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CHAPTER 1      

Circuit Broken

A careless word echoes long

 in the corridor of silent years.

Glimmering far over the ground, with faint threads of sparks and lightning along its filigree, the solar power web known as the Reticulary stretched in a band around the planet.

Sedate, silent, steady. 

Far below, a stealthy threat rumbled unseen on the Earth’s surface.

Above, Reticulary Technicians and their machines hummed and purred, busy with their routines beyond the atmosphere, harvesting massive amounts of solar power to feed the planet. Working and residing in efficient stations stretched out along the Reticulary, scattered sparsely along thousands of kilometers of wiry netting, they lived with a glut of freedom and breathtaking views. They loved their work, and their positions were coveted.

Beneath them, on the planet surface, heavy vehicles rolled down barren roads in the darkness. Muted boring drones gouged tunnels under walls and fences. Armored troops shifted by handfuls into hundreds of strategic places near key facilities, ports, harbors, airports, spaceports. Bus, train, and air taxi stations. 

Over the Earth, the community of techs and their families went about their day blissfully unaware of the impending cataclysm down planetside. They were getting ready for summer, vacations on the surface, summer intern programs, orbit tourist hub visits.

On the dry land…enemy forces of the Jagged Edge gathered in the darkness.

Warm family scenes played out kilometers above sea level.

Destruction assembled in the wings below, preparing for invasion.

~][~

“Reticulus work is for older people with skills and talent,” Pitch shot over her shoulder, adding a good dose of ridicule to her tone. “Not obnoxious pests who can’t even keep their stuff organized…”

Thump! A wadded-up towel hit her in the back of the head, knocking her slightly off balance.

She made no attempt to soften the look of fury in her eyes as she turned to glare at her brother. Eleven months younger was too close—had always been too close, as if he were not just on her heels all the time, but scraping them with the toes of his shoes, no matter how fast she ran. 

“You are insufferable!” she screeched before yanking the decibels down to a grating hiss. “I can’t wait to get out of this space-locked dump and into the wide, electric nets out there, where you never have to stay in a station longer than you wish. Where there aren’t any annoying little Breakers with incandescent eyes and… and…” Bending over to pick up the towel, she shook it at him.

“Yeah?” he challenged her, his dark, not-at-all-incandescent eyes widening. He was either angry, or something else, but she didn’t feel like figuring out what exactly. She just curled her lip and sneered at him. He sneered back. “What?”

Pitch straightened as if she had just remembered she was older and dropped the towel on the floor. Her face assumed what she considered a sophisticated, bored look. “Well, so much for goodbyes,” she said, swiveling back to face the door.

She would be interning with several Reticulary Tech families in orbit, while the rest of her family went planetside for the summer; except for her sister, Tenna, (short for antenna), who was already apprenticed at the 120W Station. It wasn’t actually summer, since there were no seasons in orbit, but the RT residents in the Northwest Quadrant had a calendar patterned after lands below them on Earth. 

“Wait…” Fuse said. Even the nickname he had wanted was lame. She had recommended Diode, or maybe Ion, but he had hated her suggestions. Fine. Let him be Fuse to everyone else, and she would call him Breaker. It fit him perfectly. 

All the kids of the Reticulary Force used nicknames among themselves inspired by the work their parents did. It was useful when tourists were around. It was like a club outsider kids couldn’t get into. 

“Well?” Pitch snapped, throwing her pack over her shoulder. She was going multi-kilometers away for an RT monitor internship, the first stage in becoming proficient at her parents’ vocation. And one thing she wouldn’t miss for the next nine months was a pesky brother with a penchant for throwing things when he couldn’t think of a good retort.

“What if you don’t come back?” Fuse’s voice was gruff. “What if I never see you again?” 

She turned halfway back, puzzled and skeptical. She knew he was as glad to be rid of her as she was to be away from him. Why did he have to say something like that? “No such luck, El,” she said casually, the childhood name adding a touch of affection. “Not in this universe.” 

Pitch hadn’t learned yet that an almost fifteen-year-old like herself didn’t know enough about the universe to make a statement like that. Turning away again, she almost missed the one tear in his eye. In fact, she did miss it at the time. 

It didn’t register until later. 

Fuse gritted his teeth, as though willing himself to be strong, as if some emotion was about to overwhelm him. His face contorted, and for a moment she thought he was going to say something like he was sorry for being a pest, or ask her if she would miss him, or maybe ask for a hug. But something stifled the words, and he swallowed instead. 

Pitch shrugged and was through the airlock with the seal engaged without another word being spoken.

She could have at least said, “Goodbye.” 

Why hadn’t she done that?

~][~

Running the wheel at the X-Qrtz station hub wasn’t as exhilarating as she had imagined, but Pitch caught the hang of it quickly. The dashboard she worked at had a wide glass window she could see the cables through as she rolled them. The Reticulary used multiple duplicates of every cable so that they could execute the constant maintenance that was needed to keep them free of space dust and static. The wheels rolled each cable, whirring it through a sweeper, smoothing, cleaning, and straightening it. Each station tested the tension as well, making micro-adjustments in its elevation to maintain orbit stability. 

The wires soaked up solar rays and fed the accumulated electric power to hubs that spat them to the surface in regular intervals, but it wasn’t, and couldn’t be, a uniform process. With so many kilometers of cable, traces of static residue collected unevenly along its length, attracting cosmic dust. Sometimes this was minimal, but at other times, it was enough of a nuisance to be a problem, adding weight and resistance to the net. 

Pitch liked this hub. It was one of the newer models that had gravity fields, and she didn’t have to worry about getting enough hours in the spinner to keep up her health. She didn’t mind living like that, in fact, it had gotten to where she hadn’t even noticed going from weightlessness to centrifugal weight or vice versa several times a day. But steady gravity was far better, almost like being on the planet.

Not quite so left out of the family vacation. 

“Under-cable 23 rotation cycle complete,” she informed her mentor over the com. 

“Looking good,” Helena responded encouragingly, “two more this shift and you’re off for the rest of the day.” She walked in from the portside door at a quick pace. “I have some programming glitches to work on…” She was a trim, muscular woman with a stiff chin that looked like she must grind her teeth when sleeping, but her eyes were gentle. 

Pitch swiveled her chair around to face her. “Uh… what kind?” She had been hinting at a chance to help with this sort of thing. 

Helena pressed her lips together thoughtfully, staring out at some swirling storm clouds over the Pacific Ocean. “Hmmm,” she hesitated.

“Hackers?” Pitch really wanted to get better at identifying and countering hacking. At home, she had been improving a ton. At least her parents had told her so.

“Not sure,” was the answer. “Something is going on.” Helena was thoughtful, not worried.

Pitch leapt to her feet. “Let me help,” she said with an artificial calm, restraining the burst of excitement she felt. “I can help.”

“I know,” Helena said softly, dropping her eyes to the screen she held in her hands, “you’ve mentioned it before.”

“I’m really good. Really, really good,” the girl added, shifting her weight off her heels onto her toes and raising her eyebrows. Don’t say too much! She was learning that could have the wrong effect on mentors. They thought they should decide what she was ready for.

“Well…” the woman crossed her arms, tucking the screen under an armpit. “One thing you could help me with is…” She stopped herself with a sharp look at Pitch, scanning her as though reminding herself that she was young. “But…”

“I am happy to help,” Pitch forced herself to breathe and wait, and not beg for whatever it was that she might be too young for.

“I don’t have anyone else available at the moment, and I really need to check on a malfunctioning node. I can’t get any data from it. I don’t even know if it’s fried or functioning normally and just off-grid or what.” Helena caught her gaze and seemed to read her eagerness. Narrowing her eyes, she asked, “You have some skating skills, of course?”

Pitch nodded. Skating the cables was required training before beginning an internship.

The woman shifted her screen out to tap and scroll through something. Nodding and murmuring, she finally said, “I guess you should be okay for this.”

Pitch nodded slowly in response, afraid to speak—because it might come out in a shriek. She was about to be given a real task, like a legit Reticulary Tech!

“Alright,” Helena decided. “Suit up, grab the tools, and skate west till you get to this node here.” She pointed to a spot on the screen. “Scan it, check the fuses and breakers, dust levels, the usual, and report back. You’re coming straight back. No exploring and no fancy skating tricks.”

“Of course,” Pitch nodded once with a sharp drop of the chin and the appropriate measure of respect. 

“Nothing but normal business.” Helena leaned her head sideways and raised one eyebrow—almost as if she knew how much Pitch wanted this. 

“Nothing but normal business,” Pitch echoed soberly as she whipped around and sped down the hall. 

She was surprised to hear a faint chuckle behind her.

~][~

The equipment she strapped on belonged to the station, but Pitch’s suit was her own. It had a wide clear visor that gave her a full range of vision and some high-tech radiographic scanning along the lower rim. This was to help her determine distance better. There was no atmosphere to bounce and soften light and shade, and the stark cutouts in space could trick the brain. A massive object far away could just as easily be a small object close by, and there was no way to tell just by looking. The faint aura of color on the lower edges of the objects she saw was built into her eye gear and its hue indicated distance. Red, further away. Blue and purple, close. 

Poised outside the airlock, Pitch knelt at the edge of the gravity field and stared over the side down at the Earth. It gave her a brief moment of vertigo, tugging her downward. But she knew that once she was away from the hub, she would be weightless, and that confusion would pass quickly. 

She ran through the checklist and made sure every item was accounted for. Clipping the skating tether onto a guiderail, she unclipped herself from the station and jumped off the side. One moment she was heavy and the next she was a free agent in space, soaring westward over the wires. 

Flying.

“Nice takeoff,” Helena said via com, and Pitch felt proud, wondering if she had done better than other interns.

That first leap took her nearly two thirds of a kilometer before she began to deviate and had to reel herself down to the guiderail. Touching it with the toes of her boots, she let the magnetic pull draw her heels down to connect. Without hesitating for more than a few seconds, she leapt again. She would cover less distance this time without a gravity assist. 

Skating was about building up forward momentum and tapping against the rail periodically just enough to keep moving in the right direction. Every tech had to find their own stride, their own rhythm. Some of the fastest skaters were beautiful to watch and when she was practicing, she mimicked their movements. Some weren’t artistic or athletic but were fast anyway. It wasn’t like on the surface of the planet where the wind caused drag and speed skaters had to learn to lean into it. Out here, it was about finding your center of balance according to how your muscles worked together and how you positioned your body with that foot tap. 

Pitch sketched arcs and vectors in her mind as she skated, trying to find the perfect bent at her waist, the perfect angle to lean her body, and whether a curve with abdominals tightened or a long horizontal with a straight back was better. One had a sense of rolling to it, the other felt like being a projectile. 

Tap, snap the legs straight, lean into it, breathe. Arms lengthen behind. Body elongates, stretching the muscles, almost relaxing them. Then roll the fingers into fists, tighten the core, lower the chin, and pull the knees in. Descend for the next tap and kick off. 

The way she pictured it in her mind was elegant, but the reality was clumsy and slow. But that was fine. Just being out here, skating in the dark over brilliant swirls of white and blue, was exhilarating. It was her first skate without a tutor or a co-skater to watch over her.

Slowing down was not just a reverse of the skating process. It had its own technique. For now, she just tightened the tether to brake. 

She had reached the node before getting even one smooth kick in but that couldn’t dampen her joy. “Well done!” she told herself aloud, landing on the malfunctioning node, clapping gloved hands in soundless applause.

You can’t hear that in space, right? 

Her feet felt unsteady. Or maybe the node had shifted. Why did her brain think there was a sound she couldn’t quite hear? She clapped again to confirm what she already knew that sound would not carry through the emptiness from her hands to her ears. The vibration would travel through her body but that wasn’t the same thing, and her brain knew that. 

The node wasn’t vibrating. But had it resonated when she landed?

“Time to find out what’s going on,” she muttered and slung her pack down by her feet. It was magnetized like her boots and would stay where she put it. The diagnostics pad was soon clamped to her arm, and she was rotating the dial that opened the panel. Most problems could be identified from this spot, and she shouldn’t need to crawl into the node. In fact, if she did go in, she wouldn’t have the skills—well, at least, not the experience—to fix it. “I can figure the problem out though,” she reassured herself. “I know enough for that.”

The node moved again as she was plugging in. Strange. This was not like the long oscillations that rippled when the Reticulary was hit with solar flares. It was confusing. She crouched and clung to the node with one hand as she turned around to scan the vastness of space. 

The next time she felt it, she knew it wasn’t her imagination. She could see a reddish tinged spark lighting up the filigree in the distance. As if localized flares were hitting points on the web and jostling it…

…like vibrations that alert a spider that something is caught in its threads.

Pitch crawled to the edge of the node to look over and stare down at the planet. In the distance, over the nearest land mass, there were bursts of color and cloud, dark orange, glowing yellow. Sharp blue flashes. And black circles that seemed to bleed strips of wispy charcoal. As if fireworks were no longer used only for holidays but for interplanetary displays. 

She stared at it silently in astonishment. Those cloud swirls over the sea that she had noticed earlier were riddled with unusual strands of color and their motions made no sense—no meteorological sense. 

“What?” Helena’s voice crackled over the com. “This malfunction must be wider spread than we realized…”

Her last words were startlingly bland.

“Are those numbers righ…?” 

The hub erupted into a spectacular explosion of fire and debris that almost instantly went dark, hardly visible as a crinkle of metal in the distance. The rolling shock that hit the node was unmistakable. 

It was instinct that made Pitch flatten herself against the outer skin of the node. Whatever debris had been flung her way would be there any second and the frail field around the node might help deflect it.

She heard nothing, but felt a patter of thumps in the metal under her body as the refuse of the explosion pelted the node. 

“Helena?” she whispered, knowing there was no one to answer. “What is happening?”

Turning her head over, she looked beyond, further east and waited for what she wished wouldn’t come. But it did.

There. Another blast, then, so distant it was hardly a speck, she saw another and she knew it would be followed by another and another. With each one, the evidence rippled in her direction through the cables. Like thunder after lightning.

And it went on like that for hours.

Opening the hatch and descending into the node was her only choice at the time but she wasn’t aware of making the decision. She just went through the motions and once inside, found herself checking all the equipment. 

Emergency supplies. Check. Monitors activated…warnings flashing and scrolling. Check. Life support activated. Check. She was taking off her helmet and pulling herself into a chair without choosing to do so, strapping herself in; an open, untasted ration bar clutched in her hand. Staring out a porthole at the surface of the planet. 

The Earth had become a living canvas painted with moving streaks and whirling blobs of abstract blacks, greys, and stabs of color. 

Graffiti over nature. 

Watching and waiting, salty drips trailing down her cheeks, Pitch sat motionless, time moving forward without rhythm. Minutes. Hours. Longer. 

There were no clear thoughts. Just cold silence. 

And a massive block of numbness in her heart. 

 

 


CHAPTER 2

Invasion

Twenty years to spread deception

Five years to provoke unrest

Six months to train the troops

Seven days for invasion

—Severance communique to

 the Jagged Edge strategist

The explosions in the night were like vast fountains of fireworks bursting and flashing across the horizon on every side. Brilliant sprays of silver white and gold, sometimes tinged with red and purple, seared the darkness again and again.

“This is my moment,” the elderly man uttered in a monotone. His lukewarm eyes flashed with echoes of the distant battle and his knobby knuckles bulged, gripping the armrests tightly. Excitement coursed through his veins.

General Dedic was not the ordinary, milk-toast man he appeared to be. 

Seated at the view window of his airship which rested on a bluff overlooking the valley, he could see the darting of the drones and hear the blasts of laser fire. He could imagine the screams of the people as the troops poured down the streets. 

“Why do they resist?” he murmured, savoring the words. He had imagined saying those very words for so many years. They tasted sweet. “The end came long before this night.”

He had sketched out the initial draft of his master plan to conquer the earth and rule the human race when he was barely seventeen years of age. And he hadn’t wasted a day since then, fleshing out the details, building the deception, putting all the pieces together. Money, of which he had inherited a great deal, had been crucial in the beginning, but he had soon found that the people themselves loved and chased after all the tools he needed to control them. 

They were sheep. Fools. 

“I am no longer your master,” he said to no one in particular, “I am your god and your devotion.” He had spoken these words often to himself. His attendants were so used to hearing him murmur them that they thought nothing of it. They had long since accepted that his final victory was unavoidable.

The Earth was fighting an alien invasion. 

But the ‘alien’ soldiers had been recruited from among their own people. 

Dedic laughed. It was a long, raspy, empty sound that his lungs weren’t ready to perform. But he had promised himself he would laugh, and nothing would keep him from it. Besides, the old, frail chamber he inhabited would soon be abandoned for a better, younger version that he had chosen and groomed for the purpose. 

At his left elbow, the new chamber sat smiling. Corso, a young eighteen-year-old male snatched from his home as a toddler to be cultivated for the purpose: educated to develop the brain, fed well to make him healthy, physically trained to make his body limber and strong. Nothing had been lacking in shaping him into a remarkable specimen. He wasn’t particularly handsome—this mattered little to Dedic. He was capable and smart, and he was exactly the type Dedic had wanted. 

“Rounding up the survivors…” came the report from somewhere in the air.

Dedic nodded with a savage grin.

“The last ones have surrendered,” the voice informed. “We are ready to eliminate them all according to standard procedure. Awaiting your command.”

Dedic knew the commander that spoke considered himself human—not alien. He had been trained and shaped into a freedom-fighter of sorts, one that believed he was fighting aliens. He was convinced that none of the people they had corralled were human. They were facsimiles, imposters. They had to be exterminated in order to reclaim the world.

“Stay,” he instructed. 

Turning to his right, he pressed a switch. He liked switches as symbolic gestures and had had this one installed for this very moment, his moment of triumph.

“Engage,” he said to another commander, leader of another group of forces. He was grinning so fiercely his face hurt but he couldn’t help it. 

A stream of ships descended out of the skies screeching like banshees, sinking down all around the original forces that had just conquered the last city in the final battle, that were waiting for the order to wipe out the last survivors. One after another landed and disgorged its complement of white armored troops that came out blazing, firing weapons, steamrolling down the streets, knocking over everything in their path. 

“I made dystopia,” Dedic said to the window. The young man at his side turned to look respectfully at his mentor. This was familiar and he knew what would come next.

“Now,” the old man said. “NOW, I am giving them Utopia, and they will LOVE me for it. They will LOVE me and sing to me for all eternity.” He pushed himself unsteadily to his feet and stretched out his arms on either side.

Corso rose to his feet and gazed out the window as well. It wasn’t easy to see what was happening, and there were several displays they could turn to if they wanted details. But the window felt more real.

Dedic grew suddenly impatient. He was tired of this old body and anxious to put on the new one. He hadn’t intended waiting this long, but the last child he had groomed as a replacement had failed miserably, and he had had to wait another fourteen years—not wanting to settle for something less suitable. 

He didn’t know if Corso knew what his destiny would be. He had gone to great lengths to keep it a secret, giving him a lot of responsibility as his assistant, hinting at his permanent value as a personal assistant. The boy was smart, but he was naïve, too. 

“The aliens are defeated!” came the announcement in the air. The man that spoke was full of elation. “We arrived just in time to save these inhabitants!”

“You have answered the Noble Call,” Dedic told the commander of the second force. “It’s a joyful reward, isn’t it?”

“Yes!” he answered, his voice trembling with emotion. 

“Welcome to Earth,” the old man greeted him. “You are the saviors of the world!”

“Conciliator!” he cried out, his voice breaking with emotion.

Dedic flicked the switch cutting off the effusion that came next. “Commander?” he called to the dark forces that had been sent to execute the inhabitants. “Commander, report!”

A few staticky clicks were the only answer. 

Dedic began to chuckle. “I knew it would work,” he explained to Corso who stepped closer to take him by the arm to steady him. “They were primed, not by me; by others who went before me. But I saw the opportunity and seized the day. Heh, heh, heh…” He was wheezing as he walked from the view window to another room in the ship, leaning on the young man’s arm.

“Yes, Master,” Corso nodded.

Dedic wondered briefly what thoughts passed unspoken in the youth’s mind but didn’t care enough to ask. And soon it wouldn’t matter. “I planned an alien invasion. They all knew it was coming. They all expected it. They had all kinds of high-tech gear ready to combat it. I just preempted the aliens and staged one myself. And it wasn’t hard. It wasn’t hard at all.”

He stopped and turned a piercing stare onto Corso, digging his nails into his arm. Corso froze and looked back at him.

“Do you know?” the old man gritted his teeth as he glared at him. There had been enough cruelty in Corso’s training to make him afraid of that look and he quailed before him. “Have you figured out the steps I have not told you?”

Corso shook his head.

“I used their own forces to conquer them,” the old man spat out. “And while the invasion was moving across the world, continent by continent, I harvested new recruits from among them. They gave me their freshest resource, their children, and I raised them to be aliens, Corso.”

It was unusual for the old man to use his name and Corso blanched.

Dedic stared at him, waiting for a response.

“Yes,” he whispered. He had heard the plan many times. 

“They became the heroes, you see. That’s why they were willing to turn on their own people. Because they believed the lie. They all believed what they wanted to believe, and it was all a fairytale that I didn’t write—but I told again and again and again. Until this day. This night, that is.”

There were two chairs in the Transfer Lab. Dedic often sat in one and broadcast his mind elsewhere, engaging with his commanders around the world. Corso would stand by and keep watch. This time was different.

“Have a seat, Corso,” Dedic said calmly, pointing to his own chair. “It’s your turn to celebrate.”

“No, thank you,” he demurred.

“I insist,” Dedic’s voice had an edge of steel. 

The sheer force of the old man’s will pressed down on Corso’s face, heating it up, tightening his throat, and he found himself sinking into the chair, heart pounding. “Master,” he said, “I’m not sure I can do this… I really can’t… I don’t think…”

Dedic sneered. He had sought out a docile personality in the specimen, though it was something he despised. But he was glad at the same time because it made it much easier to go through with the plan. Any faint misgivings he had were washed away by the wimpy little complaint.

With a grunt, Dedic shoved Corso’s head back into the socket that connected him to the transfer framework and locked his body into place. This was the tricky part because he didn’t want to find himself stuck once he had transferred into his new chamber. He had to time the locks just right, holding this body in place until the moment when the old body needed to be restrained. He had rehearsed it in his mind many times.

“One, lock him in,” he mumbled to himself. “Two, suction his head. Three, climb into the secondary seat. Four, initiate the transfer but don’t rest the head yet. Five, set locks to close. Six, unlock the other chair…” He was puttering around tapping details into the display and adjusting levers. 

“Two and a half… a little celebratory drink…” he said, pouring a shot of whiskey and tapping some powder into it. Stirring it with his finger, he gulped it down, licking his thin lips.

Corso’s eyes were wide as he watched him move around. “What are you doing?” he gasped when Dedic leaned over in front of him and loosened his shoelaces. 

“Don’t worry about it,” the old man snapped at him. But he was humming. He wasn’t angry at all.

“One, done,” Dedic mumbled, “Two, done. Three…” He climbed into the secondary seat across from Corso. He was laughing. “This is beautiful!” Pausing to sneeze, he went on. “Three, done. Four…”

“Don’t do it!” Corso cried out.

“So, you do have an idea, do you?” Dedic curled his lip and glared at him with a sideways tilt of his head.

Outside, the sound of marching grew louder and louder. The heroes, shining in white armor could be seen in the distance, filling the street as they marched toward their Conciliator’s ship. A faint vibration began and grew as they drew closer.

“They’re coming, Corso,” Dedic shook his head reprovingly. “No time for whining.” He reached out and swiped the panel in front of him. “Four, engaged.” The two seats began to hum, and Corso’s head was sucked back tightly into the socket. “Five, done,” Dedic said as restraining belts tightened around his waist, arms, and legs. “Six, engage…” he added.

All the restraints on Corso’s body unfastened, but the young man didn’t move. His eyes were rolled back into his head.

“Now, Corso…” Dedic, the old man, spoke for the last time in an old man’s voice. The marching had grown louder, and the ship was shaking with each pounding step. “Welcome to your destiny.” 

Dedic let his head fall back and the suction took him into its grip, and the old eyes rolled into the old head. A loud crashing sound coinciding with one of the marching steps reverberated through the room and with a bright flash of blue light, the machine died down. 

“Well,” Corso’s mouth said as he opened his eyes and sat up. “This is nice, very nice.”

The old man was moaning and pulling weakly at his restraints. 

Corso—actually Dedic now—jumped to his feet with a loud exclamation. “Ha, HA!” he cried out, somewhat absurdly, stretching his arms to the sky, flexing his fingers, relishing the power and youth in his limbs.

The old man opened watery eyes and stared at him in horror, understanding for the first time what his purpose had been. The rejection pierced him. Dedic had never valued anything about him except the body he inhabited… used to inhabit.

The un-Corso swiveled around still stretching and moving in exaggerated gestures and tapped the release button on the old man’s chair. He was laughing and humming, dancing clumsily and sweeping his hips side to side. “Oh, yes,” he chuckled. “I am god now.”

The old man creaked and groaned as he rose to his feet. “Master…” he whispered with a swallow. 

“Call me god,” the un-Corso said with a malevolent grin, pointing at him for a second before turning away again and continuing his victory dance.

Dedic had been powerful in his aged shell, in spite of all its weakness, by sheer force of will. What would he be now in a young and healthy body? The soul of Corso wondered, his breath catching as he straightened in the aged body, and a sharp pain pierced him in the left side. He couldn’t bring himself to call the thief ‘god’. 

“You took me… you took my…” the old man floundered in confusion, unaccustomed to the sluggish brain.

“Oh, Master Dedic!” The un-Corso cried out in mock concern, pressing a hand to his chest. “Are you alright? Are you unwell? I’ve tried so hard to take care of you as your loyal servant—so hard!” He grinned fiendishly and leaned into him, in his face, so that even a whisper would be loud. “You are too good to me…” The words came out gravelly.

The old man fumbled with his hands, looking for a place to rest them and relieve his shoulders of their weight. Pockets. He found them and thrust them in. The shock began to diminish as fear and anger set in, each fighting for dominance. 

“I am Corso,” he croaked, twitching his hands in the pockets trying to warm them. 

“Master Dedic,” the un-Corso replied twisting his face into a semblance of sorrow. “You are rambling again. It’s gotten so much worse of late, hasn’t it?”

There was something in the old man’s pocket. He felt it and puzzled over it, staring off into the distance. Groping it brought a picture to his mind. It was one of the master’s many tools for survival.

“I am humbled. No, moved to tears, by your generous, lavish gift to me,” the un-Corso was twisting again as if about to break into some more dancing. “Dare I even call you, Father?” 

The old man glanced at him, bewildered. “What?”

“You chose me? ME? I had no idea!” The un-Corso tipped his head back and laughed. “I will do you proud, Father, when you are gone…” He swiveled away again, humming and snapping his fingers.

He never expected the old man to attack. Dedic had lived in a weak body for a long time that was no match for younger body’s power and had assumed that would be obvious to Corso. When the old man leapt onto his back and wrapped an arm around his neck, he reacted instinctively, flinging his limbs and knocking himself over onto his face. 

He didn’t know how to fight.

But the old man did and even in an aged body, he was a force to be reckoned with. 

The un-Corso yelled in rage and wrestled to throw off his attacker, but not before the plunger in the old man’s hand had been slammed into his neck, the needle snapping off under the skin.

“What have you done?” the un-Corso bellowed, scrambling to his feet and clawing at his neck to scratch the broken needle out.

Elite guards of the Jagged Edge poured in the door, tackling the young man and pinning him to the floor as he screamed and thrashed, spewing insane orders and demands at them. 

“Master!” some of them cried out as they lifted the bruised and bleeding aged man off the floor. “Are you alright?”

“Not him!! ME!!” the younger man hollered, then fell to his knees and started seizing. The guards jumped away from him in disgust. 

“He was like a son to me…” the old man wheezed, wiping a tear from his eyes, as two guards lifted him gently and set him in a chair. “I don’t understand what happened…”

“Surely he’s not a traitor. He loved you, Master,” one of the guards said as the younger man’s fits increased, and he thrashed on the floor. “It is some terrible disease, perhaps a final alien weapon unleashed against you in your moment of triumph.”

“Perhaps you are right,” the old man’s eyes gleamed as he looked into the guard’s eyes and took a deep, rasping breath. “I fear…” he added, wincing in pain.

“Master,” the guard uttered reverently, eyes glistening, wrapping an arm around his frail body as it sagged in the chair.

“… it has succeeded…” the old man’s eyes lost focus, he sucked in and held a breath, longer than anyone imagined he could hold it, his lips working as if to speak one more time.

“You will rule in my…” the jaw released and wouldn’t shape sounds. The breath exhaled and did not return. The eyes blackened, and the body surrendered.

The young man on the floor, gasping for a moment between fits, shrieked and uttered incomprehensible words, eyes fixed on the old man’s body. 

“He was poisoned,” another guard said. “Look.” He held up the old man’s glass where powder swirled in the dregs. 

“Vilar, did he just put you in charge?” a third looked at the one who held the lifeless body, “How in the master’s name do you expect to do that?”

The un-Corso writhed on the floor, growling, foaming at the mouth.

“I have no idea,” Vilar answered. And turning to glance at the young man that looked like Corso, who was once again seizing, he pulled out a gun and shot him through the head.

“But I’m not doing it alone,” he added, spreading his lips in a thin grimace.

The others nodded. They were the General’s elite personal guard, the highest tier of the Jagged Edge and the bond between them was strong. 

“I guess that makes me Vil-Darad now… Conciliator,” the new leader said thoughtfully.

The troops were amassing in the lawns out the window, awaiting the instructions of their deceased god. 

“Does anyone know what the next part of the plan was to be?” he asked calmly, glancing around the room. Each one sensed the unspoken pact and entered into it without question. Someone else had plotted to take over the world—but they would rule it. 

“No one must ever know that this was not the plan,” Vil-Darad hissed.

“We don’t have the codes for the machine,” one objected, gesturing toward the console by the seats.

“This hand is still warm,” the new Conciliator snarled as he yanked on the old man’s arm and pulled it toward the colored glass dome on the console. It lit up when the hand touched it. “Authorize Vilar of the Jagged Edge as Conciliator with full privileges and access,” he commanded. 

The band around his wrist grew luminous with rolling waves of green and blue light. 

“It won’t give you everything,” someone said.

“It will be enough.”

They saluted as he placed his own hand on the dome and began to address the army outside in a victory speech.

 

 


CHAPTER 3

Tick Tocking

To be alone is to be already dead

but one voice can bring life.

Tick, tick, tick. Tock…tock…tock…. Tick, tick, tick.

Quiet filled the node, a quiet so deep it felt as though sound had been leached out through the hull, as though sophisticated dampening effects rendered it null, as though death had robbed Pitch’s ears of their intended skill.

Except for that ticking sound.

Tick, tick, tick. Tock…tock…tock…. Tick, tick, tick.

At first, she had been frantically trying to figure out how to set up communications with hubs, stations, and other nodes. The instruction books—there were always hard copies as backups—were confusing and she could hardly think straight. But by the time she had figured it out, she had become afraid of what would happen if she tried to send a message. 

What if the enemy, whoever it was, heard and identified where she was hiding? 

Then she had tried just listening, and the cacophony of messages coming over the wireless was distressing, confusing, and overwhelming. She could make no sense of them yet listened to them for hours and hours. Dozing and waking, in lucid dreams, in nonsense dreams, in a stupor, in a feverish panic.

And she was alone. All alone.

A kid shouldn’t have to be alone at a time like this, she was sure.

Except… she was a kid no longer. There was nothing left of the childhood she had left behind when she walked out on her brother without saying goodbye. It had been a few weeks, but it might as well have been years ago. In another universe. 

Tick, tick, tick. Tock…tock…tock…. Tick, tick, tick.

She wasn’t sure when she turned off the radio. For a while, her heart had sounded like a throbbing drum, pounding in her head at varying paces as the hours went by. Then the sound of whimpering and sometimes sniffling arbitrarily caught her off guard and startled her. After a few days, even that stopped. Silence filled the node, and she settled into a numbness. She wasn’t even belted into a seat anymore and just drifted around the interior. 

There was nothing but empty air, air that didn’t ripple when she moved, or hum when she opened or closed…or opened…or closed her eyes. 

Or her hands. 

Or her mouth. 

Tick, tick, tick. Tock…tock…tock…. Tick, tick, tick.

Now and then, she had to make an audible gasp for breath to be sure she was breathing because it seemed like death. 

It was death. 

Had she eaten? Her mouth was dry, but there was a water hydration tube hanging loosely nearby as if she had left it out to sip whenever she felt like it. There were several wrappers floating. And a few crumbs. And the odd glistening drop of water… Water? No, they were salty. 

Don’t think about that.

Tick, tick, tick. Tock…tock…tock…. Tick, tick, tick.

“Just shut up,” she murmured, speaking more softly than she had intended and, at the same time, startling herself with the noise of her own voice. The words resonated up close, bouncing off the walls at her, mocking her. Death shouldn’t be so loud. 

When had the ticking started? A long time ago. A few minutes ago. They both felt possible. 

It didn’t matter. 

Tick, tick, tick. Tock…tock…tock…. Tick, tick, tick.

The sound was soft, but the pattern was annoying. Somebody had really bad rhythm. No sense of timing. It was like it was meant to be irritating. It nagged at her brain as if it meant something and as if she alone could decipher it. She didn’t want a mystery to solve. She just wanted to fade into nothingness and never think again. 

And she didn’t want to think about her parents and what they had taught her—about that sound—that CODE!

“Screaming sparks!” she shrieked suddenly, flinging all four of her limbs out. “That’s an old Mayday SOS if I ever heard one!” She had never heard one before, but the shock of identifying a message with human intent behind it sent her into a massive adrenaline rush. Her lips began to tingle, and her hands and feet felt like prickling electricity were zapping them. And the throbbing was back in her head with shades of blue pulsing in her vision. 

Her fingers trembled as she pulled herself into the command chair, strapped in, and started searching the main console for clues.

“It’s coming through the Reticulary weave,” she muttered audibly. “That means it’s not an enemy because only techs know about that.” 

She hoped.

In between every cycle, the sender had left a blank space so an answer could be sent. Pitch decided to wait till after the next SOS to respond. The how-to was simple. The triggers they used to thump each cable were tapped a few times each 24-hour period to identify issues with the tension. It was an automatic process but there were switches the techs could use to test it as well. Identifying which cable the sender had chosen was easy.

Tick, tick, tick. Tock…tock…tock…. Tick, tick, tick.

She selected cable 16 and pounced on the tension test switch.

Tick, tick, tick. Tock…tock…tock…. Tick, tick, tick, was her answer.

For a moment nothing happened. Then the signal came again, three times without pausing, ticks and tocks representing letters in the alphabet.

—SOS, SOS, SOS

Pitch repeated the pattern in response.

>>SOS, SOS, SOS

This time a new message came over the cable. Decoding the Morse was going to be slow. What was the symbol for ‘hang on’? The computer had a record function, so she taped it, only missing the first few clicks.

“There’s probably a decoding tool in this computer,” she told herself. “But no time to look for that now. Pretend it’s a game.” A stab of sadness hit her in the stomach because game = childhood = family = her brother she didn’t say goodbye to. 

Shove that thought away.

After a few moments of wrestling with her memory, she put this together: HOW MANY SURVIVE. That’s what the person beyond was asking.

Now she recognized that she had subconsciously noticed the difference in the sounds all along. The staccato ticks were alternated with resonant tocks, simulating dots and dashes. Ticks and tocks. The tocks had a longer wavelength and duration than the ticks.

Tick, tock, tock, tock, tock, she replied. ONE. 

Another pause.

—YOUR LOCATION, the next message prompted.

She gave the exact longitude of the node. As an afterthought, she considered that if an enemy actually were on the other end, it could be bad for her. But it didn’t seem so scary now. Anything was better than being the only person left in space.

—YOUR CALL SIGN, was the next request.

Techs had call signs. Their kids just had nicknames. 

“Well, the techs around here are all gone and I’m all that’s left,” she explained to the empty air. “I’m an honorary tech now and my code name makes a great call sign.”

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
1

BEST SELLING AUTHOR





OEBPS/images/Varida-logo.jpeg





