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    Part One: Theia 
 
    Exploration Lander Pallas, Titan, 26th January 2103. 
 
    The overwhelming impression you got when looking out at the surface of Titan was beige. The largest moon of Saturn had an atmosphere. It had an atmosphere almost fifty percent denser than that of Earth, in fact. Breathing it would be a mistake; it was ninety-seven percent nitrogen with most of the remainder made up of methane. Trace hydrocarbons produced a thick, orange fog, though you could barely tell thanks to the near total lack of light reaching the surface. So, everything looked dim and beige, even with the addition of light from your helmet. 
 
    The crew of the Theia had spent four months getting there, travelling some one point three billion kilometres, but after five visits to the surface, leaving was something they rather looked forward to. It was not like this was going to be their last trip to the surface. There were seven more planned excursions before they departed in May. 
 
    ‘Pallas to Theia,’ Laurent Janvier said. 
 
    ‘Pallas, this is Theia. Go ahead.’ The response came from Daryn Philips aboard the much bigger vessel orbiting above them. He had been expecting the call. 
 
    ‘Launch preparations concluded, Theia. Take-off in fifteen seconds.’ 
 
    ‘Understood, Joe. We’ll put the coffee on.’ 
 
    Janvier’s middle name was Joseph, so everyone called him Joe because they could not quite get Laurent the way he liked it. The tribulations of a multinational mission were many and varied. ‘Five,’ he said. ‘Four… three… two…’ The big, vectored engine that powered the lander throttled up with a roar which vibrated through the hull. ‘One… Confirming lift-off. Transitioning to normal flight… confirmed.’ 
 
    Pallas rocketed upward in the light gravity, clearing the atmosphere in a couple of minutes. Another couple and the engines were throttled back. ‘Orbital insertion confirmed,’ Joe said. ‘Approach is nominal. Docking in twelve, that’s one-two, minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Pallas, we have you on radar,’ Daryn replied. ‘Confirming approach vector is nominal.’ 
 
    It was not long before the spindly shape of Theia became visible, if dimly, ahead of the lander. Pallas was a spaceplane, a streamlined craft designed to travel in atmosphere with as much ease as it did in space. Theia would have fared badly in an atmosphere. It was one hundred and fifty-three metres in length with a forward drum-like section containing most of the crew facilities, a rear pod containing the reactor and nuclear-pulse engine, and a sort of armoured gantry between the two which contained the docking facilities for Pallas and a lot of fuel. It was about as aerodynamic as a hammer, but it was home, or what passed for home when you were about ten astronomical units from Earth. 
 
    ‘Docking systems are ready, Pallas,’ Daryn reported. ‘I’ll see you in the dining room soon.’ 
 
    ‘Looking forward to it, Daryn,’ Joe replied. ‘Docking guidance engaged. See you soon.’ 
 
    Exploration Vessel Theia. 
 
    A zero-gravity tube ran through Theia from the forward section to the engine pod, connecting to the docking module for Pallas on the way. Mercy Garner glided down it toward the forward section with the practised ease of someone used to microgravity. She had trained as a US Marine Corps pilot before transferring to the Outer-System Exploration Project. These days, every marine was trained in space combat as well as the more normal kind. She was, she thought, happier doing something which benefitted mankind rather than training to blow people up. 
 
    She was the mission commander and the co-pilot on Theia. Or, to be more precise, she was the one who handled the command decisions when they were not on Theia. She was second-in-command to Daryn Philips when it came to things on the mothership. She had decided that she should be the last person off the lander when it returned to Theia – it gave her time for one last check to be sure everything was locked down – so the others were already up in the living area. 
 
    The forward section was designed to provide the crew with limited gravity and some security against the inhospitality of space. So, the core of the module contained an auxiliary bridge and a bunk room surrounded by the ship’s main water tanks and a bunch of other shielding so that the ship could be operated during solar storms. Around it, and so providing yet more shielding, was the drum containing the main control room and habitat. The drum rotated, giving a little less gravity than the surface of the moon, about fifteen percent of Earth gravity, once you got used to the Coriolis effect such spin gravity produced. After this long, the crew were well used to that effect and could switch from microgravity to spin gravity without too much trouble. It was still unwise to turn your head too quickly in the drum though. 
 
    Arriving at the cross-corridor which led out to the habitat drum, Mercy pushed down into one of the two tunnels, flipped around to go feet-first, and pushed herself down until the centrifugal force began to take over and she could slide down the ladder toward the deck. Going down this side took her to the communal area that linked the eight cabins, which was convenient because that was where everyone else was. 
 
    ‘You made sure to lock the garage, Colonel?’ Daryn asked, a grin on his face. Of the eight crew, three had military rank. Mercy held the rank of colonel, and Daryn only used her rank when she first arrived back from a mission. Formality had been an early casualty of spending months with only the other seven crew members for company. Daryn was a handsome man in his early forties. He had something of a favourite uncle vibe about him, kept his dark hair cropped short, and his blue eyes were friendly, warm. 
 
    ‘I have, Brigadier,’ Mercy replied, ‘and I hung the keys on the hook beside the door.’ Daryn was an Air Force brigadier general. Despite that, he was a pretty good guy to have as your boss. 
 
    ‘Just make sure the capitaine doesn’t go joyriding again. We all know how that ends.’ 
 
    Joe rolled his eyes and raised his hands in mock resignation. ‘I take him out for one spin through the rings… Will I ever be allowed to live it down?’ Joe held the rank of capitaine in the French Air and Space Force, which completed the list of military personnel; everyone else was civilian, more or less. He was wiry more than muscular. Blue-eyed, blonde-haired, and good-looking. His hair was short, but hardly cropped, and it came to a fluffy peak over his forehead, a forehead which featured rather woolly eyebrows. His nose was triangular, his lips sensuous. He looked younger than his thirty-one years. 
 
    ‘You dinged the fender,’ Valentin Novikov said. ‘I was hours beating it back out with a hammer. No living it down for you.’ Valentin was the senior engineer on the ship, and their token Russian. He sounded like he had grown up in Brooklyn when he spoke English, but he had been born in Vladivostok and become an engineer. He made looking Russian good. He was strong-jawed, and his shaved skull had the kind of shape to make that appealing. Muscle decorated his trim frame. He was the engineer on Theia because he had basically invented the high-efficiency pulse engine which allowed her to cover the distance to Saturn in a reasonable time. No one knew Theia’s main drive better than Valentin. 
 
    ‘Joking aside,’ Daryn said, ‘how was the trip? Anything interesting?’ 
 
    ‘Plenty,’ Nick Harris replied, ‘though nothing especially novel. Yawen collected a lot of rocks she’s eager to get into the geology lab.’ 
 
    Yawen raised her plastic mug of coffee. ‘But not eager enough that it cannot wait until I’ve drunk this.’ 
 
    Nick and Yawen Yu were the two planetary scientists on the crew. He was an American biochemist, hoping to find signs of life on the moon below them. She was a Chinese planetary physicist, concerned with the geology and meteorology of Titan. Mercy knew them both quite well by this point: they were her charges on surface missions. She got on fairly well with Yawen, but Nick had always been a little cold to her. This was despite the fact that he had something of a reputation as a playboy and he had made a couple of plays for the other female crew members. Why he seemed to dislike Mercy, she was not sure. 
 
    Maybe it was the height difference: at six foot, Mercy was two inches taller than Nick and he seemed to dislike looking up at her, avoiding it when possible. He was a handsome blonde, his hair carefully cut into something stylish and backswept. Intelligent, blue eyes looked out of a face with sculpted features, a narrow nose, and thin lips. For an academic, he kept himself fit and was, apparently, an accomplished boxer. 
 
    Yawen was more of a typical academic. She was small and slim. Fit, because she had to be to be on the mission, but not in the least muscular. She wore long black hair in a tight bun and was generally rather unassuming. 
 
    ‘Well, I’m sure you’ll be happy to know that Saturn is still where we left it,’ Marshall Hudson announced. Marsh was their astrophysicist, another American. He spent most of his time on the bridge at the sensor console, monitoring everything he could about Saturn, its moons, and its rings. The data he was gathering was, according to reports, going down really well back on Earth. Marsh was a nerd, but a good-looking one. Mid-brown hair and dark eyes which begged to have glasses over them. He exercised and kept himself neat, and that was more than Mercy expected of someone who could solve quadratic equations in his head.  
 
    ‘How’s the ship?’ Mercy asked. ‘Get that communications problem sorted?’ 
 
    ‘Theia is fine,’ Valentin replied. ‘Engine is fine. Reactor is fine. Purring like a kitten.’ 
 
    ‘And the comms problem is resolved,’ Sophia Sauter added. She was the junior engineer, mostly responsible for the electronic systems. If Mercy had not mentioned a glitch in the laser comms system, she would likely have remained silent. Sophia was a quiet sort of girl who suffered a bit more of the sexual frustrations of the male crew than Mercy or Yawen did. She was a pretty, almost cute girl, and her nature gave her a hard time when fending off advances. In particular, Mercy had had to step in to tell Nick to back off. Maybe that was Nick’s problem with Mercy. 
 
    Mercy could understand Nick’s feelings, even if she felt they were inappropriate. Sophia was a brunette, keeping her hair in a ponytail which ended just past her shoulder blades. She tried to keep it out of her eyes, but it refused to accept this treatment and there were always a few strands hanging down beside her right cheek. She had deep, dark eyes, a pert nose, and moderately full lips, all set into a vaguely heart-shaped face. She was fit, slim, and trim. She was gorgeous. If not for chain of command, Mercy might have made a pass at her herself. 
 
    ‘We got messages through from Earth last night,’ Daryn said. ‘We figured we might as well wait for you to come back rather than sending them down.’ 
 
    Mercy nodded. ‘I doubt there’s anything particularly urgent. Joe probably has five different girlfriends telling him how much they miss him, but I doubt a few hours is going to be a problem when he replies.’ 
 
    ‘I make it a rule to have no more than three girlfriends at a time,’ Joe replied. 
 
    ‘That’s a lie. There are three back on Earth and two here. Don’t tell me you aren’t in love with Theia and Pallas.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but yes. You have me there. Even though I think of Pallas as a boy, I am in love.’ It was only half a joke. No woman could really compete for Joe’s affections when her opposition was his love of flying. Air or space, it made no difference. Give him a jet fighter and he would always find it more attractive than any girlfriend he might find. It was no wonder the man had never married. 
 
    ‘I’ll go find out whether I have anything interesting to read,’ Mercy said, starting for her cabin. ‘I doubt it. No one waiting for me back home.’ 
 
    ‘That, Colonel Garner, is a crying shame.’ Joe was joking, Mercy was sure, but at least he took the time to flirt with her a little. It was not that she thought of herself as plain, but she did think her face was more handsome than it was beautiful. She was tall and solidly built. Her chest was not flat, but it was hardly expansive. She had more muscle than was generally considered attractive in a woman. Her jawline was strong, her nose a solid, straight triangle. She kept her dark-brown hair cut into a short bowl. She did have quite startling blue eyes and full lips, but overall she was not too surprised that the men favoured Sophia. 
 
    ‘Tell me about it.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The song of Saturn pervaded the bridge of the Theia when Mercy arrived to run one of the periodic checks she and Daryn performed, mainly because someone back on Earth would get annoyed if they did not. She headed for the command console, grinning at Marsh as she did so. ‘Listening to Saturn again, Marsh?’ 
 
    The astrophysicist was at his console, fingers working over keys as he refined some analysis or other. It was a common sight. And then he said, ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘Really? My ears say–’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t from Saturn. That song you usually hear has to be compressed and frequency-shifted before you get what you recognise. This… This is something else. It’s coming from the wrong direction, for one thing. And the frequency range is broader.’ 
 
    The sound playing through the bridge’s speakers was a sort of modulated white noise, a rushing, swooping sound with patterns of clicks and the odd elongated whistle thrown in. Now Mercy really listened to it, it was not quite the same as the usual sound from Saturn’s plasma wave emissions. There was almost something unnatural about it, as though it were being produced by some form of electronics. Mercy was self-aware enough to know that that was just her brain trying to find patterns in random sounds. 
 
    ‘So, what is it?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I have no idea. I’m trying to get a solid source location for it, but it seems to be coming from a very wide, very thin band of space. It’s really wide. I’m having trouble identifying the outer edges.’ 
 
    Mercy frowned. ‘That doesn’t sound especially good.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you think I’m trying so hard to figure out where it’s coming from?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll report it to Daryn. If you get anything else, let us know.’ 
 
    ‘Soon as I know, you will.’ 
 
    30th January. 
 
    ‘I still don’t know what it is, but it’s getting closer.’ 
 
    Daryn looked across the break room table at Marsh and frowned. ‘You’re sure? It’s definitely coming this way?’ 
 
    ‘The amplitude of the radio signals has been rising at a steady rate. Electromagnetic waves diminish with the square of the distance from the source, so I can give an estimate that the source is getting closer at around one percent of the speed of light. Unfortunately, since I can’t see the source and I don’t know the strength of the original signal, I can’t really give much idea of when it might reach us.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve discovered an invisible source of radio waves that’s travelling through space at one percent of lightspeed,’ Nick said. ‘Congratulations.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, I think.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not possible.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not disagreeing. Entirely. It’s there, however, and as confirmation, I’m starting to see higher-energy photons and charged particles coming from the same direction. If the amplitude of those signals goes up like the radio signals, we could be looking at a serious radiation hazard at some point in the near future.’ 
 
    ‘What does Earth say?’ Mercy asked. 
 
    ‘Huh. “Send more data.”’ 
 
    ‘In case this needs saying,’ Daryn said, ‘this is your priority at the moment.’ 
 
    Marsh shook his head. ‘It didn’t need saying. It already was.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘What am I looking at?’ Daryn asked, peering at the image Marsh was displaying on the sensor console’s main display. 
 
    ‘I think I see it,’ Mercy said. Reaching out, she pointed at a white blur among other blurs within a starfield. ‘This is distorted, smeared. A gravitational distortion.’ 
 
    ‘Mercy wins the no-prize,’ Marsh said. ‘There are several stars in this image which are smeared out into strips or just not where they should be. Something out there is causing gravitational lensing. A… string of distorted space is moving toward us.’ 
 
    ‘A string?’ Daryn asked. ‘Like a cosmic string?’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I didn’t want to use the word “string.” It can’t be a cosmic string. Can’t be. It’s huge. Making some assumptions about the way it’s moving, it has to be around ten astronomical units wide. A cosmic string that long would have truly incredible mass. A cosmic string a kilometre in length should weigh as much as Earth. Something this size… We’d have detected the gravitational waves as it moved. I think we’re seeing something else. And we’re going to get an up-close and personal view of it in… two days. Then it’ll continue on toward Earth, stopping by a few other planets on the way.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know when?’ Mercy asked. ‘When it’ll hit Earth?’ 
 
    ‘If my estimate for it hitting us is right, it’ll get to Earth around the sixth of February. It hits Mars and Mercury, and the Sun, before then. Earth and Venus get hit around the same time. I have no idea what might happen when it does.’ 
 
    ‘Or what happens when it hits us?’ 
 
    ‘I can make some educated guesses, but it depends a lot on exactly what’s out there and exactly how close it comes to us.’ 
 
    ‘It could rip the ship apart,’ Daryn stated flatly. 
 
    ‘That is certainly one option that’s going to keep me awake for the next couple of nights.’ 
 
    ‘Even if it doesn’t,’ Mercy said, ‘it looks like we’re going to be swamped in hard radiation. We need to make preparations.’ 
 
    Daryn drew in a long breath through his nose and let it out slowly. ‘Yes, we do. We’ll get our heads together, talk to Earth, and come up with something to give us a fighting chance. Meanwhile, we gather all the data we can on that… wave, and we send it on to Earth. If you’re right, Marsh, they’ve got about a week to prepare themselves.’ 
 
    1st February. 
 
    They were still not sure of exactly when the wave would hit, but the crew were all gathered in the shelter by Thursday morning because the number of charged particles the sensors were detecting had reached dangerous levels. Even behind several layers of metal and a lot of water, the occasional flash in people’s eyes marked the point where a high-energy proton interacted with the fluid in their eyeballs. The particle density outside had to be massive. 
 
    Everyone was in their EVA suits. It added a little extra radiation protection and far more in the way of comfort. And if the ship was torn apart around them, it meant that they might survive for a few extra hours, floating in space without the slightest possibility of rescue. If that happened, Mercy had every intention of unlatching her helmet and taking the quick way out. 
 
    ‘It’s the waiting that’s the worst,’ Marsh said. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Yawen agreed. ‘I wish it would just get here and we could find out whether we’re going to live.’ 
 
    ‘Very fatalistic,’ Nick said. ‘I for one would prefer that nothing happened.’ 
 
    ‘That would certainly be the preferred option,’ Daryn said, ‘but the flashing lights in my eyes suggest something is going to happen.’ 
 
    ‘The source of many a UFO sighting in space. I’ve seen them before, of course, but never with such frequency.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think we’re in danger from the radiation?’ Sophia asked. 
 
    ‘Undoubtedly,’ Nick replied, ‘but that was the case before this. Space travel is as safe as we can make it, but that’s not saying much.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been protected by Saturn’s magnetosphere to some extent,’ Marsh said. ‘Since we got here anyway. It seems this source is pretty powerful to be pushing particles through it. If we survive this, I’ll be writing papers on it until I’m old and grey.’ 
 
    ‘Something to look forward to,’ Nick said, grinning. 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m hoping for a–’ 
 
    The groan of metal under stress brought an end to the immediate conversation. For maybe a minute, everyone just sat there in the small communal area within the shelter and listened as Theia made the kind of sounds you might expect if a pair of giant hands were gripping her and stretching. They had shifted orbits to one further out from Titan and turned the ship so that it should be side-on to the coming wave. The hope was that it would reduce the impact on the vessel, give the wave less length to work with. 
 
    ‘I, uh, know this may be tempting fate,’ Marsh said eventually, ‘but I think it’s working.’ 
 
    ‘It does not seem too bad,’ Valentin agreed. ‘We may be irradiated to death, but I don’t think we’ll be turned into spaghetti.’ 
 
    ‘That was an option?!’ Sophia squeaked. 
 
    ‘Not really,’ Marsh said, ‘but a hull rupture was–’ 
 
    Yawen let out a shriek and everyone turned to look in her direction. For most, that meant they saw the streamer of reddish light which appeared in the air at the back of the room, snaking out like a living thing. For Valentin, it meant he did not see the plasma stream until it hit him and it was his turn to scream. His suit blackened where he was hit, just under the floating rib on his right side, and the scream cut off in a gurgle. His body did not slump forward or fall, because they were in microgravity, but the way he stopped moving seemed very final. 
 
    ‘Someone see if–’ Daryn began. 
 
    Mercy stopped him. ‘He’s gone. His suit biomonitors are registering no signs of life. What was that?’ 
 
    ‘Some sort of plasma stream,’ Marsh replied. ‘I don’t understand how it could form inside the ship like that.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone watch for them,’ Daryn ordered. ‘We’ll try to… try to avoid…’ 
 
    ‘Daryn?’ Mercy turned toward her CO to see him frowning and looking white. ‘Daryn, are you okay?’ She pushed toward him. 
 
    ‘I’m not feeling so good. Pain in my chest.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a sudden headache,’ Marsh said. ‘It’s not too bad.’ 
 
    ‘Yawen, Sophia, check on Marsh,’ Mercy said. ‘Nick, how are you feeling?’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Nick replied, gliding toward Mercy and Daryn. ‘Nothing wrong at all. Perhaps the gravity wave is affecting some of us. Or it’s radiation poisoning. That can be unpredictable.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Marsh said. ‘That’s possible. I’m not too bad. Just a headache.’ 
 
    ‘Look out for signs of nausea, though it’s early for radiation exposure to show any effect.’ 
 
    ‘We know that, Nick,’ Mercy said. ‘It’s on the training programme.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    Another streamer of plasma appeared in one corner of the room and began snaking out toward the centre. Mercy hooked one foot under a chair and pulled Daryn down toward the deck. The others took similar actions. The streamer seemed to avoid them all this time as it wound across the room to finally strike one of the walls before evaporating, leaving a blackened mark where it had made contact with the paintwork. 
 
    ‘Getting worse,’ Daryn wheezed. His teeth were gritted and he was a little hard to understand. ‘It’s like something’s… something’s eating away at my insides.’ 
 
    ‘Marsh has blacked out,’ Sophia said. 
 
    ‘Check his biomonitor,’ Mercy ordered. ‘Stay with me, Brigadier. Keep looking at me.’ 
 
    ‘He seems okay,’ Sophia said. ‘Marsh, I mean. He’s breathing and his heart rate is steady. He’s just unconscious. Should we get him out of his suit?’ 
 
    The ship chose that moment to groan again. ‘Not yet,’ Mercy said. ‘Watch out for the streamers and keep him clear of them.’ 
 
    The lights flickered once and came back on a little dimmer. Sophia looked up at the ceiling for no real reason. ‘I think the reactor just shut down.’ 
 
    ‘What the Hell else is going to happen?’ 
 
    ‘Uh, I’m feeling a bit strange,’ Joe said. 
 
    Mercy looked around at the pilot. ‘Strange how?’ 
 
    ‘Kind of like a headache. Kind of like my brain is trying to expand in my skull.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t going to say anything,’ Sophia said, ‘but…’ 
 
    ‘Damn,’ Mercy said. She turned back to Daryn. ‘I don’t think this is radiation or weird gravity.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t really have a way of experimenting to find out what it is,’ Nick said. ‘And our astrophysicist is unconscious.’ 
 
    ‘Not helpful. We–’ Mercy stopped as a spike of pain lanced through her head, like someone had driven a nail through the bridge of her nose. ‘Ah! Damn, that hurts.’ 
 
    ‘You too?’ Nick asked. ‘Why am I escaping the pain?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not hurting either,’ Yawen said. 
 
    ‘At least I’m not alone.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Christ!’ Daryn exclaimed, pulling away from Mercy to curl up into a ball. ‘I think I’d prefer to p-pass out.’ 
 
    There was another groan of tortured metal, but somehow it sounded like a relaxing tone. ‘It sounds like it might be passing,’ Mercy said. ‘You’re going to be alright, Daryn.’ 
 
    ‘T-tell that to my chest!’ 
 
    And, if Mercy were honest, to her head. The pain had turned into some form of pressure. As Joe had said, it was like her brain was trying to expand inside her skull. She gritted her teeth and tried to focus on her boss, but it was not easy. A third streamer hissed into being and snaked out toward her, but then it slid around her and down, blackening a patch of the deck. The pressure continued to increase, and she jammed her eyes closed, willing the pain to go away. 
 
    The sudden silence was deafening. The pain in Mercy’s head was gone, but that seemed to just highlight the sudden lack of sound from around them. 
 
    Yawen voiced what everyone was thinking. ‘What just happened?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Sophia said, ‘but the reactor’s restarted and that should take a good ten minutes after a sudden shutdown.’ 
 
    ‘There are no stress sounds,’ Nick said. 
 
    ‘Get them out of their suits,’ Mercy ordered. ‘Get your own suits off first, but– No, wait. Sophia, head up to auxiliary control and check the ship’s status. We’ll wait to be sure the hull’s solid.’ 
 
    ‘On it,’ Sophia said, pushing off for the door which would let her onto the second bridge. 
 
    ‘Right. Brigadier? How are you feeling?’ 
 
    ‘Like my g-guts are being torn apart,’ Daryn replied. 
 
    ‘Hang in there. We’ll have you out of that suit shortly.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not… not sure I want out. Feels like the suit’s keeping me in one p-piece.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll get you to the medical bay. You’ll be fine.’ 
 
    ‘I want the g-good pain meds. The ones that m-make you float.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll dose you up myself.’ 
 
    It took a couple of minutes for Sophia to return from the bridge and, when she did, she looked white. ‘Hull integrity is good,’ she said. ‘Atmosphere is breathable. We’ve lost main sensors and communications.’ 
 
    ‘If that’s the worst of it,’ Mercy began, reaching for the latches on her helmet. 
 
    ‘There’s something else.’ 
 
    ‘Something dangerous?’ 
 
    ‘N-not dangerous, just…’ 
 
    ‘Spit it out, Sophia.’ 
 
    ‘According to the computer, the date is the twenty-second of December, twenty-one fifty-one.’ 
 
    ‘What?!’ It was not just Mercy’s reaction. Joe swore in French. Yawen did it in English and Chinese. 
 
    ‘That’s impossible,’ Mercy said. ‘The computer was affected by–’ 
 
    ‘I got the auxiliary sensors to take a look outside,’ Sophia said. ‘I can’t be absolutely sure of the date, but I’ll tell you this: the stars are in the wrong place. Looking out from the Sun, we should be staring right at Libra with Scorpius on one side and Virgo on the other. Instead, I’m seeing Cancer and Gemini. I think the computer’s right. I think, somehow, we’ve skipped fifty years.’ 
 
    22nd December 2151. 
 
    Mercy looked down at the three EVA suits which still held three of her colleagues, or what was left of them. Valentin was fairly intact but still dead. Daryn and Marsh had expired before they could be taken to the medical bay. The inside of Daryn’s helmet was painted red with blood; he had more or less exploded inside his suit. Marsh’s face was blackened, as though he had cooked from the inside out. The survivors had decided to put the three of them in one of the airlocks and pump the air out. Their families could at least hold funerals that way. 
 
    ‘I suppose I should say something,’ Mercy said. 
 
    ‘What could you say?’ Joe asked. ‘What the Hell does that to someone?’ 
 
    ‘And why didn’t it do it to us?’ Sophia added. 
 
    ‘Leave the eulogies to their families,’ Yawen suggested. 
 
    ‘Right.’ Mercy stepped back and tapped buttons on the airlock control panel. The heavy door closed and sealed. After a minute, a light turned red to indicate there was vacuum on the other side. ‘Right,’ she repeated. ‘I’m calling this mission a failure. We head home. Joe, see if you can get us a course plotted. Sophia, we need to know whether there’s anything else wrong aside from the communications and sensors. It’d be great if you could fix those.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Sophia replied. ‘If there’s a problem with the engines…’ She looked at the door of the airlock. Valentin had been the expert there, though Sophia had been trained by him. She might be able to fix something if it came to that. 
 
    ‘I’ll get on the plot,’ Joe said, ‘but it would be useful to know where Earth is.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m going to do,’ Mercy said. ‘Marsh was better with the sensor systems, but I can handle routine operations well enough.’ 
 
    ‘And I will go over the sensor logs,’ Nick said. ‘Perhaps there’s something in there to tell us what actually happened. Again, Marsh would be the expert, but my physics isn’t terrible.’ 
 
    ‘Do that,’ Mercy said. ‘Yawen…’ 
 
    ‘If no one needs me, I shall get some rest. I’m feeling… not at my best.’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Get some rest. I think we should all do the same once we know what the situation is.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘Well, Earth’s still there,’ Mercy said. ‘At this distance, using the emergency backup sensor array, I can’t say much about what state it’s in, but there it is.’ 
 
    Joe looked up from the navigation console. ‘Right where it should be for late December twenty-one fifty-one. I guess that confirms it. They have to think we’re all dead.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I sent a message out. I’ve got it repeating every ten minutes. But it’s seventy minutes or so for it to reach Earth, then they have to figure out what to send back, send it, and there’s another seventy minutes…’ 
 
    ‘And that’s assuming we can pick it up with the equipment that’s working.’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes.’ 
 
    ‘We’re on our own.’ 
 
    Mercy nodded. ‘We’ve been that way since we left Earth.’ 
 
    ‘Not like this. I’m having my moment of existential crisis, Mercy. I think we’re all owed one of those under the circumstances. Fifty years. Gone. Just like that. It’s…’ 
 
    ‘More like forty-nine. Forty-eight years, ten months. And that’s not really important. I suppose I’m less bothered because there was no one back there I’m worried about.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. Considering what happened to us, I’m not sure we’ll find anyone back there at all.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. And maybe the same time freeze happened on Earth as happened here. Maybe they all just woke up and they have no idea we’ve been out of contact.’ 
 
    The Frenchman cracked a smile. ‘I think that may be too much optimism.’ 
 
    ‘No amount of optimism is too much at the moment. Not until we find out how badly it went in the other direction.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure whether the power surged when the reactor went down,’ Sophia said, ‘or a power surge caused the reactor shutdown. Whatever, there was a power surge which caused damage all through the primary and secondary arrays. The main computer is down too. We’re lucky they built Theia with redundancies on her redundancies.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we can probably get back with the systems we have,’ Mercy said. ‘There’s no other damage? Life support? Engine?’ 
 
    ‘Life support has had nothing to do for fifty years. The engine diagnostics say nothing’s wrong.’ 
 
    ‘The reactor?’ 
 
    ‘It was designed to operate without refuelling for a century. It’s still good.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Can you get the main systems back for us?’ 
 
    Sophia frowned. ‘I need to work through everything and find out exactly what’s wrong. Then I have to hope we have a spare for anything that burned out. I’m… not entirely hopeful.’ 
 
    ‘See what you can do.’ Mercy turned to look at Nick. ‘Anything come up from your research?’ 
 
    ‘There’s evidence of increased cryovolcanic activity from Titan for several months after the wave hit. I’ll present it to Yawen in the morning, but I suspect the surface cracked, opening up more vents. The gravitational sensors detected the wave. It seems to have had quite a high amplitude, but a very long wavelength. We rode it out better because of that. Essentially, we were never exposed to the extreme flexing Titan was because we rode the wave.’ 
 
    ‘But Earth would have been hit worse, right?’ Joe asked. ‘Bigger planet, more stretching and flexing.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a reasonable hypothesis. I don’t believe the damage would be structural, but there may have been increased volcanic and tectonic activity. However, Titan seems to have calmed down. We can expect that the same is true of Earth.’ 
 
    There was silence while everyone digested that. It was not a good thought however you looked at it, but it was not hopeless. 
 
    ‘Let’s get some rest,’ Mercy suggested. ‘We can start trying to get everything working tomorrow. Maybe we’ll have a reply from Earth by then.’ 
 
    ‘There’s that optimism again,’ Joe said. 
 
    ‘Where there’s life, there’s hope. And, for now, we’re alive, so let’s keep hopeful.’ 
 
    23rd December. 
 
    ‘Yawen is sleeping in,’ Nick said as Mercy sat down at the break room’s table for breakfast. ‘I was expecting her to be here by now.’ 
 
    Mercy paused, looking at her bowl of cereal, then at Nick, then Joe, then Sophia. ‘Crap,’ she said. She started for Yawen’s cabin, hearing Nick get to his feet to follow. 
 
    The door was locked, so Mercy tapped the button that would sound a buzzer inside the room and open the intercom. ‘Yawen? It’s Mercy. Are you okay in there?’ After a minute of no response, she said, ‘Computer, open cabin six. Authority Colonel Mercy Alice Garner.’ There was the sound of a lock unlatching and the door slid aside. Mercy stepped through. 
 
    There was plenty of space in Theia’s cabins. Each came with a mid-sized bed you could fit two people in at a push, a bathroom cubicle off to one side, a personal desk with terminal to the main computer, and an easy chair with a lap strap. What this one did not have was an occupant. 
 
    The bed had been slept in and there was evidence that Yawen had pushed the sheet aside with some urgency. About halfway to the door from the bed, a pile of cloth marked where Yawen had got to before something had happened. Rather dispassionately, Nick walked into the room, took a pen from his breast pocket, and used it to spread out the tank top and shorts Yawen slept in. There were holes in the cotton fabric, but not even the smallest sign of the person who had been wearing them. The holes showed no sign of burning. There were just irregular areas which had, apparently, vanished along with the woman. 
 
    Nick looked up at Mercy. ‘She… disintegrated?’ 
 
    ‘Is that even possible?’ Mercy asked after a second. 
 
    ‘Under normal circumstances, I would say no. What we’ve witnessed in the past few hours, however, has changed my view of what “impossible” means.’ 
 
    ‘So, it’s not over. Any of us could go at any time.’ 
 
    Nick looked down again, frowning. ‘That… is not impossible.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    There was a new container in the airlock, though this time it seemed pointless. Mercy had gathered Yawen’s damaged nightclothes into a plastic sample bag and put that with the three EVA suits. It was symbolic more than anything else; there was no indication that Yawen had ever existed aside from what was in that bag. 
 
    The evening meal was a subdued affair. Everyone was concerned. Everyone was afraid that they might be next, or that they might not. What if they were left alone? What if everyone else died in some horrible manner, and they were the only one left in a big tin can orbiting an icy moon on the outskirts of the solar system? 
 
    ‘Do you have more news on the comms system?’ Mercy asked, more to break the silence than for the information. 
 
    ‘Yes. Not exactly good news, but news,’ Sophia replied. ‘The surge fried one of the main junction boxes for power distribution to the main electronics bays and the breaker at the other end in the engine pod. As best I can tell, the breakers saved the electronics, but they’re all blackened lumps of plastic and metal. I’ll have to cut them out.’ 
 
    ‘That was quite a surge,’ Joe said. 
 
    ‘Yes, it was. Here’s the bad part. I have spares, but not enough. One will have to go into the engine pod, otherwise we get no power on the main line up here. Again, we can be thankful that they created a redundant pathway to the auxiliary systems and ran it along the opposite side of the ship. That leaves me with four breakers to fix at this end, but only two available spares.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t you take power from the backup line to power the main one?’ Nick asked. 
 
    ‘Again, they ran it down the other side of the ship. Getting cable across from one line to the other would be problematic. And I don’t have enough cable rated for that kind of current.’ 
 
    ‘Might I suggest that the clever design was not quite as clever as they thought.’ 
 
    ‘You might. And in my depressed state, I might not decide to punch you in the face. So, we can have the main computer back, backup comms and sensors, or main comms, or main sensors. Yes, main comms and sensors are on separate circuits. Please don’t say anything, Nick.’ 
 
    ‘I shall refrain.’ 
 
    ‘Technically,’ Mercy said, ‘we can manage without the main computer. The auxiliary is just as powerful, and it can access main sensors for flight control. I think main comms and sensors would be the best use of what we have.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I won’t argue over it. I don’t think there’s a good solution either way. I could use a mate to help me in the engine room. Nothing too technical. Just a helping hand, really.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do it,’ Joe said. ‘The basic course is worked out. We’re a little behind for an optimal brachistochrone transfer, but we’re close enough and we have the fuel. I’ve nothing to do until we firm up the departure date.’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow,’ Mercy said. ‘It can wait for tomorrow to start. I’ll help at this end when you get to it.’ 
 
    ‘Looking forward to it,’ Sophia said. And then the silence fell again. 
 
    24th December. 
 
    Theia’s engine room was in zero-G and, just in case, Sophia and Joe were in pressure suits with emergency helmets on hand. Theoretically, there was no risk of depressurisation, but given how things had been going recently, they were taking no chances. Besides, Joe was happy since the pressure suits used for internal work were tight, counterpressure designs and he appreciated Sophia’s figure in hers. And no one had turned up dead overnight. That last part was a major plus. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Sophia said once they were in front of the panel hiding the breakers. ‘We get this off, chisel out the burned-out breaker, clean up the socket, and fit the new one. Shouldn’t take more than all day.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, great,’ Joe replied. He could not quite muster enthusiastic displeasure; an entire day watching Sophia moving around in that suit was not going to be a terrible chore. ‘What do you need?’ 
 
    ‘Reactionless driver. To start.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ With his boots magnetically locked to the deck, Joe bent down to open the toolbox he had carried from the forward section. It was gentlemanly to do so and required almost no effort given that most of the trip had been in microgravity. Opening the box, he reached in for the gun-like driver, nudging an adjustable wrench as he did so. It was not much of a push, but the wrench began to float off into the room anyway. Joe ignored it for now and straightened up to hand the driver to Sophia. 
 
    ‘Thanks. Now get the wrench back before it collides with something it shouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know.’ As Sophia turned to the task of unbolting the panel, Joe turned to reach for the wrench. Between the lack of gravity and his feet being nailed to the deck, his hand skimmed past it as it sailed further away. ‘Damn,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘Stupid piece of…’ He trailed off as he felt an odd tingle in his fingers and saw a blue glow surrounding his gloved hand. A very similar glow formed around the wrench and, on its own, it reversed its flight and sailed into his hand. ‘What the fuck?’ 
 
    ‘Something wrong?’ Sophia asked, not turning around. 
 
    The lightshow was gone. There was no evidence of anything strange happening aside from the fact that he was sure he had missed catching the wrench, and yet it was there, in his hand. He shook his head. ‘No. Nothing. I got the wrench. I am a successful wrench-wrangler.’ 
 
    Sophia giggled. Joe could not remember hearing anyone make the slightest of happy sounds since this had all started. Pushing thoughts of delusion or magic aside, Joe turned so that he could watch Sophia work. A day of watching her breasts push against her suit was enough to make any considerations of impending madness a minor issue. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    It did not take a day. Joe got a couple of hours of boob watching before the job was done and it was Mercy’s turn to watch the engineer work. Except that they were both in jumpsuits now. The jumpsuits hugged your figure somewhat, but they did not quite have the same effect as the vacuum suits. Not that Mercy was thinking about that anyway. 
 
    ‘That surge really made a mess,’ Mercy observed as Sophia used a drill to cut away the third of the fried breakers. They were in part of the forward core, once again in zero-G. The breaker box was fitted behind a wall panel in the main corridor, just ahead of the junction leading out to the drum. 
 
    ‘It’s like we got hit by a lightning bolt,’ Sophia replied. ‘I want all of them out in case they’re causing a short. The surge managed to actually melt the contacts. And the heat was enough to denature a thermoset plastic.’ 
 
    ‘My chemistry isn’t up to understanding that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, neither is mine, but it takes a lot of heat. We got lucky.’ 
 
    ‘If we’re considering this lucky, we must be in real trouble.’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh.’ Sophia paused to put a bit more pressure on the abrasive drill bit and the breaker popped free, floating away from its socket. ‘This one won’t be so bad. If whatever hit us had struck somewhere in the engine, we could be stuck out here permanently. If it had hit the fuel tanks for Pallas… Well, that stuff’s a bit more than just explosive. It could’ve ripped us apart.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a cheery thought.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t happen. One more to go. Uh, still nothing from Earth?’ 
 
    ‘Not a peep. Either our signal isn’t being picked up, or we’re not picking up a reply.’ 
 
    The work progressed. Mercy was mainly there for company and to make sure that Sophia did not electrocute herself. There was no room for both of them to work on the panel, so Mercy watched while Sophia did her job. 
 
    It took a couple of hours, but Sophia fitted the last of the replacement breakers around the middle of the afternoon. Mercy reached down to close the toolbox and came to a sudden stop. ‘I thought there were only two replacements left,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Yes. Only two.’ 
 
    ‘Then why is there a third here?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Sophia turned and looked down. ‘I only put two in there. There were only two to put in there.’ She reached down and plucked the mysterious part out of the box. She looked it over, frowning. ‘It looks real. It looks completed. It’s obviously not one of the damaged ones because–’ 
 
    ‘They don’t look like breakers anymore.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Turning, Sophia slotted the third breaker into place. ‘I’m not sure I want to question this, but this isn’t possible. I was just wishing there was another one to get the computer powered up, but I knew there wasn’t. Now there is. I mean, I was thinking I could make one if I had the right tools. I know exactly what’s needed. I could just about draw the plans, if I could draw. I suck at art.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently, God heard you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe in God. Or miracles.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Mercy said. ‘Neither do I.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘An experiment,’ Nick said. His voice was calm, even if he did not look especially calm. ‘I want you to focus your mind on that mental schematic of a breaker switch you have in your head. Think of nothing else. Make the image as strong as you can possibly make it.’ 
 
    Sophia closed her eyes, a little reluctantly, and did as he asked. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘Just keep your mind focused on that image. Feel it in your hand. Feel the smooth plastic. Feel the weight.’ 
 
    Sophia’s fingers curled. ‘Okay…’ 
 
    ‘Don’t try to make it real. Just know that it is–’ 
 
    A soft, golden glow appeared around Sophia’s fingers. It swelled, flickered, brightened again, and then vanished. ‘Wow! I’ve never been good at this imagining-things thing, but this feels real.’ 
 
    ‘Open your eyes, Sophia,’ Mercy said. 
 
    Sophia opened her eyes. For a second or two, she just stared at the device of plastic and metal in her hand. ‘That isn’t possible.’ 
 
    ‘And yet,’ Nick said, ‘it happened.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s not possible.’ 
 
    ‘Uh…’ Joe said. 
 
    ‘Joe?’ Mercy asked. ‘You have something to add before I declare us all unfit to continue the mission due to mutual insanity?’ 
 
    ‘Well, when we were back in the engine room, I almost lost a wrench. I reached for it, missed, a-and then there was a blue glow, and the wrench came back to me.’ 
 
    ‘Telekinesis,’ Nick said, shaking his head. His fist slammed into the break room table, making everyone jump. ‘Why can’t I have a superpower?!’ 
 
    ‘Damn it, Nick, this is serious,’ Mercy said. 
 
    ‘It certainly is. I want to be able to teleport. That would be great. I’d never be late for another meeting.’ 
 
    ‘You’re taking this far too lightly.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not, but why do you say that? The laws of physics appear to have been rewritten. Sophia can create objects out of thin air. Joe can move things with his mind. Yes, it’s all insane, but we’ve been frozen in time for almost half a century, we watched plasma form from nothing inside a metal box, we’ve seen people die in ways which should not be physically possible… Why shouldn’t we have gained some form of extraordinary power from what’s happened? How is that stranger than anything else we’ve seen? I’m still annoyed that it hasn’t happened to me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I seem to have missed out too,’ Mercy pointed out. ‘Or we could be late developers. Or I’m having a long, unpleasant dream, and I’ll wake up at some point to find that it’s still twenty-one oh-three.’ 
 
    ‘Late developers? I like that.’ 
 
    ‘Hm.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I guess I should fit this spare we don’t have,’ Sophia said. ‘Then I’ll go down to the engine room and start powering everything up.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Mercy said. ‘Take Telekinesis Boy with you. Once we have comms back online, we’ll try sending a louder message to Earth.’ 
 
    ‘I am growing increasingly pessimistic about a reply,’ Nick said. 
 
    Mercy sighed. ‘So am I, but we have to keep trying.’ 
 
    27th December. 
 
    Everything that could be checked had been checked. Christmas Day had come and gone unnoticed as Theia’s remaining crew did everything they could to be sure that they would make it to Earth if they started. 
 
    There was still nothing from Earth. In fact, a concentrated survey of radio emissions had revealed nothing at all. No broadcasts of any kind could be picked up. They were not worrying about that too much at this point. They were a long way away and their antenna was not designed to pick up Earth-based radio of that kind. 
 
    The main cockpit had six seats and four occupants. There was not really much point in Nick sitting at the communications console, but Mercy had wanted everyone there when they left Titan. She was sitting at the sensor console, Sophia was at engineering, and Joe was, of course, in the pilot’s seat. They were ready. It was time to leave. 
 
    ‘Engine status?’ Mercy asked. 
 
    ‘Everything is green,’ Sophia replied. 
 
    ‘Confirm course settings.’ 
 
    ‘Course laid in,’ Joe said. 
 
    ‘Okay. Well, this isn’t how we planned to leave Titan, but… Initiate, please, Joe.’ 
 
    Joe tapped a button on his console and… ‘It’s still an anti-climax,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Engine ignition confirmed,’ Sophia said. 
 
    ‘We’re accelerating,’ Mercy said, examining the readouts from the ship’s accelerometers. 
 
    ‘Just not very much,’ Joe said. You could not call Theia slow. With full fuel tanks and no worries about decelerating, she could attain over four million kilometres per hour. Her zero-to-sixty figure was, however, pitiful. She managed less than five centimetres per second per second, so sixty miles per hour would be reached in about thirty-three minutes. A sports car she was not, but she had awesome mileage. 
 
    ‘We’ll watch things for half an hour, just to be sure,’ Mercy said, ‘then the computer can take over.’ 
 
    ‘What’s our ETA?’ Nick asked. 
 
    ‘We should arrive around the twenty-fourth of April,’ Joe replied. ‘We’ll definitely be in orbit on the twenty-fifth.’ 
 
    ‘And then we find out what we’re going home to.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Mercy said. ‘Then we’ll know.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Two: The Broken World 
 
    Exploration Vessel Theia, Earth Orbit, 25th April 2152. 
 
    ‘Kessler syndrome,’ Joe said, looking at the radar display. ‘It has to be. There are basically no satellites in low orbit, but there is a lot of junk.’ 
 
    ‘There are no satellites functioning at all,’ Nick observed. 
 
    ‘That is also true, but there was a catastrophic breakup in LEO which has resulted in that debris field. I guess the wave made a mess in orbit at least. Aiming for a higher orbit was probably a good move.’ 
 
    ‘Not unexpected,’ Mercy said. ‘Considering what happened to us, I was expecting some bad reactions in space here. If we’re going down, it’s unlikely that that field will pose a substantial risk to Pallas. What’s worrying me more is that I still can’t raise anyone down there.’ 
 
    ‘And it’s very dark,’ Nick added. ‘Fifty years, and there are very few lights showing on the night side. Before we left, it was hard to find a part of the planet not showing lights at night.’ 
 
    It was true. From several thousand kilometres out, Earth looked much as it had, except that the dark side was dark. In the sunlight, the world was a patchwork of blue, green, and grey. There were still cities down there, and forests and oceans. The same was presumably true on the night side, but the lights which should have been illuminating the cities were not visible. 
 
    ‘Are you getting any radio signals?’ Sophia asked. 
 
    ‘I’m seeing signs of something going on, but it’s all low-amplitude stuff.’ 
 
    ‘So, there is someone down there.’ 
 
    ‘Unless I’m just picking up automated signals. We’re going to do a survey. We have the equipment to map Titan, so we should be able to do a reasonable job of finding out what’s what down there.’ 
 
    ‘Rather more easily,’ Nick said. ‘Titan’s atmosphere makes visual analysis of the terrain impossible. We should be able to get excellent visual evidence even from here.’ 
 
    ‘Cloud cover allowing, yes. Joe, put us in a polar orbit. We’ll scan as much ground as we can today and see what we’ve got in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘In the morning?’ Sophia asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know about you, but I have a bad feeling. I’d rather put off finding out how screwed we are for as long as possible.’ 
 
    26th April. 
 
    ‘And the results are?’ Nick asked. He was standing over Mercy who was sitting at the sensor console staring at the data collected since they had arrived in Earth orbit. 
 
    ‘They’re… kind of weird,’ Mercy replied. ‘And bad. They’re kind of bad.’ 
 
    ‘That’s both not encouraging and not useful.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well… We got some radio noise. Not much of it had the power to make it intelligible and it was all amplitude modulated, which makes it harder. We did get this.’ Mercy tapped some keys and static came out of the bridge’s speakers. 
 
    ‘… three-delta check… to report… acknowledge three…’ The words were barely audible and interspersed with more white noise. 
 
    ‘It sounds like a patrol checking in,’ Mercy said. 
 
    ‘Isn’t that good?’ Sophia asked. ‘If someone’s patrolling… I mean, the police are still operating, right?’ 
 
    ‘Police and military radios don’t use amplitude modulation,’ Joe said. ‘Someone is patrolling, but it’s unlikely to be the police.’ 
 
    ‘Unless AM broadcast is all they have available,’ Nick said. 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Mercy agreed. ‘That suggests things down there are pretty messed up. AM radio is easy to make more or less from scratch. Digital is not. As far as lights showing, well, there were some in New York.’ She pushed an image to the main screen. ‘It’s not exactly the New York we’re used to.’ The image showed mostly black, but there were patches of light. It was essentially impossible to tell that it was New York City unless you already knew it was that area. 
 
    ‘Individual buildings or neighbourhoods have lights,’ Nick said. ‘No streetlights, just the areas around some buildings.’ 
 
    ‘There are a few other areas that look similar. Moscow has a few patches. London.’ 
 
    ‘Paris?’ Joe asked. 
 
    ‘No,’ Mercy replied, ‘but then we got this image in daylight.’ The black New York view was replaced by a daylight one which showed what looked a lot like an impact crater surrounded by ruins. ‘There are a few of these scattered over Europe and North Africa. I think that wave dragged some big rocks through with it.’ 
 
    ‘Impacts that size…’ Nick was frowning as he spoke. ‘Dust would have been thrown into the air. There would have been rapid cooling. There’s nothing there to suggest a true extinction event, but things would have been bad.’ 
 
    ‘It gets worse. The west side of North America looks like it was entirely demolished. There’s evidence of a tsunami on Hawaii and Japan. Several of the Pacific Rim volcanos don’t match the shape they were in our image maps.’ 
 
    ‘So, severe volcanic and tectonic activity. My hypothesis was, unfortunately, correct. As on Titan, Earth experienced worse effects from the gravitational wave than we did.’ 
 
    ‘Merde,’ Joe said flatly. 
 
    ‘So, we’re talking about some sort of apocalypse?’ Sophia asked. ‘My home is under a meteor crater. The world has been plunged into, well, darkness. What do we do?’ 
 
    There was silence for an indeterminate period. It might have been seconds or minutes. Everyone was making their own assessment and having their own waking nightmares. 
 
    ‘We can’t stay here,’ Mercy said eventually. ‘I mean, we could for a while. We have food, water, air, and power, but we’ll eventually run out. And… Well, I think we should pick somewhere and go down.’ 
 
    ‘New York,’ Nick said. ‘There are clearly people in New York.’ 
 
    ‘And those radio transmissions probably came from there. There are organised people there. From the images we have of daytime there, we could probably land in the Battery.’ 
 
    ‘If we cannot go to Paris,’ Joe said, ‘then New York is acceptable.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Sophia agreed. 
 
    ‘Why would they go to New York?’ Nick asked. ‘Surely any attempt to re-establish government would happen in DC.’ 
 
    ‘I have a theory on that,’ Mercy replied. ‘With the flood defences and water on three sides, the city’s easier to defend. You’d just need to mount patrols and fortify the north end of Manhattan. It wouldn’t be perfect, but it would be easier than DC.’ 
 
    ‘That they need a defensible position is not the best sign.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed, but it’s that or pick a random spot and hope. Are we agreed?’ No one said anything, but there were nods. ‘Okay. Let’s pack anything we think would be useful. Anything personal you want to take. We’ll take as much food and water with us as we can. Let’s aim to leave in two hours.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘We’re ready,’ Joe said over the intercom. ‘Pallas is prepped. We just need you.’ 
 
    ‘On my way,’ Mercy replied. ‘There’s just one last thing.’ Releasing the intercom key, she turned to a panel in the wall in Daryn’s cabin and popped it open. Beyond it was a safe with a keypad lock. She knew the number by heart; Daryn had been the only other member of the crew who had the combination. Theoretically, after Daryn’s death, Mercy should have given Joe the combination for emergencies, but she had never quite got to it. 
 
    Inside the safe were a number of things critical to handling emergency situations. There was a book of directions on how to handle various unlikely circumstances. There was a section in there on how to handle encounters with sentient life. Another section handled what to do should a contagious alien disease of some sort infect the crew. Several of the sections referred you to the snap-open card which gave the codes needed to cause Theia’s self-destruction. There was also a case containing a pistol and two magazines of frangible rounds suitable for use on a spaceship. That was the final recourse should one of the crew go nuts or decide to mutiny. 
 
    There was nothing in the book about what to do should they return to a devastated Earth, otherwise Mercy would have had more of a clue. The playbook seemed pretty useless, so she ignored it. The pistol on the other hand… 
 
    Taking it, she dropped it into the small rucksack she was carrying her personal belongings in. Then she headed for the door. This was the end of the Theia project, quite possibly the end of human spaceflight. Words seemed appropriate, but she had none. Still, as she floated in the docking tube to Pallas, Mercy turned and reached back to pat the airlock door. 
 
    ‘Goodbye, Theia. You did a good job. I’m sorry to leave you like this.’ 
 
    Then she pushed away from the door and toward whatever lay below. 
 
    Exploration Lander Pallas, over New York City. 
 
    ‘Wasn’t there a park there?’ Joe asked as Pallas descended toward the Battery. 
 
    ‘Yes, there was,’ Mercy replied. She was in the co-pilot’s seat, working the sensor systems. She had visual and lidar views of the area on her screens, and both were showing her nothing like what the area had been like when she had last seen it. ‘Instead, we’ve got two tanks and several fixed gun emplacements. And there’s something very weird about Castle Clinton. It looks like… like someone built a concrete bunker in the middle of it.’ 
 
    ‘I am not getting good vibes about this, Mercy. We still have enough fuel to go back to Theia.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s pointing guns at us yet. Take us in. There’s an open spot to the south of the… bunker thing. I’m going to try to raise someone on the radio.’ She turned slightly and tapped a button. ‘This is the exploration lander Pallas calling anyone on the ground. Please respond. Over.’ Silence. ‘This is the Pallas. We intend to land south of Castle Clinton. Anyone in that area who can hear me, please respond. Over.’ 
 
    ‘Pallas, this is… NYA command.’ The voice was female and the hesitation before it gave a callsign was a little unnerving. ‘Please land in the marshalling area to the south of the bunker. You will be met there. NYA command out.’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t like this,’ Joe said. 
 
    ‘What I want to know is what the NYA is,’ Mercy said. 
 
    ‘New York something? Administration?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. Take us down.’ Mercy keyed the internal comms channel. ‘We’re landing. Stay where you are until I’ve found out what we’re dealing with.’ 
 
    There was a short pause, and then Nick’s voice. ‘That does not sound encouraging.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not trying to be encouraging. Stay put until I’ve checked out whoever’s running this place.’ 
 
    ‘Landing in thirty seconds,’ Joe added. He was already in vectored thrust mode and gliding the ship in toward a concrete platform south of the old walls of the fort and over the tall mass of the flood defence wall which, he noted, had machine gun emplacements on top of it. ‘Three metres. Two… touch down. Engine powering down and I see men with guns running toward us.’ 
 
    Mercy could also see them on her screen. Men in combat fatigues with assault rifles. ‘We have just come out of nowhere and landed beside their bunker.’ She shifted her camera view to look at the fort. The stone walls of Castle Clinton were still there, but they had been added to in concrete. The structure was now three times the height and apparently constructed from solid concrete. Up on the top of it, she could see machine guns pointing out in all directions. 
 
    ‘This is going to be interesting,’ she said. Then she unbuckled her harness and headed for the rear door of the cockpit. 
 
    ‘Be careful,’ Joe said. 
 
    ‘Sure. If it looks bad, I want you to take off and head for Theia.’ 
 
    ‘But–’ 
 
    ‘That’s an order, Capitaine.’ 
 
    Joe glowered at her back and then shook his head. ‘Understood, Colonel.’ 
 
    The gravity pressed down hard on Mercy’s shoulders as she made her way to the starboard airlock. She had become too used to the lower gravity of Theia and Titan. All the exercise in the world could not make up for feeling the pull of Earth-normal gravity. Maybe it was something else too; the thought of going down to meet armed men outside the ship was pressing on her as well. She felt strangely anxious. The hair on her neck was standing up with that prickling feeling you get sometimes when you think something bad is about to happen. The airlock needed no time for depressurisation on Earth, so it took only a few seconds to get through to the stairs which had deployed from the side of the lander and then down to the ground below. 
 
    Then she raised her hands because there were around twenty men with weapons aimed at her in front of her. ‘My name is Colonel Mercy Garner, US Marine Corps. Could I speak to your commanding officer?’ 
 
    A woman who had to be in her twenties emerged through the double rank of troops. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt with army boots and a tactical vest. Her hair was blonde and fell to her upper chest on her right. The left side was shaved back to stubble. She was pretty, really quite beautiful, slim, and fit. She looked like she should be wearing a cheerleader costume and be in high school. Blue eyes examined Mercy with something between interest and confusion. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, Colonel Garner. Am I right in remembering that Pallas was the name of the lander sent to Titan aboard the Theia?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. We–’ 
 
    ‘That mission was believed lost. There was little time to mourn before the Wave hit, but we did mourn you. There was a crew of eight.’ 
 
    Mercy looked at the woman, almost a teenager, in front of her. She remembered something which had happened fifty years ago? ‘Not all of us made it.’ And why was this strange woman not giving her name? 
 
    ‘I see. There are more inside, and you’ve come out to make sure we’re not going to shoot you.’ 
 
    ‘That about covers it. I should point out that my pilot is under orders to take off at the slightest sign of trouble, and that the engine exhaust will likely kill you all before you can get out of the way.’ 
 
    The blonde smiled. ‘It’s lucky then that I believe you. Even if we thought you all dead, I don’t see how anyone could fake that ship. I’m sorry we can’t manage a better reception for our returning heroes. However, you need to get your crew off that ship and follow me. There’s a storm coming. We have about ten minutes.’ 
 
    Mercy looked up at the clear, blue sky. ‘A storm?’ 
 
    ‘Not that kind of storm, Colonel. We need to get inside and hope your ship survives. That represents a lot of resource we sorely need. I’m sure you have a lot of questions. Come with me and I’ll provide whatever answers I can.’ 
 
    New York Authority. 
 
    ‘The crew of the Theia were heroes for as long as they were remembered,’ the blonde woman said. ‘I suppose they still are to some.’ She was sitting behind a big, dark-wood desk, which would have looked more impressive if it had not been so worn. Someone had salvaged it from somewhere, which seemed to be something of a theme. 
 
    The office was in the middle of the bunker, which had concrete walls about a metre thick and massive iron doors to the outside world. There had still been no sign of a cloud in the sky when the team had been escorted in and led through corridors with bare concrete walls. Occasionally you could see into a room off the corridor, and when that happened you saw random office furniture and bored people. Some of the people were in fatigues, others in casual clothes. No one wore a suit that could be seen. Extra chairs had been produced from somewhere for the four ‘heroes.’ Straight-backed office chairs which were not especially comfortable. 
 
    ‘You gave us some warning,’ the woman went on. ‘Because of you, it was not as bad as it could have been. And, it was thought, you died giving us that warning, yet here you are.’ 
 
    There was an implied question, but Mercy wanted at least one answer before she provided an explanation. ‘If you don’t mind me asking, who are you?’ 
 
    ‘Ah! Sorry. I’m used to everyone knowing me by sight. I don’t look the same as I did when you left for Saturn. My name is Faith Richard.’ 
 
    ‘President Richard’s daughter was named Faith,’ Nick said. 
 
    ‘They call me President Richard now, though I’m the president of a nation of thirty-five thousand. I’m more like a mayor.’ 
 
    ‘Faith Richard was in her teens when we left Earth. You don’t appear to be in your sixties.’ 
 
    ‘I turned sixty-four three weeks ago. I’m… Perhaps it would be best to start from the beginning. And I’d like to know how you survived before I tell you what happened here.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t really know,’ Mercy said. ‘It seems like we were frozen in time somehow. Theia survived because it was small. The gravity wave didn’t affect it as much. We saw evidence that Titan had suffered more, and we noticed that Saturn’s rings had been disturbed when we flew out, but the ship didn’t take much damage.’ 
 
    ‘Our communications system was damaged,’ Sophia said. 
 
    ‘I see,’ Faith said. ‘Messages were sent after the Wave passed Saturn. We never got a reply, but if your comms were down… We called it the Wave because that was how you described it in your reports. It gets capitalised now. By those who know how to write more than their name. It got to Earth on the sixth of February twenty-one oh-three and took around eighteen hours to pass. With your warning, we told people to seek underground shelters. Important people were taken to nuclear bunkers. I don’t think I was important, but I was safely locked away underground with my family when the Wave arrived.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon me,’ Joe said, ‘but you don’t seem particularly surprised that we’ve been frozen in time for almost fifty years.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not usual, but it’s also not unusual enough for me to think you’re all mad. I’ll get to why. It all comes down to the Wave. Everything does. We’re not sure of everything that happened because communications was among the first things to go. There were power surges which took down power grids across the globe, damaging equipment in most cases. Satellite communications and GPS were destroyed. A lot of exposed electronic systems were hit with massive EMP.’ Faith pointed at a rugged-looking laptop on her desk. ‘We still have computers, but they’re all fifty years old or cobbled together from working parts scavenged from found machines. No wireless networking because we don’t have the equipment or the people to build and maintain them. Besides, higher-frequency radio is unreliable in a storm.’ 
 
    ‘Storms again,’ Nick said. ‘Just what kind of storm causes interference with radio?’ 
 
    Leaning forward, Faith tapped at some keys on her hardened laptop. ‘I think there are a few outside cameras which still work… Yes, two-A was always reliable.’ She turned the laptop toward them and the camera feed on display became visible. 
 
    There were still no clouds visible but there were obvious indications of wind. Leaves, litter, and some larger items were being thrown around. The wind was intense, but it did not look like anything too extreme. It did, however, look weird: the debris was moving as though trapped in some form of vortex, like a tornado laid on its side. Everything had a weird, blue cast to it as though the scene had been lit by an inexperienced lighting director, heavy on the blue filters. Lightning arcs burst from the clear sky, apparently coming out of nothing. Where they struck the ground, streamers of plasma burst from the impact point to lash out at the structures surrounding them. 
 
    ‘We call them Wave Storms,’ Faith said. ‘They aren’t natural. They are deadly. They come out of nowhere, cover anywhere from about a thousand yards to twelve or thirteen miles, and last for anything from twenty minutes to three hours.’ 
 
    ‘You say the camera is working, but it appears to be seeing too much blue,’ Nick said. 
 
    ‘No, the colour is right. What you’re seeing is ionised nitrogen and oxygen excited to emit light. The air is glowing. The ionisation effects explain the lightning from a clear sky, I’m told, but you never entirely get used to seeing the air emitting light around you.’ 
 
    ‘We saw plasma streams like that aboard Theia,’ Mercy said. ‘One of them killed our senior engineer.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll do that, but the storms themselves are deadly. There’s some… energy within them that affects most people badly.’ 
 
    ‘Badly like disintegration, extreme pain, cooking from within, or exploding?’ Nick asked. 
 
    ‘That would be among the symptoms.’ 
 
    ‘That’s how we lost three more people,’ Mercy said. ‘How is it still happening? The Wave passed by fifty years ago.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get to that,’ Faith said. ‘With communications down, we can only guess at some of what happened. The Cascadia fault seems to have been ripped open along its entire length. The resulting earthquake and tsunami more or less destroyed everything along the west coast. A lot of volcanos began to erupt. Around the Pacific Rim, Yellowstone, and some of the active ones in the north west. High-energy particles from the Wave struck the atmosphere, reducing the ozone layer by thirty to fifty percent depending upon who you ask. Storms like what’s outside, but much worse, hit all over the planet. We’re not sure how many died in the first eighteen hours. We had ten billion people on the planet before the Wave. If there are a billion left, I’d be surprised. It’s probably a lot less.’ 
 
    ‘We surveyed most of the planet,’ Mercy said. ‘Not extensively, but we found very little evidence of humans. Almost no light at night. Campfires in a few places. Artificial lights in a smaller number. This area was one of the brightest.’ 
 
    Faith nodded. ‘After the initial disaster, we had to deal with the aftermath. The depleted ozone layer had less of an initial impact because of all the volcanic dust in the atmosphere. We had two years of severe winter. Crops failed across the world where they were even being cultivated. More people died. We came out of our bunker after two years and began trying to rebuild. We connected with some army groups and moved to DC, but we had resources people wanted and farming was not exactly back to its pre-Wave level. We moved here in late twenty-one oh-six and the New York Authority was officially founded in twenty-one oh-seven. By then, we’d discovered that the Wave had… left something behind.’ 
 
    ‘The Wave Storms?’ Sophia asked. 
 
    ‘Those are a symptom. We’d had reports that compasses were not behaving properly after the Wave. The best guess is that it destabilised the Earth’s magnetic field. There was a brief reversal of the poles between twenty-one oh-three and oh-five, and there continue to be freak areas of reversed or abnormal fields in various parts of the world. The theory is that the Wave set up some sort of standing wave within the Earth’s core which causes the storms and powers… unusual events.’ 
 
    ‘Madam President, you are hedging about something,’ Mercy said. 
 
    ‘You’ll find it hard to accept. I did.’ Faith shrugged. ‘Or not. You were stuck in time for fifty years… When we came up from the bunker, we discovered that there were people who could do things which… aren’t normal.’ 
 
    ‘Like telekinesis?’ Nick asked. ‘Or miraculously creating parts for damaged equipment from thin air?’ 
 
    Faith’s eyes narrowed. ‘Some of you were affected?’ 
 
    ‘I can make parts I need for repairs just appear,’ Sophia said. She was blushing, though she had nothing to be embarrassed about. 
 
    ‘I can lift things with my mind,’ Joe added. 
 
    ‘That will destroy a cherished scientific theory,’ Faith said. ‘They were sure that the power source for Titans was that standing wave in the core, but that couldn’t power you two out at Saturn.’ 
 
    ‘Titans?’ Mercy asked. 
 
    ‘The name was partially another tribute to you people, but it describes them… us well enough. People with, well, supernatural powers. Some were created in the Wave, like you, some walk out of Wave Storms changed. That energy that kills people doesn’t affect everyone the same way. Some walk away unaffected. A few. Most die if exposed to a storm without cover, or they end up mutated in some way. That was what killed my mother. I was in the same storm and I came out able to predict when a storm is going to hit, float small objects, and accelerate healing in people near me.’ She nodded toward Sophia. ‘You are what we call a Maker. Makers are very valuable and not very common. Healers, like me, are even less common, though I’m not a very good one, and my security detail has a collective fit whenever I try to use what I can do. Not all Titans are the same. The stronger ones live longer, heal faster, and they can even do without food, water, and air. They’re hard to kill, which makes them dangerous because some of them are walking engines of destruction. And most of them are on the other side.’ 
 
    Faith held up a hand to forestall the obvious question. ‘We have opponents. We had to take this island from a gang calling themselves the Damned Ones. They’ve been trying to take it back ever since. Their leader, who calls himself The Damned, is a monster. He murdered my father, which is why I ended up in this chair. Well, that and that no one else wanted the job. Technically, I’m an elected official, but no one ever runs against me.’ 
 
    ‘When you say monster…’ Mercy began. 
 
    ‘I mean a monster. A nine-foot-tall brute with skin like something you’d see on a zombie and a face not even a mother could love. He’s not even as bad as it gets in the looks department. Not everyone lucks out when it comes to how Titan powers express themselves. The Damned is ugly, practically invulnerable, and stupidly strong, but he looks more or less human. Some of them have mutated in ways…’ The president shuddered. ‘And it’s not just humans. There are creatures out there you’d think have crawled out of a drug addict’s nightmares. We hold land to the north of Manhattan Island. Some of it is used for what farming we can do despite the storms, but there’s a buffer zone we maintain just to keep the monsters away from where we live. What I’m saying, and not doing a very good job of it, is that the world has gone to shit and it isn’t getting better. You can stay here. We’re not short on housing, and four more mouths to feed won’t strain our resources. Everything’s rationed. I think you all have talents we can use, so I’m certainly not going to turn you away. But you might have been better off staying in orbit around Saturn.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The president had found them two apartments in a massive building on West Broadway in Tribeca. Or it had been Tribeca; now it was part of the Lower Manhattan District which bordered the Capitol District, once known mostly as the Battery. Importantly, it was not far from Franklin Street Shelter, which had formerly been a subway station. 
 
    The building was basically sound, even if it had seen better days. The paintwork in the corridors needed renewing and no one was making paint to do that with. The carpets in the corridors needed replacing, but no one was making new carpet. The stylish doors of yesterday had been replaced with iron ones, not to keep the storms out but for security. All the ground-floor windows were covered in iron plates. 
 
    By common consent, at least as far as the women were concerned, Mercy and Sophia were sharing one apartment, and Nick and Joe were in the other. It was not like they were going to be sleeping in the same beds. They did not have furniture of any kind to sleep on, but they had bedding in the form of some military-issue sleeping bags. The apartments were bare and a bit dusty, but they were better than sleeping in a park. Mercy had considered using Pallas, but that was currently being transported to somewhere undercover. 
 
    They also had meal packs from Pallas to provide food. Mercy had suggested Faith use them for additional supplies for the enclave, but Faith had pointed out that it would make no real difference and that the packs represented currency. Money was a thing of the past. If you wanted something and did not have it, you made it, found it, or bartered for it. The packs were designed to self-heat, so that was what was being eaten on their first night back on Earth. And the meal was going to happen in the boys’ apartment, so Mercy and Sophia were heading out of theirs after setting up their camping gear. 
 
    ‘Do you think we can trust Richard?’ Sophia asked as Mercy opened the apartment’s door. It had locks, good ones. That was a definite plus. 
 
    ‘I think… probably,’ Mercy replied. ‘I think she wants your talent. She said Makers were valuable and rare. I think she wants you to want to be here so you can fix things. But I also think she was being pretty genuine about us being welcome here.’ Mercy stepped out into the corridor and found herself looking at a slim, wiry sort of man with a large, pointy nose. He also had a pistol which he was pointing at her. 
 
    ‘I trust your judgement,’ Sophia said from behind her. ‘Anyway, we need some sort of help to get by in this– Hey!’ 
 
    Mercy turned her head to see that Sophia had partially emerged from the apartment only to be grabbed by a much larger, but apparently unarmed, man. He pulled her by one wrist but switched to more of a grapple as she was pulled off balance against his chest. ‘What do you want?’ Mercy asked, turning back to the thug with the gun. 
 
    ‘Your friend,’ the gunman said. ‘Like you said, Makers are–’ 
 
    There was a loud grunt from behind Mercy, followed by the sound of someone heavy landing on the corridor floor. Mercy was not sure what had just happened, but she knew what was happening in front of her. The gunman raised his arm, aiming past Mercy. He said, ‘Hey! Come quietly or–’ and then Mercy reached out a hand toward him, aiming to grab his gun. A beam of blue light emerged from her palm and impaled him through the chest. His eyes widened before rolling back in his head, and he slid off the swordlike beam to collapse onto the floor. 
 
    Mercy turned, the blaze of blue still glowing, to see the bigger thug struggling to his feet and holding his ribs over his right side. Sophia was not as weak as she might possibly look, but she was not normally strong enough to do major damage to a man built like this one. The thug’s eyes fell upon Mercy and then his fallen compatriot. Fear – no, terror – burst across his face. 
 
    ‘Shit! You’re one too? Shit! I’m sorry. I didn’t– Shit!’ Then he was scrambling backward, then running away from the two women. 
 
    ‘Your eyes are glowing,’ Sophia said. ‘There’s like veins of glowing light over your face and neck. Blue. Like that…’ She frowned. ‘Are you a closet Star Wars fan.’ 
 
    The blue sword vanished just as it had come. ‘No! That was not a lightsabre.’ She turned and dropped to one knee beside the fallen thug. Reaching down, she put two fingers against his throat. ‘He’s still alive. How do we call an ambulance around here?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think they have ambulances. Richard said there were security patrols. Maybe if we went outside we could find one.’ 
 
    Mercy sighed. She would have been more bothered about the delayed meal if she had felt even vaguely hungry, but… ‘You go to the boys’ apartment. I’ll go see if I can find some cops.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘We call them the Organisation,’ Faith said. ‘If they have a real name, we don’t know what it is. When we manage to get one into interrogation, they refer to it as “the Organisation,” or “our Organisation.” They’re very loyal.’ 
 
    ‘Organised crime then,’ Mercy replied, looking down at the body she had made. ‘What do they want with Sophia?’ 
 
    ‘She’s a Maker. She can get things working that don’t work. In this world, that makes her a valuable asset. They may try again. You said that you had developed no abilities.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently, I was wrong. I guess I never needed to kill anyone on the way here from Titan.’ There was a sour note in Mercy’s voice. 
 
    ‘Consider it useful. Sophia is going to need a bodyguard. A beam of blue light, you said. And it seems to have disintegrated where it made contact.’ 
 
    ‘Looks like it.’ There was a hole in the body and not enough blood. The man had not been alive by the time Mercy had returned with security officers. They had taken one look at the man and decided not to press charges, which was nice. Then Faith had turned up. 
 
    ‘That’s one I’ve not heard of.’ 
 
    ‘So, I’m uniquely destructive. That’s nice.’ 
 
    Faith looked at her. ‘Somehow, I would have expected an ex-marine to be more sanguine about death.’ 
 
    ‘I was a pilot.’ Mercy shook her head. ‘I’m not concerned about killing someone, I’m concerned about how I did it.’ 
 
    ‘You come to terms with it, or you go insane. I don’t see you as the kind to go mad. You’d have done it already stuck on a spaceship in the ass of the solar system for months.’ 
 
    ‘I was human then.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think of myself as inhuman.’ 
 
    Mercy shrugged. ‘Can you disintegrate flesh with a beam of blue light?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Talk to me when you can.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘You don’t seem too happy about discovering you’ve changed.’ It was dark in the room Mercy and Sophia were using as a bedroom. They were in their sleeping bags and keeping their voices low, even though there was no real reason to. Still, the city was as quiet as a grave after dark and Sophia’s comment was easy to hear. 
 
    ‘I’m not…’ Mercy paused, considering her words. ‘I’m not so much bothered about being a Titan as bothered about what I can do.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘Joe can lift things with his mind. You can make spare parts out of thin air. I can destroy things. People. I can kill. You create, I do the opposite.’ 
 
    ‘You saved me from being enslaved by criminals. I don’t think that is destructive. Not exactly.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not so sure. You dropped that big guy pretty hard. Something else you can do?’ 
 
    ‘I– Sometimes, when I need to be, I’m stronger now. I can lift things I couldn’t. I suppose I can hit harder. But only sometimes. Maybe fifty percent of the times I try, I can do it.’ 
 
    ‘Some sort of force generation ability assisting your muscles. Okay. Maybe I should try that. I’m not a natural killer, Sophia. I was a pilot in the Marines. I did the combat training, I can kill when I have to or I’m told to, but I don’t like it. I think people who do shouldn’t be in the military. Of course, people who can’t kill shouldn’t either, but that’s because they’ll end up driving themselves nuts.’ 
 
    ‘That’s reasonable.’ Sophia was silent for a second. ‘I think you should stick with it. This ability came out because you needed it. Perhaps other things will appear when you need them. Less destructive things. And, in the meantime, I am happy there is someone around to keep the gangsters off me.’ 
 
    ‘I’d have done that anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know.’ 
 
    27th April. 
 
    Nick watched Joe’s efforts with a combination of bemusement and intrigue. The pilot was attempting, with an almost complete lack of success, to lift himself into the air using his telekinetic ability. It was objectively funny, even if Joe could not see it. He stood there with clenched fists and a look of intense concentration on his reddened face, not moving even a little. 
 
    ‘Have you considered that you may not be strong enough to do this?’ Nick asked after it seemed like an intervention was required before Joe burst a blood vessel. 
 
    ‘You don’t know until you try,’ Joe replied. 
 
    ‘You’ve tried, and now you know. Perhaps an alternate focus would help.’ 
 
    Joe stopped straining his brain and frowned at the biologist. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘It’s my conjecture that you are manipulating gravity, creating a localised gravitational field to move the objects and, now that we are within a real gravitational field, manipulating local gravity to reduce its effect on your target.’ 
 
    ‘Okay…’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you should think more in terms of reducing the gravitational effect on your body. Think of flying rather than lifting. Imagine that gravity does not affect you.’ Nick shrugged. ‘I have no idea how this works. It’s fascinating, but I don’t understand how any of this could possibly work. However, it would seem that your attitude and the mental picture you have of what you are doing should affect the outcome. Want to fly. I’m sure it’s something you’ve always wanted to be able– And there we have it.’ 
 
    Joe was grinning like a maniac. He was also floating about a foot above the apartment floor, hovering without the slightest appearance of effort. He turned his grin upon Nick. ‘You’re a genius.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t argue.’ 
 
    ‘I have to try this outside.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘What are we waiting for, Nick?’ Mercy asked as she trooped out of the building with Sophia and Nick. 
 
    ‘Joe,’ Nick replied. 
 
    ‘Why didn’t we just talk to him in your apartment?’ 
 
    ‘Joe is not in our apartment. He should be returning shortly.’ 
 
    ‘You’re being obtuse.’ 
 
    ‘I am. I agree with your assessment. However, I have been sworn to secrecy.’ 
 
    Mercy scowled at him, but he was smiling too much so he was unlikely to relent. In truth, her mood had not improved after a night’s sleep and she did not want to take that out on him or Joe. 
 
    And then something shot past them at considerable speed about twenty feet above the road. ‘What the fuck?’ Mercy said, turning to follow the shape as it looped upward, turned back, and slowed down. ‘Is that… That’s Joe! He’s–’ 
 
    ‘Flying,’ Sophia said. ‘He’s flying. That has to be the happiest Frenchman anywhere on the planet.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    Joe dropped into a landing – which was going to need practice it seemed – stumbled, righted himself, and spread his arms, grinning broadly. ‘I can fly!’ 
 
    ‘We noticed,’ Mercy said sourly. She grimaced and shook her head. ‘That’s great, Joe. I’m happy for you. Really. This has to be a dream come true.’ 
 
    ‘It is. You seem… conflicted.’ 
 
    ‘Mercy is bothered that her power is destructive,’ Sophia said. ‘I can create, you can fly, she… cannot.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ Joe said, his mood diminished at least a little. 
 
    ‘Joe discovered his ability by trying,’ Nick said. ‘He was trying to lift himself with his telekinesis.’ 
 
    ‘And failing,’ Joe added. 
 
    ‘And failing, so I suggested a realignment of thought. I suggested that he think of flying rather than lifting. As you can see, that worked. Perhaps, Mercy, you should attempt to think of things you would like to do. Perhaps you can also fly. Perhaps you have some other talent you would find more palatable.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose it’s worth a try.’ Mercy returned her attention to Joe. ‘So, what could you see up there? Any idea how fast you were going?’ 
 
    Joe smiled again. ‘Let’s go inside and I’ll tell you what I know.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘If your timings are correct,’ Nick said, ‘you were reaching close to two-hundred miles per hour. Over three hundred kilometres per hour certainly. Not exactly as fast as a jet, but respectable for a man in a jumpsuit.’ 
 
    Sophia giggled. ‘We should get him a cape.’ 
 
    ‘And who says Germans have no sense of humour?’ Joe said. ‘No capes. Though I think I could pull off a Lycra body stocking well.’ 
 
    ‘If you could find one,’ Mercy said. ‘From what we’ve seen, clothing manufacturing has gone back a century or more.’ 
 
    ‘True,’ Sophia said. ‘I hope we can find some different clothes soon, however. I’d like a change of underwear to start with.’ 
 
    ‘Hm. So, you got out as far north as this NYA goes,’ Mercy said to Joe. 
 
    ‘Out to the buffer zone the president mentioned. That seems to be a band maybe four kilometres wide, call it two and a half miles, around the White Plains area. It seems to have seen action. The ground is broken and irregular. No buildings are standing but I saw barbed wire, foxholes, and craters. There are trenches, like in the First World War. A wire fence marks the southern edge of the zone, then there are fields south of it down to the Harlem River.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve flattened everything north of the river for farming?’ 
 
    ‘There were buildings. I assume for the workers and to house whatever machinery they have available. There were more military-looking structures nearer to the fence too. Then, on Manhattan Island itself, the buildings were more intact. From Harlem up, I think they were being used for something other than housing. There were few people about there and all the windows have been closed over with concrete. Another thing. I noticed extensive use of power cables slung between the buildings. Clearly not the normal power distribution grid. And there are gaps in the buildings suggesting that there has been fighting here too. Nothing, I think, too recent. Perhaps when the NYA captured this area from the Damned Ones.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see any shops?’ Sophia asked. 
 
    ‘Yes. I have no idea whether any of them sell anything. There is only so much to be seen from three hundred metres.’ 
 
    ‘I guess we’ll have to ask someone.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll talk to President Richard,’ Mercy said. ‘We should probably keep her informed about current events.’ Mercy gave Joe a look. ‘She seems interested. I want to discuss armaments anyway.’ 
 
    ‘And I’d like to see whether anyone is studying this Titan phenomenon,’ Nick said. ‘It’s fascinating. If no one else is doing it, I’d like to.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘I have no objection at all,’ Faith said. ‘I’ll have the appropriate permit put through this afternoon. Do you need a weapon?’ 
 
    ‘I have a pistol,’ Mercy replied, ‘but if I could get one for Joe… He’s been trained to use one and I may not always be around to watch Sophia. Like now. When I’m here because the others thought their commander should talk to the president.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll make the arrangements. He can fly, I understand.’ 
 
    ‘Discovered it this morning.’ 
 
    ‘There aren’t too many flyers, but I don’t think that’s going to make him a target.’ 
 
    ‘Okay… Do you mind if I ask a few questions?’ 
 
    Faith grinned. ‘I’m a very busy woman, Colonel.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, I–’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t possibly take time out of my schedule to answer your– Please do anything to relieve the boredom!’ 
 
    ‘Ah. Okay. You’ve been at this for almost fifty years. You’ve fought minor wars to hold your ground. Where are the bullets coming from? Your people are using caseless rifles. It’s not easy making ammunition for those.’ 
 
    ‘It is if you’re the right kind of Maker. To be honest, he’s not a very agreeable person, at least from our point of view. We asked him to move here and supply us exclusively, but he refuses. He supplies anyone who’s willing to pay for his services, and he maintains his independence because a lot of groups would be willing to put aside their differences to get him back should any one group try to monopolise him.’ 
 
    ‘I see. This is why you’re happy to have Sophia here. Even if she can’t just make whatever she wants, she can make things work that don’t without having to scrounge parts.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. Speaking of which, we’d like her to look at some equipment we have in storage. I’m trying to be nice and make the NYA look like a caring state, but–’ 
 
    ‘I think she’d be happy to. There’s not really a lot to do around here.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not an invalid point. Anything else?’ 
 
    ‘Where does the power come from? Joe said he saw power cables strung between a lot of buildings up around Harlem. The apartments and this place have power. I don’t see a lot of wind turbines and solar cells.’ 
 
    ‘Harlem and the Heights house our hydroponics facilities. We grow inside to protect the plants from storms, which means we need to provide light. Hence the power cables. We had to lay a lot of cable ourselves because the city’s grid was more or less destroyed in the Wave. As for where it comes from… That would be our greatest asset and our greatest liability. Indian Point.’ 
 
    ‘The fusion reactor? That survived?’ 
 
    Faith nodded. ‘It was shut down before the Wave arrived. Damage was minimal. Because of the reputation that place has, it was built as a pure deuterium reactor. Less of a radiation hazard, I’m told. However, that proved to be perfect because it can extract its own fuel from the river. It was never quite enough to keep the old city running, but for the current population it’s fine. We had some people with us when we arrived who could get it running again. They’ve trained several minor Titans to keep it going. Titans, in case you weren’t aware, are able to heal radiation damage from their systems far better than normal humans.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a useful perk, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Despite efforts in the thirty years before the Wave to finally dispose of the nation’s nuclear waste products effectively, there were still thirty locations in the US containing high-level nuclear waste. They’ve been untended for fifty years and some of them probably suffered damage. There were still five working fission reactors when the Wave hit. More overseas. Being resistant to radiation is a plus.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. I suppose I shouldn’t worry about my dosage from the trip to Saturn either.’ 
 
    ‘Probably not.’ Faith paused, frowning. ‘Of course, having one of the few working fusion reactors makes us more of a target. Other groups want it. It’s also fourteen miles north of our theoretical border, and we have to keep fourteen miles of transmission cables safe. That’s a major drain on our security resources. We’ve had to fortify the reactor facility pretty heavily. So, major asset, major headache.’ 
 
    Mercy nodded. ‘I’m not really a strategist, but it’s a lousy tactical position. Okay, Nick wants to know whether anyone is studying Titans, trying to figure out how they work. If they aren’t, he wants to.’ 
 
    ‘He needs to talk to Waveguide. They’re a group of scientists. A network really. They have labs in a couple of enclaves across the continent. One of their biggest is here. I’ll arrange a meeting. Doctor Harris may be just the kind of person they’d be interested in.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to be in on that meeting. I’d like to know more about Titans too. Lastly, and least important, I guess. Sophia wants to buy some new clothes. Where are the shops? Are there shops?’ 
 
    ‘Greenwich District. Around Greenwich Village as was. There are shops. Some sell clothing. Well, they’ll trade clothes. Take some of those food packs and you should be able to work a deal. I hope she isn’t hoping for designer outlets.’ 
 
    ‘I think anything to change into is more what she’s thinking. She’s right. We look weird walking around in these jumpsuits.’ 
 
    Faith nodded. ‘You do… A word of advice. When negotiating, let them know you’re a Titan. Don’t push it. Make it subtle. Don’t do anything to scare them, but… Sophia said that your eyes were glowing in that incident with the Organisation.’ 
 
    ‘And I apparently had blue, glowing veins over my face and neck,’ Mercy added sourly. 
 
    ‘Right. Try practising in front of a mirror. Some emotions can bring it out without using your power. If you seem friendly and you can make the glow appear, people will see you as a Titan in control of her powers. They’ll respect you. And, most importantly, they may give you a discount.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll… see what I can do. Do other Titans have this glowing-eye thing?’ 
 
    Faith’s eyes narrowed a little in concentration and, after a second, a blue glow appeared in her pupils, spreading out to light up her irises too. ‘I can only do the eyes. If you can do the vein thing too, it usually indicates more overt power. The most powerful get this, um, glowing smoke or drifting flames effect from their eyes too. And some Titans don’t have such good control. They have the eyes and sometimes the veins all the time. Most people are just afraid of Titans like that.’ 
 
    ‘And this is why I’d like to talk to some scientists about all of this. Is there a manual?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God, I wish there was! I would pay a month’s rations for a book that explained what the fuck’s going on even half the time.’ 
 
    Mercy winced. ‘That’s not very encouraging…’ 
 
    28th April. 
 
    Waveguide had taken over a building on 1st Avenue not too far from the ruins of the United Nations building. Apparently, the latter structure had collapsed during a particularly intense Wave Storm some twenty years ago. No one was quite sure why. 
 
    Technically, Waveguide had taken over the building and had ten storeys of offices and such available, but the reality was that they had a few people working on the first two floors and most of their facilities built in the car park under the building. Prefabricated, mobile units had been put up down there to house equipment that would have been damaged or destroyed in any Wave Storm which happened to hit the area. 
 
    Noah Wheatley had an office in one of these cabins. He was the technical director of Waveguide NYA, according to the little nameplate on the door. The owner of the name and office was a slim, studious sort of man with slightly untidy, short-cropped, dirty-blonde hair and green eyes, the latter hidden behind wire-framed spectacles. He wore a patchy lab coat over dark jeans and a T-shirt, and sneakers. There were three pens and a propelling pencil in the breast pocket of the lab coat. If you were inclined, he was attractive. The inclination had to be toward intelligent, nerdy guys. 
 
    ‘I think it’s Doctor Harris, isn’t it?’ Wheatley asked as he pumped Nick’s hand. 
 
    ‘Nick is fine,’ Nick replied. 
 
    ‘That’s good. I’m Noah. We haven’t had institutions able to hand out doctorates for five decades. I’m told by some of my older colleagues that I could probably have got one. Frankly, there doesn’t seem to be that much point in our current situation.’ 
 
    ‘I can understand that. And this is Colonel Mercy Garner, mission commander aboard Theia, den mother now we’re back on Earth. She’s more of a technician than a scientist, but she’s very interested in Titans, especially since she discovered she is one.’ 
 
    Mercy was letting Nick take the lead, even if she was his ‘den mother’ – she would have to get him for that one later – and she was also a little reluctant to take Wheatley’s offered hand. The man had a very enthusiastic handshake. ‘Just Mercy is fine,’ she said. ‘It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Noah.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, the pleasure is all mine, Mercy. What kind of Titan are you? Of course, the common distinctions are not entirely exclusive, but most fit into the basic categories.’ 
 
    ‘Well, why don’t you tell me what categories there are. I’ve heard of Healers and Makers, and I don’t fit either of those.’ 
 
    ‘Ah! Engaging me on my favoured topic. Excellent conversational strategy. Sit down and we’ll talk.’ He sat at his desk, a cheap office desk which might have come from upstairs, on a leather office chair with worn patches on the armrests. That left a couple of painfully hard straight-backed chairs on the other side for Mercy and Nick. ‘There are four basic categories, plus a special category reserved for physical changes. You mentioned Healers and Makers. Their powers are fairly self-explanatory, though the Healers category covers any ability to affect the body of an organism. Some Healers are better at killing than healing. Elemental powers affect various forms of energy. The most commonly seen is fire, which resulted in the name, but a close second is electricity and you also see light. Finally, we have the Disruptors.’ 
 
    ‘Disruptors?’ Mercy asked. 
 
    Wheatley grimaced. ‘The common name. They disrupt the natural order of things. I prefer to call them Space-Time powers, which is what they appear to manipulate. It’s a very broad category. President Richard’s ability to sense Wave Storms is in there, as is the ability of some Titans to determine their position without a compass. Telekinesis and flight fall into the same category along with gravity control. And Disruptors are frequently capable of disintegrating matter.’ 
 
    ‘It seems that I’m a Disruptor then.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Titans don’t always fit into one category. President Richard has the Disruptor ability to sense storms, and the Healer ability to cause rapid healing in those around her. You may have other powers which aren’t Disruptor powers. Titans… don’t even follow their own rules.’ 
 
    ‘What about strength enhancement?’ 
 
    ‘A Disruptor power, unless accompanied by marked physical changes. The Titan uses force redirection to assist their muscles.’ 
 
    Mercy forced a grin; being a Disruptor did not sit well with her. ‘Ha! Knew it. Or I theorised that it was some sort of force generation. Uh, you mentioned “marked physical changes.” Does that include glowing eyes?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, though if it’s not constant, it’s a change which is considered a good thing. The physical change most people are aware of is the Juggernaut classification. The Damned, the leader of the Damned Ones, is a Juggernaut. Very big, very strong, very difficult to hurt. Can you show me your Burning Eyes, Mercy?’ 
 
    ‘Is that what you call them? Uh, I can’t seem to summon them at will. I was trying last night for… reasons President Richard suggested. I can’t do it.’ 
 
    ‘The effect is commonly known as Burning Eyes, yes, and it shows when using your powers, but also under stress. Strong emotions. Perhaps intense emotions would be a better term. Anger, terror, arousal. Most can eventually do it on command, but not all. Perhaps… Would you be willing to allow us to record your ability at work? It would give Nick a chance to see our methods and you may learn something about your power. We would certainly get a look at your Burning Eyes.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I guess it’s for science…’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    It took a little time to set up. After thirty or so minutes, Mercy was standing in an almost empty portacabin surrounded by video cameras and a few other devices which were going to record what happened. There was also a small table, upon which was a lump of scrap metal someone had found from somewhere. That was her victim, giving its existence for science. 
 
    The cameras fed to two more tables at the far end of the room. The tables were there to support a bunch of monitors and several computers. The computers looked serviceable, dust-free, and clearly operational, but they also looked old. They had been cobbled together from scavenged parts, as had a lot of high-end electronics in the post-Wave world. 
 
    Behind the tables, Wheatley and Nick were watching the monitors, along with a small woman with a vaguely harried expression who appeared to be some sort of technician. She had done most of the work of setting everything up. 
 
    Finally, Wheatley said, ‘When you’re ready, Mercy.’ 
 
    Briefly, Mercy worried that her ‘lightsabre’ would not appear unless she was under stress, but she focused on the concept of it, the feeling of energy she had had when the Organisation goons had attacked, and suddenly there was a two-metre beam of blue light emerging from her hand. Luckily, she had remembered to position her hand so that the beam had not emerged through anything. 
 
    ‘Fascinating,’ Wheatley said. 
 
    ‘I haven’t done anything,’ Mercy pointed out. 
 
    ‘The beam is emitting light in a very tight line at four hundred and forty-six nanometres. I believe your eyes are emitting at the same wavelength. It’s a very pure emission spectrum which does not correspond to the ionised nitrogen spectrum.’ 
 
    ‘It’s… kind of beautiful,’ Nick said. ‘You can’t feel the effect on your face or neck, Mercy?’ 
 
    Mercy lifted her free hand to trace her fingers over her cheek. There was no difference under her fingertips, she felt no different, and she could see normally. ‘Nothing specific about the skin. I feel… energised, but not in veins across my face or anything.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you should apply that beam to your target,’ Wheatley suggested. 
 
    ‘Right.’ She moved her arm and brought the beam down onto the irregular piece of rusty junk. It might once have been a part in a car’s engine. Maybe. There was no sound, no flashes of light or arcs of lightning. Where the beam touched the metal, Mercy could see the rust evaporating and then, after only two seconds, the metal entirely lost its structural integrity. One instant there was a lump of metal there, the next it had collapsed into a pile of metallic fragments and dust. It did not look like what was left represented all of the original mass either; some of it had vanished into thin air. 
 
    ‘Fascinating!’ Wheatley put one hand on his technician’s shoulder. ‘Be sure to collect all the residue. We’ll want to do a complete structural and material analysis.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Director,’ the technician replied, rather as though that were obvious and she was humouring her boss. 
 
    The beam vanished from wherever it had come. ‘What happened to it?’ Mercy asked. ‘What is that beam doing to whatever it hits?’ 
 
    ‘This is conjecture,’ Wheatley replied, ‘but my hypothesis is that it acts upon the strong interaction, negating it.’ 
 
    ‘And for the non-physicists here?’ 
 
    ‘The strong interaction, the strong nuclear force, holds quarks together within hadrons and binds the hadrons within an atomic nucleus. Negate it and–’ 
 
    ‘The atoms fly apart.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely!’ 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t that create a lot of radiation?’ Nick asked, frowning at one of the screens. 
 
    ‘Yes! Of course, and…’ Wheatley looked at the same screen Nick was looking at and began frowning. ‘We detected no radiation.’ His expression shifted once again: intrigued glee turning toward exultation. ‘Could it be that you are negating the field excitations of the particles themselves?!’ He sighed. ‘If only we had the equipment to truly study this phenomenon. We could advance physics by centuries.’ 
 
    ‘Uh, I’m not really a scientist,’ Mercy said, ‘but I know one or two things. Like E equals MC squared. Shouldn’t cancelling out some particle need a tremendous amount of energy?’ 
 
    ‘It should. In all probability, a large amount of negative energy would be required.’ 
 
    ‘And where does that come from?’ 
 
    ‘Our current hypothesis is that the Wave created an energetic standing wave within the Earth’s core, an additional component to the existing geomagnetic field. Hence the inaccuracy of compasses and the electrical characteristics of Wave Storms. We believe Titans are able to tap into this energy, though how they do this is a source of some argument.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t fit the facts, I’m afraid,’ Nick said. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t?’ 
 
    ‘While Mercy only exhibited this ability after arriving back on Earth, two of our colleagues have been able to use theirs since we emerged from stasis. It seems unreasonable that an energy source here on Earth would power abilities in someone eight and a half astronomical units away.’ 
 
    ‘Fascinating… I’ll have to communicate this through the network immediately. We must be looking for a far more fundamental source of energy. It must be something which exists on a universal, cosmic scale. Perhaps… Perhaps Titans are powered by whatever powered the Wave itself. Fascinating. Truly fascinating.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘If he had said “fascinating” one more time, I think he’d have found out exactly what it felt like to have his face disintegrated.’ 
 
    Nick flashed a grin at Mercy. They were walking back to their apartments and the conversation had been largely about what they had learned. ‘Perhaps we could make it a drinking game. Video him and take a drink every time–’ 
 
    ‘No. Just no. We’d all die of alcohol poisoning.’ Mercy frowned. ‘Actually, have you seen any booze here since we got back?’ 
 
    ‘No. Joe commented on it. We both spent a moment to worry that the NYA is a dry state.’ 
 
    Mercy shuddered. ‘While not one for excessive drinking, I don’t think I could take that. I could do with a drink right now. I disintegrate things, Nick. I make them not exist right down to the fundamental level.’ 
 
    ‘In a fascinating way.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you start.’ 
 
    Nick grinned but remained silent for a second or two. ‘The glow from your eyes and skin suggests that you are one of the stronger Titans. It’s not a certainty, but that was the impression I got from what Noah was saying. I believe it’s unlikely that the beam is your only ability. There will be more, and you may discover something wonderful given time. Unfortunately, I have no idea how to make those abilities emerge aside from, as has previously happened, manifestation at need.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. So, what you’re saying is “jam tomorrow.”’ 
 
    ‘Potential jam tomorrow. And it may be truly amazing jam. Physics-shattering jam. It’s the best I can offer.’ 
 
    ‘I guess it’ll have to be enough.’ 
 
    29th April. 
 
    ‘You’ve been an utter misery for days,’ Sophia said. ‘We are going shopping. Retail therapy, that is the term, right?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never been big on shopping,’ Mercy replied. 
 
    ‘Even for clothes?’ 
 
    ‘Especially for clothes. I can never figure out what to buy. My wardrobe contained about ten pairs of jeans, mostly black.’ 
 
    ‘I was not aware that you were into exhibitionism.’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘No shirts?’ 
 
    ‘Well, of course. I mean that I didn’t have a lot of variety.’ 
 
    They had arrived on the street in Greenwich Village where the clothing shops were supposed to be, and Sophia looked along it with a frown. ‘Somehow, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem. Variety is not something I’m seeing.’ 
 
    There were shops. Some of them even had mannequins in their windows wearing various items of clothing. But the variety did seem to be lacking. Everything looked like it was hard-wearing and largely manufactured from the same kinds of fabric. Mercy was not sure whether she was looking at cotton weaves or something else, but it all looked to be moderately heavy duty and workmanlike. There were things you could describe as jeans, though maybe not made of denim. 
 
    ‘Well,’ Sophia said, ‘it is what it is. Let’s see if we can find something to wear. Underwear, I think, should be a priority.’ 
 
    ‘Lead on. I’ll trail behind like the boyfriend you drag out to shop for dresses.’ 
 
    ‘Well, try to look like a boyfriend dragged out to look for sexy dresses.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Ninety minutes later, they had had some success. They both had a few pairs of panties, which was a major upgrade. Someone was growing flax and turning it into linen. It was not exactly the best underwear in the world, but it was better than the few items they had available. They were going to be stuck with the bras they had arrived in for a while; no one had anything in stock right now, though everyone claimed they would have after the next trader convoy came into town. 
 
    Toward the end of the street, Mercy stopped outside one shop with a mannequin in the window, looking up at it with interest. The featured outfit consisted of leather slacks – leather was quite a prominent material; someone was going out hunting, as best they could tell – and a simple linen shirt which did not quite meet the waistband of the slacks. Some sort of harness had been placed over the shirt, and the shirt itself was closed by a linen thong rather than buttons. Over it all was a coat made of a woollen material with leather shoulder patches and trim and an interesting brocade-like pattern of darker grey around the bottom of the tails. 
 
    ‘Now that,’ Mercy said, ‘I like.’ 
 
    ‘I think it would suit you,’ Sophia said quickly. ‘Let’s go in and see if it fits.’ 
 
    The inside of the shop looked like any other dress shop from before the Wave, except with fewer items. There were, in fact, no racks or shelves. Mannequins had been put up with a few other outfits on them. More slacks and tops, a couple of linen dresses. There was a pile of shoe boxes in one corner with a pair of serviceable army boots on top, presumably to indicate the contents of the boxes. 
 
    There was also a counter with a girl sitting behind it. She was sewing as she waited for customers. Mercy considered it a good sign that the shop assistant seemed to help manufacture the clothes. The girl was beautiful. Her skin was smooth and dark. Her body appeared to be fit, slim, and equipped with quite a substantial bust. She had dark eyes and a thick mass of black hair cut short but refusing to lie down so that it formed a sort of crown atop her head. There was a slight roundness about her features which suggested youth. Her nose was pert and quite petite; her lips were full and tended toward pouting. This was a very attractive girl in a thin, white tank top and a skirt which maybe covered her behind if she was careful getting off her stool. 
 
    ‘Welcome to my shop,’ the girl said, smiling at her potential customers. Well, not the shop assistant then. ‘I’m Zuri. Can I help, or are you just browsing?’ 
 
    ‘I’m browsing,’ Sophia said. 
 
    ‘I’ll take the help,’ Mercy continued. ‘The outfit in the window. Could I try–’ 
 
    ‘That won’t fit you,’ Zuri said. ‘You’re too tall for that set. Luckily for you, I made the same outfit in a longer leg. Just give me a minute.’ Hopping off her stool, she turned and vanished through a curtain at the back. 
 
    ‘That is a very pretty girl,’ Sophia said. 
 
    ‘Certainly is. Seems young to be running this place.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    Zuri re-emerged carrying a box. ‘I’m nineteen,’ she said. ‘Twenty in a few months. I was too young when I started running this place, but I’ve grown into it.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, I–’ Mercy began. 
 
    ‘No need to be sorry. I took over when my grandmother died. In this world, you make do with the hand you’re dealt. Now, this is the set and I think I made it just right for you, but I can make adjustments if needed. You can try it on in the storeroom.’ The seamstress frowned at Mercy. ‘I must say, that’s not an outfit I’ve seen before. Is that your name? Garner.’ 
 
    Mercy glanced down at the name printed over her left breast. ‘Yeah, but you can call me Mercy.’ Picking up the box, she went through behind the counter as Zuri directed. She had only got as far as sloughing the upper part of her jumpsuit to the waist when Sophia followed her into the storeroom holding a linen dress. ‘That looks nice,’ Mercy commented, ‘if a bit thin.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s warm,’ Sophia replied as she began to strip. ‘It doesn’t seem that the climate has reverted much. Given the reduction in population and the lack of fossil fuels, I was hoping…’ 
 
    Mercy shrugged. ‘Some climatologists did think we’d passed a tipping point. I don’t suppose there are any of them left to study what’s happening. And most of the sensors will be gone. Maybe we could task Theia with an infrared survey. It might give an indication of any changes.’ 
 
    ‘Well, she’s in a fairly high orbit and there’s still fuel for corrections. If we’re lucky, she could be up there and functioning for around fifty years.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. May as well make use of her. I’ll take a trip to Pallas later and set things up. How does this look?’ Mercy had the slacks and shirt on by this point. She posed a little for Sophia, feeling self-conscious. 
 
    ‘I think it’ll look better with the straps and coat, and you should see if any of those boots fit. But you look good. I didn’t see you in an outfit like that, but it suits you.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of outfit did you see me in?’ 
 
    A buzzer sounded, presumably indicating that a customer had entered the shop. From the front, Zuri could be heard through the curtain. ‘Oh, Mister De Santis. Now isn’t really a convenient time. I have customers in.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Sophia said, ‘you said you had a lot of jeans. I figure–’ 
 
    A male voice came through the curtain. ‘You know how this works, Zuri. You pay up when we say or there are consequences.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but–’ Zuri began. 
 
    ‘And you know how we like to get paid. Get rid of the customers.’ 
 
    Sophia glanced at Mercy. Mercy started for the curtain. 
 
    ‘Be reasonable, Mister De Santis. They’ll only be another–’ 
 
    ‘I am being reasonable. Now–’ 
 
    ‘How about you leave,’ Mercy said as she pushed through into the shop, ‘like the lady asked.’ She took in the man, De Santis, who was threatening Zuri and decided she knew which organisation he worked for. 
 
    He was tall, broad-shouldered, and muscled. His hair was well groomed and short, but that still did not take away from a heavy-set face which gave off a strong impression of thug. ‘How about you mind your own– Oh shit!’ 
 
    Mercy was not initially sure why the man recoiled from her, but he backed quickly away, bumping into a mannequin. Then it occurred to her that she was angry… ‘Careful,’ Mercy said. ‘If you damage anything, it’s you who’ll be paying for it.’ 
 
    De Santis turned, grabbed the mannequin, and righted it carefully. Then he headed for the door as fast as he could manage at a walk. The buzzer sounded once again, and he was gone. 
 
    ‘He’s going to come back,’ Zuri said. 
 
    ‘Yeah… Sorry about that. We’ve had a run-in with his type before and I didn’t want to let him… What kind of extortion does the Organisation get from the shops here anyway?’ 
 
    Zuri blushed. ‘We all barter. In my case, they extort a particular personal service. Uh, anyway, I didn’t know you were a Titan. Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘What’s to be sorry about? I wasn’t exactly flashing it around.’ Even if Faith had said she would get better deals that way. ‘How could you know?’ 
 
    ‘Because… Uh, that’s a valid point. I’m used to Titans making themselves known. Are you new in town?’ 
 
    ‘Did you hear about the spaceship that landed in the Battery on Wednesday?’ 
 
    ‘Everyone heard about that. You were on it? Wow. That explains the jumpsuit.’ Zuri’s blush deepened. ‘That looks really good on you. Put the rest on and we’ll talk deals. I’m inclined to make a good one for you.’ 
 
    ‘I, uh, don’t want anything special for being a Titan.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. You really are new here. How about something special for scaring De Santis off?’ 
 
    Mercy shook her head. ‘Like you said, he’ll be back. I just bought you some time. We’ll haggle.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I can do haggling.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘She was more than happy with the meal packs,’ Sophia said as they walked back to what was, they supposed, their new home. 
 
    ‘I still think she accepted less than she should have,’ Mercy replied. 
 
    ‘Maybe. It’s not like we have much idea what things are worth in a barter system.’ 
 
    ‘True.’ 
 
    ‘And I think she was a little infatuated.’ 
 
    Mercy laughed. ‘Well, you are a–’ 
 
    ‘No! With you.’ 
 
    ‘You think?’ Mercy felt her face heating and Sophia did not help matters. 
 
    ‘Your eyes are lighting up again. You put on quite the show for that thug.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so, given he ran like a scared rabbit. He’ll go back. He may take it out on Zuri too.’ 
 
    ‘Hm. Someone needs to do something about that lot.’ 
 
    Mercy shrugged. ‘That’s up to Faith’s security people. Not much we can do about it aside from keeping them off you.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I suppose you’re right…’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    On the whole, the shopping trip’s results were well received by the men. ‘Though, I’m not sure about the boots,’ Joe said, pointing at Sophia’s feet. 
 
    ‘I may get some heels, if I can find some that are suitable,’ she replied. ‘They are being made, but I wasn’t sure of the quality. Frankly, army boots are far more practical with the state of the roads and sidewalks, so I can understand why few people are making them.’ 
 
    ‘I’m surprised they’re making boots like that,’ Nick said. ‘The soles are synthetic.’ 
 
    ‘They’re scrounged,’ Mercy told him. ‘They call them traders, but it seems like they’re more like scavengers. They do carry goods between enclaves, but they also spend a lot of time hunting out treasure in the old cities.’ She pointed at her own feet. ‘These, according to Zuri and the trader who sold her them, came from an army surplus store on the outskirts of Chicago. Word is it’s getting harder and harder to find major caches like that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just glad of the beer,’ Joe said, ‘though Sophia in a vaguely transparent dress is a nice addition.’ 
 
    The dress in question was quite thin, especially around the skirt. It was quite formal, in a way. It looked like the kind of thing someone might wear to an office in summer, if the dress code was a little lax. It had lapels and short, puffy sleeves. There was a short ruffle around the waist and hips and a flouncy sort of skirt. It did not go especially well with army boots. ‘Frenchmen are clearly easy to please,’ Sophia said. 
 
    ‘Well, Mercy looks good in her ensemble too. It’s not what I would have expected. You look… badass and feminine, boss.’ 
 
    ‘I’m the boss now?’ Mercy asked. ‘Anyway, thank you, I think. The harness is good for hanging my pistol from, and the coat hides it.’ The thong Zuri had supplied and Mercy was using to hang her pistol under her armpit did not exactly make for fast draws, but it served a purpose. It would do. 
 
    ‘I’m a little surprised the government here condones alcohol production,’ Nick said, shifting the conversation back to his track. 
 
    ‘There are, apparently, two solid reasons for it,’ Mercy said. ‘I asked the shopkeeper when we bought the bottles. The main one is fuel. They don’t have too many vehicles running on pure ethanol, but they do have diesel engines converted to run on vegetable oil, and you need ethanol to fuel a heater. Otherwise, the stuff turns into sludge and clogs the engine. Or so I’m told. So, they make alcohol to fuel various things, and they allow some of it to be sold for drinking because it’s good for morale. Most people can’t afford to drink to excess, so it works out okay.’ 
 
    ‘So, these were expensive?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but we’re rich. Those meal packs we’ve been bitching about for months on Theia are highly valued here. Zuri took two for both of our outfits, though I think she wasn’t doing her best bargaining. We got a crate of beer for one pack and we have credit with that shop for more.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose I should make the time to get some clothes for myself.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Joe said. ‘I’m starting to think this suit may be growing onto me.’ 
 
    ‘It is,’ Sophia told him, ‘but we didn’t want to say anything.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    There was little to do in the evening in a world without broadcast television never mind streaming services. They were in bed by ten p.m., but Mercy lay awake for some time after the lights were turned off. 
 
    The whole business with the disintegration beam was still bothering her. She figured it should not. She had been a marine pilot. She had flown one of the most expensive killing machines in the world on a regular basis. At the touch of a button, she had had the capability to kill dozens of people at once. But she had never had to look at them while she did it, and she had moved into the space programme rather than sticking with life as a combat pilot. It was not like she was averse to killing, but if killing was all she could do… It was not what she wanted from life. 
 
    A sound brought her eyes open. Had that been a footfall in the lounge? Reaching out, she put her hand on her pistol, which she had put beside her sleeping bag before the lights went out, and sat up. Investigate, or stay where she was? 
 
    The decision was made for her as the door crashed open and a flashlight was shone in her eyes. Not a flashlight, a tactical light! The roar of a shotgun was loud in the confined space of the bedroom. Mercy’s ears started ringing immediately, but that was entirely ignored at the sight of a 12-gauge shotgun slug slowing to a stop two inches from her chest and then dropping to land in her lap. Apparently, that was as much a surprise to the shooter as it was to her. He said ‘Fuck!’ and pulled his weapon to his shoulder to fire again. 
 
    Two rounds blasted out. One got a bit closer before stopping in its tracks; the second blew a hole in the wall behind Mercy, and she was not going to let him try again. She raised her pistol and fired off three rounds. All three emerged from the barrel as glowing pulses of blue light which hit the gunman in the chest. He let out a scream and fell backward out of the doorway. 
 
    Mercy pushed out of her sleeping bag and got to her feet. There were two more of them, and she was wondering how she knew that when she became aware that she was aware of just about everything within around a hundred yards of her. The image in her head lacked detail, but she could make out the shapes of walls, floors, ceilings, people, weapons… 
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ Sophia shouted. It was still a muffled sound over the ringing in Mercy’s ears. 
 
    ‘Not sure,’ Mercy replied, ‘but there are more of them in the lounge. Stay there.’ She started for the door and then stopped. The others had positioned themselves to either side of the bedroom door. They would attack from both sides as soon as she came through. Okay, so she had this thing where the bullets stopped before hitting her, but could she rely on it? If she could get behind them… But that was impossible, right? She could not just teleport to the other end of the apartment. 
 
    No sooner thought than done. She found herself on the other side of the lounge, looking across at the gunmen who had not noticed she was there yet in the darkness of the apartment. Time slowed as she raised her pistol to fire. Time literally slowed down around her. This was not the adrenaline-fuelled feeling she had experienced before where your perceptions seemed to accelerate. Either time had slowed around her, or her own time had speeded up. She took aim at the right-hand thug’s head and squeezed off a round. Again, the bullet emerged as a pulse of light which hit its target, ploughing through the man’s skull. 
 
    She saw the instant when the third of the trio realised what was happening and began to turn toward her, but he seemed to be moving in slow motion and she took her time, aiming at firing right where his heart should be. He went down. Mercy watched the pulse of energy crossing the space to his chest and tearing through his skin. She watched him dropping his shotgun and reaching up to clutch his chest over the cauterised wound. She watched him crumple onto the carpet, his expression of agony captured in an instant of light from his bouncing tactical light. 
 
    The world snapped back to normal speed and Mercy stood there for a couple of seconds, listening to the shrieking noise of her stressed ears. The apartment door burst open, and she turned toward it. Joe was there, shouting something which came through as a muffled garble. He was clutching the pistol Faith had got for him, but there was no one left to shoot. 
 
    ‘It’s done,’ Mercy said. Maybe he could hear her; she could barely hear herself. ‘Get security.’ Hopefully, she would be able to talk to them when they arrived. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Only the first man Mercy had shot was still alive by the time the security officers arrived to see what they were dealing with. Faith appeared in the apartment doorway twenty minutes after that. She seemed rather sanguine about Mercy’s use of magic bullets to kill gangsters. In fact… 
 
    ‘That one I’ve seen before,’ Faith said when Mercy described the pulses of light. ‘They call it Annihilating Bullets. It’s a Disruptor power. So is the barrier ability, by the way. If you can stop shotgun slugs with it, you’ve got it at a useful level, but be careful with it. It works like a shield. You have to know it’s coming and react to whatever’s attacking you. And it’s basically no use if you’re not attacked head-on.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Mercy said. ‘Alright. Teleportation?’ 
 
    ‘Never actually seen it, but it’s rumoured that Disruptors can do it. I haven’t seen it now, but if you say–’ 
 
    ‘She vanished out of the bedroom,’ Sophia said, ‘and then I heard gunshots in the lounge.’ 
 
    ‘And thank God my ears have stopped ringing,’ Mercy added. 
 
    ‘Yes, well, same here,’ Sophia said, ‘but I’m still trying to get my head around you teleporting.’ 
 
    ‘You can make things appear from nowhere.’ 
 
    ‘That’s… a very valid point.’ 
 
    ‘Anything else that manifested while you were stressed?’ Nick asked. He was not being especially useful, but he was there to provide support and ask questions. 
 
    ‘Uh, I could sense things through the walls,’ Mercy replied. ‘I knew where they were, even though I couldn’t see them.’ 
 
    ‘Not one I’ve heard of,’ Faith said, ‘though it does make sense of some stories about Titans.’ 
 
    ‘And, well, it seemed like either everything around me slowed down or I sped up. It wasn’t an adrenaline rush. This was really like time was flowing wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Those shots seemed awfully close together,’ Sophia said. ‘You fired twice?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘It was like they were right on top of each other. Bang bang. Rapid fire.’ 
 
    ‘I took the time to aim at both of them.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting,’ Nick said. ‘Perhaps fascinating.’ 
 
    Mercy grimaced. ‘Don’t start.’ 
 
    ‘Time manipulation is another Disruptor speciality,’ Faith said. ‘It’s quite possible that you did accelerate your own timeframe. So, you’re developing more capabilities and the Organisation is quite determined to grab Sophia.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. To both. I think… I think if I’m going to be a “walking engine of destruction,” was it? If I’m going to be that, I should use it for something. I want to know all there is to know about the Organisation. And then I’m going to persuade them to stop bothering us.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know yet. But it’ll be something destructive.’ 
 
    30th April. 
 
    It was Sunday, but there was no regulation about Sunday opening in the NYA and Zuri was in her shop. That worked out well for Mercy as she swept in through the door to find the seamstress behind the counter. 
 
    ‘Oh, wow,’ Zuri said. ‘I knew that coat would look awesome on the right woman. It billows just right when you stride like that and oh shit, that look’s not for me, is it?’ 
 
    Mercy came to a grinding halt, but then she had been going to anyway after seeing Zuri’s face. Specifically, Zuri’s left eye which was swollen shut and a livid shade of purple. ‘What look? Did that thug De Santis do that to you?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got the glowing eyes and skin thing, but there are… streamers, flames. Blue flames streaming out from your eyes.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. You didn’t answer the question about De Santis.’ 
 
    Zuri’s brow tightened. Then she winced and relaxed it. ‘What are you going to do if I say yes?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to ask him not to do it again. Where does he live, Zuri?’ 
 
    ‘If he finds out I–’ 
 
    ‘Zuri, it’s my fault he hit you. He came back at you to take out his humiliation on someone who couldn’t fight back. I am not going to let him do that again.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to–’ 
 
    ‘I have other reasons for wanting to demonstrate to the Organisation that they should stop messing with me and my friends. It’s not just because a bully hit you. Given that I need a message taken to whoever their leader is, I may even leave De Santis the use of his legs.’ 
 
    ‘Well… When a Titan needs something from you, it’s never wise to deny them.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not trying to force this out of you.’ 
 
    ‘You might not be, but your eyes are doing a pretty good job all on their own.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Dane De Santis lived in a significantly smaller apartment block than Mercy’s a little south of Greenwich Village. It was five storeys of brick-built structure with a fire escape. A pretty typical New York apartment building. It was still early on Sunday, so there were few people around to see Mercy storming into the building and heading for the third floor, aided by the fact that the lock was busted on the front door. 
 
    She found apartment 302 and was about to kick the door in when she paused and considered a slightly more subtle approach. The door had a basic lock on it, so she reached out and put her index finger on the keyhole. She concentrated. The same sort of effect as her blue disintegration beam, but more localised. That would do fine. Blue light flared from beneath her finger and the entire lock crumbled into fine powder. 
 
    It was almost enough to make her smile. Almost. The thought of De Santis waiting inside was enough to make it almost. She pushed the door open and marched in. And that was somewhat anti-climactic since there was no sign of the man in his lounge, which the door opened straight onto. 
 
    De Santis had a comfortable-looking life, though you could tell the furniture had been scrounged together to make that comfort. No self-respecting thug would have gone out and bought a sofa with floral-pattern fabric covers. That said, there was a lace cover draped over the coffee table, so maybe… 
 
    Mercy headed for what she hoped was the bedroom. De Santis seemed the type to enjoy a lie-in on a Sunday. Hopefully, he was alone. The thought that he might not be gave Mercy brief pause, but she decided heaping a little more humiliation upon the creep was acceptable. He could get beaten up in front of the girlfriend he was cheating on, if such a foolish woman existed. 
 
    She slammed through the door and was greeted by ‘What the– Oh fuck!’ and the sight of a buck-naked De Santis scrabbling to untangle himself from his sheets and get out of bed. There was no moron with boobs in bed with him; Mercy’s opinion of her sex improved slightly. There was a shotgun leaning against the bedside cabinet, which De Santis was probably trying to get to. 
 
    ‘You seem perfectly ready to use your fists on a woman who can’t fight back, asshole,’ Mercy said, ‘so why do you need a gun for me?’ She kept walking, around the bed and toward him, so that, as he grabbed the pump-gun and began to swing it around, she caught the barrel in her left hand to stop it rising and then punched him in the gut. There was a flare of blue light and De Santis was blasted into the wall beside his bed. 
 
    ‘That’s new,’ Mercy said, but her victim was not listening. De Santis crumpled to the rose-patterned carpet. ‘Well, damn.’ He was going to be hard to intimidate if he was unconscious. 
 
    Luckily enough, De Santis was a careful man and had a first aid kit in his bathroom cabinet. It looked like it was fifty years old and a lot of the chemicals in there were likely pretty dodgy, but there were some capsules of smelling salts which were probably good given their nature. She broke one under De Santis’s nose and he jerked into life, immediately letting out a shriek of pain and clutching his stomach. 
 
    ‘The fuck? What– Shit! Oh shit. I think you broke my ribs. Crazy bi–’ He bit off the rest of the word as Mercy’s eyes began to flame brightly in front of his face. 
 
    ‘Listen up, De Santis. If you play your cards right, a couple of broken ribs is going to be all the damage you get out of this. I need to send a message to your bosses. The message is, “Leave me and my friends alone.” That means you stop coming after Sophia and you stop trying to kill me. And if any of you people ever go near Zuri Adamson again, I’m going to come back here to take it out on you. This is personal. You pay, no matter who does it. Understand?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t cave just because some Titan says we should.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. Loyal to the end. When you wake up, tell your bosses what I said. And tell them I’m going to be demonstrating why they should do as I ask.’ 
 
    ‘I’m already awake.’ 
 
    Mercy slugged him in the jaw. There was another flare of blue light and he bounced off the bedframe before lying still. ‘Huh. Walked right into that one.’  
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Mercy said, looking at a tablet she had brought over from Pallas, ‘according to the president, the Organisation is the sole supplier of cannabis to the region. Taking down their farms should give them a headache.’ She was holding a planning session with her team in the men’s apartment. On the tablet, there was a false-colour map of New York City and its environs. 
 
    ‘I thought cannabis was legalised throughout the US before we left for Saturn,’ Joe said. 
 
    ‘It was. Technically, it’s legal. Certainly, if you can get it, there’s nothing stopping you from smoking it and NYAS won’t arrest you for having the stuff. However, there are regulations against the use of NYA resources for “unnecessary” projects, and the Organisation didn’t ask before diverting water and power into their farms. Also, they have a monopoly, so they can charge whatever they like. The president said that if she could get her hands on some, she’d put effort into growing it for medical purposes, but no one even knows where the Organisation got the plants from.’ 
 
    ‘And they haven’t searched for these farms?’ Nick asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, but they don’t have the kind of resources needed. The police used to search for cannabis farms with infrared cameras. In urban areas anyway. Fly over with a helicopter and look for unusually hot attics. Or neighbours would report weird smells. Well, there are no helicopters and there are plenty of places to set up shop where there are very few neighbours.’ 
 
    ‘I see, so– Ah! Of course. You tasked Theia with an infrared survey of the planet. If you modified the task a little, you could get a more detailed survey of the city.’ 
 
    Mercy grinned. ‘I knew you’d get it. So, these are the results. We’ve got a lot of hot buildings up around Harlem and the Heights.’ 
 
    ‘The hydroponic farms,’ Nick said. ‘If they’ve hidden their illegal farms in that area, they’ll be almost impossible to find.’ 
 
    ‘True, but there are more people there who might notice the smell. Plus, there are these hot spots in the Upper East Side which are not known hydroponics facilities.’ 
 
    ‘They may not be what you’re after either. There are various reasons for having a hot roof.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right, but I can go look.’ 
 
    ‘And what do you plan to do if you find them?’ Sophia asked. 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t think the NYA needs all the plants the Organisation’s farming…’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    By evening, they had identified four locations they were sure the Organisation was using to grow cannabis. This was achieved largely through Joe flying to the locations Theia had found on the infrared survey and using his nose. He wanted to go in with Mercy to deal with them, but someone had to guard Sophia in case the Organisation tried again. Besides, Mercy was the one with all the destructive abilities. 
 
    She deployed one of them on the lock of an apartment block on East 78th Street, a narrow sort of building with grey render on the exterior wall, which was cracking in places, and sash windows. The doorway had quite an ornate lintel over it including a light which was not working. It was after nine p.m. by this point and quite dark within the city’s canyons, but Mercy had her new spatial sense to work with. The darkness did not bother her, sort of, though she was still trying to get used to moving around without actually seeing where she was going. She could barely see the lock on the front door, but she knew where it was even if she had to concentrate to see it in detail. It crumbled into metallic dust at her touch, and she pushed through into the hallway beyond, still in darkness. 
 
    There continued to be nothing but darkness as she climbed the stairs to the upper floors. Her spatial sense spread out before her, showing her the total lack of occupancy. She was getting a better idea of what it could do now. It could not see beyond about a foot of material. In the open, it had a range of about a hundred metres, give or take, but a couple of brick walls would obscure what was beyond. It could see through more of the partition walls within the building. The beams holding up the floors produced interesting shadows in her view above and below. 
 
    On the second storey, she could already see the shapes of plants on the top floor. Plants set on benches with large, overhead lights mounted above them. The details were unclear at that distance and through several floors, but the general shape looked right and even with some form of air filtration system, the sweet scent of cannabis oil pervaded the air. 
 
    Up at the top, the interior walls had been knocked through to give more growing space. The floor was split by a central corridor, but there were two large rooms running the depth of the building filled with luscious, green plants with their distinctive leaves. There was plenty of light to see by here; overhead LED panels glowed brightly, hidden from the outside world by windows which had been painted over in black. The scent was heady. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Mercy said, and her blue beam of destruction flared into life. ‘Time for a little overzealous pruning.’ She swung the beam. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Either she had tripped some sort of silent alarm at one of the previous two buildings or this one was better guarded. Through the walls, her spatial sense was showing her five men armed with guns. Focusing on one of the weapons, she was fairly sure she was looking at P52 personal defence weapons. If they were loaded with their original munitions, that meant she was facing armour-piercing rounds. Would her shield hold up against something like that? 
 
    There was only one way to find out. On the other hand, being smart about this seemed like a good idea. The building had a fire escape hanging fairly low right beside the front door. It was pretty easy to jump up, catch a rung of the ladder, and ride it down so that she could climb to the upper floors. It did make noise, however. There was some possibility that they knew she was coming. 
 
    Down at ground level, the facia was some sort of fake ornamental style. Maybe Victorian or something. Architecture was not one of Mercy’s fields of study. The top four floors were red brick with four sash windows per floor. Each window was divided into six panes and one of those on the top floor became rough sand after an application of Mercy’s disintegration power. Light shone out through the gap; they had blacked out the windows again. Reaching in, she undid the catch and pushed the window up. The light was almost blinding coming from the darkness outside, but her spatial sense was still working, so she relied on that while her eyes adjusted. 
 
    Here, it seemed that the Organisation had knocked through the walls connecting four buildings. The external style had been similar in all four. The space was vast, crammed with sweet-smelling greenery. More, she could sense two more floors below this one with the same setup. This had to be at least one of the main farms in the city. Letting all this go to waste would be as much of a crime as growing it. She decided that this one would do as her present to Faith, but first there was the matter of the five men charging up the stairs with assault weaponry. 
 
    There were three coming up one stairwell while two more were using the one at the other end of the open floor. They were hoping to flank her, and it would have worked without her new sense. As it was, it was going to be difficult to keep her directional shield in the way of what they were going to shoot at her. This might get– She kicked herself, cutting off her negative thoughts. She could teleport. 
 
    She landed on the floor below as the duo reached the top level. They were focused, weapons raised to allow them to use the reflex sights. They were hunting for her in among the greenery, but she was not there. They went into slow motion as she arrived back on the top floor, but now behind them. Two metres of blue light flashed into existence and swept from side to side. The annihilating energy passed through the two men’s necks, and Mercy watched in mild horror as her victims began collapsing, falling apart as they went. She had known what would happen, but seeing it was another matter. The lack of blood just seemed to make it worse, though that was just at first; blood started pouring out of the severed necks before the bodies hit the ground. 
 
    Tearing her attention away from the falling men, Mercy focused her attention elsewhere and vanished herself to the other end of the floor. 
 
    The remaining trio were speaking in slow motion too. ‘What happened? 
 
    ‘Did she get them?’ 
 
    ‘How could she?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t the report say she could teleport?’ 
 
    ‘Fuck! Circle up.’ 
 
    They moved, one of them turning his back on the other two just in time to see Mercy pull the trigger on her pistol. The pulse of blue light hit him between the eyes. His companions had no chance to realise what was happening before a second charge hit another of them in the back of the head. Mercy darted forward as the last one turned. Her hand closed around his weapon and she focused on it. She smiled into the man’s face as the casing disintegrated and gun parts fell to the bare floorboards. 
 
    ‘What do you want?!’ the man shrieked, backing away quickly. 
 
    ‘I want you to take a message to your bosses,’ Mercy replied, following him. ‘Leave me and my friends alone, and I’ll stop killing your people and trashing your business.’ 
 
    He managed a sneer. ‘We don’t take orders from–’ 
 
    Mercy shot him in the right arm. His remark was cut off in a scream and he fell, his eyes rolling back as the pain took him over into unconsciousness. Mercy sighed. ‘I guess you won’t be taking my message then.’ She plucked a small radio from where it was attached to her waistband and thumbed the transmit key. ‘Garner to NYA Security. I have somewhere you’ll be very interested in. Please respond. Over.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘I think I could get high just standing in this room,’ Faith said, looking around at the foliage. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t seem to be affecting me,’ Mercy replied. 
 
    ‘More powerful Titans are frequently resistant to drugs, diseases, etc.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that sucks. I was hoping I could find a bong and relax for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, but I doubt it.’ Faith bent to pick up one of the fallen submachine guns the dead gangsters had dropped. ‘They are not supposed to have these.’ 
 
    ‘Really? I thought you had reverted to twentieth-century gun laws.’ 
 
    ‘Hm, no. If anything, we’ve gone further back. There are a lot of guns in circulation and more than a little justification for carrying them. We really do have a militia. However, these are probably from a cache of weapons reserved for Security. The ammunition is hard to come by. We don’t normally issue them for general use. At a guess, we have inventory missing.’ 
 
    Mercy shrugged. ‘The Organisation found out about Sophia’s power really quickly. They hit us the night we arrived on-planet. They’ve got one or more informants within your government.’ 
 
    ‘Within my office, or the office of one of my generals. We know it, but we’ve never managed to find out who it is. Are you planning to continue this… vendetta?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t managed to get my message across yet, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘In that case, I’ll get you a list I have of places we suspect may be Organisation safe houses.’ 
 
    Mercy tilted her head questioningly. ‘If you know about them, why haven’t you–’ 
 
    ‘Because we have no reason to. Call it lack of a just cause. You, however, are not with Security and you do have a reason.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, I do.’ 
 
    1st May. 
 
    Another apartment building, this time on West 50th Street in what had been Hell’s Kitchen back in the day. Now the entire band across the island from Central Park to 34th Street was Midtown District, but that had not changed the local flavour. Maybe it had even enhanced it; the building looked run-down. The rendering on the walls was cracked and the fire escape looked like it would collapse into a pile of rust if anyone used it. 
 
    ‘Not going in that way,’ Mercy muttered as she looked up at the building in the evening light. There were five storeys, but also an obvious basement which had a couple of doors into it either side of the staircase to the front door. They were short doors, probably originally built to be reached down some steps until the modern sidewalk had been built. ‘That has possibilities, however.’ 
 
    A second of concentration reduced the locking mechanism to dust. She pulled the handle and the door swung out, revealing a small, bare room, the walls covered in some sort of waterproof rendering. There was a door at the back, so Mercy stepped inside and made her way across to it. She could already tell roughly what was waiting on the other side, but it was not until she opened the door and looked that she knew what was in all the crates. The damn things were still labelled! 
 
    Six held ten P52 PDWs each. Mercy yanked open one of the crates and pulled out one of the weapons. NYA Security could have their property back soon enough, but as payments for services rendered, so to speak, Mercy could have a new gun. She was a better shot when she had a shoulder stock to work with anyway. Ammo would be a problem… Except that there were ten crates of magazines for the weapons. Were they planning to go to war? She slotted one mag into her new weapon and pulled the charging handle. Then she grabbed five more magazines and stuffed them into the pockets in her coat. 
 
    Hand grenades. There were crates of hand grenades. A dozen of them, all packed with the latest pre-Wave military anti-personnel weapon, the M83. Electronic detonator capable of a number of different operating modes. Very nasty and not the kind of thing you wanted in the hands of criminals. 
 
    And then she found the crates of rockets. Six crates, each holding a launcher and eight missiles. Hand grenades were bad enough, but this was something else. She checked the missiles and found that they were carrying shaped charge warheads, things meant for use against tanks. Or, she supposed, massive Titans with armoured hides. 
 
    In a second room she found crates of medical supplies and tinned food being hoarded. It really seemed like the Organisation was setting up for a siege. That did not entirely fit with her perception of them as a bunch of criminals. Well, even criminals had to be into survival in this world… 
 
    Before calling Security, she went upstairs to see whether anyone would be willing to explain just what the Organisation thought it was doing. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘No,’ Faith said, ‘I’m not sure why they’re stockpiling weapons, but I’m glad we got them back. Over.’ 
 
    Mercy was talking to her over the radio, so she pressed the transmit key before responding. ‘I couldn’t find anyone to tell me, but I think I got someone to agree to take the message up the chain of command. Besides, capturing at least one of their caches is going to hurt. Over.’ 
 
    ‘And talking about it over open radio like this may reach someone who’ll listen. Over.’ 
 
    ‘My thoughts precisely. If I were them, I’d be listening to the Security channels. Over.’ 
 
    There was a laugh in Faith’s voice when she replied. ‘I’m quite sure they do. Are you planning to move on to another target? Over.’ 
 
    ‘I’m considering it but telling them which one seems like a bad idea. They’ll just have to guess. I’ll let you know if I find anything. Garner out.’ 
 
    2nd May. 
 
    It was, according to Mercy’s watch, just coming up to one a.m. and she was considering calling it a night. She had been through three more possible safe houses and found nothing quite as interesting as the weapons cache, but she had talked to several more members of the Organisation and heard evidence that her message was getting through. Specifically, they were not quite as cocky about how tough the Organisation was and how they were going to end her rampage. 
 
    One more and then done. She burned her way through the lock on the rear door – apparently a kitchen door – having climbed into the yard from a rear alley. P52 at the ready, she eased the door open and stepped inside. There was no one in the rear of the building on the ground floor, but they might have heard her enter from the front where there were people who looked like they were on guard duty. Stupid not to guard the back. 
 
    And that was when the grenade lying on a kitchen counter nearby exploded. The pain and shock were intense. Mercy was pushed back through the doorway into the yard, feeling like she had just been hit in the face by a truck and, in all probability, that she was lucky to still be alive. Now, they had to have heard that and she needed to get out of there, or at least into cover, but moving was difficult at this point. She managed to move to one side and crouch down beside the door, gritting her teeth and waiting for the men inside to come find her. 
 
    Stupid. She had got overconfident and not looked hard enough for traps when she was scouting. She pushed the pain down and considered her options. Climbing the back wall to get out was probably not going to be practical; in her wounded state, it would take too long. She could hear shouting; they were already on their way from the front, maybe being cautious, if she was lucky, since they did not know her capabilities. Capabilities! She could teleport out. She could teleport out if she could concentrate through the pain and, right now, she was having trouble suppressing the pain enough to think. She had the P52 and it looked like it was undamaged. NYA Security had to have heard the blast too. Maybe. Maybe she could hold off the goons long enough for Security to get here. 
 
    She heard the kitchen door slam open and then the sound of a P52 firing on full auto. Whoever was firing, they were not taking into account her position behind a wall and crouched down. They would come looking soon enough, of course, and then… 
 
    The pain eased suddenly and substantially and then it vanished entirely. No pain and she felt like there was nothing wrong with her. Faith had said the more powerful Titans could heal faster. Mercy had assumed she meant that they took a day or two to heal what might take weeks normally, not that they could be hit in the face by a bomb and shake it off in under ten seconds. For a second or so, Mercy remained crouched where she was, trying to work out what had just happened. Had it been some sort of illusion? No, not an illusion. Her coat was still a mess. That was… annoying. 
 
    The man with the other P52 almost jumped out through the doorway, turning as he did so to try to catch Mercy in his sights. Unfortunately for him, he turned the wrong way. Mercy’s blue beam weapon punched up through his side, reducing tissue in his lungs and heart to literally nothing. Before his body dropped to the stone surface, she was rising to her feet and sweeping in through the doorway. People were going to pay for ruining her new coat! 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    A bullet stopped just less than an inch from Mercy’s chest and the man who had fired it immediately held up his hands in surrender. He was still holding the gun, so Mercy kept her P52 aimed at him as she advanced into the room. He seemed to realise her problem and tossed the big revolver onto a chair. Mercy lowered her weapon but kept it ready. 
 
    She had made it up to the fifth floor via the expedience of shooting a lot of people on the way up. They seemed to be quite determined that she should not reach the top floor and she had to wonder why that was. So far, the best explanation was that they did not want her to get to this man. Also so far, Security had not turned up to find out what was happening. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Security will tell you when they eventually get here. My name is Loyd Nenci. I’m a businessman. A trader.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you are. Considering how many men tried to stop me getting to you, I think you’re something more than that.’ 
 
    ‘I belong to an organisation of likeminded businessmen who ensure that–’ 
 
    ‘Military weapons are stockpiled. Useful Titans are kidnapped. Less useful ones are killed. I’m familiar with your modus operandi.’ 
 
    ‘We are more than–’ 
 
    ‘Just shut up and listen, Mister Nenci. You seem like you’re important.’ Stepping forward, Mercy picked up his pistol and began to examine it. ‘Maybe you can make considered decisions. Maybe you can even make things happen. I want the Organisation to stop trying to grab my friend. I want them to stop trying to kill me. If they stop, I’ll stop. Otherwise, I’ll leave more of your people dead in my wake.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t make that decision, Colonel Garner,’ Nenci replied. ‘I can take it to my… management. Assuming I’m not in custody, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Security aren’t here yet. If you leave now, you’ll have time to get away. Assuming you are going to take my message up the chain. Otherwise…’ She lifted the revolver and pointed it at his chest. 
 
    ‘My word on it. My manager will hear your request.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ Mercy lowered the pistol. ‘I’m keeping your revolver. Nice weapon. I think it’ll come in useful.’ 
 
    ‘But–’ 
 
    ‘You ruined my new coat, Mister Nenci. That proximity grenade in the kitchen was a nasty move. You can consider this payment. Where’s the ammo? And keep in mind that you probably only have minutes to leave.’ 
 
    Nenci sagged. ‘I’ll get it for you before I go.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘Are you Colonel Garner?’ The person asking was about fifteen. Something about him suggested that he was an old fifteen. You probably grew up fast in post-Wave New York. He was standing outside Mercy’s building, dressed in a worn, blue T-shirt and torn grey slacks. Apparently, he had been waiting for Mercy to get back from ordering a new coat from Zuri. That had taken a little longer than intended because Zuri had insisted on taking proper measurements. 
 
    ‘I’m not a colonel anymore, but I suppose that’s me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, they said to get a message to Colonel Garner. Said you’d be wearing a coat that looked like it had been in an explosion.’ 
 
    ‘It’s lucky I haven’t replaced it yet then, isn’t it? What’s the message?’ 
 
    The boy pulled a piece of folded paper from his pocket and held it out. ‘You’re to go to that address as soon as possible. Uh, alone.’ 
 
    Mercy took the paper and looked at the address written in very neat block capitals. ‘Who gave you this?’ 
 
    ‘Some guy. Paid me two ration vouchers to deliver it.’ 
 
    ‘Hm. Okay. I suggest you forget you ever saw this. And stay away from men handing out ration vouchers.’ 
 
    The boy grinned. ‘Not much chance of that, lady.’ Then he was off, running north. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The address on East 99th Street turned out to be an abandoned sanitation department building. She had no need to break the lock because the door was open, but she lifted her new revolver from under her coat as she walked in because she was not alone. 
 
    Of course, she was not expecting to be alone and might have been suspicious if she had been. They had tried to blow her up once, so maybe they were aiming to drop a building on her. But probably not also on the lone individual she was supposed to see when she walked into what appeared to be an old waste-sorting room. 
 
    He was a tall, slim man in a suit, an actual suit which Mercy had thought no one wore these days. It was difficult to tell much more about him since his head was covered by a balaclava-style mask. He had quite thin lips and probably blue eyes. He was sitting on a straight-backed chair which had certainly seen better days, but he got to his feet when he spotted Mercy walking in. 
 
    ‘There’s no need for weapons, Colonel Garner,’ he said in a resonant, commanding sort of voice. ‘I’m unarmed.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed, you are. The four men you have stationed around this room with PDWs are not, however, so I’ll keep this pistol ready if you don’t mind.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. They’re here for my security.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure. What do you want?’ 
 
    The man smiled, though some of the impact was lost thanks to the mask. ‘We want you to stop attacking us and killing our people. We have done you no harm, yet you have done considerable–’ 
 
    ‘If you’re going to keep that up, I’m going to go find another safe house to trash. You started this. Not only have you been trying to kidnap Sophia, but one of your goons burst into my bedroom and fired a shotgun at me. Don’t try to make yourselves sound innocent. I was the one who found that cache of weapons you had hidden.’ 
 
    ‘Our organisation takes the security of this city very seriously. When there’s a war, all of us go out to fight. Those weapons were there to ensure that we could fight effectively.’ 
 
    ‘That’s very patriotic of you, but you stole enough armament to take on an army. You stole it. You’re just like the survivalists from last century. You don’t need that gear in peacetime. You’d be armed as part of the city militia if peace fails. You will leave me alone. You will leave my friends alone. Then I will leave you alone. It’s that simple. Stay away from me and I’ll stay away from you.’ 
 
    Apparently, the man decided that arguing further was not going to get him anywhere. ‘That arrangement is acceptable.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ Mercy turned to leave and then paused, looking back. ‘My friends include my seamstress. Zuri Adamson. Has a shop in Greenwich Village. If any of your goons visit her for–’ 
 
    ‘De Santis’s “arrangement” with Miss Adamson was unsanctioned. He has been reprimanded for his behaviour. We won’t be bothering Miss Adamson again.’ There was a flat tone in the delivery which suggested De Santis’s reprimand might well have been terminal. 
 
    Mercy nodded. ‘Good enough. Hopefully, we’ll never meet again.’ She set off once again for the entrance. 
 
    ‘A wish we can all get behind, Colonel Garner.’ 
 
    3rd May. 
 
    ‘So, they backed down,’ Faith said. 
 
    Once again, Mercy was in the president’s office, sitting across the desk from her. ‘Seems so. I guess only time will tell.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve achieved something, Colonel. I believe they’ll stick to their agreement. And we have a lot of weapons back in our possession we didn’t even know we were missing.’ 
 
    ‘Glad to be of service. And, speaking of that, I’d like to continue being of service. Somehow. I don’t think I quite fit into your Security service, but if I’m going to be a “walking engine of destruction” as you put it, I’d like to try to use that to make this world a little less broken.’ 
 
    Faith smiled. ‘I’ll arrange something. You’re right, I don’t think you fit with Security, but we can informally grant you a rank and police powers. If you’re willing to fight for the NYA, you’ll be most welcome to do so. Miss Sauter has already expressed an interest in helping us with repairing currently unusable equipment.’ 
 
    ‘She’s bored.’ 
 
    ‘And, I believe, Doctor Harris is to start working with Waveguide.’ 
 
    ‘He’s bored and interested in what they’re doing. I’m not sure what Joe wants to do now. I’ll talk to him.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll be welcome whatever he chooses to do with his powers.’ 
 
    Mercy nodded. ‘We got that. You need all the help you can get.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Colonel, you have no idea…’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Three: The Coming Storm 
 
    New York Authority, 9th May 2152. 
 
    Zuri looked up and smiled as Mercy entered her shop once again. ‘Yes, finally, after you’ve visited every day since you made the order, your coat is ready. Try not to get this one blown up.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am,’ Mercy replied, grinning. 
 
    ‘You should try it on. This one was cut specifically to fit you.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ Mercy began to pull off her old coat. ‘At least I’m not stripping to my underwear for this.’ 
 
    ‘Mm.’ The simple sound had a vague hint of disappointment in it which Mercy was not sure she had heard. Maybe it was just that Zuri was bending to retrieve the new coat from under the counter. 
 
    ‘Can you, I don’t know, recycle this one somehow?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve factored part exchange into the price. You may or may not be surprised to discover that recycling used cloth is a pretty common practice around here.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not shocked.’ Mercy took her new coat from the seamstress and began pulling it on. The hair on the back of her neck chose that moment to rise, sending a shiver down her spine. Weird, but she ignored it, turning instead to look at her image in the full-length mirror Zuri had set up on one side of the shop. The coat was the same, but the extra time spent fitting it was paying off. 
 
    ‘You don’t look happy,’ Zuri said. 
 
    ‘It’s great. It’s a better fit. More comfortable.’ 
 
    ‘Then why don’t you look entirely happy?’ 
 
    ‘I– It’s not the coat. I feel like… All of a sudden it’s like… I suddenly feel nervous. Like someone’s watching me, or something bad’s about to happen, or maybe I left the gas on at home, or… I don’t really know why.’ 
 
    Zuri’s face went from concerned over her customer’s happiness to just straight concerned, possibly even scared. ‘You’re a Titan. Maybe you’re a storm sensitive.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never felt…’ Mercy trailed off as the thought struck her that she had felt something like this before. When they had landed in Pallas, she had felt this sort of feeling and had dismissed it as nerves over being surrounded by armed men. But there had been a storm on the way then… ‘I’ll call the president.’ 
 
    ‘You can just call President Richard?’ 
 
    ‘Well…’ Mercy retrieved her radio from the pocket of her old coat and thumbed the transmit key. ‘Garner to Richard, please respond. Over.’ 
 
    There was a short pause and then Faith’s voice came from the radio’s speaker. ‘Richard here, Colonel. Is there a problem? Over.’ 
 
    ‘I’m in Greenwich Village and I’ve got this… feeling that something’s going to happen. The shopkeeper here suggests that I may be sensing a Wave Storm. Over.’ 
 
    ‘A weird prickling sensation around the scalp or neck? General feeling of nervousness? Over.’ 
 
    ‘That about covers it. I think I felt the same thing when we arrived, but this seems… I’m not sure, more threatening but not as urgent. Over.’ 
 
    ‘I see. If you’re getting more than just a sense of something coming, you may be able to get more. Concentrate on that feeling. Really look at how you feel about it. You may be able to get more details. Over.’ 
 
    Mercy frowned, trying to gauge precisely what sort of feeling she was feeling. ‘This is dumb,’ she muttered without hitting transmit. 
 
    ‘It could save lives,’ Zuri replied. ‘Please try.’ She definitely sounded more worried and scared now. 
 
    Clarity flooded in, or some form of clarity. Analysing the sensations gave more detail. She took another second to work out how to express those details and hit the key. ‘About thirty minutes. I get the feeling it’s about nine kilometres away, around five and a half miles. I can’t seem to get a direction, but it’s huge, Faith. This is going to be a big one. Over.’ 
 
    ‘You can only sense them while you’re inside the area that’s going to be affected,’ Faith replied. ‘If you think the centre is that far from you, this is going to be one of the biggest storms we’ve seen this year. I can’t feel it here, so the epicentre is probably north of you. I’ll get the alert sent out. You and your friend should go to a shelter. Richard out.’ 
 
    Mercy looked at Zuri. ‘Shelter?’ 
 
    ‘Well, we would probably be okay in my place. I sleep in the basement here and it’s deep enough to be safe. But… If you really think this one’s going to be that big, we should maybe go to the official shelter.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds good. Where?’ 
 
    ‘Washington Square.’ 
 
    ‘The subway? That’s about five minutes at a walk. Okay.’ Sirens sounded outside the shop. Given that Mercy knew there was a storm coming, she figured out what the sirens meant even if no one had told her. ‘Let’s get moving. I think there might be a rush for the good spots.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Oddly, Mercy knew that the storm had begun not because of any outward signs but because the tension in her head and neck suddenly vanished. She had, she figured, been sensing the impending violence. Now that the violence was unleashed, the pressure was off. 
 
    ‘It’s started,’ she said aloud. She checked her watch. ‘About the right time too.’ 
 
    ‘I wish I could sense storms,’ Zuri said from beside her. They were both sitting with their backs against the scruffy, tiled walls of the old subway station. Trains no longer ran; the tunnels had actually been blocked up with large, concrete barriers cemented in place. There were people all over the old platforms, waiting out the storm with their neighbours. 
 
    ‘You see, you say that now when you can’t, but to be able to, you’d have to, well, stop being human.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe that.’ 
 
    ‘You’d have to be a Titan, so–’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe Titans aren’t human. Sure, they have superhuman powers. Some of them anyway. That doesn’t make them inhuman. Now, some of them are inhuman, but that has nothing to do with their powers.’ 
 
    ‘Power corrupts. Superhuman power corrupts superly. Or something. That’s not a real word.’ 
 
    Zuri flashed a grin. ‘You’re a Titan. If you say it’s a word, it’s a word. Don’t dodge the subject. You’re human, just a human with special abilities.’ 
 
    Mercy looked around at the huddled masses. Actually, there was not much huddling going on; the residents of the NYA were used to Wave Storms and seemed to consider them something to be endured. Now that Zuri was underground, she seemed a lot less nervous. 
 
    However, when Mercy had arrived at the station, her eyes had been glowing as she used her new sense to keep track of the impending storm. Now, there was a noticeable distance being maintained between her and everyone else, except for Zuri. ‘I don’t think your attitude is entirely universal,’ Mercy said. 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s just… respect.’ 
 
    ‘It looks like they’re afraid to sit near me.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t respect and fear two sides of the same coin? You have to be a little afraid of what someone’s capable of to respect them, right? If you were threatening them, they’d probably be scared, sure, but you’re just sitting here like everyone else. Your eyes aren’t even glowing now. You have your powers under control, you’re not being threatening, but they’re giving you a bit more room because they respect your power.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. I am not entirely sure I see the difference. Anyway, the other thing that’s bothering me is the rats.’ 
 
    ‘Rats?’ 
 
    Philosophically, Mercy knew that there were rats everywhere. That went double in most cities and the rats of New York City were almost celebrities. With her spatial sense, however, she had actually seen them scurrying around, out of sight but almost close enough to touch if she could have reached through a wall or floor. And there had been the other thing… 
 
    ‘Yes, rats. They’re all over the place and they’re not acting like how I expect rats to act. I stopped looking, but they were… organised. It was–’ 
 
    ‘Hive rats,’ Zuri said. 
 
    ‘What now?’ 
 
    ‘They’re a mutation. I heard they use high-frequency sound to communicate. They can hear each other across huge distances and they kind of think as one. Some sort of hive mind. Smarter than your typical rat, and rats are supposed to be pretty smart to begin with.’ 
 
    ‘That makes some sense. Rats use ultrasound to judge distances and sense things in the dark. I suppose they could’ve evolved to use it to communicate. That is not a cheery thought.’ 
 
    ‘They’re safe enough, so long as you don’t disturb them. They won’t attack large groups of humans unless you threaten their nests. There, uh, have been a few people gone missing in the tunnels down here, which is why they were sealed up. They’ll attack lone humans. We don’t usually find much aside from a few bones.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Well, I won’t be sleeping tonight.’ 
 
    Zuri giggled. ‘You’re a big, strong Titan, you don’t need to be afraid of a few rats.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t see how many there were down there.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    One of the buildings near Zuri’s shop had caught fire after being struck by lightning. It looked like the fire had not been able to get a strong hold thanks to the wind, but there was damage. The winds had been violent, as strong as anyone had seen any time recently if not quite at hurricane levels. Some of the buildings had taken minor structural damage but overall, the city had survived pretty well in that area. 
 
    Faith had called through on the radio about forty minutes after the downpour had ended to ask Mercy to go north and check out things toward the epicentre. So, Mercy had said her goodbyes to Zuri and prepared herself to jump north. 
 
    Zuri had looked at her and said, ‘If you can teleport, why didn’t you just leave the area?’ 
 
    Mercy had blushed and made up an excuse. ‘Didn’t think of it. I’m not used to this yet.’ It was partially true: she was not used to being able to jump from place to place in an instant. The real reason, however, was that she had wanted to spend more time with Zuri. Not that she was going to admit to that. Nope. 
 
    The relative lack of damage continued going north. Since Mercy was not too sure of what her teleport power could do, she was taking it in fifty-metre jumps along the roads. She could easily see that far, so she could work out where she was going. She got a few funny looks along the way, but she ignored them since she barely saw them before making the next jump. And the hopping motion gave her a chance to spot anything wrong along the way. It took her only a few minutes to reach the Cathedral Church of St John the Divine, which was apparently the spot the storm had been centred over. 
 
    Back in the day, the cathedral had been Anglican, the seat of a bishop of the Episcopal Church, no less. It was a huge structure, a mix of architectural styles, but generally pretty much an archetypal cathedral with lots of spires and columns and buttresses. It was, however, no longer an episcopalian church. The thick stone walls were about as storm-proof as a subway and the place had been taken over by a different religious group even before the NYA had been established. Now, it was the home of the Church of the Lost. 
 
    They were ascetics. Simple men and women in brown robes and sandals who spent their time in contemplation and prayer. Or that was the theory. They were all wearing brown robes and sandals, but if there was prayer going on, it was under their breath as they worked to clear up the mess left by the storm. The wind had thrown debris about and it was everywhere. There was a lot of sweeping going on. It looked like one of the spires had taken a couple of good lightning strikes; down on the ground, men were staring at big chunks of stone and apparently wondering how to move them. 
 
    ‘That looks bad,’ Mercy said as she wandered over to join the work crew. ‘The lightning rod must’ve failed.’ 
 
    One of the men turned to look at her. ‘God sends these trials to test our faith. We will persevere until redemption.’ He was not a big man, but he had an air of authority about him. He was probably four inches shorter than Mercy, but a distinctly different shape. He was not exactly fat, but there was something of a solidness about his middle, somewhat hidden by the simple robe. He was probably somewhere in his mid-forties from the look of him; forty with the addition of a number of long years of living in the post-Wave world. There were wrinkles on his brow, at the sides of his eyes, and running down from a thick, hawkish nose to the corners of his mouth. He wore a beard, trimmed fairly neatly. Both that and his hair were black with streaks of grey. He had rather weary eyes coloured mid-brown or hazel. They had a distinct hint of intelligence in them despite the weariness. 
 
    ‘Maybe I can help. Where do you need them?’ Mercy walked over to the nearest chunk of rock. 
 
    ‘I believe we’ll need to build a framework to lift them. They’re too big for– Ah, you’re a Titan.’ 
 
    Mercy looked around to see the monk’s eyes glowing a rather pleasing gold. ‘And so are you. Where did you want this?’ Why his eyes were glowing right now was an open question. 
 
    ‘We have a pile of fallen materials. I’ll take you there.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. This may look easy, but it’s actually pretty heavy.’ 
 
    ‘Would you be the Colonel Garner I’ve heard mention of?’ he asked as he led the way around the side of one of the huge, stone buildings. The entire cathedral had been converted for their use. Much of the grounds was taken up with vegetable gardens which had not enjoyed the recent windstorm. 
 
    ‘That’s me.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. My name is Rafferty Lamb, the Archbishop of the Church of the Lost.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Mercy said. ‘I’m pleased to meet you.’ 
 
    ‘Likewise. Please feel free to attend one of our services on Sunday. While we are an ascetic order, we work to redeem those left behind. All are welcome on the Lord’s day.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, but I’m not religious.’ Mercy spotted the ‘pile of fallen materials’ fairly easily. It looked like this was not the first time the building had suffered under a storm. Maybe God was unhappy with the Church of the Lost. Or maybe it was a tall building with inadequate lightning protection. Mercy dumped the rock and turned to head back for another. 
 
    ‘Your service is more appreciated for your lack of faith,’ Lamb said. 
 
    Mercy shrugged. ‘I didn’t want these abilities, but if I have to have them, I might as well use them to make things better.’ 
 
    Lamb smiled. ‘God moves in mysterious ways, Colonel, and we all have our purpose in his plan.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Well, my plan is to move the rest of your debris and then I’ll report in. President Richard asked me to check on things up here. No injuries, I hope?’ 
 
    ‘None. While the Devil’s storms do their best to rob us of our home, it still keeps us safe from harm.’ 
 
    Maybe it was the cynic in her, but Mercy could not help but think the man was just spouting rhetoric with a complete lack of sincerity. ‘And may it keep doing so for a long time,’ she said, because she could not think of anything else to say. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘The Wave had some… interesting effects on religion,’ Faith said. ‘More specifically, on the religious.’ 
 
    Mercy had gone down to the Battery to report on the northern part of the city, and she had asked about the Church of the Lost. This was the start of the explanation, but it seemed a bit broad. ‘I’d imagine. Has to either shake your faith or affirm it.’ 
 
    ‘It destroyed mine. I refuse to believe a loving god could do this to us. However, this isn’t a personal thing. You are essentially right, but few felt unequivocal affirmation. Since evangelical religion was very strong in the United States, a number of people looked upon the Wave and saw the end of the world.’ 
 
    ‘They weren’t exactly wrong…’ 
 
    ‘Well, no, but in this specific case, they saw the rapture and the coming of the Great Tribulation.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve, um, heard the terms mentioned. That’s about it.’ 
 
    ‘There’s argument over the exact timing, but the general idea is that the Second Coming would be presaged by the faithful being drawn up into heaven, the rapture, to protect them from a time of great suffering, the Great Tribulation. At the end of that time, Jesus would come down and bring about the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth and everyone would live in peace and love and fluffy kittens.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not bitter about this at all, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ Faith grinned and went on. ‘So, if you look at what happened, a lot of people suddenly vanished and then the world turned to shit. If that isn’t the rapture and the Great Tribulation, what is?’ 
 
    ‘The people were disintegrated, not taken up to heaven.’ 
 
    ‘Putting on my debating hat: how would you, an unbeliever, tell the difference?’ 
 
    Mercy frowned and then shrugged. ‘Point taken. What about all the people left behind to suffer?’ 
 
    ‘That is where things get interesting. “The faithful” have been taken up, but all these other “faithful” have been left to rot. That seems wrong. From what I’ve heard, what’s left of the Mormon faith entirely rejects the idea that the rapture happened since they weren’t taken up as a group. Most of the evangelical religions have shifted toward an idea that the rapture is an ongoing process. If they work to redeem their failings before the Second Coming, they can enter into the Kingdom of Heaven despite not being called in the first wave. They generally view Titans as demons to be driven out before things can get better. The more mainstream groups have given no official position on whether the world is about to end, and they all have different views of Titans. The Baptists and Methodists are fairly positive, but the Church of God in Christ believes Titans are modern Nephilim.’ 
 
    ‘What about the Catholics?’ 
 
    ‘Pope Peter the Second started broadcasting from the Vatican about four years ago. Up until then, they had no real leadership. One of his first decrees was to proclaim Titans as anathema. The term was actually brought back into use specifically to excommunicate Titans for heretically wielding power only God should possess. However, local congregations have their own policies thanks to the lack of leadership. If they’d already accepted Titans, it was hard to turn around and say, “Sorry, the Pope says you’re excommunicated.”’ 
 
    ‘I can understand that. It’s not like it’s their fault they became a Titan.’ 
 
    ‘No. Oh, I should point out that no pope has taken the name Peter since the first one. It was never actually a rule they couldn’t, but no one did. Until this one. I consider it a bad sign. Then again, he excommunicated me in absentia, so I don’t tend to view him in a good light.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Where does the Church of the Lost fit in?’ 
 
    ‘A number of, well, cults started up after the Wave. The Church of the Lost falls into the group who believe they can still be redeemed if they can do sufficient good before Jesus pays his next visit. Their mission is to redeem the people of the NYA through good work and prayer. Mostly the latter. It could be worse. They fall into a group of cultish Christians known as Redeemers, and there are categories of Redeemers. Angelic Redeemers think Titans are incarnated angels and demons, on Earth to fight for the fate of us humans. Devotional Redeemers think they have to live lives of prayer.’ 
 
    ‘Like the Church of the Lost.’ 
 
    ‘Pretty much. They’re okay, they’re just parasites. Warrior Redeemers, or Militant Redeemers, believe that Titans are demons who must be killed, every last one, before they get to move on. And lastly, there are Nihilist Redeemers who believe everyone has to die. They don’t normally last long.’ 
 
    ‘I’d imagine they aren’t popular.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! No. Anyway, none of the religions here really like me. They don’t think I should be leading the NYA.’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re a woman, or because you’re a Titan?’ 
 
    ‘Well, both, but mainly because I renounced my faith. Publicly. Before the Wave, atheism was gaining in popularity and becoming less of a stigma, but it was still more or less political suicide to state openly that you didn’t believe, especially if you were running for president. Now, a lot of people saw the Hand of God in the Wave. They think it’s irrational to think otherwise. On the other hand, they prefer me to the alternatives. Sometimes I wish they’d stop.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘I wish to fly over to France,’ Joe said over dinner. ‘I would like to check out Paris for myself and see what has happened there.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Mercy said. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Sophia said. 
 
    ‘A noble goal,’ Nick said, ‘but are you sure you can make it over the Atlantic?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Joe said flatly, ‘which is why I wish to make the attempt. It’s a goal rather than an intention. I don’t know how tiring long-distance flight will be, but I don’t think I can manage it in one hop. It would take something like eighteen hours at my top speed. However, I think I could do it by hopping there via Newfoundland, Greenland, Iceland, and the UK. My intention is to fly shorter routes until I am confident that I can make the long one.’ 
 
    ‘At least you’ve thought it through,’ Mercy said. ‘Nick’s right, it’s a noble goal. Plus, more information on the state of things in Europe would be useful. If we can send you out with a shortwave radio, you can report back.’ 
 
    ‘And let us know whether you’re coming back,’ Sophia added. ‘I can’t believe I’m saying this about a Frenchman, but I think we’d miss you.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, Sophia,’ Joe said, grinning, ‘you say the sweetest things.’ 
 
    Airborne over Danbury, CT, 10th May. 
 
    Basic air navigation had not changed a great deal since it had been invented. Oh, there was GPS and inertial navigation and all sorts of other advances to make things easier, but when it came right down to it, when you had nothing else you could use, you followed the roads. 
 
    Of course, that was a little more difficult now, but the major routes had not fallen to nature sufficiently that you could not see them from quite a height. They might be broken and partially grassed, but there was still a solid surface there to look for. 
 
    That was what brought Joe to Danbury at about half-past ten in the morning on his first test flight. He was maxing-out his speed and it had taken him just twenty minutes to fly up Manhattan Island, and then up across the farms and the buffer zone. Then he had followed the roads north and east, ultimately aiming for Boston. 
 
    Danbury was a small city, though when you compared its size before the Wave to New York City now, there was relatively little difference. It was, so far as Joe could see, largely intact, but there was no sign of anyone living there. Like a lot of the former United States, Danbury had been depopulated by storms and the Wave itself. It was more than a little depressing. Hopefully, the survivors of Danbury had escaped to the NYA rather than perishing, but Joe feared that had rarely been the case. 
 
    He went on and fifteen minutes later he was flying over Hartford and coming up on the Connecticut River, according to his map. Hartford had been the capital of Connecticut and now it was… not. At least, West Hartford was empty, but East Hartford, on the eastern side of the river, seemed to be another matter. There Joe spotted fortifications of various sorts: palisades along the edge of the river, guard posts on the two surviving bridges, and embankments and trenches irregularly placed around the town. 
 
    There were people down there too. Quite a lot of people. Estimating was almost impossible, but the number had to be in the thousands. Something about them made Joe decide to keep flying rather than dropping in for a chat. Maybe it was the number of weapons on display, or the rather rough clothing he saw. Maybe it was just an instinct. 
 
    Whatever, he kept on going. Far ahead of him was Boston and, if he was miraculously lucky, coffee and a pastry in a shop somewhere in the city. 
 
    New York Authority. 
 
    ‘There were no coffee shops,’ Joe said. 
 
    ‘This is why you want to go to Paris, isn’t it?’ Sophia said. ‘The whole point is to find a coffee shop so you can sit outside it with a newspaper and look stereotypically French.’ 
 
    ‘I have never looked stereotypically French. Though, if I could do that, I would be a happy man. However, I think my chances in Paris are less than they were in Boston.’ 
 
    ‘What did you see?’ Mercy asked. ‘Aside, obviously, from the lack of coffee shops.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there were people. I didn’t get to see many of them, but they were there. They were… nervous, hiding. I don’t get the feeling there was as much organisation up there as there is here, but they had people watching me as I looked around. I saw weapons. Mostly scavenged guns. I assume someone raided a gun shop or two.’ 
 
    ‘Even with the controls brought in in twenty fifty-three,’ Mercy said, ‘America still had the highest gun ownership figures in the world. By a huge margin. Now there are fewer people around to soak up all those weapons. Ammunition may be getting tight after all this time. Maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Unless they have a Maker who can create the stuff,’ Sophia said. 
 
    ‘True.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ Joe went on, ‘they seemed to be doing open farming. I saw a couple of fields wrecked by storms. It can’t be easy.’ 
 
    ‘What about the surrounding areas?’ Nick asked. ‘There must be people out there who aren’t in the cities.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t see much evidence of it. I overflew some cultivated fields outside Boston. There was next to nothing from the boundaries of the NYA out to Worcester and Providence. I came back on the southern route through Rhode Island. There was basically very little to see from Providence back to Hartford. East Hartford was fortified. There was a palisade and trenches. Someone’s set up shop there. Rough-looking bunch. I’m not sure on the numbers, but in the thousands from the number I could see on the streets.’ 
 
    ‘The Damned Ones,’ Mercy said. ‘I think the Damned Ones roam that area. I’ll go talk to President Richard in the morning. If they have set up a fortified area in Hartford, it might be something the NYA should know about. How was your endurance? Any problems flying that far?’ 
 
    ‘No, but it wasn’t that far. I’ll go south tomorrow. Tomorrow night, I’ll give you a report on the DC area.’ 
 
    11th May. 
 
    Faith was busy in the morning, but one of her aides suggested that it might be better to report the sighting to General Hart anyway, so that was what Mercy did. She was not exactly impressed by his response. 
 
    Hart was the kind of commander Mercy expected to be in the Army, especially at significant rank. The puffed-up type. It was a prejudice held over from her time in the Marines. She tried not to let it show too much, but he made it hard. Hart had a handlebar moustache. Seriously? Did anyone think that looked good? Above the moustache was a nose which should have been gracing an eagle. An American eagle, obviously. He had sharp, blue eyes, narrowed a little by age and general tendency; the man seemed to be perpetually frowning. There was nowhere near as much age on display as there might have been; Hart was a minor Titan and his almost ninety years were not evident. Then again, he kept his blonde hair cut so short, grey had no chance of showing. He had a rugged face. Just rugged, not ruggedly handsome. He had a solid jawline, but that was as good as it got. He had a moderately solid body too, though he was shorter than Mercy by an inch or so. She got the impression he did not like that since he invited her to sit as soon as she walked into his office. 
 
    ‘Our pilot, Capitaine Janvier, spotted some activity out in Hartford we thought might be important,’ Mercy explained when he asked. 
 
    ‘What kind of activity, Colonel Garner?’ He had a rough voice, stern but solid, a bit like his face. 
 
    ‘Well, we’re not certain, but we think the Damned Ones may have re-established their territory there. He saw fortifications. A palisade along the river, trenches around the eastern side of the city. He described the residents as “rough-looking.”’ 
 
    Hart looked at her for a couple of seconds. ‘That’s not much to go on.’ 
 
    ‘Did you know about a fortified enclave in Hartford?’ 
 
    ‘We have no intelligence indicating such an encampment.’ 
 
    ‘Joe said there were probably several thousand people there. That’s more than an encampment, and now you do have intelligence about them.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Of course. I’ll look into sending some scouts out to that area when we have people available.’ 
 
    Mercy got to her feet. ‘Sure. Have a good day, General.’ 
 
    ‘The same to you, Colonel.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Hart’s lukewarm reaction to the news of possible Damned One activity bothered Mercy. Faith had suggested that the Damned Ones were a force to be concerned about and Hart had seemed… dismissive. Of course, the leader of the Damned Ones had killed Faith’s father, so maybe she was more inclined to paint them as a problem when more level heads might see them as an irritant. Somehow, Hart’s attitude still bothered Mercy. 
 
    To get over it, she set about following Joe’s example. She could teleport like he could fly, but she had little idea what kind of limitations she had. In the fight in the cannabis farm, she had operated largely on instinct, and that had worked, but she felt a more scientific approach might be better. 
 
    Standing in the street outside their apartment, she began her testing with something she figured would be easy. ‘Short hops,’ she said to herself. ‘No more than a hundred metres at a time.’ 
 
    She gave that up fairly quickly because it was boring, and she could do it easily. Switching up to twenty metres at a time was no less boring. At a hundred metres she began failing about once in ten tries, though taking a second to set her target in her mind solved that problem. So, she extended her range further… 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘Basically,’ Mercy said, ‘I can go up to about five hundred metres without much trouble. I may need to take a few seconds to fix where I’m going in my head, but I can nail five hundred metres pretty much all the time. It gets more difficult much further than that because I can’t really see where I’m going.’ 
 
    ‘That makes sense,’ Nick said. ‘You presumably need a strong idea of your target for you to translocate to that spot.’ He paused briefly before adding, ‘I never, under any circumstances, expected to be discussing matter transportation in a serious manner.’ 
 
    Mercy grinned. ‘I suppose the Wave changed a lot of preconceptions about what’s possible.’ 
 
    ‘You have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I made it back to here from about five kilometres away. I had to focus for… ten or so seconds to be sure I’d make it, but I jumped first time. I can jump at least five klicks if I put my mind to it.’ 
 
    ‘You could cover quite some distance fairly quickly that way, assuming you know where you’re going. Was there any fatigue?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I noticed. They change the guard out at Indian Point on Friday afternoons. Tomorrow, I’m going to go out there with them, take a look around, and then jump back. That’s about sixty kilometres in a straight line. We’ll see how that goes.’ Mercy turned to Joe. ‘How was DC?’ 
 
    ‘Quiet,’ Joe replied. ‘I saw few people there and those I saw did not look impressed that someone was flying over them without mechanical transport. There were more in Philadelphia, but I saw little indication of organisation once again. They had roof gardens, but no fields planted. Baltimore showed some signs of occupation, but the residents looked… odd. I decided not to look too closely. There were people on the streets, moving slowly. Shambling.’ 
 
    ‘Like zombies?’ 
 
    ‘Just like zombies. Not that I believe in zombies.’ 
 
    ‘Please see above regarding changes in preconceptions,’ Nick said. 
 
    ‘What about the Capitol and the White House?’ Mercy asked. 
 
    ‘Someone is occupying the White House. There were guards on the grounds and some fortification. The Capitol looked gutted, perhaps a fire. The shops through most of Washington had been heavily looted and/or burned out. I think there was some displeasure at the government after the Wave.’ 
 
    ‘That seems reasonable,’ Sophia said. ‘I can imagine there were riots.’ 
 
    ‘The president hid in a bunker,’ Mercy said. ‘I can understand why, but it can’t have gone down that well with the people. Not that anyone could have done anything to prevent what happened…’ 
 
    ‘When has that ever meant anything to those affected by tragedy?’ Nick asked. 
 
    ‘Never. People always want someone to blame when the shit hits the fan. And this was a lot of shit hitting a very big fan.’ 
 
    Indian Point, 12th May. 
 
    Buchanan, NY, was gone. The area was now known by the name of its most controversial feature, the Indian Point nuclear facility. The village’s buildings had been flattened, either intentionally or in one of the wars, to be replaced with fortifications, if you could call them that. There were some wire fences, but mostly the defences of Indian Point consisted of trenches and embankments. Effective enough, but not exactly high-tech. 
 
    Originally a three-unit fission plant, the Indian Point Energy Center had shut down in 2021 and had still been in the process of full decommissioning when it had been chosen as a site for a new type of fusion plant in 2075. House prices in the area had dropped immediately. Fusion reactors were becoming commonplace, limited primarily by the availability of tritium to fuel them and lithium to provide radiation shielding. The deuterium–tritium reaction was relatively easy to initiate, but it needed the relatively rare tritium and produced a lot of high-energy neutrons as a by-product. Lithium shielding not only helped stop the neutrons, but also allowed tritium to be bred in the process. Great in theory, but tritium was difficult to handle, and you really needed a constant, enriched supply of lithium-6 when lithium-7 was the more common form. And you could not catch all of the neutrons… 
 
    So, the relative safety of the alternate deuterium–deuterium reaction used at Indian Point was pushed heavily. In reality, the reaction created some tritium, some of which would then burn to create high-energy neutrons. As much tritium as possible was removed before it could react, but the system was not yet perfect. This was downplayed and, in reality, turned out to be less of an issue than the alarmist press made of it. The Indian Point fusion reactor went online in 2081 and began producing power for the grid two years later. Its safety record was no worse than any other large industrial plant. 
 
    Mercy had learned all this in school. She had been thirteen when she had seen the ceremony where the supply from the plant had been plugged into the grid on the evening news. Even then, she had thought the plant looked like a military bunker more than a power plant. Now, surrounded by defences which included several small tanks, the impression was stronger. 
 
    Some effort had been made to make the place look like a futuristic factory. There were concrete fins built into the domed central reactor building, but most of those had been damaged or entirely broken at some point in the past. What was left was a bare concrete dome with broken teeth mounted on it. Surrounding that were various ancillary buildings, including housing for the thousand troops and five hundred staff who kept the place safe and operational. 
 
    Once a week, on a Friday, the guard was changed out. A thousand men and women rode on repurposed city buses – which ran on batteries charged at the reactor – to Indian Point, and then a different thousand men and women rode back. The repurposing had involved stripping the seats out so that more people could be packed onto fewer buses, and this Friday the outgoing troop count was one thousand and one. 
 
    It was not an unpleasant journey for Mercy. She got to ride up front beside the driver. Everyone else maintained a respectful distance from her, even if it meant cramming the standing space a little more tightly further back. The only exception to that was Colonel Kennedy Baxter, one of two NYAS colonels who managed security at Indian Point. He stood beside Mercy. Not too close, but clearly meaning to indicate that he was neither scared of her nor too awestruck. In fact, he seemed to have something of an ulterior motive for taking up his position which Mercy was doing her best to ignore. 
 
    He was a useful source of information, despite his personal interest. ‘Tanks, Colonel Baxter?’ Mercy asked as the convoy of buses drove past one of the stationary armoured vehicles. 
 
    ‘Some of the ones they brought with them when they arrived in the area,’ Baxter replied. He was not old enough to have been around when the NYA had been founded. Like a lot of the NYAS, he had been born after the Wave. ‘Most of them don’t move anymore, and a couple of them don’t actually work at all. They’re deterrents more than functioning defences.’ 
 
    ‘Not ideal.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s tried any concerted attempt to take Indian Point from us since before I was in Security. The deterrent works.’ 
 
    ‘Mm. Well, the trenches look like they’re maintained and there are positions for machine guns at reasonable intervals. Do you think the two companies here could handle another attack? Even without functioning tanks.’ 
 
    ‘We’d hold the position until reinforcements arrived.’ He smiled. ‘With people like you as backup, we’d be fine.’ 
 
    Mercy smiled back and tried to suppress her blush along with her feeling of disquiet. ‘I’m not sure I’ll be enough to turn the tide if things are going badly. I suppose we won’t know until I’m needed, which will be never, hopefully.’ 
 
    They were through the defences, and the compound within was visible. There were various structures which appeared to be original, part of the power plant, including the broken-tooth dome of the reactor building. There were also various low, rectangular concrete structures which looked newer and far too short to be useful, unless… 
 
    ‘The housing is belowground?’ Mercy asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah. They excavated barracks and some… apartment buildings for the staff. Then they sealed the whole lot in concrete. It’s safe from Wave Storms. Back then, you could get your hands on construction materials fairly easily. The local area has been stripped now. If we need to build, we need to import the materials from other enclaves or mount expeditions into some of the unoccupied cities. That’s not cheap or easy.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine.’ 
 
    ‘The officers’ quarters here are pretty good. We do two-week stints instead of one, so we get our own rooms. Not exactly home, but comfortable. Double beds and working showers.’ 
 
    Mercy got the feeling that was a sort of subtle invitation to test one or both facilities. He was an attractive man, but she had no interest in him that way. She decided to redirect the conversation a little. ‘I’d like to see what’s here. Is there any chance of a tour?’ 
 
    ‘I think someone said Parish has been informed you’re coming,’ Baxter replied, his face falling a little. ‘He’ll probably want to show you around personally.’ 
 
    There was a man waiting for the buses when they arrived. He was good-looking in a slightly nerdy way. He wore spectacles which had been repaired a couple of times after one of the arms had broken. The lenses looked intact and unscuffed, which had to be quite miraculous under the circumstances. Mostly, he looked unremarkable and nervous. 
 
    ‘Colonel Garner,’ he said as soon as Mercy followed Baxter off the bus, ‘my name is Ellis Parish. I’m the, uh, manager here. I’d be happy to show you around the, uh, facility.’ His larynx appeared to be trying to throttle him. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Mister Parish,’ Mercy replied, smiling. ‘Don’t worry, I assure you that I haven’t bitten anyone since kindergarten.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Yes. Ha. Aha ha.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ Baxter said. ‘Parish usually calms down after he’s had to deal with a woman for longer than about a day. You’re a Titan, so make that a week.’ Parish glared at him. 
 
    ‘I’m only here for a few hours,’ Mercy pointed out. 
 
    ‘Yeah… That could be a problem. Relax, Ellis, she’s not like most of the high-powered Titans. She’s more like President Richard.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’ 
 
    ‘It is. Some of the powerful ones can be… difficult. Luckily, we don’t have many in the NYA.’ 
 
    ‘Luckily?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I have to admit they’d be great in a pinch. Some of them. But pinches don’t happen that often and you have to live with them the rest of the time.’ 
 
    Mercy nodded. ‘Point taken. Now, Mister Parish, perhaps you can show me around. I’ve never been to a fusion plant before.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Parish said. ‘It would be my pleasure… as well as a direct order from the president. Please, come this way.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When it came down to it, an industrial plant was an industrial plant. There was a big control room which largely consisted of computers doing the work while humans looked on and made sure nothing weird was happening. There were big screens showing technical data Mercy did not understand, flashing lights, and people watching them, all with bored expressions. 
 
    ‘We’ve had no industrial accidents during the entire lifetime of our operation of the plant,’ Parish said proudly. ‘Of course, since we’ve trained Titans to maintain the reactor, we’ve had little worry of radiation incidents, but even there we’ve never had a major release. Even during times of conflict.’ 
 
    ‘That’s encouraging,’ Mercy said. ‘I understand there hasn’t been any conflict for quite some time.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true. Nothing major anyway. We have had some minor raids, generally repulsed before they made any major impact. We get incursions from some of the mutated creatures out there several times a year.’ 
 
    ‘Creatures?’ 
 
    ‘The odd rat hound pack strays into our area. They’re, well, rats the size of large dogs. Dangerous to individuals but no match for trained men with firearms. There was a zombie incursion last year.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously? Zombies?’ 
 
    Parish nodded, seriously. ‘Of course, they aren’t undead monsters intent on eating human brains. They’re a human mutation, little more than animals. They shamble and they will eat anything they can get their teeth into. Worse, their bite is contagious. Titans show some resistance to whatever form of contagion they spread, but most others end up becoming one of them after a single bite. However, they can be stopped by men with guns. We repelled them.’ 
 
    ‘This world is never going to stop surprising me.’ Mercy waved a hand at the displays around the control room. ‘Do you understand all this?’ 
 
    ‘Enough to know when to run for cover. I’m an administrator, Colonel, not a scientist or technician. I’ve spent enough time here and listened to enough jargon that I know roughly what’s going on. My job is to make sure the people who really know what’s going on can do their jobs in safety and as much comfort as we can manage. Perhaps you’d like to see the living quarters.’ 
 
    What was it with these guys and wanting her to see their rooms? ‘Sure,’ Mercy said. ‘Why not?’ 
 
    New York Authority. 
 
    ‘So, I took maybe fifteen seconds to cement my destination in my head and the jump went off without a hitch. I appeared in the lounge, no problem.’ 
 
    ‘And scared the shit out of me,’ Sophia said. 
 
    Mercy grinned. ‘You did jump.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well–’ 
 
    ‘And shriek.’ 
 
    ‘You would too if–’ 
 
    ‘Like a little girl.’ 
 
    Sophia pouted and remained silent. 
 
    ‘How was the facility?’ Nick asked. ‘Is it secure? Frankly, losing power to this city would be a disaster. Waveguide has some generators, but they would last no more than twelve hours if we lost Indian Point.’ 
 
    ‘It’s secure,’ Mercy replied. ‘Maybe not as secure as I’d like, but secure. They have artillery, but some of that doesn’t work. The defences are… rough. It’s good enough to hold off minor incursions, but I wouldn’t like to see what happens in a major assault. They’re complacent, which is never a good sign. Actually, Sophia, is there any chance you could repair–’ 
 
    ‘Not really my thing,’ Sophia said. ‘I’m really an electronics specialist. I was good enough to keep Theia and Pallas working if I had to. I could maybe get a tank engine working at a pinch. Artillery? No. I wouldn’t really know where to start. One thing I’ve figured out about what I can do is that I need to know what I’m doing. I need to be able to fix something without the power. All the power does is let me get parts out of thin air, and if I don’t know what parts I need…’ 
 
    ‘Understood. I thought that was the case, but I thought I’d ask. So, that leaves gaps in their defences they can’t fix. So long as an army doesn’t turn up, though, they should be fine.’ 
 
    Nick nodded. ‘I understand. No army has turned up in recent decades, so I suppose that will have to do.’ 
 
    Mercy winced. ‘Don’t jinx it.’ 
 
    13th May. 
 
    Mercy considered her point of entry carefully before making her final jump. She had been out in the buffer zone, looking around and generally getting a feel for the landscape – broken, scarred, and looking like an old war movie set – and that had got boring, so she was heading home. Last time she had jumped into the apartment, she had surprised Sophia and it had been funny, but repeating it was going to get old fast. Sophia was likely to be out repairing something since it was mid-afternoon. It was a Saturday, but there was always work to do. Still, Mercy decided to teleport into the bedroom. That would be safe enough. 
 
    ‘Oh… God… needed… this.’ 
 
    Having just appeared in the darkened room, Mercy took a second or so to reorient herself and look down at where the words had come from. They were accompanied by groaning. 
 
    ‘You’ll kill me… if you keep…’ 
 
    The sight Mercy saw when she looked down was something of a surprise, certainly a shock, and definitely embarrassing. She was aware that both Joe and Sophia had good bodies because you don’t spend months on a spaceship together without seeing things you technically should not. Still, seeing Sophia bouncing up and down over Joe’s hips with considerable enthusiasm was… new. They must have been at it for a while; both of them had skin which glistened slightly from sweat. Mercy had always thought watching amateur porn was a bit boring, but this actually managed to look really quite erotic. 
 
    ‘Just… once… more,’ Sophia said, her words timed with her downward movements. ‘Just… one… m– Oh shit!’ She made the mistake of opening her eyes, which resulted in her seeing a shocked-looking Mercy standing over them. 
 
    ‘Sorry!’ Mercy yelped, and then she relocated herself out of the building. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The evening had been a little awkward. Nick had noticed something was up but had not asked what it was since it seemed to be embarrassment rather than anything else. Mercy, Sophia, and Joe were avoiding each other’s eyes the whole time. 
 
    When it came to lights out, however, Mercy felt she had to say something. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to just appear over you while you were, um…’ 
 
    ‘Well, you couldn’t know we were having sex in the bedroom when you did,’ Sophia replied. 
 
    ‘No. Still. I didn’t think you and Joe were, um…’ 
 
    ‘We weren’t. We both came back early. It’s hot. Neither of us have had sex in, well, fifty years, technically. One thing led to another. Uh, it’s not like we’re in a relationship or anything. If you want him to–’ 
 
    ‘No. Thanks, but no. I know we’re not aboard ship now, but I still feel like it would be breaking some ethical boundary. Besides… Well, it’s not him I’d have propositioned.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Silence. ‘Oh. I didn’t know you were gay.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not something I bring up in conversation. Besides, you might as well describe me as asexual. I’ve never had any relationship longer than a weekend and not many of those. My father was very conservative. My mother wasn’t as bad, she’d have probably accepted it, but I couldn’t just come out to her. I kept it secret for years. Hell, Dad wasn’t even that pleased when I joined the Marines. He didn’t think women had any part in war. If I’d told him I had a girlfriend, he’d have freaked. So, I’ve never had a girlfriend.’ 
 
    ‘Hm.’ Sophia was silent for a few seconds again. ‘Well, it’s a new world. You should get out there and find someone. Zuri, for instance. She likes you.’ 
 
    ‘Does she? Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Sophia stated flatly. 
 
    ‘Huh. Thing is, when you spend so long avoiding that kind of complication, it gets hard to start thinking any other way.’ 
 
    ‘Denying your sexuality is bad for you.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like your practical German personality coming out. Hey, I thought Joe would be the last person you’d go for. You always seem to be claiming that the French are irredeemable playboys or something.’ 
 
    ‘Well, they are. All of them without exception.’ Sophia giggled. ‘On the other hand, if you want to get your rocks off, who better than an irredeemable playboy to do it with?’ Her voice became serious. ‘Besides, the alternative is Nick and… Something about Nick makes me not trust him.’ 
 
    ‘Oh? Anything in particular?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, it’s just a feeling. Maybe it’s just that he was too persistent during the mission.’ Sophia shifted to a more humorous tone, slightly teasing. ‘Or because he’s American. Americans are worse than the French. Oversexed, the lot of them.’ 
 
    ‘I’m American.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    15th May. 
 
    Joe was back from his longest flight so far, west to Chicago and back. He had stopped off in that area for an hour or so to catch his breath, but it had taken him eight and a half hours to do the entire roundtrip. 
 
    ‘There’s a fairly substantial enclave out there,’ he said once they were all sitting down to eat. ‘A lot of farmland surrounded by defences. They seemed a bit primitive, however. Wooden palisades in a lot of places and several wooden towers. Oh, and they had a fishing fleet. They must be fishing Lake Michigan.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound very safe,’ Sophia commented. ‘What do they do if a Wave Storm hits them?’ 
 
    ‘Die in profusion, I’d imagine,’ Nick replied. 
 
    Mercy nodded. ‘I got thirty minutes’ warning of the one that hit north of here, and I’m told they’re easier to detect the bigger they are. A small storm could get past any sensitive they have out on the water and I doubt they’d have time to get away.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Waveguide have studied the storms. As best they can, obviously. The one which hit here was about as big as they get. They range from about a kilometre in diameter to around twenty kilometres. Forty-four percent of them, however, fall in the eight- to twelve-kilometre range. Only about three percent are as large as the last one. On average, they last from ninety to one hundred minutes. An absolutely average storm would see eighty kilometre per hour winds for over an hour spread over a wide area. However, I don’t suppose the chances of any particular boat being caught in that are high.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just that, if it happens, it would be disastrous,’ Sophia said. She grinned. ‘You’re getting some useful information out of Waveguide. Enjoying yourself?’ 
 
    ‘My time is being spent in a fruitful manner,’ Nick replied. ‘When I have time, I’ll summarise what I’ve learned so far. You three have more interest than most in Titans, after all.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true. It would be nice to have an explanation for all this.’ 
 
    Nick shook his head. ‘If there’s one thing I’ve learned from spending time with the Waveguide scientists, it’s that no one is going to be explaining any of this soon.’ 
 
    19th May. 
 
    ‘The initial results of our climate survey suggest an average temperature of one point eight degrees above pre-industrial averages,’ Mercy said. 
 
    Faith looked at her a little forlornly across the big presidential desk. ‘I think I was expecting that, but I was hoping it had fallen further. There’s not a lot of fossil fuels being burned these days.’ 
 
    ‘Nick’s no climatologist, but he suggests that we reached a tipping point last century and getting back to “normal” levels may be almost impossible. Something’s fundamentally changed in the way carbon dioxide is absorbed by the ecosystem. Or we could just need more time.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose fifty years isn’t long in the grand scheme of things.’ 
 
    ‘No. Geologically, it’s an instant. We’re continuing to collect data. Frankly, Theia is up there with nothing much else to do. Meanwhile, Joe has been conducting his own survey while he practises his flying. He’s covered quite an area, so we thought you might be interested in what he’s found.’ 
 
    Faith smiled. ‘That goes without saying. We have contacts with other enclaves of survivors, but most of our news comes through traders and amateur radio enthusiasts.’ She turned, tapping at her laptop, and a map appeared on-screen. It looked to Mercy like a military map from before the Wave. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Mercy went on, ‘he’s located fairly major enclaves in Boston and Chicago.’ 
 
    ‘Boston? We know about Chicago. We trade with them when they have a surplus. I hadn’t heard anything from Boston.’ 
 
    ‘Joe says they didn’t seem organised. He wasn’t sure of the numbers but there seemed to be quite a few. They hid from him.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ 
 
    ‘He saw rooftop gardens in Philadelphia but no appearance of organisation again. Cleveland seemed to have a fishing fleet, smaller than Chicago’s, and some defences. Uh, Baltimore seemed to be overrun with–’ 
 
    ‘Zombies. Yes, we know about Baltimore. They had a moderately thriving group of survivors. Now, they’re the cautionary tale about not keeping on top of communicable diseases. We’ve thought about setting up our own fishing fleet. We don’t really have the expertise. Shipping fish here from Cleveland isn’t really viable without refrigerated trucks. They don’t usually have a surplus anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Montreal and Ottawa seemed busy. For a given value of busy. Several hundred, maybe up to a couple of thousand, people in both cities. Active, if weak, defences. The Toronto area seemed to have more like fishing villages. Uh, it seems like the Damned Ones have cleared out the entire region around their base in Hartford.’ 
 
    ‘They left there years ago. I’m surprised no one’s moved back in.’ 
 
    Mercy looked at the president for a second. ‘Didn’t General Hart tell you? Joe spotted activity in Hartford. From the description, I assumed it was Damned Ones. I reported it.’ 
 
    Faith frowned. ‘No. No one mentioned it to me.’ 
 
    ‘Probably didn’t consider it worth mentioning. Uh, Joe’s also spotted some activity up at West Point. It looks like some group has taken over the academy and fortified it to some extent. Probably recently. The fortifications at the White House are a lot older, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s President Royce.’ 
 
    ‘Another president.’ 
 
    ‘Hereditary president. Melville Quinten Royce and his son Joseph. Royce the elder took over the White House after we left DC and declared himself president of the United States, like there’s a United States to be president of. He’s in his eighties now and Joseph is running most of the day-to-day operations down there. Royce is basically a warlord. They tithe food and other resources from the neighbouring areas in return for their protection. They’ve never bothered us, so we don’t worry about them. They’re… not very nice people. West Point concerns me.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe organise some sort of scouting mission? Indian Point isn’t far away.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I’m concerned. I’ll speak to Hart. I’ll see what he knows about Hartford while I’m at it.’ 
 
    From the way Faith said that, Mercy decided that she did not want to be in Hart’s combat boots right now. ‘Okay. Well, keep me posted.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I will, I assure you.’ 
 
    22nd May. 
 
    The president was not alone when Mercy returned the following Monday. There was a young woman leaning against the presidential desk looking confident and not like a typical resident of the NYA. For one thing, the clothes were not right. She was dressed in faded jeans that stopped just above heavy walking boots, and a padded vest, which looked like it should be a life preserver, that left her midriff on display. A belt was looped around her waist holding some sort of carrying pouch over her right thigh. She smiled as she watched Mercy walking into the room, her look appraising. 
 
    ‘Mercy Garner,’ Faith said, ‘this is Mayra Millard. She’ll be taking you up to West Point to assess the situation there.’ 
 
    There was a lot to unpack in such a short sentence, so Mercy stared at the president for a second. Then she picked what she thought was the most important part to start. ‘So, I’m going to West Point?’ 
 
    ‘Hart claims that no one can be spared for recon. You’re the perfect choice. Mayra will take you there. Should take a couple of hours at most. Then you can check things out and translocate back.’ 
 
    ‘And what does Mayra do when I do that?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m on my way out of town anyway,’ Mayra said. ‘I’m here to trade. Done that. I’m just doing Faith a favour on the way to my next stop.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a trader?’ Mercy asked. ‘You’re used to surviving outside the towns then.’ 
 
    ‘Mayra is what we call a Guide,’ Faith said. ‘She can sense storms and she has a built-in sense of where she is. Wave-powered GPS, if you like, which is useful because most other forms of navigation aid are unreliable to say the least.’ 
 
    ‘All the GPS satellites are gone.’ 
 
    ‘And compasses are pretty unreliable,’ Mayra added. ‘If you know the landmarks, those still work. Mostly.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a Titan then?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. That’s not going to be a problem, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Given that I’m one too, no.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not always a given. There are plenty of Titans who don’t get on with other Titans. Plenty of those are pretty violent about it too.’ 
 
    Mercy shrugged. ‘I’m only violent when I need to be.’ 
 
    Mayra flashed a grin. ‘Then I’ll try not to be too irritating.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Mayra had a tank. Well, not really a tank. Her transport was a reclaimed armoured troop carrier designed for police use in the early twenty-first century before police militarisation had been legislated against. It had been converted to run on biodiesel and most of the crew seats had been stripped out to provide more cargo space and living quarters while on the road. There was a single bunk welded into place in the back, indicating that Mayra was something of a loner, though she seemed personable enough. 
 
    Mayra sat in a sort of cupola with a more or less sufficient field of vision, driving the eight-wheeled vehicle with practised ease. There was a second seat up front with a smaller viewing angle out through narrow, armoured-glass windows, which was where Mercy was sitting as they drove along what had once been the Palisades Interstate Parkway. 
 
    Despite the urban nature of much of the state, the parkway had always looked relatively rural with trees to either side. Fifty years of neglect – admittedly on top of many years of slightly more solicitous neglect before that – had turned the entire thing into a ‘rural’ experience. The dividers had rusted away entirely in a lot of places; the tarmac was broken with grass and even bushes growing through it. It was still a fairly even surface to drive along, and the massive AV took it all in stride, helped by the fact that it had been designed to demolish makeshift barricades. The vehicle was a brick on wheels with the front planed off to form a wedge. Around it, additional defences took the form of barred grills bolted to the chassis so that those would hit before the armoured hull did. It was the perfect vehicle for the job. 
 
    ‘So, this is what you do for a living?’ Mercy asked, mostly for something to say. 
 
    ‘I reclaim lost resources,’ Mayra replied. ‘Or, if you want to put it more directly, I’m a scavenger. I head into unoccupied towns and cities, dig around, and then I take what I find to places like the NYA and trade them for things I need. Food and fuel, mostly.’ 
 
    ‘And you do favours for President Richard.’ 
 
    ‘She pays. Well, she compensates me for time spent or sponsors a trip when the NYA is going to get something out of it.’ 
 
    ‘What are you getting for this?’ 
 
    ‘Four days’ rations for a one-day job. What are you getting?’ 
 
    ‘Huh. The satisfaction of a job well done?’ 
 
    ‘You need to renegotiate your contract. Hey, you were a soldier, right? West Point was some sort of military academy. Did you–’ 
 
    Mercy shook her head. ‘West Point was Army. I was a Marine. And I was a pilot. Then an astronaut.’ 
 
    ‘You were aboard the Theia. I heard. And then someone had to explain what Theia was, but… You were really one of the first people to get hit by the Wave, huh? I just can’t fathom someone being out in space like that. Orbiting another world. I can’t even imagine orbiting this one.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we were, we did, and Theia is still up there, orbiting Earth and watching everything that’s going on down here.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously? She can see us from up there?’ 
 
    Mercy grinned. ‘Yes, and also no. If she could really see everything going on down here, you wouldn’t need to drive me up to the Point.’ 
 
    West Point. 
 
    The view from Fort Putnam was not exactly clear, but it was good enough to give Mercy a sense of what Joe had seen from the air. The old fort was still standing, though the ancient artillery had been removed. Maybe someone somewhere was trying to get old black powder cannons working. 
 
    The trees were in the way, but you could still see military vehicles parked up around the buildings below and people moving about in what looked like fatigues. It seemed likely that the uniforms and gear had been looted from an army base somewhere, but the details were difficult to make out even using the massive pair of binoculars Mayra had in her truck. 
 
    ‘They’re up to something,’ Mayra opined from beside Mercy as they stood on one of the stone walls. ‘I mean, this isn’t exactly the best place to set up an enclave. There are hills all around here. This hill has fortifications on it, though not much storm cover.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, they’re up to something. It’s like they wanted to be hidden by the surrounding hills. If Joe hadn’t been flying over them, maybe we wouldn’t know they were here. But it’s a small force to try to take on the NYA. I’m not sure what they’re here for.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. What do you want to do about it?’ 
 
    Mercy considered her answer for a few seconds, continuing to watch someone working on the engine of a tank. A real tank with a serious main gun. ‘Would you be okay to stick around here until morning?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. If I’ve a reason to.’ 
 
    ‘When it gets dark, I’ll head down there and take a closer look.’ The small hairs on the back of Mercy’s neck started to rise and she stiffened. 
 
    Mayra nodded. ‘Okay. Besides, there’s a storm coming.’ 
 
    ‘You feel that too? About an hour, you think?’ 
 
    ‘That sounds right.’ The trader seemed far too calm about it. ‘We should head back to the truck soon. I need to get the antennas down and stowed before it hits.’ 
 
    ‘We’re just going to wait it out in your AV?’ 
 
    ‘We’re both Titans. We should be good.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    You could hear the wind whistling past the truck’s hull, though it was nowhere near as bad as the storm which had hit New York. This was a much smaller storm. You could also hear the occasional crack of a lightning bolt striking home. None of these things were more concerning than the nauseous look on Mayra’s face. 
 
    ‘We’ll be okay?’ Mercy asked. ‘You don’t look so good.’ 
 
    ‘It’s nothing. Really. Okay, so I feel like shit right now, but it’s just nausea and it comes and goes. Titans very rarely suffer actual harm in a Wave Storm, but we can feel sick. You’re not feeling it, are you?’ 
 
    ‘I feel fine.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. You’re a stronger Titan than I am. The stronger you are, the less likely you are to feel off. What can you do?’ 
 
    Mercy frowned. ‘Mostly, I can destroy stuff. There’s the teleporting, and the sensitivity to storms. I can also… see in some weird way by, I don’t know, sensing the matter around me. Aside from that, it’s all destruction.’ She picked up the wrapper of a cereal bar she had been eating and concentrated. There was a blue glow and then fragments of plastic were drifting to the floor of the truck and forming a pile in her palm. 
 
    ‘Cool. The only offensive power I have is an enhanced punch. I punch someone, they go flying.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I can do that one. To be honest, I’m not exactly sure I know everything I can do. It’s all been trial and error. I didn’t even think I’d been changed until we got back and someone attacked us. You’re a Titan, so, were you born before the Wave? I’m guessing not since you don’t know about the Point.’ 
 
    Mayra shook her head. ‘Born in seventeen.’ 
 
    ‘Still, you don’t look thirty-four.’ 
 
    In fact, Mayra looked to be in her twenties. She was an attractive woman with light-brown skin, a lot of black hair which fell to her shoulders, and very dark eyes. She had high, arched eyebrows and her eyes had a slight angle to them which added an exotic touch to her face. Her lips were quite full with a pronounced curve, and her nose was petite. She was fit, slim, with quite long legs and smallish, pointed breasts sitting under that vest of hers. Her lifestyle could not be an easy one, but it had not affected her looks. 
 
    ‘I’m a strong enough Titan that I age slower, yeah.’ Mayra waved a hand at Mercy. ‘Is that one of Zuri’s designs?’ 
 
    Mercy looked down at her outfit. She had dispensed with the coat while they were in the truck, but the rest of it was still there. ‘Yes. You know Zuri?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. I get her some of her cloth. Keep an eye out for it whenever I’m in a city. There’s still plenty to scavenge if you know where to look. Got her some just about pristine denim this time around. I spent the weekend with her.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Nice.’ So, Zuri was definitely into girls, and she had one in the form of Mayra. Mercy hid her disappointment behind a smile. ‘I’ll have to drop by the shop and see if she’s anything new in.’ 
 
    ‘Also nice. Having a patron who’s a powerful Titan can be good publicity. You wearing her outfits will bring in trade.’ 
 
    ‘Well, good. She deserves it. I’m not sure I’m exactly famous yet, but…’ Mercy looked upward. ‘When will this end?’ 
 
    ‘No way to tell,’ Mayra replied. ‘That’s the thing about Wave Storms, they’re unpredictable. I wonder whether that group down in town have a sensitive. If not, you might be seeing a lot of dead bodies when you go in.’ 
 
    Mercy grimaced. ‘Well, that’s something to look forward to.’ 
 
    23rd May. 
 
    Mercy appeared in one of the vehicle parks, screened by armoured vehicles of various types, and immediately checked her surroundings. No guards, and no one was secretly smoking out of sight of their commanding officer. Then again, Mercy was not entirely sure there were cigarettes anywhere to be found in the former US, and if they could be, whether they would be fit to smoke. She had no idea what the shelf-life of a pack was, but she doubted it would be longer than a year or two before all they would be good for was kindling. 
 
    It was basically pitch black at two in the morning. There was some light from the crescent moon, but it was low in the sky and not especially bright. Mercy was forced to use her spatial sense, which worried her a little because she knew it made her eyes glow. In fact, the blue glow from her eyes was giving the moon a run for its money, at least close up; she could see her hands in the light from her own eyes. Still, every little helped. She began looking over the vehicles. 
 
    Mostly, they were armoured transports, but they were up-to-date vehicles – for fifty years ago – converted to run on something other than diesel. She located two with light cannons mounted on turrets, but her survey was far from complete, so she suspected there were more. In all cases, it looked as though the electronics had survived the wave; the interiors of the vehicles looked complete, so everything had been EMP-shielded. 
 
    More concerning than the troop carriers were the tanks. There were five of them and they were all M1A5 Abrams equipped with mini-fusion power systems. At least these were the early models without the railgun. Still, the 140-mm main gun was a nasty piece of equipment. The armour was the latest spec with electromagnetic, anti-shaped-charge plating. These were serious weapons, apparently intact which someone had found and dug out of whatever location they had been hidden in before the Wave. That would probably have required inside knowledge, someone in the military and fairly high-ranking. Or maybe just a grunt who had helped to move the gear. 
 
    It was nothing conclusive, but it was worrying. Mercy needed to find out more, so she headed for the buildings which had once housed the United States Military Academy. 
 
    The first interesting titbit was that they were using three of the barracks buildings to house their people. That put the total contingent at around a thousand, probably plus officers. There were lights on at the commandant’s quarters, which suggested someone important was living there. 
 
    There were also a few lights showing and guards placed outside Taylor Hall, which had been an administrative building back when this place had educated young men and women. The guards were not an issue: Mercy found an empty room inside and translocated into it. Then, keeping as quiet as possible and watching for interior guards, she explored the building. They were using it for offices and meeting space from the look of things. She found maps of the area with Indian Point and Hartford highlighted. Oddly, there was also a marker on several of the maps highlighting Danbury, Connecticut. Joe had been over that area and seen nothing of note, but this lot seemed interested in it. 
 
    Aside from that, everything seemed pretty mundane. Most of the paperwork in the building seemed to be people keeping track of inventory or operations within the group. She found nothing to indicate who they were, but there was an oddity she found on a few letters and reports. The group had a commanding officer with the title of general: Hoyt Ashworth. His name appeared in various documents. There was also an unnamed general referred to in various places. In fact, he was just ‘the general’ in most of the instances he was mentioned at all. Someone was directing these men but not a direct part of their chain of command. A mysterious patron. What were this lot up to? 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘Where are you headed from here?’ Mercy asked as she prepared to leave. 
 
    Grinning, Mayra tapped her nose. ‘It’s a secret. I’d tell you, but then I’d have to try to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘Try to?’ 
 
    ‘Well, given your powers and mine, I think it would be pretty futile. And if you’re as powerful as you seem to be, even killing you might not kill you.’ 
 
    Mercy frowned at her. ‘That made no sense.’ 
 
    ‘There are known incidents where a powerful Titan has come back to life after apparently dying. Even the lesser ones don’t die easily. You’d pulverise me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, well, let’s avoid circumstances where I might have to. I won’t press you about your destination.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. Dying would really put a crimp in my day. I guess I’ll probably see you again next time I’m in town.’ 
 
    ‘Probably. See you again, Mayra.’ 
 
    ‘Bye, M–’ Mayra shook her head. She was talking to fresh air. 
 
    New York Authority. 
 
    ‘A thousand men with heavy, modern weapons?’ Faith asked. ‘What are they doing up there?’ 
 
    ‘The available information is inconclusive,’ Mercy replied. 
 
    ‘They’re mercenaries,’ Hart said. ‘I doubt there’s reason to be concerned over them. We may see their CO turning up to offer their services at some point.’ 
 
    ‘That’s… not impossible,’ Mercy conceded. She thought Hart was being too blasé about the situation, but it was possible that he was right. ‘The maps showing an interest in Danbury made me wonder. It’s about halfway between Indian Point and Hartford. Far enough from either to go unnoticed and closer to where the Damned Ones are occupying.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ Hart asked. 
 
    ‘I was wondering whether they might be planning to attack the Damned Ones.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. That would be…’ 
 
    ‘Stupid,’ Faith said. ‘They’d be massively outnumbered, attacking an entrenched position. Even with tanks and AVs, I wouldn’t give much for their chances.’ She frowned. ‘I suppose it’s possible that someone the Damned Ones have hurt is looking for revenge. Hell, I want revenge on the bastards. I’m not planning to get a lot of my people killed doing it, however.’ 
 
    ‘What do you want to do about West Point?’ Hart asked. 
 
    Faith chewed her lower lip for a second. ‘Nothing. Put Indian Point on a higher alert state, but we do nothing active. We’ve no proof that they’re up to anything bad and attacking them would just cost lives. We wait and watch. For now.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Four: War and Power 
 
    Airborne over Danbury, CT, 4th June 2152. 
 
    It was a blazing hot Sunday morning, but at two thousand metres the air was cool enough that Joe was not bothered by the heat baking the ground below. He could well believe that global warming had not declined much during their time in stasis. A trip out in the open air had seemed like a good idea and, if he was lucky, he could persuade Sophia to indulge in a little sweaty activity when he got back. 
 
    He was planning a circular flight, more or less. He had overflown West Point earlier and there was nothing new to report from there. Now he was heading for Hartford to check on the Damned Ones. Below him was Danbury, which the West Point mercs had been interested in for no reason anyone could think of. It was unoccupied. It was unoccupied… 
 
    There was activity on the ground. Someone was down there, moving among the buildings. There were indications that makeshift fortifications had been added on some of the streets in the city centre. Had the mercs begun to make their move? 
 
    He dropped to a thousand metres, or thereabouts, and took a closer look. There was no sign of armoured vehicles, but those could have been hidden. More telling, the people he could see were in no kind of uniform. Mercy had said the mercs were all in fatigues, but these people were in a random assortment of clothing. Quite a bit of leather, which did not look like it had been tanned particularly well, was on display. 
 
    Joe had just decided that these were Damned Ones when the sound of bullets whistled past him. Someone down there had spotted him and taken exception to his presence. He accelerated upward as fast as his power would take him and, after a few seconds, the firing stopped. Yes, they were probably Damned Ones. And they were moving closer to Indian Point, into an area the mercs at West Point had marked on their maps. 
 
    Something was definitely going on and, whatever it was, it did not seem like it was a good thing. 
 
    New York Authority. 
 
    ‘Waveguide divide Titans into five “ranks,”’ Nick said. He had been persuaded to give a bit of a lecture on what he had learned over their evening meal, which was being held in the girls’ lounge tonight. ‘This ranking system essentially divides Titans by how well they have integrated whatever energy they use into their system. Rank one indicates someone barely integrated. They can survive on a little less food, they heal a little faster, and they tend to age well, but they are little different from a normal human, aside from whatever powers they may have.’ 
 
    ‘Presumably, they aren’t usually that powerful,’ Joe said. 
 
    ‘Yes, but there are exceptions. Frankly, these rankings are fuzzy at best. The most integrated, rank fives, are verging on immortal. They don’t age. They don’t need oxygen, food, or water. They heal incredibly fast and are even capable of regrowing lost limbs.’ 
 
    ‘And they can apparently recover from being killed,’ Mercy put in. 
 
    ‘There are documented cases of such occurrences, yes. Ranks two through four fall between those extremes, obviously. Uh, all indications are that rank fives cannot have children and that two through four are less fertile than typical humans. Biologically, it makes a degree of sense. Longer lives mean less need to reproduce.’ 
 
    ‘And living forever means you never have to,’ Mercy said. Well, if she was one of those, given her preferences, children had been unlikely anyway. 
 
    ‘Precisely,’ Nick agreed. ‘There are other classifications. Juggernauts come in four classes varying according to size and toughness.’ 
 
    ‘Size?’ Sophia asked. 
 
    ‘The first two types are human-sized, but their skin is tougher than usual. They tend to look like someone… twisted them out of shape. At higher levels, they come in around nine feet and are able to stop bullets, but they also tend to be more monstrous. The one who killed the old President Richard was the highest level, though Waveguide have information on him suggesting that his invulnerability is somewhat beyond that of a normal Juggernaut for an interesting reason.’ 
 
    Mercy gave a sort of grinning frown. ‘Don’t keep us in suspense.’ 
 
    ‘He’s always accompanied by six lieutenants. They’re known as Anathema, apparently. The titles the Damned Ones use are… imaginative. These six lieutenants appear to grant The Damned a greater degree of damage resistance than normal. Damage incurred by one of the group is shared among the others, reducing its overall effect. This is particularly the case with The Damned, though the others benefit from it to some extent. So long as they live, he is practically invulnerable. On top of that, when they are in close proximity to him, he’s protected by a barrier field similar to the one Mercy is able to project but more extensive.’ 
 
    ‘So, with his Anathema nearby,’ Mercy summarised, ‘nothing much can get to him, and what does get to him barely affects him.’ 
 
    ‘Correct. He would be a very dangerous opponent.’ 
 
    ‘And he’s moving his people into Danbury,’ Joe said. ‘It sounds like they’re preparing for another war over Indian Point. What are we going to do about it?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go see the president in the morning,’ Mercy said. ‘I think it’s time Security started taking an active interest and their commander-in-chief needs to make it happen.’ 
 
    5th June. 
 
    Hart appeared in the corridor as Mercy made her way toward Faith’s office the following morning. He was frowning at her. ‘Do you really think President Richard has time to deal with you whenever you feel the need to drop by?’ he asked before Mercy could open her mouth. 
 
    ‘She’ll want to hear this. Joe–’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be the judge of that. Come into my office and tell me whatever “intelligence” your French friend has come across and–’ 
 
    ‘That worked so well last time,’ Mercy said. In an instant, she was past him and continuing toward the door to Faith’s office. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ Hart yelled, but by the time he was running after her, Mercy had knocked and opened the door. 
 
    ‘Mercy.’ Faith’s voice could clearly be heard from within, sounding pleased. ‘To what do I owe this visit?’ The tone went more negative. ‘Whatever it is, it’s going to be bad, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘There are some coincidences piling up I don’t like,’ Mercy replied, moving into the president’s chamber. ‘Around Danbury.’ 
 
    Hart pushed through the door before Mercy could close it. ‘If Colonel Garner has military intelligence, I should like to hear it first-hand,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Faith said. ‘You found reference to Danbury at that mercenary base, right?’ 
 
    Mercy nodded and took a seat. ‘And now there are Damned Ones fortifying the city centre. Joe flew over there yesterday and saw the same sort of people he saw in Hartford. They shot at him. Not very effectively, but they fired at him.’ 
 
    ‘To be fair, that’s not unexpected. They’re a belligerent group.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve no positive proof that they’re Damned Ones,’ Hart said. 
 
    ‘Because you decided not to investigate Hartford,’ Faith said. ‘You never told me they were back, and you decided to ignore Capitaine Janvier’s intelligence.’ 
 
    ‘There was no reason to suspect they were a threat, President. We’ve seen no signs of them reconning Indian Point or the buffer zone. We’ve seen no signs of direct action from them for decades.’ 
 
    ‘Hm. Well, now there are indications of direct action. They’re establishing a staging post, aren’t they? They’ve used Danbury as a forward base for attacks on Indian Point before. I want this checked out, General. Send a scouting team out to Danbury.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, President. I’ll issue the orders immediately.’ Hart got to his feet and headed for the door, flashing a glower at Mercy as he did so. 
 
    ‘When I said I was unopposed for this job,’ Faith said when the door was closed behind Hart, ‘I wasn’t entirely accurate. Peter entered the race initially and then pulled out when it became clear he would get little support. He was popular among some of Security, but everyone else wanted me.’ 
 
    ‘He thought a leader with military experience would be better?’ Mercy asked. 
 
    ‘That was the idea. I really thought he’d given up on that ambition, but maybe it’s just been on the back burner all these years.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt he’d actively undermine security here. He doesn’t seem to like me, or my access to you anyway. Maybe he’s just jealous.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! Well, possible. We’ll see what the scouts say about Danbury. Did Joe see any heavy weaponry out there?’ 
 
    Mercy shook her head. ‘Nothing out in the open.’ 
 
    ‘Okay… Well, it may be that they aren’t an immediate threat, but I’d like to know one way or another before they become one.’ 
 
    7th June. 
 
    Faith was looking worried. ‘I have a presidential request,’ she said as soon as Mercy walked into her office. 
 
    Mercy had the strong feeling that things were not going well, so she was expecting the request to involve a lot of destruction. ‘What do you need, Madam President?’ 
 
    ‘The scouts we sent to Danbury haven’t reported in for twelve hours. I need you to go out to Danbury and see whether you can find them.’ 
 
    Mercy’s eyebrows rose. ‘A rescue mission?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Basically. Any intelligence you can pick up while you’re there would be useful, but I want my scouts back.’ 
 
    It was highly likely that that was not happening. Twelve hours without any communication suggested that Mercy’s mission was going to end in failure. ‘Do you have any idea where they were? Aside from “near Danbury.”’ 
 
    Faith nodded. ‘We have a last known location.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I’ll get Joe to help with recon and see what I can find out.’ 
 
    Danbury, CT. 
 
    ‘If they were using unencrypted radios, the Damned Ones could have heard them giving their location.’ Joe’s voice came to Mercy over radio, but they were using the digital radios they had brought down on Pallas. Even if the Damned Ones had detected the transmissions, it would have been nothing more than noise to them. 
 
    ‘Apparently, someone thought of that,’ Mercy replied. ‘They use a one-time pad encoding system in situations like this. I guess, if they had the equipment, they could have located the scouts by triangulating the broadcast, but it’s pretty unlikely. Are you seeing anyone near the target?’ 
 
    ‘It’s quiet.’ Two thousand metres above Mercy’s head, Joe was looking down through a pair of field binoculars Security had provided. It was not exactly the most perfect surveillance method, but it was better than going in with no clue of what she was facing. ‘There’s still activity in the city centre. Be careful.’ 
 
    ‘I’m being as careful as I can.’ 
 
    In fact, Mercy was using her new abilities to her advantage to ensure that she was rarely in any position that could be seen without standing right next to her. She was hopping through the city, scouting out her next target and then translocating from cover to cover. From the air, Joe had thought that Danbury was moderately intact, but when you got closer you could tell that it had seen much better days. Shops had been broken into, looted, and trashed. Then the weather had got in through the broken windows. Mercy found a couple of skeletons among the ruins, likely people caught in the open during a Wave Storm. One definitely had been since the bones were charred and scattered over the floor of a shop. 
 
    ‘Huh,’ Mercy said as she came across something which was not human remains, ‘scat.’ 
 
    ‘Any idea what from?’ Joe asked. 
 
    ‘Well, technically not, but it looks like giant rat droppings, so I’m going to assume this is from those rat hound things.’ 
 
    ‘We live in a world where there are things called rat hounds.’ It sounded like Joe was sighing as he said it. 
 
    ‘Yeah, well they’re dangerous to individuals, so I’d rather not actually meet any. Though I suspect that’s just to human individuals.’ Mercy made her final jump to an office building south of the city centre and started inside. The scouting team had reported their position as being on the roof. 
 
    ‘We’re still human, Mercy. We may be a little superhuman, but we’re still human.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Just a turn of phrase. I’m inside and on my way up. This place is a mess, but it seems to be structurally sound.’ Which was true, but she was not entirely sure how long that would last. Her spatial sense gave her the kind of view a structural engineer would likely have killed for. She had to narrow her view to see the details, but she could see cracks in the concrete wherever she went. There were no windows left, the panes having fallen out of the frames. Without people to maintain the building, it was slowly falling to pieces. Sooner or later, the whole thing would collapse. 
 
    ‘Any sign of the scouts?’ Joe asked. 
 
    ‘Not yet. There are too many floors between me and the roof. I can’t see through all of them.’ 
 
    It had obviously been an office building. There were a lot of open floor areas with various dividers, desks, chairs, and other office staples in various states of decay littered about them. The weather had got in through the fallen windows. Filing cabinets and metal chair frames were rusting. The surfaces of desks, made from cheap laminated board, were warped and, in many cases, beginning to grow crops of fungus and even grass. On one of the upper floors, Mercy spotted a sapling growing out of a drift of soil which had somehow blown in and piled against a wall. Nature was pretty clear on its intentions: without people to stop it, it was going to take back every inch of the planet it could. 
 
    Thirteen storeys up, Mercy began to detect signs that she was not going to be rescuing the scouts. Her spatial sense spotted something which looked uncomfortably like a skeleton in one of the corridors on the top floor, two floors above her. As she climbed further and more of the environment was revealed, she found more bodies. Up here, the building had been divided into offices for the upper management staff. The scouts had been using one of the rooms as a weatherproof base, and that was where most of them had died. 
 
    ‘This isn’t good,’ Mercy said into her radio as she approached the body in the corridor. ‘This guy looks like he was cremated on the spot.’ 
 
    ‘A Titan then.’ 
 
    ‘Probably.’ The man had been charred down to the bone. Crisped flesh still clung in places along with some parts of his field uniform which had managed to survive the fire. The weird thing about it was the scorch pattern on the floor, which hugged the fallen figure too closely for a natural fire. The man and his clothes had burned. His surroundings had not. 
 
    The others had suffered various fates inside the room. One had been reduced to a burned skeleton like the one outside. Two appeared to have just been shot multiple times. The last had been shot, but it looked like the bullets had been on fire when they had hit him. It was like he had actually been shot with bullets of fire, somewhat like Mercy’s Annihilating Bullets. There had definitely been a Titan here. 
 
    ‘Wait, weren’t there supposed to be six of them?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what you told me,’ Joe replied. ‘A six-man team. You’re missing some?’ 
 
    ‘One. I have four here, one in the corridor, and no sixth man.’ 
 
    ‘On the roof? I can’t see anyone from up here.’ 
 
    Mercy lifted her gaze, looking through the structure without really using her eyes. ‘No, I can’t either, but I may be missing something. I’ll go up and check.’ 
 
    She did not make it to the roof. On her way back to the staircase in the centre of the building, she spotted something on the other side of the building which looked like a human, huddled into a corner and screened by a couple of filing cabinets which had been dragged together to form a barrier. As she got closer, the shape became clearer, as did the PDW the man was holding onto as though his life depended on it, which it possibly did. 
 
    She stopped outside the door of the office. ‘Hey in there. My name is Mercy Garner. President Richard sent me to find you.’ There was no reply. ‘I’m coming in. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t shoot me.’ 
 
    When she pushed through the door, she was unsurprised to see the man pointing his weapon at her from across a rusty filing cabinet laid on its side and heartened by the fact that he did not immediately pull the trigger. He was young and scared. He was wearing a helmet, but the chin strap was loose, indicating that he had just rammed it back on when he had heard someone moving about in the building. 
 
    ‘What’s your name, soldier?’ Mercy asked. 
 
    ‘S-Steve, uh, I mean Private Kerry, NYA Security, service number–’ 
 
    ‘I’m here to get you out, Steve, not take you to a POW camp. How did you survive?’ 
 
    ‘I got lucky. I was on the roof when they came. I heard the screams and hid here. Th-that was last night. There was a woman with them. She had horns. She was b-burning Dwain alive when I looked down the corridor.’ His eyes were going wild and he was about to seriously freak out. 
 
    ‘I also don’t need a full report, Steve. Save that for when you’re back in the city.’ 
 
    The look of pure hope which filled his face was wonderful and only spoiled by Joe’s voice in Mercy’s ear. ‘There are men moving in on the building. I count ten. Armed. Moving like they’re military. They’ve cut off the exits.’ 
 
    Mercy had meant to try out carrying someone with her when she translocated herself. That was yet to happen, however, and Steve looked a little too freaked as it was without adding an untried teleport stunt to the mix. If she had time to make sure nothing went wrong, sure, but there were armed men moving up the building and she was not sure how long she had. 
 
    Steve had obviously spotted Mercy’s expression shifting. ‘Something’s wrong,’ he said, fear returning to his voice. 
 
    ‘We have company, but it doesn’t sound like they’re Damned Ones. Stay here and shoot anything that isn’t me who comes through that door.’ 
 
    ‘If they’re not Damned Ones…’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure who they are. I just don’t get the feeling they’re here on a rescue mission.’ Turning, she left the room and headed back to the stairwell. She could hear movement from below as she got there, maybe five or six storeys down. Not rushing. They were taking their time and doing things properly. A few seconds later, she saw them in her spatial sense: five men in combat uniforms carrying assault rifles. They weren’t from NYA Security, but the kit looked familiar. How had the mercs from West Point found out about the scouts? More troubling: where were the other five? 
 
    ‘Joe, have they left sentries at the doors?’ 
 
    ‘No. All of them went inside.’ 
 
    ‘Damn.’ Mercy looked back the way she had come. There were emergency stairwells on both sides of the building. Had they split into three groups or sent the other five up one side? If the latter, which side? She pulled her revolver. She was unlikely to know the answers until the second group got to this floor, but she could see into all three stairwells from the centre, so she waited, aiming her pistol down at the team she knew was coming up from directly below her. 
 
    That they were up to no good became apparent when the first to round the corner immediately raised his rifle into firing position when he spotted Mercy. Unfortunately for him, that was a second too late. A pulse of blue light hit his helmet, passed clean through it, and punched out the back of his neck. They were all moving in slow motion. Mercy realigned her aim and fired again before the first body hit the landing. Her second target’s head vanished entirely in a brilliant burst of blue light and she moved on to the next. Five men fell in a second, two of them headless by the time they hit the floor. 
 
    She turned. The second team was coming up the rear emergency stairs which meant Steve’s office was between her and them. Still operating in her accelerated timeframe, she ran back toward the man she was hoping to rescue, dropping the two remaining rounds in her revolver into her palm to save for later as she did so. She pulled a speedloader from her coat pocket and slotted seven new rounds into place, snapped the cylinder closed, and dropped to one knee outside the door of the office. 
 
    They were already in the corridor, but her speed seemed to take them off-guard. They were still raising their weapons when she opened fire. One of them was hit in the chest before their fingers could squeeze the trigger. He began to fall as she lined up on the second and put a blue light ball through his heart. Bullets began to fly back from the only man with a clear shot since they had been advancing in two columns with one man in the middle at the rear. She barely felt the first round to hit her; it was slowed so much by her barrier that it barely left a bruise. The second bullet got in a better hit, however. Pain blossomed in her stomach as the jacketed lead punched through her skin, tearing into the flesh beneath. It threw her aim off and her returning fire missed its target. The fire in her belly made her react on some sort of instinct; throwing out her left hand toward the squad, she did something and suddenly the men vanished into a sphere of utter blackness. 
 
    No more bullets came out of the black surface. She was not entirely sure what she had done, but they were trapped and she was bleeding. Clutching her stomach, Mercy lurched to her feet and into the office. ‘Come on, Steve, we’re leaving.’ There was no way to tell how long the black sphere would last. Getting out while they could was the best option. 
 
    ‘You’re hurt,’ he said, stating the blindingly obvious. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but if this works out the same as last time someone tried to kill me, in a few seconds, I won’t be.’ 
 
    New York Authority. 
 
    ‘Obviously, they were Damned Ones,’ Hart said. ‘You say there are Damned Ones on Danbury. Kerry states that it was Damned Ones who attacked the scouts. They came back and–’ 
 
    ‘Private Kerry,’ Mercy said, putting a little emphasis on the rank since Hart had not mentioned it, ‘saw a woman with horns and red hair, clearly a Titan, and several others, men and women, dressed in just the kind of thing you’d expect of a street gang post-apocalypse. Leather. Torn T-shirts. Chains. The Titan apparently used a chain as her weapon.’ 
 
    ‘Lilith,’ Faith said. ‘That’s Lilith. She’s one of The Damned’s Anathemas, possibly his most trusted one, and exceptionally dangerous, especially at close quarters.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. The men who came after us were not Damned Ones. They were dressed in modern combat gear. They had modern battle rifles. Specifically, they had the same gear I saw up at West Point. These were the same mercs that have occupied the academy and they seemed to know I was there.’ 
 
    ‘You appear to be saying that they were sent specifically to eliminate you,’ Hart said. ‘Why would they do that?’ 
 
    ‘Why would they go to Danbury to finish off a scout the Damned Ones missed? How would they even know that there was a surviving scout? Someone’s pulling strings in the background. Someone is running those mercs, and that person knew that the Damned Ones would be moving into Danbury at some point.’ 
 
    ‘You’re turning this into a conspiracy theory.’ 
 
    ‘Conspiracies happen, General. Most of the ones the public make popular are bullshit, but conspiracies happen. The smaller they are, the easier they are to keep secret. This one has relatively few moving parts, but they’re all starting to come together, so the pattern is getting more obvious. Something is going to happen, fairly soon. And unless we get lucky, we’re not going to know what’s going on until it happens.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘You wished to speak to me, Sergeant York?’ Faith asked of the nervous young woman standing at stiff attention in front of her desk. 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am,’ York replied quickly. She was an attractive girl, but less so when she was sweating. 
 
    ‘Then please stand at ease and speak.’ Faith added a smile. Smiles could do wonders with putting people at their ease. It did not really seem to work on York. 
 
    ‘Ma’am, I overheard a radio call. I’m a communications officer. A tech. I, uh, overheard someone using an unencrypted channel we don’t normally use.’ 
 
    ‘I see. And was this radio conversation something we should be alarmed about, Sergeant?’ 
 
    ‘It was between an NYAS officer and someone in the Damned Ones, ma’am. They were… They were warning the Damned Ones of the scout unit being sent to Danbury.’ 
 
    Faith tried her hardest to maintain her smile. Do not shoot the messenger. She had known there were spies in her administration. Certainly, the Organisation had them. There was a suspicion that Melville Royce had someone keeping an eye on the NYA. The Damned Ones were another matter. They were not organised enough for something like this. Who could it be? 
 
    ‘I assume you’re unable to give the name of the traitor, Sergeant?’ 
 
    ‘I know who it is, ma’am. Th-that’s one of the reasons it took me some time to come forward. I’m sorry about that.’ 
 
    Faith lost the smile, her expression hardening. ‘Who was it, Sergeant York?’ 
 
    ‘General Hart, ma’am. I’d know his voice anywhere. It was definitely General Hart.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘I honestly don’t know what I did,’ Mercy said. ‘I got a bullet in the gut, which hurt like hell, I missed the shot, and I panicked. Then there was this curved black wall filling the corridor.’ She was making another report to her friends over dinner, as was their habit. 
 
    ‘Which nothing came out of?’ Nick asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing. No bullets, no men.’ 
 
    ‘And it was entirely black? Not like… a pool of oil. There were no reflections.’ 
 
    Mercy frowned, thinking back to the scene in the office building. ‘Now you mention it, no. And my spatial sense couldn’t see anything past it.’ 
 
    ‘You stopped time.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ 
 
    ‘You can accelerate your own time,’ Sophia said. ‘Why not stop time for other people?’ 
 
    ‘Okay…’ Mercy frowned. ‘That’s a sort of logical conclusion, but how did you get there, Nick?’ 
 
    ‘Primarily since it’s clear that light could not escape the region of… null time you created.’ 
 
    ‘Like a black hole?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a biochemist, but my understanding of black holes suggests that the analogy is weak. However, at the event horizon of a black hole, time is essentially stopped. Light cannot pass from inside the event horizon to outside it, so the surface is black. Sort of. I believe there are some nuances which would not apply in this case. Basically, however, this zone you made is black because no light from within it, or anything else, can exit it. Similarly, I would imagine, your spatial sense relies on some sort of emission and that was trapped within the sphere too.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. So, I can stop time somehow. I suppose we don’t really know how any of us can do any of the things we can do, so nothing new there. I guess I should experiment with it to find out–’ 
 
    ‘It does explain how we were trapped aboard Theia for fifty years,’ Nick said in a musing tone. 
 
    ‘I… What?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a documented fact that some Titans experience power… outbursts when they first emerge. These are generally extreme manifestations of the powers they will exhibit later. You said you were in considerable pain when the Wave hit Theia, yes?’ Mercy nodded dumbly. ‘That seems to be one of the triggers. The more pain you experience, the more likely it is that an outburst will happen. You were in pain and you reacted, freezing all of us in time for a greatly extended period. I doubt your current power can contain anything for fifty years, but that one time, it did.’ 
 
    ‘I-I’m responsible for that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe “responsible” is the correct word. You were not in control.’ 
 
    Sophia and Joe thought differently. Mercy could see it on their faces. ‘I suspended us in time. Stopped us getting home for fifty years. I did that.’ If she were honest, Mercy was not buying Nick’s line of reasoning either. It had happened because her powers had overreacted. 
 
    ‘Frankly,’ Nick went on, ‘I consider it a good thing. We missed out on the early years when things were really bad. We would not have been able to affect things here anyway, given the time it took us to return to Earth.’ 
 
    Mercy looked around at Sophia and saw the hurt in her eyes. Joe was the same, but with a hint of anger. ‘I, uh, need to think about this,’ Mercy said. ‘I-if anyone needs me, I’ll be aboard Pallas.’ Then she was gone. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Hart had his home in a stone-clad brick building on Spring Street with plaques mounted on it suggesting that it had once been something famous. The arched doorways had steel shutters filling them and the windows – complete with fake balcony rails on the second floor – had been retrofitted with metal-plate shutters to make the building somewhat storm-proof. There were good, solid reasons for having all that metalwork, it was just that the actual reason appeared to be to fortify the place, and not against Wave Storms. There were some smaller windows on the third floor which were open, and gun barrels could be seen protruding from them. 
 
    ‘We can’t get in,’ Faith said from a position at the barricade Security had set up at the junction of Hudson and Spring. ‘We could blow the shutters, but those gun positions are stopping us getting anyone close enough. They’ve got even better weaponry at the back. Better field of fire. Here they’re at least somewhat restricted, but–’ 
 
    ‘Do you need any of them alive?’ Mercy asked. 
 
    ‘If they’re captured, they’ll be exiled. We don’t have much variety in punishments, but we can’t let them off with a misdemeanour here. I’d like Hart for interrogation, if possible.’ 
 
    Turning, Mercy started down the street. ‘I’m not making promises.’ 
 
    Around her, time slowed as Mercy made her approach at a steady walking pace. She was angry. It was primarily at herself, but she was happy to take it out on some soldiers who had betrayed their commander-in-chief. She had locked her entire crew in stasis for almost fifty years, taking them from their families at a time when they were most needed. Her own family… Well, there was no great love lost there, but Joe and Sophia were another matter. Thinking about it, Mercy had no idea about Nick’s relationship with his parents, or even whether he had had siblings. Still… 
 
    The barrel of what looked like a sniper rifle began moving toward her and she moved. One instant she was in the street, the next she was standing in a corridor leading up to a small window and behind the sniper. He lifted his head from his scope in surprise, but it did not occur to him that she might be right behind him now. Not before a beam of blue light appeared right through the back of his skull, obliterating his head in an instant. 
 
    Mercy’s spatial sense spread out through the building, searching for targets. There was another sniper in the corridor to her right, beyond an unoccupied room which looked like a bedroom. To her left was an office. There was a desk, a few chairs, a laptop on the desk, but no sign of an occupant. One floor down, she could sense three men around a stairwell. They were armed, but at ease at the moment. They were, she figured, there to stop anyone coming up if they breached the shutters. There were possibly more on the ground floor, screened from her senses, but the numbers seemed low and there was no sign of Hart. 
 
    She relocated herself behind the other sniper and he died in a similar fashion to his compatriot. It was probably painless. Their brains likely had no time to realise what was happening before they were reduced to nothing. Maybe – and given the weirdness in the world the Wave had exposed, Mercy could not entirely discount the idea – their spirits knew what had happened after the fact. Maybe some annoyed ghosts were now following her around, demanding to know what she thought she was doing. If so, her new senses did not include a method of seeing them. She looked around and down, and then she translocated to the second-floor stairwell. 
 
    One of the three guards was looking at her when she appeared. He started to call out a warning, lifting his PDW from where it hung on a sling as he did so. Mercy’s disintegrating blade appeared, lancing through his chest and killing him instantly. She slashed the weapon to the right, out through his ribs without the slightest resistance and through the stomach of one of his companions on its way to the third. All three were dead before they could lift a weapon, and Mercy was turning before their bodies hit the ground, searching for signs of life on the first floor. 
 
    Down here, there seemed to be more offices. Maybe Hart kept a staff here to assist him in running his half of Security. There was no one here now, and no sign of Hart. There was, however, a basement. Mercy could see no signs of anyone down there at the moment, but she relocated herself into one of the rooms down there, circumventing the need to figure out where the stairs were. Here she found another office, though there were no electronics. There were a couple of loose cables, suggesting that computers or other equipment had been here at some time, maybe recently from the patterns in the dust in some places. 
 
    Her spatial sense revealed a second level of basement. There were living quarters down there, a lounge and bedroom. Likely, this was where Hart relocated to when a storm hit. She jumped down and decided that, maybe, the bedroom upstairs was the less used one since things down here were pretty palatial. At least, palatial for the time. The furniture looked less like it had been recycled from somewhere. There were high-thread-count sheets on the bed. There was still no sign of Hart. 
 
    Where had the man gone? Faith had been quite sure he had retreated into the building on learning that he was to be arrested. Then again, if it had been her, Mercy would have had an escape plan, not a plan to hole up and hope her opponent would see reason or something. So, had the reports of him coming here been wrong or… 
 
    That was when she spotted the hole in the floor. It was, believe it or not, hidden under a rug and closed off with a steel plate. One of the guards must have replaced the rug after it was used to leave the building. Metal rungs were set into the floor, which was lined in concrete. This escape route had not been created quickly or recently; Hart had to have been planning to leave in an emergency for years, maybe decades. Maybe it had originally been designed as a way out if the NYA was overrun. Now, it seemed, it was Hart’s way out in the event of discovery. But where did it lead? 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘The tunnel?’ Faith asked, bewildered. ‘It’s supposed to be blocked. Hart said– Damn! He had the thing collapsed at several points soon after we arrived. He must’ve–’ 
 
    ‘It’s been collapsed at both ends,’ Mercy said, ‘but someone dug a second secret entrance at the other end out into the basement of a building over in Jersey. If it had been done properly, the tunnel would be full of water. I found a garage on the other side with recent tracks from a heavy, wheeled vehicle of some sort. At a guess, he’ll have gone to West Point. He’s exiled himself.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but to what end? Is he going to come back with those soldiers and try to take over?’ 
 
    ‘Doubtful. There aren’t enough of them to be really serious about a coup. If they still had the element of surprise on their side… Maybe. Now, he’d be better off cutting his losses. He really did hold a grudge from that first election, didn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Much more than I suspected.’ Faith frowned at the unoffending sidewalk beneath her feet. ‘There’s no point in going after him. Perhaps we can ask Joe to take a look up there and see if he’s really gone to West Point.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps. You’d better ask him yourself.’ 
 
    Faith looked up, still frowning. ‘I was surprised when you were aboard your ship. Has there been some sort of falling out with the others?’ 
 
    Mercy looked away from the president’s enquiring gaze. ‘I found something out that… I did something which affected all of us and they’ve a right to be angry about it. I’m angry about it. I’m giving them some space while they sort out their feelings.’ 
 
    ‘Hm. Far be it from me to step into a personal matter, but I think we’re going to need all of you soon. I don’t like how things are going around here, and this is no time for petty squabbles.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not petty, Madam President,’ Mercy snapped. Then she relented; maybe taking her annoyance out on others was not always appropriate. ‘It’s not, but it’s something we should probably work through sooner rather than later.’ 
 
    Airborne, 8th June. 
 
    Joe was sort of regretting his decision to go flying. He had thought it would give him a chance to clear his head, put things in perspective, but the reality was that he was alone in an empty sky with nothing to do but go over his regrets time and time again. 
 
    He was blaming Mercy for not being there when whatever had happened to his parents had happened, but the reality was that his decision to join the crew of Theia was the problem. It had taken them four months to return. Even without the fifty-year gap, he would have been four months late to help in any meaningful way. He had heard what had happened when the Wave hit. Yes, if his family had survived those events, he might have been there when the asteroid impacts happened, but what good would that have been? Maybe Theia’s sensors could have seen the rocks coming and given some warning, but the devastation had been massive and he was no survival expert. 
 
    His attention returned to his surroundings as he flew north of Indian Point and spotted something ahead of him. It took a second to decide what he was seeing, but there was only one thing it could be really: smoke. There was smoke rising from some point to the north and he had a strong suspicion of where it was coming from. 
 
    It took less than three minutes for him to cover the distance to the academy town. Then he dropped lower to take a closer look because he was fairly certain that no one was going to be shooting at him. 
 
    The smoke was rising from Taylor Hall, though several other buildings looked as though they had been through a war. There were bodies in the streets. Some looked like they had been shot; some looked like they had been burned on the spot. Worse, there was no sign of any of the armoured vehicles Joe had seen on his previous visit. 
 
    Faith had asked Joe to run a recon over the town to see whether there was any sign of Hart there. Instead of a traitor, Joe had found a massacre. 
 
    West Point. 
 
    Mercy materialised on a street in West Point to find herself looking at the charred husk of a human. Male or female, it was impossible to tell, but she had seen few women the last time she had been here, so probably male and very dead. The damage looked a lot like the burned scouts she had found in Danbury. 
 
    ‘Damned Ones?’ she asked herself in a mutter as she started toward the still-smoking remains of Taylor Hall. 
 
    She moved in with her pistol in her hand, but she was not really expecting any opposition. The place was a mess. There were few bodies, but the building had been turned over for anything the attackers thought might be valuable. What was left had been set on fire. She checked the basement and discovered that the armoury had been stripped. There had been plenty of weapons down here, all of them modern, and now there were none. 
 
    The barracks building where the troops had been located looked like a slaughterhouse. That was not entirely accurate since few slaughterhouses barbecued their product. There had been more than one Titan here. The charred remains of Lilith’s work were obvious, but other victims showed different, less extensive burns, and there were bodies which looked like they had been folded in half. Skulls had been crushed or limbs torn off; someone with a lot of strength had been among the attackers. At first appearances, no one had survived the assault. It was difficult to be sure, but it seemed as though the mercs had been caught entirely off-guard and massacred to a man. 
 
    It was also difficult to be certain that the Damned Ones had been the attackers. They had either had no casualties, or they had removed any fallen comrades. The only real evidence was the collection of bodies which showed alarmingly similar damage to the scouts who had fallen victim to Lilith. 
 
    ‘This is bad,’ Mercy said to herself. ‘This is really bad.’ 
 
    New York Authority. 
 
    ‘I can’t be certain it was the Damned Ones,’ Mercy said, ‘but they seem like the most likely culprits.’ 
 
    ‘But how did they know about those men?’ Faith asked. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure how it’s possible,’ Mason Millhouse replied. Millhouse was the other general of the NYAS. He was a lot younger than Hart and he had a lot less experience, but he was all Faith currently had left to lead her troops. He did not look especially confident in his now-solo position. 
 
    ‘It’s a good question,’ Mercy said, ‘but hardly the most important thing here. If it was the Damned Ones, they now have a large stock of military weaponry, armoured troop transports, and several tanks. They may not be able to use the tanks to full effect, but they can probably get them to shoot.’ 
 
    ‘Can we get Joe to fly out over Danbury?’ Faith asked. ‘Perhaps he can confirm–’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he’ll go, but if he can’t see anything out here, it doesn’t confirm that the Damned Ones don’t have them.’ 
 
    ‘If that’s their staging post,’ Millhouse began. 
 
    ‘They know we know about it. If they want to keep the armour a secret, they’d position it somewhere else. Joe can go looking, but it doesn’t take a lot of effort to camouflage some vehicles if you’ve half a brain.’ 
 
    Faith stared at her desk for a second or two, but there was nothing much to consider. ‘Please ask Joe to do as much recon as he can. If he can locate those tanks, great. General, do we have a higher alert state we can move our troops to?’ 
 
    ‘Uh, well, we don’t really have a formal alert state list… I can give orders to increase patrols on the buffer zone and double up on guards at Indian Point.’ 
 
    ‘Then do that. The Damned won’t wait too long if he has got his hands on some heavy weaponry. I expect we’ll see things kicking off within the next couple of days, and we had better be ready. Otherwise, we may regret getting the sappers to finally collapse the Holland Tunnel.’ 
 
    Indian Point, 10th June. 
 
    It began in the early hours of Saturday morning. Kennedy Baxter was awoken by the sound of a siren blaring in the corridor outside his apartment at Indian Point and, for several seconds, he sat in his bed wondering what was going on. Then the door burst open. 
 
    ‘Colonel!’ It was one of the command centre personnel, a pretty blonde girl by the name of Kara Langley. Under more normal circumstances, Baxter would have been quite happy to be woken by her. ‘It’s them. The Damned Ones are attacking! They’ve got tanks!’ 
 
    ‘Calmly, Private Langley,’ Baxter replied, not feeling calm himself. ‘We have a plan in place for this.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir, and it’s being followed, but… They seem to know exactly where to hit us, sir. They know exactly where our defences are weakest!’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The sound of artillery firing greeted Mercy as she appeared in the corridor outside the command centre. Indian Point had five light artillery pieces on site, and all of them sounded like they were in use. On the bright side, it did not sound like there was much in the way of true artillery being fired back. 
 
    On the negative side, no one tried to stop her as she marched into the room which ran the defences of Indian Point. There was a lot of controlled chaos happening around her and no one was paying much attention to who walked in. There were no guards posted, probably because every available soldier was fighting. She located Colonel Baxter and headed toward him. 
 
    To his credit, he spotted her coming. ‘Colonel Garner, I’m glad you could make it.’ 
 
    ‘One of the president’s people dragged me out of bed,’ Mercy replied. ‘Capitaine Janvier should be over the area by now too. Hold on.’ She tapped at her earpiece and spoke again. ‘Capitaine, are you on site?’ 
 
    ‘I’m here, Colonel,’ Joe replied. His voice sounded stiff in Mercy’s ear. It was not unexpected, but Mercy’s heart still sank. ‘It’s not good. They’re concentrating their attacks on the areas with the non-functional tanks. The artillery is giving them pause, but they seem very determined.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. I’m giving Colonel Baxter a radio. He’ll coordinate your recon with his people.’ 
 
    ‘Understood. Janvier out.’ 
 
    Mercy suppressed a wince. Joe had agreed to fly recon for the operation, but he was doing it for the security of the enclave and Faith, not for Mercy. At least he was doing it. Mercy dug a portable radio and headset from her pocket and placed them on the map table in front of Baxter. ‘We’re using radios from Pallas. They’re digital, so the Damned Ones can’t intercept the transmissions. There’s one in the command centre back in the city too, so we should have some clear comms they can’t listen in on.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Baxter replied. ‘That’s something. How could they know about the breaks in our lines?’ 
 
    ‘Hart. He warned them about the scouts in Danbury. We think he’s been planning this for a while. He gets the Damned Ones to attack and then his mercs come in and save the day. He becomes president. Job done. The only thing that doesn’t fit is how the Damned Ones found out about the mercs.’ 
 
    Baxter shrugged. ‘There are all sorts of Titans among the Damned Ones. Maybe one of them can read minds.’ 
 
    ‘Hm. Well, speaking of the Titans out there, I’m here to see whether I can get rid of some of them. I’ll be on the radio if you need me somewhere.’ Turning, she headed back out the way she had come. 
 
    ‘Good luck,’ Baxter called after her. ‘We’re all going to need it,’ he added in a mutter. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    If it was controlled chaos in the command bunker, there was less control out in the trenches. It was not a matter of the defence being disorganised, because they were operating as best they could under the circumstances. However, they were dealing with a superior force hell bent on taking the facility. The Damned Ones were, overall, not as well equipped as the NYAS. They had the weapons they had taken from Hart’s mercenaries, but their force was too large to equip them all. The remainder were carrying whatever weaponry they had scrounged from gun shops and police stations. The ones who did have modern military weapons and armour were hampered by unfamiliarity, but they demonstrated an impetuous, almost fanatical, disregard for the possibility that they might be hurt and the tactic was working to some extent. The Damned Ones were gaining ground. They were pushing forward, especially where the defences were at their weakest. Mercy doubted that the light tanks which should have been firing back in those areas would have made a lot of difference, but they might have turned the attackers back a little. As it was, only the barrage of artillery shells from within the compound was slowing the wave of fanatical assault troops rushing forward into oncoming fire. 
 
    Mercy operated on a spot-defence principle. She translocated into an area, took out as many enemies as she could as quickly as possible, and then jumped to another location. All the while, she was hunting for the Anathema, the six men and women who acted as The Damned’s primary battle commanders. They were all Titans, and she knew that three of them were Juggernauts. Something called a Juggernaut ought to be easy to spot, right? Thus far, she was not having much luck. 
 
    It ended up being Joe who located her first target. ‘Colonel Garner, there’s someone shooting lightning from his fingers about two-hundred metres to your east. Possibly one of your targets.’ 
 
    Mercy turned her head. She was in a trench and could not see the area Joe was talking about, but she could aim for it. ‘Thanks, Capitaine. I’ll go take a look.’ She focused and made the jump and, for all the difference in the view, she might have been left right where she had started. Another trench with earthen walls held back by wooden planks. In this one, however, there were more enemy troops and one of them had glowing eyes. 
 
    He was not a tall man. His body was wiry muscle under combat fatigues and a bulletproof vest. His eyes were glowing blue with a black background, which was definitely not something a human should have. He was grinning as he watched a Security soldier dance within a cage of electricity, hence he was not paying sufficient attention to his surroundings. Mercy lifted her PDW and snap-fired a three-round burst. He let out a scream of pain and lurched away from the source of it, his glowing eyes turning to glare balefully upon the woman who had shot him. Except that he was doing it in slow motion, and by the time he was looking her way, Mercy had taken careful aim and squeezed off another burst from her P52. The pulses of raw energy tore into his flesh, destroying muscle and tissue, and the man went down, spinning as he did so to land face-first on the rough boards at his feet. 
 
    A roar from behind her made Mercy turn before she could be sure her target was dead. A woman was barrelling down the trench toward her, though you could only really tell she was a woman from the way her shirt fitted over her bust. Said shirt was also struggling to contain the muscles of someone who had gone seriously overboard with the steroids. The woman’s thighs were like tree trunks. Her skin was a sallow, off-white colour, her nose flattened, and her brow large. Big, yellowing teeth showed clearly as she screamed and charged. A Juggernaut: not a giant one, but big, powerful, and headed straight for Mercy. 
 
    Three blue energy pulses lanced out toward the oncoming target. They slowed as they hit a barrier like the one Mercy could project, but they penetrated, punching into the woman’s chest. It slowed her down, but she kept coming, and Mercy let go of her PDW as the Juggernaut closed the distance, swinging back a meaty fist to strike. Mercy’s energy blade lanced out, searing into the woman’s scalp and causing her to stumble and fall, but it was still utterly amazing that someone could survive that kind of damage. Mercy brought her blade down in an arc. Unkempt black hair sizzled as the blade burned deep into the back of the Anathema’s head and, this time, she stopped moving entirely. 
 
    Lifting her head, Mercy looked around for the lightning wielder, but he was gone, probably carried away by his subordinates. There were other Damned Ones advancing on her with murder in their eyes. She decided that discretion was the better part of valour at that point and vanished. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘The lightning freak was Azazel,’ Faith said over the radio. ‘The female one was Ghulah. Do you think both are dead?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure about Ghulah,’ Mercy replied. ‘Azazel was down, but I can’t be sure about dead.’ 
 
    ‘Well, one of them down is a big plus.’ 
 
    ‘We need the pluses. Speaking of which, how are those reinforcements doing?’ 
 
    ‘Millhouse has sent them in. They should be arriving in the next few minutes, though I’m not convinced he sent enough.’ 
 
    ‘I guess we’ll have to see.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘It’s having an effect,’ Joe reported from high above the battlefield, ‘but the Damned Ones are deep into the defences and it’s going to be hand-to-hand to dig them out.’ 
 
    ‘I’d noticed,’ Mercy said. She was working her way through one of the trenches closer to the facility, clearing enemy soldiers out. She was more than aware that she was one person with a limited effect on the course of the battle. 
 
    ‘The Damned Ones have shifted their tanks into more of a defensive role to counter the ones General Millhouse sent up. The new mobile artillery units are having an effect on the rear lines, but there’s not much they can do to help closer in.’ 
 
    ‘We could do more with dedicated forward observers, but we don’t have the equipment.’ 
 
    ‘If I had a laser designator… But I don’t. The Damned seems to have shifted his personal tactics.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘He’s fighting in a unit with his remaining Anathema. Uh, the lightning guy definitely survived.’ 
 
    Mercy grimaced and took out her frustration on a trio of Damned Ones she came across as she turned a corner. Bits of them were falling to the ground before they even realised she was there. ‘So, they’re sticking close to him?’ 
 
    ‘Especially the lightning one.’ 
 
    ‘Huh, maintaining his barrier now he’s lost a damage sponge. What kind of name is Ghulah anyway? Where did that come from?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Arabic,’ Joe replied. ‘It’s the female form of ghul, which is where English gets ghoul from.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Huh. I didn’t know you knew Arabic.’ 
 
    ‘A few words, but that’s not why I know that one. I like horror movies, remember?’ 
 
    Thinking back, Joe had been the one to bring along a lot of horror videos. There had been storage aboard Theia for entertainment of various kinds, but you had to select your genre. Joe had selected mostly monster movies, zombie flicks, and slasher flicks. A couple of them had been pretty good… ‘I remember. Never knew they could be educational.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, zombie apocalypse movies have been particularly inspirational since we got back. I just wish I’d paid more attention to the mutant survival horror ones.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Mercy located the group of Damned Ones commanders and took her time observing them before she acted. There were only five of them, including The Damned, which meant that one of them had been injured or killed by Baxter’s troops. Go Baxter’s troops! 
 
    The Damned was just as he had been described; perhaps a little less demonic, but then Lilith made up for that. He was massive, at least nine feet in height, broad across the chest, thick in the waist, and muscled to the point of absurdity. He wore no shirt and the slacks he was squeezed into had obviously been designed for someone smaller. His skin was an ugly mottled grey while his teeth and nails were dull yellow. Straggly, dark-grey hair fell to his shoulders, but his shoulders had risen up to consume his neck in bulging, corded muscle. He had a flat nose, sunken eyes, and a thick upper lip which gave him a permanent sneering expression. Mercy saw him pick up a soldier by the neck with no apparent effort, strangle him with one hand, and then use the corpse as a projectile against other men. She got the strong impression that he was enjoying every moment. 
 
    Beside him were two more massive men, not quite as tall as The Damned, but fairly even in the muscle department. One was a bald man with skin as white as snow and red eyes. He wore a wife-beater shirt and torn jeans; Mercy was not sure they had been torn before he had stretched them over his thighs. The second was jet black, like he’d been carved from obsidian.. His unkempt hair and his eyes were the same. Both Juggernauts seemed to be acting more as shields to The Damned, taking on anyone who became a threat. 
 
    Azazel was also there, sticking to The Damned’s side and taking on more distant targets with his lightning. His brush with death at Mercy’s hands seemed to have made him more cautious. 
 
    Lilith was more of a roaming death machine. All confidence, she walked ahead of the group, though she never strayed too far from her leader. In her hands was a chain, the links blazing with hot, red flame. Whenever someone got within range of it, she would lash out, and her targets would burst into all-consuming flames. There was a rifle slung across her back, but she did not seem inclined to use it at the moment; the chain was all she needed. She was an attractive woman, if you discounted her horns and eyes. She was slim, toned, tanned, and busty. She had full, curvy lips and a cute sort of nose. Her hair was short and fiery red. However, a pair of short, up-curved horns were growing from just behind her temples, and her eyes were black with glowing-red irises. The demonic features somewhat detracted from what might have been a truly beautiful woman. Her outfit was, frankly, outlandish. She wore a red bra and a very short black skirt with a leather harness which circled her neck and ribs and seemed to be the only thing she was wearing as underwear. Added to that were black thigh-high boots which at least were flats. Black latex bandages wrapped around her arms and fists. Aside from lacking stiletto heels, she looked like a fantasy succubus or something, which was possibly what she was going for. She also seemed to be very much enjoying burning men alive as she advanced. 
 
    Picking her moment, Mercy teleported in behind the group and opened fire, spraying ten rounds between the white-skinned Juggernaut and The Damned. And it was more or less useless. She saw the white one flinch as the bullets burned into his flesh and, oddly, The Damned flinched even before the stream of blazing projectiles hit him. But the damage they felt was shared by them all… Then again, only one energy pulse actually penetrated The Damned’s barrier and skin, and there seemed to be no reaction at all to the intrusion. 
 
    Azazel was turning, electricity burning around his fingers. They were all reacting, however slowly, to the attack, and there were a lot more of them than there were of Mercy. She relocated herself in an instant, there and gone in less than a second. 
 
    ‘Damn,’ she said aloud. ‘It’s going to be attrition at best and I don’t know how fast they can heal.’ 
 
    ‘Neither do I,’ Joe replied, ‘but you had an effect. They’re pulling back. The woman, Lilith, seems really annoyed about it.’ 
 
    ‘She was enjoying herself. Burning people alive seems to be her thing.’ 
 
    ‘She’s supposed to be a sadist.’ 
 
    ‘Point taken.’ 
 
    ‘Kind of pretty in a “don’t stick your dick in crazy” way.’ 
 
    Mercy grinned. Something about the way her chats with Joe were going at the moment seemed like a good sign. He was making jokes. Sort-of jokes… ‘I don’t even have a dick and I can’t really disagree. They’re retreating?’ 
 
    There was silence for a few seconds. ‘I wouldn’t call it retreating, but they’re showing more caution. I think they’re worried you might pick them off one by one if they’re not careful.’ 
 
    ‘They might be right, but I guess they’re not giving me much room for snap attacks.’ 
 
    ‘No. Practically none.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘If Millhouse had sent more men, we could be winning this,’ Mercy said. They were three hours into the fighting and things were not looking good. 
 
    ‘Probably,’ Joe replied. ‘It’s turned into a pitched battle. I think they’re losing as many people as we are at this point, but their initial push depleted our forces, and the reinforcements didn’t make as much difference as they might have. I don’t think this will end well, but it will end soon.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t get near enough to take out The Damned.’ She had tried. She had hurt both of his Juggernaut lieutenants, but not enough and not for long. It was clear that they could not heal as fast as she could, but they could heal well enough to be fully operational a few minutes after being injured. 
 
    ‘This isn’t your fault,’ Joe replied. ‘You’re one person. You might be a Titan, but you’re not an army.’ 
 
    ‘Still, I’m going to try again.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Mercy appeared out of nowhere and dropped into a prone position before anyone could spot her. She was about a hundred metres from the command group of the Damned Ones, which would have been a difficult shot under most circumstances with a short-barrelled rifle, but her Annihilating Bullets appeared to have something of a non-ballistic trajectory; they went where she wanted as much as where she aimed. 
 
    She could see three of them alongside The Damned and the closest was the ebony one, who she had learned was known as Sakhr. The ivory one was Iblis, which was at least a name she had heard of. Lilith was nowhere to be seen, which was a little worrying, but… 
 
    Sighting carefully, Mercy drew a bead on Sakhr and squeezed off a burst of three rounds. The trio of energy pulses streaked toward their target, penetrating his chest. He dropped to the ground, writhing in pain, which was kind of gratifying, but he had just taken three bullets of disintegrating energy to the chest and he was still alive. 
 
    And that was when things went downhill. There was a voice from behind Mercy. She had never heard it before, but she knew who it was. ‘That’s where you’ve got to, bitch!’ Mercy rolled just as a flaming chain slammed into the ground where she had been lying. ‘Fast,’ Lilith said as she whirled her weapon around for a second strike. 
 
    The world went into slow motion and Mercy pushed to her feet. Lilith’s eyes began to widen at the speed Mercy was moving; the chain was not going to swing back for another strike in time. Mercy raised her PDW to fire because the chain was long enough that Lilith was out of range of her force blade. Mercy’s nervous system lit up like a Christmas tree, pain blossoming from a point on her back. She was hurt. Badly hurt. Azazel had hit her with his lightning and the pain continued even after the initial strike was over. Lilith’s chain was swinging around for a strike which would, if past observations were anything to go by, set Mercy on fire from head to foot. She took the only way out she could immediately see… 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘You’re injured!’ Baxter was stating the blindingly obvious considering that Mercy had just appeared in the command bunker and immediately dropped into a foetal position on the floor. 
 
    ‘Give it… a few seconds,’ Mercy said through gritted teeth. It took five. The pain began to subside after four and was gone a breath later. She uncurled and climbed to her feet. ‘Azazel got me,’ she said, turning her back to the colonel. ‘How bad is it?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t tell through your coat.’ 
 
    ‘No, I mean, how bad is the coat? My skin is going to be healed now, but the coat’s new.’ 
 
    ‘Th-there’s a burn mark…’ 
 
    ‘Goddamnit!’ 
 
    ‘Uh, any luck? With the Damned Ones, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘I dropped Sakhr, but I don’t think he was dead. Maybe out of the fight for a little while. Depends how fast he heals.’ Mercy glowered at an unoffending map table. ‘Any normal human would be dead. They’re bullet sponges, damn them.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Baxter stepped closer and lowered his voice. ‘As commanding officer here, I’m ordering you to return to the city.’ 
 
    ‘What? But–’ 
 
    ‘I’d be ordering a retreat for everyone else, but we’d lose more doing that than staying put, and our orders are to defend this place at any cost.’ 
 
    ‘I can–’ 
 
    ‘They’re basically at the door, Colonel. If you leave now, you can come back and take them down later. If you’re captured, they’ll kill you and we’ll have basically no hope.’ 
 
    Mercy looked at the man for several seconds before nodding. ‘Stay alive, Colonel. I’ll be here to rescue you as soon as I’ve kicked Millhouse in the balls for letting this happen.’ She snapped off a salute and then vanished before he could reply. 
 
    He did anyway. ‘We’ll be waiting, Colonel.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The metal door of the command bunker rang like a bell and then tore away from its hinges to crash to the ground with a huge dent in its surface. The doorway filled with the massive form of The Damned. He had to duck to step through it. 
 
    If he had been expecting gunfire as a response to his entry, there was none. The command staff had been expecting him for several minutes and knew that none of their weapons would do so much as bruise him. He smiled, which was neither a pleasant nor a comforting sight. 
 
    ‘Good,’ he said, ‘you understand your situation.’ For a man who looked more monster than human, he had quite a nice, resonant baritone voice. ‘Who is in charge here?’ 
 
    Baxter stepped forward, his back ramrod straight and sweat beading on his brow. ‘I’m Colonel Baxter, commanding officer.’ 
 
    ‘You mounted an effective defence, Colonel.’ The Damned reached out a meaty hand toward Baxter’s head. ‘Now you’ll–’ He stopped, cocking his head as though listening to something, or someone. His voice turned angry. ‘I don’t leave enemies alive when–’ Another second or two of listening. ‘Very well. Lilith, he’s yours. Don’t kill him. He’s a bargaining chip, apparently. Azazel, you’ll take the women. Same rule. None of them die, understood?’ 
 
    Azazel’s smile was predatory and profoundly unpleasant. ‘Of course. Why would I want them dead?’ 
 
    Lilith also smiled and Baxter shrank under that smile. ‘I’ll see to it that he stays alive no matter what,’ she said. 
 
    New York Authority. 
 
    Silence fell. There was something specific about the sound of a city without power. It was not just that machines stopped working and electronics stopped humming; the people became subdued along with the equipment, speaking in whispers. 
 
    Except in Faith’s office. ‘Pointing fingers does absolutely no good,’ Mercy said, ‘but damn it, General, if you’d committed a more sizeable force to Indian Point, we could have won that!’ 
 
    ‘I had to consider the defence of the city should we fail,’ Millhouse replied. He was sweating, which was not a good look on his rather pasty complexion. 
 
    ‘Well, you basically lost everyone you sent, and now you’re in a worse position to mount a defence or a counterattack. Joe, what’s your estimate on their losses?’ 
 
    Joe frowned, suggesting that he was considering his answer. He knew exactly what he was going to say, but he did not like being the bearer of bad news. ‘They’re down thirty to forty percent from the force they started with. They were down to maybe forty percent of their fighting strength at the end of the battle, but they’ve managed to get a lot of their wounded back on their feet and their tanks back on their tracks. They have three battle tanks, around thirty troop transports. A lot of ground troops, though the ones with the better weapons lost more people than the ones with scrounged weapons. It seemed like they gave the better equipment to the more fanatical soldiers.’ 
 
    ‘The most loyal,’ Faith said. ‘Alright, the situation is as follows. They’ve cut our power. The hydroponics facilities will be okay for a couple of days. After that, we start losing crops. It also takes a lot of power to restart the reactor. I’ve no doubt they had it shut down rather than cutting the lines. If we do it within the next few hours, the batteries there will suffice, but they leak. Give it a day or two, it’ll take far longer to jump-start things. There are also the hostages to consider. I don’t want to think about what’s happening to the people they captured. I can’t stop myself, but I don’t want to think about it. We need to move fast. We’ll be committing all but a token guard force to recapturing Indian Point. When can you be ready, General?’ 
 
    ‘We should–’ Millhouse began. He stopped when he saw the look on his president’s face. ‘I suggest we aim to start the attack at two p.m.’ 
 
    ‘That gives me time,’ Mercy said. ‘I need to do some research. I’d like to change the plan a little. I think we should commit to a full attack, but you’ll mostly be acting to apply pressure, to distract them.’ 
 
    ‘From what?’ 
 
    ‘Me. I’m going to be going in and taking out The Damned. The bastard’s not going to get away this time.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Waveguide’s offices still had power, for now. There were generators in the labs running on biofuel, but there was a limit to how long they would keep providing power to a place as hungry for it as Waveguide’s labs. It was there that Mercy found Nick. 
 
    He seemed a little surprised to see her, but he waved her to a seat as he said, ‘I thought you were out fighting a war.’ 
 
    ‘Did that. We lost. Hence this place being on backup generators. Now I’m getting ready to go back and take Indian Point back.’ 
 
    ‘I see. And I can be of some help somehow?’ 
 
    ‘You can tell me everything this place has on The Damned and his Anathema. Minus Ghulah since she’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘Hm.’ Leaning forward, Nick tapped at a laptop on his desk. ‘Yes, she was the weakest of the three Juggernauts, but killing her is still an accomplishment.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve hit both Iblis and Sakhr. They soak damage like sponges.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the sheer mass. They have thick skins, but your bullets should penetrate easily enough. They both have good barriers too. You should catch them by surprise, if possible. And stay out of their reach. If they hit you, you’ll feel it. Briefly.’ 
 
    ‘I got that part. Do they have any weak points? I need to shoot them somewhere they’ll really feel it.’ 
 
    ‘Titans are, at least on a basic level, human. Most of them. Some are… Well, that doesn’t apply here, even to The Damned. Shoot them in the head with that pistol of yours. Repeatedly, if necessary. Now, Azazel and Lilith have weaker barriers, so if you get past them, you should be able to take them down easily enough. Dajjal–’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Dajjal is… more of a thinker than a fighter. He would be little distinguishable from a common soldier on a battlefield. However, he has quite a powerful barrier which functions all the time and in all directions. Aim for his head again. Whatever gets through will do more damage. He’s the one who came up with the demonic names, by the way. He was a Muslim before the Wave.’ 
 
    ‘He came up with those names? That’s another reason to kill him then.’ 
 
    ‘Hm. Then we come to The Damned. Even without the added protection of his Anathema, he’s formidable. He’ll soak injury even more than Iblis and Sakhr and he’s very strong. Again, if he gets close, you’re done for. Remember that he has considerable reach.’ 
 
    Mercy grinned. ‘Yeah, I figured that out myself. It’s like you’ve been studying them to kill them.’ 
 
    Nick shrugged. ‘The information here is very good. Thankfully, none of them are powerful enough that you need to worry about them getting up again after they die.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry?’ 
 
    ‘The most powerful Titans have been known to survive being killed.’ Nick frowned. ‘But not always. The exact circumstances are unclear. Anyway, I’m quite sure that does not apply to The Damned. Shoot him in the head, a lot, and he should go down and stay down. And then the world will be a better place.’ 
 
    Mercy got to her feet and started for the door of Nick’s office. ‘Amen to that.’ 
 
    Indian Point. 
 
    When it came down to it, the Damned Ones were not the kind of people you wanted defending somewhere. It took all the personal power The Damned had to keep his troops in the trenches rather than rushing out to attack the force which was approaching from the south. In truth, he did not want to be standing in a bunker, listening to events happening outside and, if the battle took more than an hour or so, it was likely he would leave to crush the attackers. 
 
    For now, however, he remained in command, the great general. Damiano Gronichi had never been the smartest of men, but he was not stupid, despite the way he looked. His IQ was actually above average. His grasp of strategy was far from expert level, but he was able to direct troops reasonably well. It was just that he was used to directing them to raid settlements, not to hold a position against mechanised infantry. 
 
    He had his Anathema out in the field, doing what they did best. Well, all of them aside from Dajjal who was assisting in the bunker. The man was not that much use in a fight and having him here gave The Damned some additional protection. That was what Dajjal had said anyway. It was a relatively persuasive argument; Dajjal was more of a thinker than a fighter. He made a perfectly good adjutant. 
 
    Or he did until Mercy appeared in the command bunker, looked around before anyone had even grasped the fact that she was there, and fired three rounds from her revolver into Dajjal’s skull. It probably only needed the first, but the other two melted the rear of his head into nothing before Mercy vanished again. 
 
    No one, not even the great general, had done a thing to stop her. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    She found Baxter in his quarters, naked, bruised, burned, generally abused, and chained to a radiator. Lilith, it seemed, really was a sadist, but she had kept her toy alive. 
 
    ‘Colonel?’ Mercy asked. She reached for the chain, concentrating, and it turned into a string of metal filings on the thin carpet. ‘Colonel? Colonel Baxter, can you hear me? Kennedy?’ 
 
    Baxter’s eyes flickered open and he frowned. ‘You’re not… her.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Mercy, Kennedy. I said I’d be back for you.’ 
 
    ‘R-right.’ His voice sounded thick, possibly because he seemed to have been hit in the mouth repeatedly. ‘You need… women’s barracks. Azazel…’ He drifted off again and, this time, Mercy decided not to wake him. 
 
    Instead, she scooped him up into her arms and focused on getting them to what passed for a hospital in the NYA. And then she would be back to check the women’s barracks. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    You could tell where Azazel was from the flares of lightning. He had a modus operandi which involved blasting someone with a lightning bolt and, should they survive, following that up with some sort of cage attack. His weakened victims would be wrapped in a cage of electricity from which they had little chance of escape and which quite often resulted in them dying of a heart attack. That was what he was doing when Mercy found him, until she cut off his outstretched right arm anyway. 
 
    He let out a shriek of pain and dropped to his knees, clutching the stump of his arm as it spewed blood from severed blood vessels. His eyes were rolling back in his head, but Mercy did not give him time to fall unconscious. Her force blade swung again, bisecting his neck. 
 
    ‘That’s for the girls in the barracks, you bastard,’ she said, the words accelerated since she was not bothering to slow her speech. It was not like he was going to hear them anyway. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘He’s pulled his remaining Anathema back to the bunker,’ Joe reported. ‘I heard him issue the order after you killed Azazel. I’ve seen Iblis and Sakhr heading back. Lilith seems to be taking her own sweet time about it.’ 
 
    ‘She’s next then,’ Mercy replied. ‘Where is she?’ 
 
    ‘You’re about three hundred metres from her. Uh, thirty degrees off north from you. She has a squad of six around her, all in modern combat gear.’ 
 
    Mercy’s lips pursed. ‘Six… Might make it difficult.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. They’re all going to be more difficult from now on. You locate her and I’ll see if I can’t even the odds a little.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to–’ 
 
    ‘I can’t let you have all the fun.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Lilith was in her element; burning men down with a callous glee was what she loved most, aside from torture. She was currently retreating, very slowly, so she was using her AK-47 more than her chain. She was not subtle in its use. She fired long bursts of bullets which transformed into flames as they left the barrel. It was wasteful of ammo, but it had a suppressive effect and her targets’ uniforms had a tendency to catch fire when she hit them. She was enjoying that, even if the order to return to the bunker was annoying her. 
 
    There was no point in rallying around The Damned. There was no way anyone could get to him. That was her reasoning, because she had not been told what had happened to Dajjal. She knew someone had killed him and Azazel. She had felt their deaths just like they all had. But she did not know the circumstances of those deaths and so was taking her time getting back to a defensive position, which was not a mistake she would be making again. 
 
    She was firing at a squad of enemy soldiers who were annoyingly keeping their heads down when something dropped past her face. She just had time to look down before that grenade and its two companions exploded. The trio of blast waves smashed into her like a freight train, pulverising her body from front, back, and directly below. She was tossed, tumbling, into the air, landing in a crumpled, bloody heap outside the trench she had been standing in. 
 
    Mercy appeared in the space she had left and looked around at the crumpled forms of her squad. Her blade lashed out to finish off one who seemed to have fared better than his companions, but there was little for her to do. 
 
    ‘I think you overdid the evening of odds,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Maybe a little,’ Joe replied. ‘She’s a Titan, you should check on her.’ 
 
    Putting a foot on a board which was holding the side of the trench up, Mercy pushed up, grabbed the harness Lilith was wearing, and used it to pull the woman’s body back into the trench. It made a squishing sort of sound as it landed. 
 
    ‘Uh, no,’ Mercy said for Joe’s benefit. ‘I don’t think I need to check any more than a quick look. She looks like she was put through a meat grinder.’ 
 
    ‘Never underestimate the air force’s ability to apply too much ordnance to a situation. Now you just have to get Iblis and Sakhr.’ 
 
    ‘Right. That should be a pain in the ass.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Sakhr, it turned out, was both easy and not. He was on guard outside the command room when she located him. Appearing out of nowhere, she put eight rounds into his chest. He was on his way down, pushed back against the wall by the repeated impacts before falling to the ground, but the bastard was not only still breathing, but still moving. 
 
    He was hurting; his words came out through gritted teeth. ‘You’ll regret that, little Titan.’ His jet-black eyes glared at her as he started to push to his feet. 
 
    Mercy closed the distance, against advice, her blade springing into life as she dropped her PDW to hang on its sling. The beam cut into his skull and this time his eyes rolled back and he went down, but he was still breathing. She slashed at him again, and again, and his chest stilled. She could see brain matter through the hole in his skull, and it had still taken several blows to drop him. 
 
    And that was when his compatriot rushed out through the busted door to help him. Iblis looked like he was in pain; the shared injury thing had to be affecting him. Hopefully it was also affecting The Damned, though he was an even bigger damage sponge than his two subordinate Juggernauts. 
 
    His fist was glowing as he swung at Mercy. Getting hit by that was probably going to end her. It would certainly bounce her down the corridor like a cannonball if it worked the same way as her own force punch. Luckily, his swing went wild, probably because he was hurting badly. Trying a different tactic, Mercy swung her blade down on his over-extended right arm. She saw it flare against his barrier and then melt through his skin and the muscle beneath. Apparently, the pain got to him because he continued moving forward, but now in a ballistic arc. His body crashed to the ground and Mercy turned, driving her blade upward through the base of his skull and out through the top. Ripping it free in a manner she hoped would do as much damage as possible, she turned, expecting to see The Damned coming at her… 
 
    There was no one there and she frowned. What was keeping him? Unless… 
 
    Walking over to the doorway, she looked into the room, pulling her head back before the four men with assault rifles could register that she was there. The quick look had been enough with her accelerated time frame. The Damned was down. The damage passed through from his Anathema had got to him. Then again, if he was being guarded, he was alive and that would not do. 
 
    The guards were not Juggernauts, and they had not learned from what she had done to Dajjal, apparently. Taking out her pistol, she teleported behind them and fired four times. Four men died instantly before they were even aware of what was happening, their internal organs reduced to nothing. 
 
    As the bodies fell, Mercy stepped over to their fallen leader, crouching down beside him. Up close he was even uglier than she had thought. His eyes were bloodshot and grey, his skin wrinkled like it had been affected by a geological event. His smell was not exactly pleasing either. Despite serious misgivings, she slapped him. That got no response, so she tried again, harder. Her palm stung. It was like hitting a wall. However, this time his eyes flickered open. 
 
    ‘You’re awake,’ Mercy said, keeping her voice slow to be sure he understood. ‘Good. Faith Richard sends her regards.’ She placed her hand over one of his grey eyes and activated her blade. His body jerked violently for a second and then became still. She checked his pulse and, after several seconds, decided that there was nothing there. ‘I wonder if I should take your head back or something.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe President Richard is the type to want trophies.’ Mercy whirled around at the sound of the voice, but she was still alone in the command room. ‘Besides, it would probably take too long to cut through that neck, even with a blade like yours.’ 
 
    The voice was familiar and also wrong. It was almost like it was inside her head. ‘Nick?’ 
 
    ‘You did well, Mercy. Exactly as I wished.’ 
 
    ‘As you… wished? Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘With The Damned gone, the remaining Damned Ones will turn to the man who has helped them so much in the past few weeks. The powers I developed fifty years ago don’t lend themselves to killing someone like that mountain of muscle. I was not entirely sure that you could do it.’ 
 
    ‘You helped– Nick, what’s going on? You didn’t become a–’ 
 
    ‘Joe can fly, Sophia can create, you can destroy. I can read and influence minds. I can project my mind kilometres from my body. I discovered Hart’s plan to use the Damned Ones to take over here and I turned it to my own advantage. I’ll have minions, as befits a god. The disruption here will eliminate my competition.’ 
 
    Mercy turned again, trying to locate the source of the voice. ‘We’re not gods, Nick. We’re just–’ 
 
    ‘You have no idea of your potential, Mercy. I’m going to give you a hint of it.’ There was a slight pause. It was almost like he was psyching himself up for something. ‘Before I do… Don’t trust Waveguide. They’re not what they seem to be.’ 
 
    ‘Nick…’ 
 
    ‘Goodbye, Mercy. I’m sure we’ll meet again in time.’ Nick appeared directly in front of her, holding a large-calibre automatic pistol right over her heart. His eyes were glowing a dull red with black behind it, red veins threaded over his face and neck. He pulled the trigger three times before Mercy could stop him and she died… 
 
    Mercy sat bolt upright, pulling in a lungful of air as though she had just risen from the depths. Except she had not; she had just risen from the dead. She knew she had died. There had been pain, horrible pain. Her heart had been torn apart by three nine-millimetre bullets. There were three holes in her blouse, blood around the torn fabric. Her back probably looked worse. She had died. And now she was alive again. 
 
    ‘“You have no idea of your potential, Mercy. I’m going to give you a hint of it.”’ Nick had known. Nick had betrayed them. 
 
    Mercy got to her feet to leave. The only pain in her heart now was the pain of Nick’s betrayal. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    New York Authority, 12th June 2152. 
 
    ‘Maybe ten percent of their forces managed to escape Indian Point,’ Mercy said. ‘Joe tracked them back to Hartford, but it looks like they’re just joining an exodus. All the Damned Ones are preparing to leave.’ 
 
    ‘Under Doctor Harris’s direction?’ Faith asked. 
 
    ‘That we don’t know. He said he was going to take over, but Joe hasn’t seen him up there. We can’t definitely say that Nick’s running things.’ There was a bitter taste in Mercy’s mouth whenever she spoke of Nick Harris. She was not entirely sure whether that was due to him setting her up to kill The Damned, or because he had shot her, or because she was not dead. ‘As for not seeing him, well, I couldn’t see him when he was standing right in front of me. Until he wanted me to, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘That kind of power… There have always been stories about Titans able to manipulate people’s minds, but they were always just scary stories. I’ve never met one who could–’ 
 
    ‘That you know of,’ Mercy said flatly. ‘Nick was able to hide his abilities from all of us.’ She shook her head. ‘Anyway, the reactor is back online, The Damned is dead along with his Anathema, the Damned Ones are in disarray and, apparently, planning to leave the area. Overall, it’s a victory.’ 
 
    ‘It’s going to take time to rebuild Security.’ 
 
    ‘While you’re at it, you should expand your force. The Damned Ones were able to muster enough people that they could have marched in here if they’d wanted. I’m not saying they could have really taken over, but they could have made a real mess. If someone more organised decided that they wanted this place, Security would never be able to stop them.’ 
 
    Faith sighed. ‘I’m aware. I need to find a replacement for Hart and then we’ll see what we can do. I don’t suppose you would–’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a soldier, Faith. I was a pilot in the Marines and you don’t have an air force.’ 
 
    ‘Aside from Joe.’ 
 
    ‘Aside from Joe, and he’s still planning to fly to Europe.’ 
 
    Faith gave a small grimace. ‘I don’t think he’s going to like what he finds there.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Mercy said. ‘No, I don’t think he will.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘So, we’re changing the sleeping arrangements,’ Sophia said. 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Mercy asked in reply. She was a little wary. Joe and Sophia had asked her to return to the apartment building and she thought they might be planning some form of reconciliation, but she did not wish to hope too much. 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m moving in with Joe,’ Sophia said, and Mercy’s heart sank. ‘Until he leaves, anyway, and then I thought I’d join you on Pallas. Frankly, it’ll be more comfortable there. I don’t know why we moved into these rooms.’ 
 
    ‘Because,’ Joe said, ‘the four of us would’ve been sharing the same space designed for short, planetary missions. If it’s just you two, I think you’ll manage.’ 
 
    ‘I kind of thought you didn’t want to be near me,’ Mercy said. 
 
    ‘We talked it over. It wasn’t your fault we got stuck.’ 
 
    ‘And we couldn’t have got back home in time to be any use to anyone anyway,’ Sophia added. ‘I can repair things, but I have limits. I can’t repair the world. Besides, with what Nick’s done…’ 
 
    ‘We can’t even be sure he was telling the truth,’ Joe said. ‘He’s the one who made the link between your ability and our time in stasis. It’s quite possible that he lied to drive a wedge between us.’ 
 
    ‘I guess,’ Mercy said. She did not believe it. She doubted Joe believed it. They all knew that it probably had been Mercy’s power which had trapped them in time, but if denying the truth helped, Mercy was not going to argue. It possibly was true that Nick had been trying to split the group. ‘Next time I see him, I’ll ask him. Right before I put a few bullets in his chest.’ 
 
    ‘You think he’s out there, with the Damned Ones.’ 
 
    ‘I think he’s out there and up to something. He thinks he’s a god. I don’t think he’ll be satisfied with a cult of followers like the Damned Ones. No, he’s up to something, I just don’t know what that is.’ 
 
    North Tisbury, Martha’s Vineyard. 
 
    Lilith drew in a shuddering breath and opened her eyes. She looked confused. Then again, returning from the dead was likely to be a confusing thing to do. Nick fervently hoped that he would never need to find out about it first-hand. 
 
    ‘It’s done,’ the other woman in the little room said. She was on the young side of middle age, at least to look at. She was a Healer, one of very few Healers who could do what she had just done: bring the dead back to life. 
 
    ‘And you’ve already received your payment,’ Nick said. ‘A substantial one.’ 
 
    ‘I’m aware. Take her and go. I want nothing to do with the Damned Ones.’ Without waiting for a reply, the woman turned and left, leaving Nick and the rejuvenated Lilith alone. 
 
    ‘I… died,’ Lilith said. 
 
    ‘And I arranged for you to be brought back,’ Nick said. He stepped closer and put his hand on her shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, I couldn’t save the others.’ 
 
    ‘Damiano? He’s–’ 
 
    ‘Colonel Garner did an impressive job of ensuring that he would not be revivable. The only reason I could save you is that you were killed by more conventional weapons.’ 
 
    ‘That woman… I’ll kill her for this.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you will. However, we have people to lead and preparations to make.’ Nick smiled his most reassuring smile. ‘You want to be sure you can end her when the time comes, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I can do it! I just need–’ 
 
    ‘She’s powerful, Lilith. I shot her three times through the heart and she’s still walking around. We need more if we’re to eliminate her. Luckily, I believe I know where to get what we need. I’ve started the process. The Damned Ones are on the move.’ 
 
    ‘Where to?’ She swung her legs off the table she had been lying on and got to her feet. She felt stiff, but that was fading. Death, it seemed, was not for her just yet. 
 
    ‘West. We’re going to find Waveguide’s headquarters. They have what we need to rule this world, Lilith. Now all we have to do is take it.’ 
 
    ### 
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