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With the world falling apart around them, Thomas and his friends find themselves starting to run out of food. They're not the only ones, however, and they soon discover that some people have gone to disturbing lengths to keep going. Some people will do anything to survive, and dark secrets are lingering in the heart of Philadelphia.

Meanwhile, Elizabeth has found a place to hide from the world, but her sense of security is shattered by some new arrivals. Do the Longford family simply want to rest for a few days, or are they hiding a far more sinister agenda?

Days 349 to 356 is the eleventh 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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​Prologue
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Over a year ago...

“Have you seen the way he looks at her? I mean, it's so obvious that guy wants to do the dirty with her. It's like he's got no self-awareness at all. Doesn't he realize that Crozier's banging Carver?”

The others laughed, but they hadn't noticed that they were being observed. Out in the corridor, Joseph was listening as a bunch of his colleagues – men he barely knew – mocked him. The worst part was that Joseph knew he couldn't just storm into the room and confront them, he knew that he'd only make things worse. Other men might be able to stick up for themselves, but Joseph had always been the kind of guy to shy away from confrontation.

As the laughter continued, he turned and headed back along the corridor. He hated the men for mocking him, but he hated himself more, for not making a stand. In fact, he was starting to hate the whole goddamn world.

***
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“It's highly contagious, it can survive in pretty much all environments, and it'd spread faster than anyone could ever hope to contain it. I hesitate to say this, but... it's pretty much the perfect virus.”

“Interesting use of the word perfect there,” Maddy muttered.

Joseph smiled. He'd chosen that word very deliberately, because he wanted to get her attention and also – if he was honest – because he wanted to make himself sound a little more exciting. More dangerous.

“You know what I mean,” he said, turning to her. “If this thing ever got out of the lab, containment would be almost impossible. I've got to admit, when I started working on this thing, I didn't really think it was possible. I thought nature would always put a limitation on the project.” He stared for a moment at the vial on the desk. “I'm a goddamn genius.”

“You're certainly very impressive,” Maddy said with a faint smile, as she too kept her gaze fixed on the vial. “This is... beautiful.”

“It's invisible,” he pointed out. “You can't even see it.”

“And that only adds to its beauty. It's hard to believe that the contents of that vial would cause more than ninety-nine per cent of the population to just drop dead.”

“Drop dead?” Joseph paused, with a faint smile on his lips. “Yeah, sure. Kinda trippy, huh?”

“Think what that would do to the world,” Maddy said, and now she seemed mesmerized by the sight of the vial. “Think of the devastation. Think of the billions of deaths. Our world, as we know it now, would cease to exist. It'd be a mass extinction event on a global scale.”

“It's almost as if the vial doesn't just contain a virus,” Joseph said. “It contains a whole new world, waiting to break out and take over.”

He waited for Maddy to acknowledge his profound point, but when he glanced at her he saw that she was simply staring at the vial. He wanted to say something else, something funny, but he'd never been particularly quick-witted. He knew that Maddy liked tall, strong, funny, rich, charismatic guys, and he knew that he was none of those things. Then again, it was clear that Maddy wasn't a happy woman, and he couldn't help thinking that she could benefit from trying a different kind of guy. From trying him.

“Is your report written up?” she asked suddenly.

“I've already sent it to him.”

“You are quick,” she said, turning to him with a smile. “Joseph, I swear you just keep on finding new ways to surprise me.”

***
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“I have to hand it to you, Joseph,” Maxwell Carver said as he continued to look through the paperwork, “this is utterly extraordinary. Hiring you might just have been the best move I ever made.”

“As you can see,” Joseph replied, “I did everything you asked for. Based on that virus, you can now develop an antidote that'll be effective against almost any kind of biological weapon. There's still a lot of work to do, but the basics are all in my report.”

“Indeed they are.” Carver turned to the last page and studied the final paragraph for a moment, before setting the report down and looking at Joseph with a smile. “Thank you, Joseph,” he continued, “I'm sure our team will enjoy working on all of this.”

“Well,” Joseph replied, “I was thinking that next week I might start to -”

“Oh, your services won't be required any longer,” Carver said suddenly, interrupting him.

“I beg your pardon?”

“You've done what you were contracted to do, and we're very grateful. You'll be paid a bonus, and you have our everlasting gratitude.”

“You're...”

Joseph paused, not quite believing what he was hearing. His mind was racing now, filled with ideas, but somehow he couldn't quite bring himself to accept the truth.

“You're firing me?” he stammered finally.

“Absolutely not,” Carver said, getting to his feet and making his way round the desk. “We'd never fire you, Joseph. It's just that you've been here for a while now, and you've done everything we wanted. And more!” He put his hands on Joseph's shoulders and flashed him a big, broad grin. “You're a superstar! A rock star! Your contribution to Project Atherius will never be forgotten!”

“But...”

Hesitating, Joseph realized that he'd only make himself foolish by begging. He'd assumed that Project Atherius would keep him around so long as he could be useful, and he knew damn well that he'd been one of the key figures in the biochemical labs. He had so many other projects on the go, ideas that he was convinced could be useful to Project Atherius and its leaders, ideas that he suddenly felt compelled to keep to himself.

“What are you going to do with it?” he asked, looking at the report again.

“Your virus?” Carver shrugged. “Store it. Develop an antidote. That's one of the key features of Project Atherius, Joseph. If we can develop these weapons, we can also come up with cures and defenses. Project Atherius is ultimately about one thing and one thing only, and that's survival.”

“You want to save the world?” Joseph asked.

“Not the world, no. We're far too realistic and rational for that.”

“Then what?”

“I'm honestly not authorized to tell you.”

“I've seen some of the other departments,” Joseph told him. “You're working on far more than just biochemical engineering. You're working on... Well, you've got your hands in almost everything.”

“Of course. We want to be ready for every possible eventuality.”

“I have more to offer.”

“Joseph, you've already done more than enough.” Carver grinned again. “Now, go. Relax. Take some time off. And remember, talking about Project Atherius to anyone else would be a huge mistake. You signed an agreement in which you promised that you'd never say so much as a word to anyone. I hope you'll keep to that promise, Joseph.”

“Sure,” Joseph replied, as he felt a sense of dread spreading through his gut. “You can count on me.”

***
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“I hear you're leaving us.”

Standing on the gantry, watching the main loading bay, Joseph turned to see that Maddy had emerged from one of the elevators. She wandered over and stopped next to him, and for a moment they both watched the activity far below.

“You should take it as a compliment,” Maddy said finally. “Max never keeps people around for too long. He figures that if someone stays for a while, they might become too important within the organization. That's the last thing he wants. He also particularly doesn't like smart people, he sees them as a threat. If they're too smart, I mean. He likes to bring people in for a specific project, and then he lets them go. Properly remunerated, of course.”

“Whatever,” Joseph replied. “It's no big deal.”

“I'm not saying he's right,” she added, “but -”

“It's cool,” he said, interrupting her. “Do you think I wanted to sit around here for the rest of my life, anyway? I had things to do before Project Atherius, and I'll have things to do after, too.” He paused. “So there are some pretty rich people funding this thing, huh? Basically the richest of the rich. What do they get out of it?”

“You know I'm not authorized to discuss the specifics.”

“I think I've got it figured out, though,” he continued. “It's about future-proofing their lives. It's about making sure that when the shit hits the fan, they won't be left scrabbling about in the dirt like the rest of us.”

“My lips are sealed.”

“It's the same old story. It's about the rich saving their own asses and leaving everyone else to suffer. All of which is especially crappy, when you consider that it's the rich who are screwing the world up in the first place.”

“I never had you pegged as a leftie.”

“I'm not anything,” he sneered. “I just keep my eyes open, that's all. I know how the world works. Frankly, I won't be that shocked if I get into a little accident on my way home. That'd be one way to keep Project Atherius out of the news, wouldn't it?”

“Keeping it out of the news is pretty easy,” she replied. “Money talks.”

“There's almost no mention of it on the internet, either.”

“That's just the way of the world, Joseph. I'd advise you to keep your mouth shut. As long as you're smart, you'll be left alone and no-one'll bother you. Let's just say that there have been people in the past who made poor choices in that regard, and I'm sure you can guess what happened to them.”

“I'm out of here,” Joseph said, turning and walking toward the elevators. “See you around, Maddy. Or not, as the case may be.”

“You know preppers?”

He stopped and turned to her.

“You know preppers, right?” she continued. “Wild-eyed crazy lunatics who build bunkers in the forest? Weirdos who stockpile weapons and tinned food? Assholes who think they'll be fine when the end of the world arrives?”

“I've met a few,” Joseph replied. “I wouldn't necessarily describe them as lunatics or assholes, though.”

“Well,” she said, nodding to indicate the vastness of the loading bay, and of the Project Atherius complex beyond, “this is how rich people prep.”

“You can't be serious.”

“Deadly. I'm sorry, I already said too much.”

“Do you...” He paused. “Do you want to get a drink some time?” he asked finally.

“With you?” She stared at him for a moment, with a completely blank face. “No.”

***
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“This is how rich people prep,” Joseph muttered under his breath as he drove home along the dark road. “Whatever. Bunch of stupid, stuck-up assholes. You think you can get by without me? You think you can just toss me aside like a piece of trash? Well, you'd better think again, because -”

Suddenly he saw the lights of another car, a little way back. He'd been alone on the road for a while, but now he was filled with a sudden fear that perhaps he was being followed, that perhaps Carver had sent men to shoot him and bury his body in an unmarked grave. Sure, he knew that might seem paranoid, but then again he quickly reminded himself that they'd very nearly done the same thing once before.

He slowed his car a little, and the other vehicle began to catch up. Just let them pass, he told himself, and then you won't have to worry.

Within thirty seconds, the other vehicle was right up his ass, but it made no attempt to overtake. Joseph tried to keep his eyes fixed on the road ahead, but he couldn't help glancing in the mirror. With each second that the other car spent on his tail, Joseph felt more and more certain that someone from Project Atherius had been sent after him. His mind flashed back to the time he'd been threatened with a gun, and he began to admonish himself for not having taken more precautions.

What if this is it? he thought. What if I left myself wide open to getting iced?

A moment later, the other car pulled out and began to drive past. Joseph glanced to his left, hoping to catch a glimpse of the vehicle's occupants, but tinted windows blocked his view. He could only watch as the car drew level and stayed with him for a moment, and then finally the other driver eased ahead and accelerated hard, shooting off into the distance.

As soon as the other car was out of view, Joseph pulled over and hit the brakes. His hands were shaking, and he was convinced that even if he hadn't been killed, he'd at least been given a serious warning. With all its resources, there was no way Project Atherius would simply let him walk away, even if they'd been the ones to call time on his work there. And now, as he stared ahead and watched the empty road, he began to wonder whether shadowy figures would be waiting at his home to put a bullet straight through his brain.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Day 349
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Thomas

“Okay,” Riley yells as he climbs back out through the store's broken window, “there's nothing in here, either! Time to get moving again!”

“Seriously?” I reply, stopping next to the car. “There's nothing in this whole town?”

It's early morning, and we've spent the past couple of hours going through all the units in this shopping mall. Sure, as soon as we arrived, it was clear that other people had been here too, but I figured there'd at least be something we could take. I wasn't expecting miracles, but I thought we'd manage to pick up a few items. Instead, the entire mall has turned out to be a waste of time.

“What can I say?” Riley asks, wandering over to join me. “I'm sure this place has been turned over a few times over the past year. Whoever was here before us, they really stripped everything to the bone.”

“Not for the first time, either,” I point out. “Apart from that pharmacy and the photo store, there was literally nothing left in this place. Are we just being really unlucky, or is it getting harder and harder to actually find anything?”

“This is the three hundred and forty-ninth day of the disaster,” Martha says as she gets out of the car. “Yes, I have been keeping tabs. Someone has to. Let's face it, the carcass of the old world is starting to run dry. Sooner or later, we have to figure out some other way to keep ourselves alive.” She sighs. “You know what? I'm starting to think we made a mistake when we left the farm. Sure, surviving would have been hard, but at least we could have come up with a plan.”

“You're the one who suggested we needed to leave,” I reply.

“Yeah, well, it seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“So what are you saying?” I ask, stepping toward her. “That we should go back?”

“I really don't think that's an option,” she tells me. “Thomas, seriously, you've got to expect that things will get even harder. The odds of us stumbling upon some pristine, untouched store that happens to have things that we can still eat... I mean, it's just a ludicrous proposition. That sort of thing happened at the start, but now things are getting a lot more difficult. We're starting to run out of options real fast, and the consequences of screwing up getting more serious.”

“I know that,” I snap, “but anyone can point out the problems. How about you come up with a solution?”

“Calm down, you two,” Riley says, sounding exhausted. “Our luck has to change soon. Has anyone seen Katrina since we arrived?”

“I know you're hungry,” Martha tells me, “and you're scared, but we're going to get through this.”

“And what about when we run out of gasoline?” I ask. “That's something we have been lucky with, but you must have noticed that it's getting more difficult. I'm sure we're not the only people who are out here, scavenging in a desperate attempt to stay alive. The more we compete for resources, the harder it's going to get. At least now we can keep moving, we can try other towns. There might come a time when even that is impossible.”

“That's enough, Captain Optimist,” Riley says, putting a hand on my shoulder. “There's not even so much as a crumb for us in this dump, so I think it's time to head on to the next place. And who knows? We might find our own little goldmine.”

“You've got to be kidding,” Martha mutters testily. “That kind of thinking is going to get us killed.”

“There's nothing wrong with hoping for the best,” Riley replies. “If we don't, we'll just -”

“We have to face the truth!” she yells suddenly, shoving him hard in the chest, sending him back a couple of paces. “We're starving to death out here! That's not a joke, it's not scaremongering, it's simply what's happening! Things are getting worse and worse with each day that goes by!”

“Calm down!” he says.

“I won't calm down!” she shouts. “We barely have enough water! We need three things right now! We need food, we need water, and we need gasoline! When we run out of any one of those things, we're dead!”

“You don't know that,” he replies.

“Actually, I do,” she says, stepping toward him again.

“We'll be fine.”

“And we should all listen to you?” she asks. “You're the one who led us to that Colby dump, and there was nothing there for us.”

“It was worth a try,” he says firmly. “It was my home.”

“It was a waste of time and effort,” she spits back at him. “It was probably barely even better before the apocalypse happened.”

“Let's just take a break,” I interject, grabbing her arm and holding her back before she can shove him again. “Martha, we all know that things aren't looking good, but that's why we're setting off again soon. We can't just sit around and accept the end. We have to keep going.”

“We need a plan,” she replies, before sighing. “The problem is, there are no plans. We're basically relying on luck now.”

“And our luck has to change soon,” Riley says. “I already told you, sooner or later we're gonna have some good luck.”

“We're already having good luck,” Martha tells him, “and it's barely keeping us alive. We can't get any luckier. It's only downhill from here, and that's when things are going to get really bad.” She sighs again. “You don't get it. None of you do. I'm going to make sure that the car's ready to roll. We need to move on, and fast.”

“That was intense,” Riley says to me, as Martha storms away. “Even by her standards.”

“I'll go and find Katrina,” I say, turning and heading back to the broken window. “I think I know where she was going.”

***
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“You scared me!” Katrina gasps a few minutes later, leaping to her feet as I step into the doorway of yet another trashed store.

“Sorry,” I reply, “I thought you heard me coming.”

I wait, but she seems particularly upset about something, and I realize after a moment that there are tears in her eyes. She's been very jumpy over the past week or so, and I'm pretty sure that something's very wrong with her. I've asked a few times, but only in a casual way, and she's always insisted that she's fine. Now, however, she's actually having to wipe tears from her face, and there's no way she can deny that something's troubling her. Whatever's wrong, I get the feeling that it's on top of all the obvious things that are wrong right now.

“We're thinking about moving on,” I tell her.

“I'll be right there.”

“No rush.” I pause for a moment. “So -”

“It's nothing,” she replies, cutting me off. “Seriously, Thomas, just leave it.”

“Have you talked to Riley about it?”

“There's nothing to talk to him about,” she says, stepping past me and heading out across the atrium of the mall. “This place was a waste of time, huh?”

“Looks like it,” I mutter, glancing around one more time before turning to follow her.

After just a couple of steps, however, I see that she's stopping a little way ahead. She still has her back to me, but I quickly realize that she seems to be crying again. I hesitate, feeling as if I'm really not the best person to deal with this, and then I walk over and put a hand on her shoulder.

“It's gonna be okay,” I say cautiously. “We still have some food from that place back in -”

“I'm pregnant,” she blurts out.

I freeze, convinced that I must have misheard her.

“I've thought it for a while,” she continues, “and then I found a test kit in the pharmacy here. I went and tried it and...”

Turning to me with tears running down her face, she looks utterly terrified.

“I knew you and Riley were... getting close,” I tell her. “I mean, it is his, right?”

“Who else could it belong to?” she snaps.

“Sorry, you're right.” I pause again as I try to take in the implications of this news. I want to calm her down at least a little, but I can't think of anything to say that won't – in all likelihood – make everything seem even worse.

“I don't know how far gone I am,” she says after a moment. “I'm guessing two months, maybe. Either way, it doesn't matter. What matters is that I don't know how I can bring a child into the world when...”

Her voice trails off.

“I don't know anything about delivering babies,” I reply.

“It's not that, it's the state of everything that's around us,” she points out, as more tears run down her face. “Thomas, the world is dying. There are actual, literal zombies roaming the streets.”

“We haven't seen any since we left the farm.”

“This is not a world that's fit for a child!” she says firmly. “I mean, I thought I had a bad childhood, but at least there wasn't a genuine chance that I'd get my brain eaten! There's no way I can bring a child into the world, it'd be inhumane to do that, it'd be irresponsible.”

“Have you talked to Riley about this?”

“I can't. He'd be so worried.” She sighs. “We should have been more careful. I knew that at the time, but I stupidly figured that we'd be okay if we took a few precautions.” Putting her hands over her face, she takes a deep breath. “How can I welcome a kid into a world that's filled with zombies? I'd be a terrible mother at the best of times, but this situation is really not helping. I won't even be able to promise my kid that he or she will be able to grow up!”

“I guess you've just got to try your best,” I reply, even though I know that's not very helpful. “And you really should tell Riley soon, 'cause you're gonna need a lot of help.”

“No,” she says, with a hint of fear in her voice, “what I need is a miracle. Because without one, the kid in my belly doesn't stand a chance.”

Thomas

By the time we get back to the car, Riley and Martha are properly yelling at one another.

“There are no more miracles!” Martha shouts at him. “Everything's been picked clean! The ways we all survived in the beginning are not going to work anymore! We have to come up with something else!”

“I don't hear you offering any bright ideas!” he snaps.

“We've been avoiding the cities,” she continues, “but they're our best bet now! There might be people there who've found ways to survive! The four of us, driving around like this forever, are just circling the drain!”

“If you want to go to the city,” Riley replies, “then go to the city. But you're gonna have to walk, because I'm not taking that kind of risk!”

“Hey,” I say, stopping on the other side of the car, with Katrina right behind me, “you guys are just wasting energy. We need to get out of here.”

“Tell this idiot!” Martha hisses at me. “Maybe he'll listen to you, Thomas, because he sure isn't listening to me! He thinks we're gonna magically find some place with loads of food and water, but we're not! We'll end up like those corpses we keep seeing by the side of the road!”

Sighing, Riley leans against the car. He seems different lately, more manic and wired, as if he's getting close to his breaking point. Then again, I guess we're all more or less in the same boat.

“Maybe we should hit the road,” Katrina says listlessly. “Find another place. You never know, we might get lucky.”

“That's what you said two days ago,” Martha points out.

“I know, but...”

Her voice trails off, and it's clear that she doesn't have an answer. I turn and look at her, and we make eye contact for a moment before she turns away. I can't imagine how she feels, knowing that she's carrying a child in her belly, but I totally understand her sense of hopelessness. Right now, standing here hungry and thirsty and lost, I feel as if bringing a kid into this world would be tantamount to cruelty.

“We're near Philadelphia,” Martha says after a moment. “Let's head that way and at least see what's going on, at least for now. There might be people there, they might be making things work.”

“What if there are?” I ask. “Some other asshole'll just come along and blow it up. I was in Boston, I saw what happened.”

“I know,” she replies, “but...”

She pauses, and then she comes over to me.

“You were always set against us going to a city before,” I tell her. “What changed?”

“Nothing,” she says, “I just...” She pauses again, and I can see the sense of dread in her eye. “I'm more and more convinced that when we left the farm a few months ago we made a mistake. Potentially a fatal mistake. But does that mean we should try to go back? It might be too far. We might not make it.”

“Hey,” Katrina says, nudging my arm.

“You can't mean that,” I tell Martha.

“What if there's no way to survive?” she asks. “Not out here, at least. There's nothing left to find. There's nothing left to steal. We're done picking over the ashes of the old world, and now we really have to start fending for ourselves. And let's face it, we're spectacularly ill-equipped to do that. I'm starting to think that our only hope is to head back to the farm and try to salvage whatever we can. There's land there, good land, and equipment too. Sure, getting started again would be really hard, but at least we'd have something to aim for.”

“We must be about a thousand miles from home,” I point out. “Where are we even going to find the gas to get back there?”

I wait, but it's clear that she doesn't have an answer.

“Hey, guys,” Katrina says.

Turning to her, I see that she's looking into the distance. I glance along the road, and that's when I see that something's kicking up dust a few hundred meters away. Whatever it is, it's heading this way, and I've learned over the past year to be wary of any new arrivals.

“Is that a vehicle?” I whisper.

“Someone's coming,” Katrina adds.

“What do we do?” Riley asks.

“They might have food,” Katrina suggests.

“They might be dangerous,” Riley says.

“It's too late, anyway,” Martha mutters. “We can't move the car out of the way in time. They're almost on top of us.” She turns to me, and I can see the fear in her eye.

“I'm sure they're friendly,” I tell her, even though I know I sound pretty naive. “It's worth a shot, at least.”

“Everybody be ready to fight,” Riley says as the other vehicle, which looks to be a camper van, gets closer and closer. “Don't let your guard down, and don't show weakness. Remember, these people are probably just as scared of us as we are of them.”

I look over at Martha, but she's simply watching the approaching van. Martha's not the kind of person to issue pep talks and bland reassurance. Just from looking at her eye, I can tell that she's already trying to figure out what to do next. She always carries a knife slipped into her belt, and I wouldn't put it past her to have a few other tricks up her sleeve.

“It's probably just a family,” Katrina suggests nervously. “They might even have news about where to go.”

The camper van is already slowing as it gets closer, but I can't quite make out who's behind the wheel. As the van comes to a halt, I can't quite shake a sense of fear, and then the door opens and a large, tough-looking guy steps out. A moment later, a second guy emerges, then a third, and it's pretty clear that this is far from a family. They look more like a gang, and they're all wearing ripped clothing that exposes large, tanned muscles.

“Well, they look lovely, don't they?” Riley whispers. “Sure, just lovely. I can't wait to get to know them better.” He turns to me. “Do you think they'll rape us and kill us, or kill us first and then -”

“Shut up!” Martha hisses angrily.

“I get pissy when I'm nervous,” he says through gritted teeth, as the three large guys make their way toward us. “Did I ever mention that? Did you ever notice? I start saying dumb things, and I find it hard to shut up and -”

“We get it,” I mutter, nudging his arm.

He turns to me.

“Was I doing it again?” he asks.

“Hey,” Martha says suddenly, stepping toward the new arrivals. She suddenly seems quite friendly, although I know that's an act. “How are you doing?”

Two of the guys hang back while the third, taller member of their group wanders over toward Martha. He's well over six feet tall, and he has a few scars on his face, and he stops for a moment to look Martha up and down before – finally – a smile crosses his lips.

“We didn't expect to meet anyone out here today,” he says with a gravelly, damaged voice. “We haven't seen anyone out here in a long time.” He hesitates for a few more seconds. “Please to meet you. My name's Krex.”

He holds his right hand out toward Martha, for her to shake, and then he waits for a moment before laughing. He has a loud, obnoxious laugh, the kind that instantly puts me on edge.

“Sorry,” he adds, lowering the hand. “That was insensitive of me, I didn't think.”

“No problem,” Martha replies, holding her left hand up. “We can adapt.”

“I like that attitude,” he says, shaking her left hand. “Allow me to introduce my two friends, Maddog and Blayde. That's Blayde with a 'y', by the way.”

The other two nod and grunt.

“Interesting names,” Martha replies.

“Well,” he chuckles, “we all figured that since the world has gone to pot, we might as well throw away our old names and pick something new. Something that reflects our new roles in life. Personally, I named myself after a character in a novel I wrote years ago. It was never published, it was about pirates in space, and Krex was this very big, very tough captain of a space barge. I liked the name, and a while back I figured there was no-one left to tell me I had to stick to my old name.”

“And what was your old name?” Martha asks.

“You know what?” He chuckles again. “I don't remember.” He looks down at Martha's right arm again. “And you, young lady, appear to have been in the wars, but you've managed to carry on. For that, you have my respect.”
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