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“War means blind obedience, unthinking stupidity, brutish callousness, wanton destruction, and irresponsible murder.”

 

- Alexander Berkman

 

 

“The doctrine of blind obedience and unqualified submission to any human power, whether civil or ecclesiastical, is the doctrine of despotism.”

 

- Angelina Grimke

 

 

“Shall I tell you what the real evil is? To cringe to the things that are called evils, to surrender to them our freedom, in defiance of which we ought to face any suffering.”

 

- Lucius Annaeus Seneca

 

 

“Defiance in itself is a sign of strength, and strength is a light side of human nature - when at all present, that is.”

 

- Varg Vikernes
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NOTE ON AI

 

We live in an age of AI.  Every day, more and more services spring up promising revolutionary and innovative results using artificial intelligence.  The authoring industry is not immune to this.

 

I want every one of my readers to know that not once did I employ, nor will I ever employ, the use of AI to sculpt any part of any of my stories.  Those who know me know that I am staunchly and adamantly opposed to such cheats.

 

I’m very proud to be a verified human.  The ability to create is a gift that I was endowed by my Creator, and I will never forfeit that nor set it aside to propagate something synthetic and imitative.

 

Everything you’ve read by me in this series, and in my other works, is 100% entirely created by me, the genuine article.  I’m a verified human, and always will be.

 

To my fellow authors, I urge you to preserve the sacred gift of human creation and never stoop to such lows.  Always cherish this gift you’ve been given.  If you encounter writer’s block, take a break. Don’t cop out.  Don’t take the road more traveled by.  Don’t cheat.  Toe the line for all of us, and keep creation – true unadulterated creation – alive.

 

Long live humanity.

 

Sincerely,

[image: A black background with a black square
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Aaron Ryan,

Verified Human
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Ξ      Ξ      Ξ

 

 

On New Year’s Day, 2113, 18-year-olds Sage Maddox and best friend Hunter Preston are hiding out with their fellow refugees in Maple Park, Illinois, after a failed mission to commandeer an airplane at Dekalb Airport. The two hold Remembrance, a solemn ceremony to remember all those family and friends that have been lost.

 

During Remembrance, Sage flashes back to when he was 4 years old, with his parents, Mark and Tracy Maddox.  They, along with so many others, are ordered to report to a local census point so that the new president, Constantine Jedidiah Goodfellow, can enact a census of all survivors.  A vicious virus, VZV2, has wiped out 50% of humanity. It is highly contagious, and there are still carriers.

 

At the census, under the guise of ‘scanning them for traces of the virus,’ officials use devices to secretly brand those who have voluntarily identified as Christian.  The device, unbeknownst to them, burns a signal into the back of their neck that reveals itself slowly over the next few weeks, lit up by their own body heat, and impossible to extinguish.

 

It is a permanent brand, and, unbeknownst to anyone either administering the census or being branded, it allows President Goodfellow – who will soon reveal himself as the nefarious new world tyrant Nero – to identify Christians for extermination.

 

Soon came The Cleansing, during which Nero’s forces, comprising a massive fleet of mechanoids known as Guardians, rout and annihilate all those who have identified as believers in Jesus. It is a literal second holocaust: families are separated, loved ones murdered, and homes bombed. During one such attack, four-year-old Sage is left an orphan and eventually wanders and connects with a refugee group on the run.  Hunter and so many others tell a similar story.

 

Returning to the present, we meet Maximillian, High Vassal to Emperor Nero, a trusted right-hand man to the Emperor.  Nero has taken up residence in the Capitol Building at Washington, DC, renovating it decadently and in complete worship and subjugation to himself.  Maximillian serves ‘His Eminence’ without question, carefully and faithfully executing his every wish without question.

 

Colonel Thomas Drexler is in Hyde Park, hiding out from a recent siege where scores of Christians were annihilated.  Drexler is the chief architect of The Defiance, a widespread movement in opposition to Nero.  He is at the top of Nero’s Most Wanted list and is constantly on the move, separated from his wife and son for years, as he plans Nero’s demise and the world’s liberation from tyranny.

 

We rejoin Sage and Hunter in Maple Park, Illinois, at Saint Mary of the Assumption Catholic Church, along with friends Charlotte “Charlie” Arden (Sage’s love interest), brother and sister Asher and Emma Amari, their leader and protector Greg ‘Swifty’ Hudson and his daughter Anja, Luca Harris, and a few additional leaders and young adults.  During a regular ‘teaching’ session, Swifty reminds them of history: the origins of the VZV2 virus, the anti-Christian sentiment brewing across the world, believers fomenting rebellion against then-President Goodfellow, and the betrayal and subsequent Cleansing.

 

A rumor of an informant surfaces, causing the group to flee.  They are accosted by Guardian robots on the streets of Maple Park, but mercifully make it to a local Ag Building south of them, where they stay for a few more days.  To their north, the church they had hidden in is bombed, killing the sole remaining caretaker, a nun.

 

Maximillian briefs the Emperor with updated statistics about Christians killed, along with further status of the Guardian forces.  The Emperor fumes that Colonel Drexler has managed to, once again, evade capture.

 

In secrecy, Colonel Drexler meets with a fellow rebel, Chris Mathieson, who informs him that the new ‘patches’ are almost shipped, which will cover over the radiating Christian branding, allowing Christians to move in secrecy. Due to a recent defection by an informant, Mario Davidé Sanchez, there is genuine fear by Mathieson that Nero’s forces know the location of both Drexler’s wife and son, as well as Drexler himself.  Soon, Drexler and his Lieutenant Colonel Kent Cannon come under attack at Lunken Field, Ohio, and scores of Friends of Nero young soldiers are killed, which Nero blames on Drexler in a worldwide broadcast.  Drexler and Cannon escape into Kentucky using masks and patch technology with overwritten personal IDs.

 

Simultaneously, Swifty’s group comes under attack.  When one member is killed, the rest flee, shooting at a deadly AirGuard ship above them, along with multiple approaching Guardians in their flight.  In the mayhem, Luca is wounded and thought dead.  During a standoff, leader Fritz is killed, which buys the group time.  Hunter suffers a bullet in the arm. While they hide, Luca, thought dead at first, re-emerges and draws its fire, refusing to renounce Jesus.  He is killed.  The group takes shelter in a nearby house, meeting Iris, who is friendly to The Defiance and sympathetic to their plight.  She offers them shelter, medical help, clothing, ammunition and supplies.  At her counsel, they move on after a few days to investigate a large cluster of sheltering Christians nearby at the abandoned Kaneland High School.

 

In Washington, DC, High Vassal Maximillian, to his dismay, is forced to share his position with a most distasteful colleague, Vassal Dubois. Agitated and jealous, Maximillian begins to reluctantly question his devotion to Nero. During a subsequent broadcast by Nero following the assault on Drexler, Nero lies to the populace about Drexler’s assassination and blames the death of his own troops on Drexler.  Maximillian knows the truth: Nero killed his own soldiers.  Piercing the jumble of his own burgeoning discomfort and questioning, Maximilian hears a still, small whisper calling him.

 

The high school is attacked.  The pool floods into the lower mechanical room, and nearly everyone perishes.  Hunter drowns while Sage attempts to save him.  Andréa, one of the group’s leaders, exposes Sage to a startling revelation: she is his mother, and Colonel Thomas Drexler is his father.  He has been protected and sheltered this whole time.  Andréa then drowns.  Sage is left stunned and questioning everything he knows.

 

Bereft of his companions, Sage hides in the destroyed school and is all alone, eventually setting out once again to discover that the bodies of Swifty, Charlie, Asher, Emma, Anja, and Nicholas are nowhere to be found.  He trudges off and meets Jasper, a sportsmen’s club manager who has aided the refugees at Kaneland High School.  Jasper takes him in and offers him shelter and conversation.  A Guardian patrol stops by, but Jasper denies Jesus, and they live.  He explains his logic behind such a move, that Christians must not deny Christ to any man, but the Guardians are not men; they are mechanoids. Sage is amazed at this new development.

 

Meanwhile, Colonel Drexler escapes and takes up a new post at Dixie Heights High School in Edgewood, Kentucky, preparing for war.

 

Back in Washington, DC, the Emperor summons the co-High Vassals Maximillian and DuBois to his chamber.  He challenges High Vassal Maximillian to prove his fidelity to Nero by killing High Vassal Dubois with Nero’s sword. Maximillian longs to obey Nero, but struggles, torn between obedience and truth.  They struggle for control of the sword. In a defensive move, Maximillian swings Nero’s sword and slices open Nero’s face.  He is horrified to discover that Nero is, in fact, just a man with flesh that can bleed.  Maximillian steals aboard the Emperor’s new AirGuard and flees, commanding the pilot to engage the cloaking mode.  He flees to the United Kingdom, the only remaining nation that will not bow the knee to Nero. In the flight, he reclaims his original name, Darius Antone Forrester.

 

Sage leaves Jasper and sets out once more to travel to Aurora, Illinois, Charlie’s former hometown.  He connects with Mackenzie Allen, the leader of an underground church, who reports that four survivors of a recent Guardian attack have sought refuge with him.  These four survivors turn out to be Swifty, Asher, Emma and Charlie.  Anja and Nicholas were killed by the Guardians.  Sage is consumed by rage and thoughts of vengeance.

 

In a conversation with Charlie, he decides to pursue what he thinks is his calling: joining up with Friends of Nero in order to get close to the Emperor and kill Nero himself.

 

[  The story now continues in The End: Omicron  ]
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Sage



1 . 22. 2113

Aurora, IL
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Charlie just stared at me, and her jaw dropped.

“You have got to be kidding me.  Are you out of your mind, Sage?”

 I shook my head.  “No, Charlie.  I’ve never felt more clarity.  This is my calling and my destiny.  It’s why I’ve been protected my whole life.  God has His stamp on me, and this is why I’m here.  Don’t you see, Charlie?  This is what I have to do.  My eyes are open now.”

“More like halfway shut and too blinded by your own arrogance to see it!” she protested with a sneer.  “You can’t, Sage!  You’ll never get close to him; you’re a Christian!” she said, lowering her voice.  “An undesirable!”

“Look at my neck, Charlie. Do you see my mark?” I countered.  “No.  They won’t even know!  These are new; they don’t come off.  They’re the same aluminum-glass reflectors, but they’re pliable.  This ‘undesirable’ will get in.”

Charlie started to protest with something else, but she was getting hotter, and I could see it.  She muscled down her breath to prevent saying whatever it was she was considering.  Without a word, she closed her mouth tight and stormed to the door to head back inside.

“What, are you gonna tell on me?” I shouted, and then I thought better of it. “Charlie, please don’t tell Swifty!  Let me tell him!”

She disappeared into the building without a return glance. I huffed and shook my head in frustration.  “Real mature, Sage.  Good job,” I chided.  After all, we had just kissed.  Did that mean nothing?  Or had it meant everything so that she couldn’t bear the thought of losing me?

Could I bear it?

I tossed that stupid flyer angrily and cursed.

I had only an hour left, and I was, truthfully, getting hungry.  I needed to reunite with Wendy Jo next door, but I first needed to say my goodbyes to the group.  It was going to be a hard parting, especially if Charlie had already informed them of my decision.  They would definitely not agree with it. I was sure that Swifty would even try to stop me.

So, what to do?  Do I tell them?  Do I lie?

The choice was before me, and I was running out of time.  I snatched up the flyer once more, stuffed it into my pocket, and headed back inside.

 

 

Ξ      Ξ      Ξ

 

 

I walked back downstairs, slowly exhaling, gathering my courage as I descended the stairs into the basement.

My group remained just as I had left them.  I heard voices before I had even reached the basement.

Swifty was lying down, and his breathing had slowed.  The others were surrounding him with love.  Charlie had her hand on his shoulder.  Asher was standing apart from them, staring at Swifty with smoldering eyes, his hands firmly on his hips.  He turned toward me when he heard me coming.

“Yo, man,” he started.  “I wanna get out of here.  I gotta get me some payback.  You in or not?”

“Asher, don’t talk like that!” Swifty countered.  “Vengeance is not the answer. Vengeance is the Lord’s.  You know that.”  Swifty’s words were strong, but they belied the frailty of his voice.  His daughter had, after all, just been murdered.

“Don’t give me that ‘vengeance is the Lord’s’ garbage, Swifty!  They drew blood – your blood!  Anja!  And now it’s my turn – I want blood, Swifty!”

“You can’t undo a murder with another murder, Asher.  If you don’t know that by now, then you were never worthy of my daughter,” Swifty said, exasperated and too crushed by grief to be gentle. He looked away.

Asher charged at him.  The girls intervened, and I moved to step in.

“Don’t you ever say that to me, Greg!  Don’t you think I know that you never approved of me?  That she was so high above me, man?  You don’t have to rub it in my face!”  He lunged toward them.

“Asher, stop!” His sister pleaded with him.  “This won’t bring her back, Ash.  This won’t bring her back.  Please.  Give it up.” At this, he looked up, locked eyes with Emma, and slowly relented.

Realizing I had walked into a conversation that had been boiling over well before I got there, I moved fully in between Swifty and Asher.

“Bro.  I’m sorry about Anja.  I’m sorry I wasn’t there,” I said regretfully while Asher looked away and sneered.  “If I was, I would have tried to intervene.  Just like you did.  But I wasn’t, and I can’t.  The best we can all do now is to keep our heads about us and do the right thing.”

“Yeah?” Asher snapped, thrusting back until he was only a few inches away.  I could feel the heat of his anger.  “And just what is the right thing, Sage?  Keep running?  Keep hiding?”  He was panting.

I didn’t have an answer.  My words had sounded like bumper stickers the moment they left my mouth.  Did I even know the right thing?  Was my plan the ‘right thing?’

“If both of those mean staying alive, then yes, Ash,” I said.  “The right thing is to serve Jesus, bro,” I whispered to him.  And that was the truest truth I knew.  I planned to serve Jesus by burrowing in and killing Nero.  I would get Asher’s revenge for him.  I would get all their revenge. By becoming a jackal. 

By being used by God and becoming Judas.

“That’s all any of us can do.  Weather this storm and serve Jesus faithfully.”  I looked over at Charlie.  She was staring at the floor.  She lifted her eyes slowly, scowling.  Those big, beautiful eyes were shining in the dark.  “Just… doing what we’re called to do,” I said, trying to assure her of my cause.  Charlie looked away.

Asher sighed and backed off, retreating to the opposite side of the warehouse.  He slammed his fist into the wall, wincing and shaking his fist out in pain.  He flexed his fingers.  Emma grimaced at the collision, knowing that he was going to feel that later.

“Oh, Ash,” Charlie sadly exhaled.  Ever the medic, she sighed and slowly walked over to attend to him.

I glanced around the room at all of them.

“Listen, uh,” I started, gathering my breath.  “I’ve gotta go.  Wendy Jo brought me over here to see you.  She’s with Mack and the underground.  We only have three hours total, and two of those have already elapsed.  If we’re not back at the checkpoint before 3 pm, we’re gonna be in violation of some kind of regulation.  But I’ll head back to the community center.  Watch out when you come; there’s a checkpoint at New York & Ohio that’s crawling with Guardians and troops.  Avoid that place.  I’ll wait for you at the community center, I promise.”

I brought my eyes back over to Charlie and Asher against the far wall.  Her back was turned to me.  I swear she shook her head slightly.

“I promise,” I repeated.

 

 

Ξ      Ξ      Ξ

 

 

I made sure to swing by the auto parts store and buy some random stuff for Wendy Jo.  I didn’t have much time to shop, and I didn’t really know what I was looking for, much less remember what she had suggested.

It was now 2:41 pm. Time to return to the taqueria.

Wendy Jo sat at a booth, casually eating her lunch while flipping through an old car magazine.  The restaurant wasn’t really all that full.  No surprise there, as folks could hardly stomach their own lives anymore, let alone hot, greasy Mexican food.

“There you are, darlin!’ I was just about to head over and see if the mother ship had taken you home,” she joked with a snort, wiping her mouth with a napkin.

“Yeah,” I said, setting the bag down in the booth.  I looked around cautiously.  My eyes landed on a pair of uniformed guys in a further booth, about thirty feet from me.  They were eating and talking without a care in the world.  Both looked to be about seventeen or eighteen.

My heart panged painfully, thinking back to my best friend, lost forever.  Hunter had drowned, and I couldn’t save him.  That was supposed to be us, someday, over there: sitting and eating and laughing, carefree. Our stomachs were supposed to be full, and we were supposed to be safe together, once all this madness had ended.

That would never be.

“Sage?” asked a voice.

I turned to Wendy Jo sharply.

“Well, jeez, dude, did they fill your ears with motor oil at the auto shop?  I said, ‘Are you ready to go?’”

I hadn’t heard her.  I looked back at the two guys.  Undoubtedly, Friends of Nero.  My heart wanted to run right up to them and ask how I could enlist, but something held me back.  I felt myself pulled toward them like a tractor beam, but I couldn’t go.  Not yet.  I owed my group the dignity of an explanation.  I especially owed Swifty after all he had done for me and for all of us.

“Uh, yeah,” I said.  “Sorry.”

Wendy Jo looked over in the direction I had been staring.  She assessed them and then turned back to me with one eyebrow raised.  “Wanna join ‘em?”

I scoffed, instantly trying to play it off.  “What?  Heck no.  Why would you say that?”  My mouth curled into a fake sneer.

“They look like they got everything, don’t they?  All the fun and none of the chokers.”

I scoffed again.  “Sure.  Whatever.  And a life full of blind obedience to Nero.”

Wendy Jo glowered at me with her eyes screaming, Keep your voice down.  Instead, she offered a simple, “It’s time to go now.”  But her eyes were still wide with disapproval.

I just glared at her, my jaw clenched.
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We were drawing near, with no guarantee of a warm reception.

The United Kingdom was less than an hour away, and we had already been hailed and warned.  Pilot Garrett Armentrout was desperately trying to prove our intentions.  It wasn’t working, so I eventually insisted that he put me on.

 Before all that, however, there came everything in between…

 

 

Ξ      Ξ      Ξ

 

 

It had been a long flight, everything coming on the coattails of an initial burst of activity so deafening and frenetic that neither one of us was sure we would make it out of there alive.

I can’t blame him for the stress.

I had pulled the gun on him little more than five minutes into the flight, assuring him that I meant no harm, but insisting that he listen and comply.  It was all a very tall order because he was also juggling three things.  One, navigating a multi-billion-dollar bomber with a cloaking shield.  Two, wanting to answer communications from the Capitol but being restricted by me from doing so.  And three, repeatedly looking back to see someone who morphed into a completely different visage with each glance, as I washed my old life off my skin.

Indeed, I kept transforming before his very eyes. I had ripped off my accursed mitre, wrenched off my tassels and shawls, frenetically tore off my signet ring, my jewelry and necklaces, and ripped off my hideous bespeckled breastplate and all my gaudy – and might I add, inordinately heavy – robes. After that, I took a spare pilot’s uniform from a closet in the rear of the cockpit next to the weapons, and feverishly scrubbed my hair, face and eyes free of the ridiculous makeup that I had been required to wear all these years.

I felt dozens of pounds lighter.  But not just externally!  My heart felt as if it could float, free of the shackles of false worship, lies and tyranny.  I had come to know the truth, and the truth had set me free.

My name is now Darius Antone Forrester, and I am free indeed.

At 8:32 pm I glanced down at my ID under my wrist, glowing faintly in the blackness of the cockpit. It still listed a singular name: Maximillian, followed by 02, signifying my rank, just below Nero.  One day I will have it reprogrammed, I breathed calmly and reassured myself.  One day.

Nero.  I shook my head.  How had I been so deceived?  The man was no god-king.  He wasn’t even a god at all.  He bled.  I saw it.  He bled real blood.  Everything I had known was nothing more than lies fused with deceit, married to corruption, multiplied to the power of sick, twisted evil.  He would pull out all the stops for his alleged Gloriosa Revelatio on January 30th, and I would no longer be by his side.  He would have to scramble to prepare without me.  I smirked at the thought of leaving him in the lurch… with all his putrid deception and lies.

And I was finally free of him!

I breathed deeply and gripped my pistol, aiming sternly at Armentrout.

The Capitol repeatedly hailed him, and I ordered him to put it on speaker.  We both listened as Armentrout was informed of my deception, my attack on Nero, and my new status as a wanted man.  We listened as the pilot was repeatedly instructed to return at once to the Capitol.  We listened to their hollow threats that other AirGuard were now in pursuit, knowing full well that the radar tracking showed nothing at all on our scopes.  Nor would there be; Nero was too conceited to envision betrayal.  Thus, any cloaked AirGuard would be relatively undetectable to another AirGuard.  He knew it, and we knew it.

We were alone in the skies.

Armentrout was a decent fellow: respectable and conversant.  He found my story appallingly hard to believe, and he made idle threats to take us into a nosedive until I admitted to everything that the Capitol had accused me of.  A hollow threat, as he knew that I had also been trained on the rudimentary operation of an AirGuard, and would be able to simply shoot him and take over, albeit half as well.  

And as far as their lies, I could not corroborate any of them – nor would I – and he was forced to endure weary conversation with me as I slowly walked him through the truth forty thousand feet above the Atlantic Ocean, cruising along in complete invisibility.

Up here, the truth – and this gun, pointed at him – were the only things I had.

 

 

Ξ      Ξ      Ξ

 

 

Now we were approaching the western defenses of the United Kingdom.

Despite our cloaked status, we still carried a large aerial footprint, and we were now on the UK’s radar.  Their tech had improved over the years. As they had insulated themselves in the wake of the VZV2 pandemic, they had channeled all their aeronautic engineering into survival and self-defense.

We had proactively announced our approach, but they were already aware of us, or, at least, aware of a vast signal distortion moving steadily toward their western seaboard: precisely what their techs had been trained to scan for. They hailed us almost immediately after we broadcast our greeting.

Armentrout and I both knew that the UK wanted nothing to do with Nero or the AirGuard, of course.  Naturally, their shields were up, and their guns were trained on us.  They were the last sovereign nation with enough military might to oppose us, but they knew that Nero’s forces were technologically daunting and a viable threat.  Invading America, a sovereign nation, in order to overthrow Nero, was out of the question.  They left us alone to work out our ridiculous dictator problem, all the while representing a foreboding former transatlantic ally.  There was no longer trust there.

The UK’s own Right Honorable Geoffrey Cleese, their Secretary of State for Defence, had been patched in, which is what I had instructed Armentrout to request.  I had negotiated with him many a time for their cooperation, pleading with them on behalf of Nero to join his new world order.  Back then, he had called me daft, and mad, and dismissed me at the end of each of my presumably highly annoying calls.  But he would know my voice, I thought.

I was right.  He recognized my voice instantly. 

“You do realize, good sir,” he said, “that we shall have to suspect a Trojan Horse here, meaning no offense, of course. A necessary precautionary step.  Therefore, several considerations must be taken into account.  One of those is the processing of your voice through AI filters to ensure you are in fact who you say you are, Maxim- uh, Mister Forrester.  We are doing that as we speak.  You are hereby ordered to decloak at once.”

At that moment, two signals suddenly appeared on our scopes, and a claxon went off, which Armentrout silenced.  He leaned into his console and announced quietly: “We’re being tailed.  RAF fighter jets.  F-35 class.”  He looked back at me mournfully.  We would certainly not be able to outrun them.

“Of course, Mr. Cleese, that is to be expected,” I replied, looking out and watching the jets flank us.  “We are disengaging our cloaking shield.  Please stand by.”

I signaled to Armentrout, and he did as I ordered.  His console changed colors from amber to green, and the nose cone of the AirGuard suddenly materialized before us.  I looked out the starboard window and could see one of the British pilots eyeing us, moving his jet closer off our wing.

“Sir,” I continued to Cleese, “you and I have spoken on numerous occasions, and I can only hope that you will take me at my word now, though I’ve given you nothing in the past to go on other than Nero’s hollow promises.  Forgive me.  My eyes have been opened.”

Cleese paused.  He finally spoke. “Indeed.  Excellent.  Our eyes have been opened as well, and we see you now.  Stand by,” he replied curtly.

A few minutes later, another voice announced itself.  It was none other than the deep grizzled Scottish brogue of Prime Minister Angus McFayden.

Straight to the top on this one, I thought, amused.

“High Vassal Maximillian,” the voice growled at me.  “What is the meaning of your invading our airspace?”

“Greetings to you, Prime Minister.  I apologize profusely.  If you please, I have utterly renounced Emperor Nero, and my name is no longer Maximillian.  My name is Darius Antone Forrester.  Though I am still in flesh and bone and history the High Vas-”

“All things in due time, Mr. Forrester,” the Prime Minister interrupted me.  I suppose I could be grateful that he had at least addressed me correctly.  “We understand you are now seeking refuge in the UK.  We are, of course, in receipt of several communiques from Emperor Nero that you are a fugitive from justice.  Extradition demands have also been received.  On top of that, you have dared to approach our sovereign nation cloaked in anti-radar military technology designed to infiltrate by stealth.  Please explain to me why we should not simply shoot you out of the sky post haste.”

At his words, the two tailing F-35s retreated, falling behind us.  Armentrout gasped as his console lit up.  They had a lock on us and were preparing to fire.  Additional claxons sounded, and red lights flashed across his console. 

My pilot looked at me in fear as I swallowed with effort.  Cloak or no cloak, they would be able to track our heat signature, as they had no doubt developed such technology in the years since the VZV2 pandemic in order to elevate their border protection.

“Prime Minister, I don’t blame you for your distrust.  Your suspicion is warranted.  I have no esteem with you, and for that, I blame Nero.  I can only give you my word that I have information that will be valuable to the United Kingdom.  I am presenting this AirGuard vehicle as a token of good will.  If you will allow us to land, I will be allowed to prove my good faith.  That is the best I can give you.

“Hopefully your AI decoders will prove that it is in fact me aboard this vessel, sir,” I added.  “Yes, the truth of the matter is that I was once called High Vassal Maximillian, but no more.  I submit myself to your authority, Prime Minister, as does my pilot.  We are yours.  I ask you now, with everything that is in me, to please let me prove myself. I know full well the danger I pose to myself by just approaching your country, sir.  Please. Allow me to plead my case before you.”

There was another pause.  The claxons continued to sound. The lights continued to flash.  The only thing we could rely on now was a deliberate move of trust.

I could hear my heart beating in my ears as we awaited his decision.  This wait was excruciating.  Armentrout’s eyes flashed back and forth between his console, the windows, and me.  A bead of sweat ran down his brow.  His lips were pursed and his eyes were round.

Suddenly, a new voice sounded, neither the Secretary of State for Defence nor the Prime Minister.

“Unidentified American AirGuard craft, this is United Kingdom Border Defence.  What is the crew complement of your AirGuard?” said the voice.

“Roger, uh, just the two of us,” replied Armentrout.  He did not sound very confident or reassuring.

The radio squawked. “You are ordered to descend under armed escort to ten thousand feet and proceed on approach vector 2-1-6 to Heathrow airport.  Land on Runway 7 and do not taxi to a terminal.  Please confirm.”

“Roger, confirmed,” said Armentrout.  He looked at me.  “They’re going to gun us down and take the ship, sir.”

“No, they won’t, pilot,” I breathed in reply.

“The UK will not take this lying down.  You’re Nero to them, sir.  This ship is The Supreme Emperor to them, an invasion of their borders; a threat to everything they’ve spent the last decade plus reinforcing.”

“Look at me, Armentrout,” I said, but he didn’t.  I cocked my weapon.  “I said, ‘Look at me!’”

He sighed and slowly turned with a scowl.

“I am not Nero to anyone.  No more.  Just look at me.  I am Darius Antone Forrester.  I need you to trust me.”

He looked me up and down in disgust.  “I don’t know what you are anymore, sir, but you’re neither the High Vassal nor this new name you’ve taken on.  You’re something else entirely, and I don’t trust you.”
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We landed, and the F-35s continued forward, roaring past us and ascending back into the heavens for their patrol.  Armentrout landed on Runway 7 as ordered.

A detachment of vehicles rumbled out to us from all directions, and an armed battalion of forces was positioned at the terminus of the runway, their weapons trained on us with steely intent.

We taxied and stopped.  My heart was pounding within me.  I ordered Armentrout to stand up, holding him at gunpoint.  I felt ragged and tired, and I must have looked an absolute mess.  I didn’t even remember putting on the clothes I wore under my robes. Now, all the material possessions I had in the world were a simple linen tunic bound at the waist and a pair of gaudy boots.  I was a disheveled mess, a stowaway, a brigand, and a thief. 

I directed Armentrout in front of me to the end of the cargo bay door, ordering him to open it.  He did so, and I remained behind him. “Hands up,” I instructed.  He complied while stealing a quick glance back at me.  He then snapped his focus to the opening cargo bay, and slowly began to disembark the AirGuard ramp with his hands up.

I put down my handgun and put my own hands up, slowly walking down the ramp toward the brisk night air that bit at us.  I was seized with cold, and trembling.  The frigid night chill found its way into my tunic and paralyzed my skin.  Tiny bumps formed all along my limbs.

As we exited, I could see past Armentrout to all the soldiers slowly advancing toward us. Vehicles and battalions of men were closing in.  And, right on cue, as if the heavens were in on the greeting, it started to pour.

I should have been watching Armentrout.  He had taken one stealthy glance back, noticed that I was no longer armed, and he suddenly bolted back toward the ship.

Voices coming from the incoming battalions sounded immediately. Orders from everywhere barked at us to freeze.  My pilot ran to me and tackled me, viciously punching me in the face.  I had no training in combat and found myself shrieking, my voice falling back into my old High Vassal timbre, pleading for mercy.

Armentrout scrambled off me and sprang for my weapon. I lurched and staggered to my feet.  I knew what he intended to do.  He reached my discarded sidearm.  I fled.  It was the only thing I could do.  I was wailing like a little girl.  The rain hammered down.

Armentrout seized the weapon. He turned and fired at me, but he must not have planted his foot correctly in his haste, and he spilled over.

“No!!!” I cried.

An answering volley of bullets flew past me as I hit the pavement in front of a mass of soldiers who were all screaming at me, the muzzles of their rifles trained on my head.  One of them pinned me in the back.  Others forced my hands behind me.  I was begging for mercy and pleading to speak to either Cleese or McFayden.

From behind me I heard a thud, and then someone in the battalion shouted out, “Clear!”  They ripped me from the ground and stood me up.  I was bleeding from my knees and my lip.  I looked back.

There, on the edge of the cargo bay doors, lay Armentrout.  His lifeless body was punctured by gunfire.

I don’t trust you, he had said, and he had acted in distrust and paid for it with his life.  My heart still thudded in my chest, but now I felt a lump in my throat that overwhelmed all other sensations.  He had taken me where I needed to go, starting the journey in trust when I boarded his vessel and lied to him.  He had trusted me!  Yet here, on this tarmac, his life ended without trust.

OEBPS/images/image.png





