driving away, I saw him coming out of the hospital's main door.”

“He's dead.”

“I saw him!”

“And I killed him, so I think I should know!” She sighs again. “I drove a blade into his brain, Thomas. That's a very reliable way to kill a man. Even an idiot like Patterson. I mean, I half-suspected that his brain was in his ass, anyway, but that's beside the point. He's dead. He's gone. He's expired.”

I want to tell her that she's wrong, but there's no point. Everything she says makes sense, and I know I saw him die. At the same time, I swear I also saw General Bill Patterson at the top of the hospital's front steps. I guess it's possible that he used the zombie sickness to save himself in some way, but even that doesn't make a whole lot of sense. I guess the most likely explanation, all things considered, is that I was simply wrong. I remember the sight of him so clearly, and I still can't quite ignore something that I saw with my own eyes.

Suddenly hearing a bumping sound, I turn just in time to see Carter clambering into the truck and positioning herself in the driver's seat.

“Maybe we need to start thinking about a plan B,” I tell her. “So far, there's no -”

Before I can finish, she turns the key in the ignition and to my surprise the engine starts rumbling to life. I wait, convinced that it'll cut out, but finally after a few seconds the noise becomes steady and I realize that Carter was telling the truth when she said she could get this thing up and running.

“Are you going to stand there looking like an idiot all afternoon?” she asks, turning to me with a self-satisfied smile. “Or are you going to fetch Elizabeth and Polly so that we can set off?” She pauses, and then her smile grows. “Or you know, do you think maybe we should just leave them here?”

Elizabeth

“Boston's the only destination that makes sense,” Carter explains as the truck continues to rumble along the deserted road. “Hell, it's the only place we can hope to reach, and even that is pushing things a little.”

I know she's right, but at the same time I've got this deepening, tightening knot of fear in the pit of my belly. For the past week or so, I've been able to tell myself that Dad's fine, that some miracle would have happened and that of course he made it out of Boston safely. Now, however, I can see the city in the distance and I know that I'm going to get a firm answer. By the end of the day, I'm going to know whether or not Dad survived.

And the odds aren't great.

“Are you okay?”

Turning, I see that Thomas is watching me from one of the other seats.

I nod.

“You look a lot better,” he adds.

“Thanks.”

“I didn't mean it like that. I just meant... You look healthier. More alive.”

“Thank you.”

“How's your head?”

“It aches a little.”

“But what about your thoughts?”

“If you're worried I might suddenly get a craving for human blood,” I reply, “you can relax. I feel completely normal. If anything changes, I promise I'll tell you.”

He pauses, before nodding.

“And Thomas...” I pause, as I realize that this is the best chance to say something I've been meaning to say for the past twenty-four hours. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For saving me back there,” I tell him. I should have said all of this sooner, but to be honest we haven't had a spare second. “I get the feeling that without your help, I wouldn't have made it. I'd be dead. Maybe I'd still be moving around, but I'd be dead all the same. I'd be one of those things. So thank you.”

He nods again.

“You're welcome,” he says. “I'd have done it for anyone.”

The truck bumps over a particularly rough patch of road, just as I smile.

Thomas smiles back at me.

“Kiss,” Carter says suddenly, and we both turn to her.

She's grinning, while watching me in the rear-view mirror. I haven't known this Carter woman for long, but I'm starting to find her quite annoying.

“I promise I won't make fun of you,” she continues. “Try not to do anything too naughty in front of the kid, though. She's not exactly -”

“Don't be gross!” Thomas blurts out.

I turn to him.

“I didn't mean it like that,” he replies, “I just...”

“It's okay,” I reply, hoping to fix the awkwardness. “I get it. I'm the same.”

“It's not because you're part zombie.”

“I'm not part zombie,” I remind him, “but... There are more important things to be thinking about. We have to stick together, as friends, if we're going to get through this. I mean, we are friends, aren't we?”

“Totally,” he replies, and then he hesitates before reaching toward me with a fist. “To being friends.”

“You want to do a fist-bump?” I reply, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

“Um...” He pauses again. “No. Definitely not.”

“You're such a liar,” I say, leaning over and giving him the fist-bump that he clearly, desperately wants. At the same time, I can't help laughing for probably the first proper time since I recovered from being sick, even though I feel a flicker of pain in my belly. I guess some parts of me haven't quite healed yet. “Fist-bumps are cool.”

“Fist-bumps are cool?” Carter says, sounding mildly disgusted. “Wow. If the human race needs people like you two to handle the repopulation endeavor, we're all totally screwed.”

“I thought you wanted the population cut down,” Thomas says, turning to her.

“The population has to stay low,” she replies. “It's not necessarily that I want that to happen, it's that I recognize the fact that we don't really have a choice. At the risk of sounding like some kind of hippie, this close-call disaster has been the planet's way of showing us that we're dramatically over-populated. If we're lucky, the old seven billion level will have been cut at least in half. In fact, I figure we can probably do just fine with as few as one billion people left on the planet.”

“You can't be serious,” I tell her. “It's almost as if you're glad that this happened.”

“Glad's a strong word,” she replies, “but I'm not exactly shocked.”

“Didn't you lose anyone important?” I ask.

I wait, but now I seem to have shut her up. Then again, after a few seconds I start to worry that maybe I've upset her.

“His name was Bobby,” she says suddenly.

I turn to Thomas, but he merely shrugs.

“I'm not going to get melodramatic and start opening my heart up to you two weirdos,” she continues, “but... I guess everyone has someone. I had, or sort of had, Bobby. You're probably too young, all three of you, to understand how complicated things can be sometimes, but Bobby and I were close. When all of this shit started, I tried to save him, but I was too late. I saw him die, right in front of me, just a few days after everything went bad.”

I wait for her to continue, but now she seems to have fallen silent.

“I'm sorry,” I say finally.

“Thank you, that means a lot to me.”

“I'm sure he felt the same way about you,” I suggest, hoping to make her feel a little better. “I'm sure he was glad if he was with you at the end, at least.”

“Maybe,” she says. “Sometimes I think I could have done more, though.”

“I'm sure you -”

“Maybe I could have found some fresh batteries.”

The truck thunders over another bump in the road.

“Batteries?” I say cautiously.

“I don't think we want to know what she's talking about,” Thomas says, and I turn to see that he looks faintly disgusted. “Seriously.”

“It doesn't matter what I think or feel,” Carter says with a shrug. “Facts are facts, and reminiscing about the good old days is a surefire way to end up getting distracted. And as you guys might have noticed by now, getting distracted is a surefire way to end up dead. Now buckle up, all of you, because I see a checkpoint up ahead. And I don't think post-apocalyptic checkpoints are going to be too much fun.”

Looking out the front of the truck, I realize that she's right. There are several men blocking the road ahead, and Carter is already slowing us down.

“What do they want?” I ask.

“They're probably just going to want to know who we are,” Carter says. “Trust humanity to get the busy-bodies back in business at the first hint of an upturn. You see, this is one of the main reasons why I hate people.”

Bringing the truck to a halt, she winds down one of the windows as a heavily armed soldier comes over to greet us. I can't help but notice that, at the same time, the other soldiers are keeping us covered with their guns, almost as if they expect trouble to break out at any moment.

“Carter, Sarah,” Carter says breezily. “Doctor. I'm with Patterson's group. How's Bill Patterson, anyway? I do hope he's fighting fit after all the... Well, after all the fighting.”

“You going to Boston?” the soldier asks, while conspicuously peering at the rest of us in the truck.

“That's what the message told us to do,” Carter replies. “Besides, Boston's the only place we can reach in this pile of junk. We're not exactly overflowing with gas.” She smiles. “You wouldn't turn us away, would you? We'd surely end up dead.”

“Are you carrying weapons?”

“No, Sir,” she lies. “Go ahead and take a look.”

He pauses, before taking a step back.

“Keep going,” he says gruffly, “until you reach the next checkpoint. They'll tell you where to go next. And don't try deviating or causing any trouble. You'll be expected to do your bit for the city while we wait for full government assistance.”

“I wouldn't have it any other way,” Carter replies, as she eases the truck forward and the other soldiers step out of the way. “See you around.”

The truck rumbles past the checkpoint.

“Asshole,” Carter mutters, glancing back at the soldiers for a moment before looking forward again. “Prepare, kids. We're going to meet a lot of stunted little morons with delusions of grandeur, drunk on the measly spot of power they've been permitted. Try to keep your lunches down and leave the smart comments to me. After all, I'm the only one who knows how to get away with them.”

Looking out the window, I see the city looming ahead. We're already in the old suburbs, and smoke's still rising from the various sites that were used in the battle. Soon I'm going to find out the truth about Dad.

Thomas

“This must have been some battle,” I say as I climb out of the truck and look along the street. “It's like a bomb went off.”

As soon as those words have left my lips, I realize how stupid I must sound. Of course a bomb went off. In fact, as I look around, I figure hundreds and hundreds of bombs must have gone off. The nearby buildings have been absolutely wrecked, with huge chunks of concrete left all across the street. There are burned, overturned cars, and several large dark patches have been left on the sidewalk. I'm no expert, but it looks to me as if a lot of blood was spilled around here.

“Humanity getting back to what it does best,” Carter says, as she and Polly come around from the other side of the truck. “Have you noticed all the bullet marks on the walls? And some of those windows over there aren't broken, they've been melted, so there must have been some immense fires in the area.” She turns and looks the other way. “They might have contained the fighting in certain key parts of the city, or maybe the whole place has been trashed like this. It's going to be fascinating to learn how the battle played out.”

“Sure,” I murmur, “fascinating.”

Turning, I see that Elizabeth is still in the truck. It's as if she's scared to come out.

“Hey,” I say, “are you okay?”

She looks at me, and I swear I can see real fear in her eyes. It takes a moment, but then I remember everything she told me about her father, so I wander over and peer in at her. She's sitting in the darkest part of the truck's interior, and she looks as if she's dreading coming out.

“I can come with you,” I tell her. “To look for your father, I mean. It's okay, I don't have anything else to do. I mean, there's probably no-one here for me to look for, anyway.”

I wait, and for a few seconds I start to worry that maybe she's suffering some kind of relapse into her zombie state. Then I see the tears in her eyes, and I realize that her response right now is actually 100% human.

“He sent me away,” she says finally. “He didn't think I could face the battle.”

“Parents are weird,” I point out.

“It's not just about if he's dead. It's also about how he might have been killed. Did he get shot, or was he captured and -”

“Don't think about stuff like that.”

“I can't help it! It's swirling around in my head and I can't stop! People do really bad things to each other in wars, don't they? I've seen clips about it. People start acting like animals.”

“But -”

“What if I could have saved him?” she asks. “What if I could have been here and done something and made everything alright?”

“In the middle of a war zone?”

“Exactly!”

I open my mouth to tell her that she's talking nonsense, that she'd most likely be dead now if she'd stayed, but at the last second I realize that maybe that wouldn't be a very helpful suggestion. I pause for a moment longer, wondering how I can make her feel better, and then I reach a hand out toward her. I might not be very good with words, but at least I can keep her company.

“Unless you're planning to live the rest of your life in the back of this truck,” I say, “you might as well come out now. I don't know what's going to happen or what you'll find out, but you'll be okay. I mean, you've already technically been dead and a zombie, and you came back from that.”

She hesitates, and then slowly she starts inching her way out of the truck. She struggles on her single foot, but finally I manage to help her out and she stops to look around at the massive damage that has struck this city. There are signs of the battle everywhere, and even the survivors look weary and broken as they traipse past. Some of them look more zombie-like than actual zombies I've encountered, and the only indication of humanity is the way they occasionally glance at us with sad, pained expressions. Are they just exhausted, or are they numb from the horrors they've witnessed? Maybe they're even angry at us for having not taken part.

I've got a feeling that the battle for Boston must have been even worse than I anticipated.

Spotting little Polly nearby, I head over and put a hand on her shoulder.

“Stay close, okay?” I tell her, as I glance around to make sure that we haven't attracted too much attention yet. “Don't go wandering off.”

“Well,” Carter says as she comes over to join us, “it looks like the goodies won and the baddies were all beaten. That's nice and neat, isn't it?”

She's acting as if she's not worried, but her eyes look lively as she continually looks at our surroundings, as if she's scared she'll be recognized at any moment.

“It's funny,” she continues, “I thought we'd be met and frog-marched away. Instead, it's almost as if no-one's really too concerned by the fact that we're here. That suggests to me that there's not really any kind of centralized command system yet. I mean, there aren't even any Wanted posters on the walls. At this rate, I'm going to start feeling a little ignored.”

“So where do we go?” I ask, before turning to Elizabeth and seeing that she still looks terrified. Nauseous, even.

“Someone has to be in charge,” Carter replies, “or at least, someone has to be trying to be in charge. Even in a time of war, some asshole will have invented some forms for everyone else to fill in.” She turns to me with a grin. “I want to find that asshole and fuck his day up.”

“We're going to go and find Elizabeth's father,” I tell her.

“Why?”

“Because he's here, and she's worried about him!”

“So what exactly are you going to do?” she asks. “Wander around and call his name until you happen to bump into him?”

“We'll do something,” I reply.

“He was on the other side, though,” she points out. “If he's not dead, then for his sake I hope he made it out of town in time. I wouldn't want to be captured by these idiots.” She turns to a passing, wounded soldier. “No offense.” She turns back to me. “But seriously, these idiots are actually surprisingly dangerous, so we need to protect ourselves. Forget the girl's father, he's gone.”

“You don't know that,” Elizabeth says.

“I can take an educated guess,” Carter replies. “I want to know where that message came from, and what's supposed to happen next. Then I can figure out what to do next.” She takes a step back. “So are you three losers coming with me?”

“We're going to find Elizabeth's -”

“Fine,” she says, waving her right hand at me with a dismissive sigh, “if you want to waste your time, I won't stop you. Try to meet back here at the truck some time this evening. Or tomorrow. Or not. I have a feeling we'll bump into one another again soon Thomas, but if not... You guys have a nice life, yeah?”

With that, she turns and walks away.

I open my mouth to call after her, but at the last moment I realize that there's probably no point. She's full of herself anyway, and somehow I get the feeling that she'll be fine. I turn to Elizabeth, and I immediately realize that I've made the right decision. I'm not even sure that she could go searching for her father alone; I think maybe she'd simply be too scared, and she'd end up drifting through the city.

I guess we all need a little help sometimes.

“So,” I say finally, “should we get on with it? Let's go and find your father.”

Elizabeth

My name's Elizabeth Marter, and I've had one hell of a day.

I want to say those words out loud, as I walk with Thomas and Polly along another ruined, abandoned city street. After all, those were the words that kept me sane just over a week ago, when I left Boston, and now I feel as if I need something that'll help me stay together. Then again, I know I can't afford to go nuts, not again. If I do that, I'm as good as dead. And I definitely don't want to start having more visions of that asshole Bob.

A moment later, spotting movement, I glance up at one of the buildings. All I see now is row after row of broken windows, but I'm sure that a few seconds ago there was something moving up there. Then, as if to emphasize that point, I spot movement in the other direction and I turn to see the bombed-out ruin of what looks like an old hotel.
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