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“It always seems impossible until it's done.”

- Nelson Mandela

“Perseverance is failing 19 times and succeeding the 20th.”

- Julie Andrews

“It does not matter how slowly you go so long as you do not stop.”

- Confucius

“But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.”

- 1 Corinthians 15:57

“I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”

- John 16:33

“He who was seated on the throne said, ‘I am making everything new!’ Then he said, ‘Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.’”

- Revelation 21:5
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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  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Aaron Ryan,

Verified Human


SYNOPSIS

from

The End: Alpha & Omicron
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[  From The End: Alpha  ]



On New Year’s Day, 2113, 18-year-old best friends Sage Maddox and 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 citizens for traces of the virus,’ officials use devices to secretly brand those who have voluntarily identified as Christian.  The device burns a signal into the back of the unsuspecting recipient’s neck that reveals itself slowly over the next few weeks, lit up by their own body heat, and impossible to extinguish as long as the carrier is alive.

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. One such attack takes out four-year-old Sage’s whole household.  As an orphan, Sage wanders alone, eventually connecting 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.  Nero has taken up residence in the Capitol Building in Washington, DC, renovating it decadently in complete worship and subjugation to himself.  Maximillian serves ‘His Eminence,’ meticulously and faithfully executing his every wish without question.

Meanwhile, Colonel Thomas Drexler takes shelter in Hyde Park following 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 an impromptu ‘teaching’ session, Swifty recalls the origins of the VZV2 virus and the subsequent weaponization of anti-Christian sentiment worldwide.  When believers had attempted to fight back against then-President Goodfellow, the latter ignited The Cleansing.

The teaching ends abruptly with news of a rumored informant, 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.  Much to their horror, the church just north, where they had hidden earlier, 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.

Colonel Drexler meets in secret with a fellow rebel, Chris Mathieson, who informs him that the new ‘patches,’ which obscures the radiating Christian branding, are almost shipped, allowing Christians to move more freely. After the recent defection by informant Mario Davidé Sanchez, Mathieson fears that Nero’s forces know the location of Drexler’s wife and son, in addition to Drexler himself. Soon, Nero firebombs Lunken Field in an effort to murder Drexler and his Lieutenant Colonel Kent Cannon after first sending in scores of Friends of Nero. Images of the mangled bodies of Nero's young soldiers play on the worldwide broadcast as Nero officially blames Drexler and celebrates his death. Meanwhile, Drexler and Cannon escape into Kentucky using masks, new patch technology, and overwritten personal IDs.


Nero's forces simultaneously attack Swifty's group. When one member is killed, the rest flee while shooting at a deadly AirGuard ship above them. In a flash, they spot multiple approaching Guardians flying toward them.  Luca is wounded in the ensuing mayhem and is thought dead. During a standoff, Leader Fritz is killed, which buys the group time.  Hunter, too, suffers a bullet in the arm. While his friends hide, Luca, thought dead at first, re-emerges and draws the Guardian’s 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 rumored 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 question his devotion to Nero. Despite Nero's broadcast where he insists that Drexler is to blame for the conflagration at Lunken Field resulting in the death of his own troops, Maximillian knows the truth. Nero killed those soldiers.  Piercing the jumble of his own burgeoning discomfort and questions, 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.  Sage has been protected and sheltered this whole time.  Andréa then drowns.  Sage is stunned and begins questioning everything he knows.

Bereft of his companions, Sage hides in the destroyed school, 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 had previously 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 perspective.

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 wrestle 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 then orders the pilot at gunpoint to fly to the United Kingdom, the only remaining nation that will not bow the knee to Nero. On 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.


Mack’s assistant Wendy Jo takes Sage to his friends.  In a conversation with Charlie, he decides to pursue what he is convinced is his calling: joining up with Friends of Nero in order to get close to the Emperor…and kill Nero himself.



[  From The End: Omicron  ]


Sage meets back up with Wendy Jo, and they return to the community center.  He attempts to make a break for it later that evening while everyone else is asleep, but Charlie is waiting for him, and she confronts him.

Meanwhile, Darius has fled to the United Kingdom, the last bastion of independence not under Nero’s sway, in a stolen AirGuard Epsilon unit.  Even while cloaked, the UK is still able to determine an object is approaching. UK commanders order the US AirGuard to decloak and land immediately under fighter escort.  Darius requests asylum in the United Kingdom, appealing to Prime Minister Angus McFayden and Secretary of State for Defence Geoffrey Cleese.  His pilot, Armentrout, lands the AirGuard, and both men are ordered to disembark the vessel and be taken into custody.  Armentrout, allegiant to Nero’s regime, had sworn that they would never take them in.  He brandishes a weapon and attempts to kill Darius before being felled by answering fire from the UK soldiers.  Darius is taken into custody.

At the same time, Colonel Thomas Drexler of the Defiance is fearing that his wife, Andréa, and son, Sage, are dead, after hearing from Lieutenant Kent Cannon that Kaneland High School had been bombed, and the Christians there slain.  He is heartened, however, to hear that the High Vassal Maximillian has defected and has taken on his birth name of Darius Antone Forrester. In his conference with Prime Minister McFayden, Drexler speaks with Darius, and eventually leads him to Christ. Though a prisoner on UK soil, Darius is delighted by the gift of a Bible, and uses the time to study and pray. As promised, Drexler reprograms Darius' Wrist ID to his birth name via a software patch.  The former vassal's faith grows daily.  He will need it, because Nero has dispatched AirGuard units to come and extradite him from the UK, by force if necessary.  In a contentious exchange with High Vassal Dubois, Darius warns that the UK is readying its air defenses. Dubois steps aside, and Darius speaks to his former lord, Nero.  The Emperor appeals to him to surrender and return.  Darius refuses.  Nero erupts into wrath, and his eyes turn a smoldering red hue as he lunges toward them over the video conference.

The UK manages to launch a formidable defensive which destroys all the AirGuards save one.  The lone AirGuard manages to drop its payload over the city of Bristol seconds before plummeting to the ground. The Prime Minister, Cleese, the soldiers, and Darius watch as the city is leveled, resulting in thousands of lives lost and historical landmarks destroyed. The UK vows retribution.


Drexler is informed of the attack on Bristol, determining it to be a desperate attempt on the part of Nero to extradite Darius because of the intel that the former High Vassal possesses.  Prime Minister McFayden is in an awkward and tenuous position of navigating diplomatic channels to perform a contained strike against the United States that would be non-nuclear in scope.  Some, however, continue to lobby for the use of nuclear weapons.  However, McFayden plans to return Darius to the United States – but not to Nero; to Drexler himself.  Later that day, Drexler is informed by Kent Cannon that upon scanning the databases of the Friends of Nero enlistees, they discovered one name that was flagged: the name Sage Maddox.  Drexler finally receives confirmation that Sage is alive, but is convinced that he is hell-bent on a dangerous mission to assassinate Nero.  Drexler fears that Sage’s mission could utterly backfire on his son.



We catch up with Sage after he has joined Friends of Nero and is now at a training camp at Nationals Stadium in Washington, DC, very close to the Capitol.  He oversleeps and is jolted to a rude awakening by a Guardian as well as a routine address by Recruitment Vassal Barclay, who oversees the enlistees’ camp.  Sage dares to pose a question to Barclay regarding the absence of High Vassal Maximillian.  Barclay attacks him viciously and then informs the barracks of Maximillian’s treachery.  Sage recovers, meeting various other enlistees, including a friend he’s made named Brennan Lira, and another enlistee named Chan Ming, who Sage earns the respect of by standing up to Barclay.



There are thousands upon thousands of enlistees at the training grounds, and they are summoned to an assembly before High Vassal Dubois and Emperor Nero in the stadium.  Sage catches sight of Nero in person for the first time.  After the assembly they are treated to a sumptuous dinner, during which he discovers to his horror that his love interest, Charlie Arden, along with Asher Amari from his old group under Swifty, have also enlisted with Friends of Nero. Their intention is to stop him from assassinating The Emperor, and they tell him as much, secretly.  Asher reveals later, however, that he has deceived Charlie, and is actually here to help Sage assassinate Nero in retribution for the killing of his girlfriend, Swifty’s daughter Anja Hudson.  Asher is in Sage’s barracks along with Brennan, and they retreat to sleep for the night.



Sage, Asher, Charlie, Brennan, and all of the enlistees awaken in the middle of the night and are ordered to undergo a horrible brainwashing episode called The Test. They are stripped naked, bound, and gagged with a choking cream, their eyes pried open while being flooded with propaganda praising Nero. The Test is traumatizing and horrifyingly brutal.  Sage, however, manages to advance well beyond what everyone else in the training camp experiences: six rounds.  Nero then visits the 'anointed and chosen one' in person while under restraint in a medical examination facility, where The Emperor commends Sage and promises him that they will surely meet again.


Following The Test, all recruits are on a recovery day, confined to their barracks to restore their strength following their horrible ordeal.  The sluice is opened, starting with Brennan’s wailing cries, and the entire camp lets loose in a deafening cry to the heavens, tormented by what they had all undergone.  Sage begins to realize with panic that Nero’s brainwashing is greatly affecting him and all of them.

In Illinois, at their current base at Dixie Heights High School, Drexler finally receives confirmation that his wife has been killed, and he has a period of mourning for her.  He prays for the safety and the life of his son, Sage.

Back in the UK, Darius has trained pilots on the AirGuard Epsilon, explaining their functionality and controls and taking test flights with them.  He prepares for departure and extradition to the United States.  He is transported via private charter and lands at Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky International Airport, where the private jet is instantly greeted by a Suburban with men to retrieve him.  As Darius prepares to deplane, the Suburban blows up in a fiery explosion.  The pilot of the private jet, having cleared all the other passengers out, takes aim and shoots Darius in the shoulder.  He approaches to finish him off on an assassination mission from Nero, but is himself slain by a UK operative who had boarded the flight under a pseudonym and was in hiding.  He carries Darius to safety to meet Thomas Drexler, but loses his life in the process.


Meanwhile, the Colonel has been in touch with Mackenzie Allen, who runs the community center in Aurora.  Drexler is connected with Swifty, who informs him that his son Sage was in his cell, and that three of them have indeed run off and joined the Friends of Nero.  Swifty confirms that Drexler’s wife, Andréa, drowned.  Drexler then meets Darius for the first time at the high school and embraces him, having his wounds tended to.  Darius realizes that Nero has told him nothing but lies and deceit about Drexler, and is not surprised that the Colonel and his soldiers are actually very kind, compassionate, and amicable.  In an emotional conversation for both of them, the Colonel tells Darius that he is blessed.  Along with Kent Cannon, the three of them begin to plan a global unmasking of Nero: something that will shake the very foundations of his support structure and sow seeds of doubt into all his followers. The upcoming Gloriosa Revelatio, scheduled for January 30th, is determined to be the perfect opportunity for the unmasking.



Darius confirms with Dubois that the Gloriosa Revelatio is in fact still scheduled for January 30th, and Drexler, Cannon and Darius commence their plan to expose him there.  However, in retaliation for the Bristol bombing, the UK sends a horde of fighter pilots across the Atlantic to bomb Washington, DC.  Drexler desperately pleads with the Prime Minister to abort the attack in favor of the January 30th event.  Not to protect his son, not to stave off justice, but as part of a greater plan to cut the knees out from Nero’s master plan and begin the crumbling of his foundations.  They tensely watch as there is no response from McFayden, and the bombers still approach.  AirGuards rise to meet them in the sky from Reagan National Airport.  The training camp at Nationals Stadium is evacuated to the east to protect Nero’s troops.  However, at the very last second, the UK abandons their campaign at McFayden’s direction in a bid to trust Drexler, Cannon and Darius.



Upon returning to Nationals Stadium, Sage finally finds Charlie.  To his dismay, he discovers that she is turned – or very nearly – to Nero.  The Test was too much for her.  He lets her go.  Back in the stadium, they celebrate the UK’s ‘cowardice’ in calling off their attack, and resume preparations for the Gloriosa Revelatio, which is scheduled for the following day.  However, fear turns to horror, and horror turns to reality as they are yet again awoken from their slumber to another set of rounds of The Test.  Several enlistees resist and are killed, including Chan Ming.  Sage realizes with dread that Charlie may never recover, and neither may Asher nor Brennan.  He attempts to pray, but finds that he is inadvertently praying to Nero, not Jesus.


Drexler reflects on the deluded nature of mankind to follow Nero so blindly.  He is committed to opening their eyes.  The Prime Minister openly chides him angrily for convincing him to call off the attack, but is nevertheless hopeful that his trust in Drexler will pay off.  They share their plans with him to infiltrate the defenses with the returned AirGuard Epsilon that Darius had stolen, fast-rope in, and unmask Nero on camera, all while The Defiance soldiers crash the Nero network and disable the Guardians and AirGuards to ensure their escape.  Darius urges caution and explains to Thomas Drexler why.  Though Drexler had insisted that he didn’t want to know what went on at the training grounds, Darius reveals that Sage has been chosen by Nero to lead his armies.  The book concludes with Drexler, the father, praying for God to shield and protect his son.


[  The story now concludes in The End: Omega  ]



PART I


Ξ​Ξ​Ξ




CHAPTER 1

Drexler

1 . 29. 2113



Edgewood, KY



Ξ​Ξ​Ξ


The tide had to turn.


Now was our shot; now was our chance to unmask Nero, to sow seeds of doubt through his legions of brainwashed disciples and armies.


To take him out at the knees.


It was a just cause.  A righteous cause.  The only cause.  A cause bequeathed to us from On High, from the Lord above.


So why did I feel so livid and murderous in my heart? Why did I want Nero dead instead of converted to the Savior?

My son.

It had everything to do with my son.  Sage was being converted behind those walls.  Perhaps he already had been. The son I had never known would become the son I would never know.  And the father he never had would be the father he never would.


My skin bristled at the thought of Nero surrogating me with himself: twisting Sage’s mind and contorting his faith into idolatry and demon worship.  My former partner, sick and twisted, replacing me as Sage’s father.  Appalling.



Careful, Thomas, I said to myself, and had to take a deep breath to cleanse the palette.  Remember who you serve.  Remember 1 Timothy 2:3-4: God our Savior, who wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.  And 2 Peter 3:9: God is not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.  And Ezekiel 33:11!  I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live.



The Scriptures jumped out at me from my conscience, convicting me, reminding me of the truth.  Nero, himself, was a deluded victim of the Father of Lies, Satan himself.  It’s him that we’re doing battle with, ultimately; not Nero.



But, Lord, I pleaded, now it’s personal.


I had to clear my head, taking a deep breath.  Tomorrow was coming.  I needed to be ready.


Help me, Lord, I prayed, and shut my eyes tightly.


Help me.


Ξ​Ξ​Ξ



It was late.  I was standing out on the field with the AirGuard Epsilon fast approaching us.  McFayden and I had just concluded another call to review some of the semantics of tomorrow’s assault, although I shuddered at the word.  Assault was not what I wished to call it, but McFayden couldn’t refrain from labeling it as such, no matter how many cautions I had extended his way.  It was not an assault.  It was an unmasking, and there was a profound difference.


The chilly night air nipped at me.  I was dressed too lightly. All across the baseball diamond and outfield, the night was utterly quiet.  I glanced at my watch.  8:27 pm.

A voice whispered behind me.

“Thomas?”

I took a deep breath and slowly turned to face the man who designed The Test.  The Test that was responsible for the conversion of my son to Nero.

“Darius,” I quietly greeted him, suppressing an evident trace of disdain.  A dog barked and howled somewhere in the distance, lonely and mournful.

Darius approached me, slowly, his eyes to the ground between us, swaddled in a blanket. At last he spoke.

“Are you angry with me, Thomas?”


I didn’t quite know how to answer him.  The truth was, yes, I was.  The onus was on me to forgive him, but it was slow in coming.



“Oh, Darius, there are so many feelings brewing in me right now,” I said, looking away from him.  “Am I angry?  Yes.  I’m angry at The Test.  I’m angry that something so horrendous is happening to my son, yes.  I’m angry that my attention is now split between this operation and trying to find and connect with my son.  A lot is riding on this, Darius.  The future is riding on this.  I can’t let my personal ambition or emotions interfere.  So… yes, I’m angry.”


I turned back to him.


“But,” I said, understanding the intent of his question, “am I angry with you?  No.  Not really.  I understand you had a part to play under Nero and were just doing as ordered.” I managed a smile. “That person is dead.  He has been redeemed, and his sin has been swallowed up in God’s grace.  I just… need to keep remembering that.”


Darius looked at me, stone faced.  I knew what he was going to say before he said it.  “I’m sorry, Thomas.  I’m just… so sorry.”

I clicked my tongue.  “Darius.  Come here, my friend,” I voiced with a measure of comfort.  It felt strangely like I was consoling a crying child.  But that, truly, was what he was: a child in Christ, a newborn, desperately in need of love and having his heart held.  I could do that much.

Darius slowly ambled up to my right, and I put an encouraging arm around his shoulder.  “I forgive you, my friend,” I breathed, while we both stared out at the sullen and dark field, dotted with snow.  I squeezed his shoulder.  “I forgive you,” I reiterated.

He took a deep, cleansing breath.  “Thank you,” was all he could bring himself to utter.

“Of course,” I continued, turning to face him, “I forgive Maximillian for what he did.  But that’s not who you are, Darius.  Your sins were paid for the moment you said ‘yes’ to Jesus.”  My breath plumed outward toward him as I spoke.  “I hope you know that.”

“I know it,” he muttered, attempting a clenched-lip smile my way.  “Thank you again.”

“You’re welcome, my friend,” I said to him, and at that moment my spirit rose.  Truly, encouragement given can heal the heart of the encourager as well.  I felt healing wash over me, covering my anger as I squeezed his shoulder once more.

“Ow,” he quietly breathed again, and I realized I continued to forget his injury.

I let out an embarrassed giggle.  “Darius, my friend, I am so sorry.  I keep forgetting.  You’re still healing from the attack in that airplane.”

He nodded.

“That assailant got you pretty good.  Let’s hope neither one of us takes any hits tomorrow.”

“Do you think we’ll really be able to pull this off?” he asked me, quietly.  “Unmask Nero, I mean?”

“Darius,” I whispered, shaking my head, “it’ll take a miracle.”  I heard a slight shift of the wind, and my eyes were drawn to the sky.  “Thankfully, we serve the God of miracles.  Amen?”

“Amen,” he answered, gazing upwards.  His voice resounded with uncertainty, almost as if he didn’t approve of the word.  I looked at him quickly.

“McFayden says he has a surprise in store for us as well, but he won’t tell me what it is.  He promises it will benefit us.”

Darius looked confused but hopeful.

At that moment, in the still of the night, we both turned and looked up.  Something was descending down toward us, quietly.  A presence, undetectable, quietly displaced the wind in its descent.  Air ruffled through my hair.  Darius tilted his head in recognition.  “Here it comes,” he breathed.

The stars wavered behind it, and the moon glinted momentarily off of some fracture of light, flitting through the displaced magnetism of the cloaked AirGuard Epsilon.

The breeze increased to a gust, and we could feel the heat of the descending craft.  It was nearly completely silent in its approach, slowly settling down upon us and alighting on the baseball field.  Three equal-sized depressions appeared in the snow as the invisible landing gear touched down.

The AirGuard landed and slowly powered down.

“So it begins,” Darius whispered.

I nodded.  “I lift my eyes to the AirGuard, from where my help comes,” I joked.  “If that thing is as quiet tomorrow over the din of the crowd as it was here in the still of the night, we’ll be just fine, my friend.”


Darius looked at me.  “Thank you for calling me friend, Thomas.”  I turned to face him once more, with a faint smile playing on my lips.  “Thank you for forgiving me.”


I didn’t say anything in response, nor did I grip his injured shoulder again in error.  I just nodded somberly to him, and he nodded back.


Darius was my friend, and the Lord is the restorer of friendships.  He is the redeemer of relationships as well as souls.  Darius had been fully redeemed. More than that, he would be an indispensable ally in tomorrow’s Gloriosa Revelatio, which was swiftly approaching.


The AirGuard quieted. A ramp opened up magically from the invisible underbelly of the craft, and two figures briskly walked out.  The pilots approached us and saluted.

“Colonel Drexler!” one of them said quietly, dropping his salute and shaking my hand.  “Captain Peter Stafford at your service, sir.”  His thick British accent betrayed his lineage.

“Thank you, Captain.  Good to meet you.”

“And this is First Officer Victoria Edmund, serving with me.”

I shook her hand as she lifted her cap slightly, and the shadows that had previously spilled across her face retreated.  My breath was stolen from me.  Aside from being captivatingly beautiful, I could not shake the notion that she looked so much like my beautiful Andréa, dearly departed.   My jaw dropped as I tried to compose myself.

“Officer Edmund, pleasure,” I said, reaching out and shaking her hand as she finished her salute. I grinned weakly.

She grinned back as she studied me there in the darkened ball field.

“This,” I said, turning to my right, “is the former High Vassal to Nero, Mr. Darius Antone-”

“Forrester,” said Edmund, and I started, looking back toward her, but not before I noticed Darius smiling at her.

“Hello, Victoria,” Darius said softly.  “It is so good to see you once more.”  He turned to me.  “Thomas, Victoria and I met in the UK.  She is the one who gave me my very first Bible during my time there.”

“Hello, Darius.  It’s good to see you again, brother,” she greeted him, and a strange wave of jealousy swept through me, perceiving their connection.  I just couldn’t shake how much she resembled Andréa, save for the accent.

I gathered myself. “Oh! That’s glorious.  Thank you for doing that, Officer Edmund,” I said.  “Of all the people for McFayden to send here, imagine that!”

“Well, when the world’s population has been diminished by fifty percent, the chances of running into acquaintances increase exponentially, yes?” she asked me.

“Quite right,” I said, inadvertently attempting to sound British with them.  “Darius is a dear friend now, and much needed in our upcoming conflict.”  I paused, wondering why I said ‘friend’ and not ‘brother.’

“Yes, he is.  We’re grateful to have him,” she said, and I looked back at Darius.  He smiled sheepishly and bowed demurely at her, kicking at the snow under his boots.


“Maiden voyage aside, the Epsilon is a thing of legend, Mr. Forrester,” said Captain Stafford.  “She’ll need refueling before tomorrow, but she’s in tip-top shape.  We’ve made a few special modifications in prep for tomorrow’s, shall we say, activities.  Namely, the winch and cables for the drop, but we’ve also souped her up with some further weapons for the getaway.  A gift from Prime Minister McFayden and the King.”


“The King?” I asked him, curious.  I hadn’t known he was still alive. But the mention of additional weaponry had me a bit worried, with my son bound to be in the periphery.

“Yessir.  King George, like so many, has grown weary of Nero’s antics and feels that he has far outstayed his welcome.  He provided the funds necessary to procure the equipment for the retrofit.”  Stafford smiled a wide, toothy grin, brimming with obvious optimism for tomorrow’s operations.


“Well then, we’ll be sure to relay our gratitude to both the Prime Minister and King George.  Thank you both.  This way,” I said, gesturing indoors.  “You’ll see we have guards stationed around the perimeter who will watch over the ship.”


We turned and headed inside to commiserate, to pray, and to plan.  For the moment, my mind had been taken off Sage, and now I regretted that.  Even so, I continued to steal glances toward Officer Edmund, wondering why I felt so oddly toward her and Darius, who were now walking together, talking quietly.  She smiled widely as she conversed with him, congratulating him on each small step of faith he had taken.

Simultaneously, a yearning crept over my bones, filling me up inside with longing for my wife, who would never return.


Lord, I prayed, help me to stay focused.  She looks like Andréa, Father, and I don’t know why.  If she is to be with Darius, fine, Lord.  Just… help me to focus, please.  My son needs me right now.  In Jesus’ Name, Amen.


Officer Edmund put her arm around his waist as they walked inside the school.

There was that strange wave of jealousy again.
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“And you’re confident that once you fast-rope down, you can accomplish what you need to do in those two minutes?” Stafford queried. I remembered McFayden had expressed a similar doubt-laden question.

We were now in the Command Center with Kent, whom I introduced to their team.  Darius and Edmund were off to one side while Stafford and I leaned over schematics in the center of the room.  Everyone’s faces were underlit by the dim glow of surrounding desk lamps.  Several of our men stood nearby, poised to conduct either tactical operations or A/V tasks under Kent's direction as we worked to broadcast our pirated signal into the network.


“We are,” I confirmed.  “Darius here knows their systems.  Our hackers will be working in tandem with us on the AirGuard to ensure that the system reboot is conducted with our timetable in mind.  Nero will be here,” I said, pointing to a plot on our graph indicating the massive bastion of concrete and steel where they would deliver their address over the troops inside the stadium.  “There is ample room on the platform for us to drop, while our teams hack into the monitors and perform the simulcast of the undoctored footage live in Nationals Park as well as around the world.”


“I fear for your safety, Colonel Drexler, Mr. Forrester,” Stafford admonished.  “If those AirGuards and Guardians are temporarily immobilized, that’s one thing.  But our escape will need to be well-timed before they are back up and running again, and the RAF will need to be within striking range before we engage the thrusters and evacuate.  Additionally,” he said, pausing, his eyes darting between Darius, Kent and me, “if what we’ve heard of your son is true, then he will be in immediate danger of collateral damage.”

I clenched my jaw, looking sternly at Stafford.  I felt Kent shift uneasily to my right, wanting to rise to my defense.  It was unnecessary; I already had my answer ready.

“Captain Stafford, I don’t know my son.  I’ve never met him.  If he has truly turned, as Darius fears, then I may never know him.  All I can pray is that he is safely away from potential conflict.  The undermining of Nero is of absolute importance here, and all other considerations are secondary,” I finished, taking a deep breath and trying desperately to believe my own words.  “Including my son’s welfare.”

An uncomfortable silence followed.

“Understood,” Stafford said grimly.  “Well.  We shall have to pray for an ideal outcome, certainly.”

“Indeed, we shall,” I echoed.  “Kent here will coordinate with our hackers at all times, and I assure you they’ll be on time and serving attentively.  We’re all in agreement that it’s imperative the timing be precise.  They’ll be ready.”

Kent nodded to Stafford in agreement.


“And what is your plan once you reach the platform with Mr. Nero?” asked Edmund.  Darius shifted uneasily.  Perhaps the thought of being so near to his former lord was making him nervous.  Understandable, I thought.


“We’ll be armed.  Both of us.  We’ll subdue Nero, display his wound – which he’s likely going to try to conceal – and announce who I am, that I’m very much alive.  After that they’ll begin the simulcasts with our pirated signal.  Our tech crew will be monitoring us for the right moment. My question for the both of you, Officers Stafford and Edmund, is who will be operating the winch, and is there a failsafe?  Is it weight-rated for two?”

“It is, there is, and I will,” Edmund replied confidently.  “You’ll be protected and safe.”

“Alright, then,” I conceded, and exhaled.  “I’m not sure who will be in the most danger tomorrow: Darius or myself.  Darius will be in a most precarious position, going up against his former employer and lord.  He’s a valiant soul for volunteering to do so.  But I’ve been in Nero’s sights for far longer, so he’ll have to choose between two traitors whom to vent his wrath upon the most, and thus, instruct his troops accordingly.  The only consolation is that we’ll both be together in his crosshairs.”

There was no laughter, because the prospect truly wasn’t any consolation whatsoever.  I glanced around the room at all of them.

“Well.  Now we come to it,” I finished.  “The great unmasking of our time, where the tide turns.  I really believe that will happen tomorrow.  Come what may, I’m proud to serve with you. We may not return to celebrate, any of us, but I believe there’s a God in heaven already celebrating our bravery and sacrifice to stand against evil.  May His angels protect us, and may He emerge the victor.  This is, after all, His victory.  It always has been.”

The group nodded.

“Stations, everyone, early.  Get a good night’s rest, and then let’s do this.  For the glory of God.”

“For the glory of God,” they repeated.

“Dismissed.”

Tomorrow was coming.  We would depart for Washington, DC, in a few short hours.

The tide was about to turn.



CHAPTER 2

Sage

1 . 30. 2113



Washington, DC
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I am a faithful vassal of Nero, I repeated.


It was early morning, and as I lay there, I was filled with all kinds of hopes and fears about later today.  Joy coursed through my veins as I thought about His Eminence perched high above the crowds, with me at his side, commanding his troops.  I felt so overjoyed, so humbled, so privileged to be able to serve and to be chosen!

Today was going to be wonderful.  I could barely sleep; I was so filled with adrenaline.

Vassal Barclay would deliver me a 5 am wakeup call. The troops, after a night of thick sleep, would be roused by reveille at 7 am.  The ceremony was set for 10 am.


The night of the 28th was a blur… I don’t even remember falling asleep.  I remember the music playing, The Pledge of the Faithful, and running in the courtyard to my lord Nero… but beyond that, everything was black.  I awoke with a strange incision to the right of my groin, a bit lower down. I felt tenderness there and was uncertain of its origin, but I was convinced it served a noble purpose and was part of the training we all needed to undergo for our readiness. Perhaps it was a tracker. Asher confirmed he had the same incision.  So did Brennan. 


I didn’t give it a second thought.

At any rate, after the whatever-it-was procedure, I must have fallen into blissful sleep, readying my heart and soul for today.


But – I do remember yesterday! As long as I live, I will always remember the 29th! There we were before the troops, and His Eminence introduced me! It was my name that was blasted over the loudspeakers!



I was nervous, yes, but so honored to be so esteemed before his soldiers!  I stood proudly next to Lord Nero and looked down from the dais onto a sea of red all promising fidelity to the one true king and god.  We were so high up, it was dizzying. 


The entire stadium was filled with enlistees and Establishment Soldiers.  Nero put his arm around me and raised my left fist into the air. I tingled at the touch.  He shouted to the crowd, “I hereby assign all military control over the new enlistees and my Guardian forces… to Commander Sage Maddox!”


The cameras zoomed in as the Emperor touched his own Wrist ID to mine, and I heard the beep, conveying to me all powers of command over the enlisted soldiers and the Guardians.  I stared in astonishment at my new rank, clearly now displayed under my skin.  Commander Maddox.


The crowd went wild, chanting my name.

Commander Maddox!  Commander Maddox!  Commander Maddox!

I remember glancing over at Barclay and Dubois, my face turning red with gratitude and humble acceptance.  They were perched just behind Nero, their faces seemingly awash with joy, then smoothed into expressions of pride.  They clapped rapidly and gleefully under their noses.

That’s when my eyes were drawn to the big screens, and I saw my face displayed in massive clarity before the crowds.  All of 18 years old, I was honored and promoted before every soldier in attendance.  I could practically see my cheeks glowing red as they announced that I had gone twelve total rounds on The Test!


I tingled with excitement. To be so chosen above everyone else by Nero Himself!  I was seriously blown away.  Brennan and Asher would be by my side as my lieutenants, and for that, I was glad.  Barclay asked me who I would like as my assistants, and I could think of no better.  They were both tested and pure.  So, in a similar but private ceremony following, Barclay had me stand before them as they approached me.  They bowed slightly. We touched wrists together.  The same sonic beep sounded as their Wrist ID was updated with their new rank granted by me.  Lieutenant, it said, and they beamed.
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