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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 saga, and in all 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
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THE END:
ALPHA

 


CHAPTER 1: Sage

1 . 1 . 2113 ∙ Maple Park, IL

 

 

Ξ      Ξ      Ξ

 

Some people are just wolves in sheep’s clothing; we all know that now.

All that glitters is not gold, and so on and so forth.  We all learned the hard way, and now, all of us were living in raw, cold fear. 

We were running from Nero 24/7. 

When he burst onto the scene in the Senate in 2095, most of us didn’t really know who he was.  I was too young anyway.  That wasn’t his name then, of course: it was Constantine Jedidiah Goodfellow. But history has always been rewritten by those in power as they see fit; it’s happening even now, certainly.  There will be no mention of forced edicts, or worship… or even the Guardians.  But we know they exist.  I definitely do.  My whole family knew they existed just before they were shot down and deprived of life, right after dad hid me. 

We should have seen it coming. With a name like his, you might think that such a person was all good.  Constantine means steadfast.  Jedidiah means beloved of the Lord.  Goodfellow means, well, good fellow.

That’s why no one saw it coming.

I wish the stupid virus had never happened.  That unquestionably set the stage for Nero to do what he did, and we, in our foolish blindness and extreme naiveté, trusted him.  But all such wishing is futile, right?  You can’t go back.  None of us can.  You can’t go home again. Forward is the only option, even if forward is through grinding metal and scorching flames, and all of us depending on the guy next to us to toe the line and hold firm in the faith.

No one even really knew how the virus happened.  Unfortunately, there was a lot of supposition that Christians had spread it.  There was nothing empirical ever presented for that accusation, but Nero ran with it, using it as grounds for further dissent.  And then you had the wackos, the nationalists, and the crazies who whipped a lot of people up into a frenzy with scare tactics and polarizing viewpoints that galvanized people into negative action.  You had Christians committing assassination attempts, thinking Nero was the antichrist.  You had Christian preachers going crazy and stirring up dissension against him.  The simple, pure message of the gospel itself got swallowed up in message dilution.  People erroneously relinquished the gospel in favor of something far more aggressive.

That’s when the riots happened.  A bunch of hotheads cried out for justice, pleading with others to take back our capitol, take back our country, take back our world for Christ.  Their intentions were honorable; their execution sucked.  That just added more fuel to the anti-Christian fire and spawned a lot of negative sentiment toward those who called Jesus Lord.  It ended up being far too much to recover from reputationally, which gave Nero far too much license to stamp out Christianity for good.  A lot of us did it to ourselves, frankly.

And then, no one was strong enough to oppose him.  Before we knew what hit us, he and his military tech were empowered beyond measure. Beyond restraint.  And where you have empowerment without oversight, you have a god complex.

Christianity itself, once the bedrock of our country’s democratic and ethical principles, became the scourge of the world: of ill repute, undesirable, and a government-labeled ‘unholy threat.’ All because Nero was at the helm.

And then came The Cleansing.

I was lost in thought, shaking my head at the memory and the horror of all of it.

“Sage, you still alive over there, buddy?”

His question jerked me out of my reveries.  My eyes were released from the mesmerizing amber licks of the fire.  I turned to Hunter, my best friend.  His brow was furrowed as he watched me, his face framed by the fake flames coming from the artificial fireplace in front of us.

But not just the flames.  From the back of his neck came the amber glow.  The glow from the mark.

Same as me.  Same as nearly everyone in here.

I nodded.  “Just thinking.  About time to hit the hay anyway,” I replied in a melancholy drone.

“Man, you said it.  I’m worn out.”

“Me too.  I’ve done three years’ worth of Remembrance in just one night.”

He chuckled and nodded solemnly.

Remembrance.  That’s what Swifty called it.  It was like what the Vietnamese and other cultures did.  The Kinh people believed that the incense they lit would lead those who had died to safe passage.  They believed it would guide them home as well.  They did it in remembrance, and they were very intentional about it.

I guess when over half of the world’s population has been wiped out by a virus, and a malevolent, paranoid delusional, Machiavellian psychopath now occupies the highest throne on the planet, it’s good to do a little bit of Remembrance.

Even if it’s only ever filled with pain.

On this New Year’s Day – which was now little more than just another day – there was no celebrating; there was only remembering.

Maranatha. Come, Lord.

 

 

Ξ      Ξ      Ξ

 

 

We’d been at Maple Park for three days now.  The flight from Dekalb had been terrifying; we lost four on the way.  The Guardians were definitely getting faster. Whether that was through software or hardware upgrades, or they may have even been new models, was anyone’s guess.  They had some kind of new scanners that could pick up if we were branded, whether they could see our necks clearly or not.  Awful.  Awful and unfair.  All we had now were our collective prayers for strength to patiently endure. 

There was a nun here – the only one left at this church – and her name was Sister Theresa.  Saint Mary of the Assumption Catholic Church had lost everyone except for Sister Theresa, who silently kept up the grounds like a ghostly warden, providing shelter and praying for souls.  She did it at great risk to herself.  Half the church had been bombed right during a service.  It was amazing that any of it was still standing, though it was now a blackened, bombed-out husk of its former brick glory.  All of the religious institutions like this one had, of course, been mapped out, and the Guardians may have some thermal imaging available to them; we weren’t sure. Thank God someone in their right mind had the prescience to build a bomb shelter below it.  That’s where we now lived and worked out of.

I guess Nero regarded a blackened and charred half-structure like this church – like all the churches – as fait accompli because he moved on and didn’t have them check here again.  For that, we were grateful.

Swifty sent us ahead of him, and then he and six other guys held off Nero’s Guardians until they could regroup and make a break for it.  That’s when we high-tailed it home, sticking to the crops and fields.  For whatever reason, Guardians weren’t good at picking out organic against organic.  If you were stuck somewhere in the metro, they had you.  All that signal bounced off the aluminum and metal, and they would zero you like you were in a 3D grid, and then they’d lock and load.  That’s why we steered clear of the big cities.  Chicago was uncomfortably close, at only an hour and a quarter away by car.  We were safer in the country.

When the eight of us finally made it back to Maple Park, our mouths were dry and our lungs were burning.

The goal was a bit far-fetched, if you ask me: to get to DeKalb Taylor Airport and see if we might be able to catch a flight further out west.  Maybe to Seattle, and then off to Hawaii.  Many said that was pointless: Nero’s arm had grown long indeed, and his reach was greater than any of us had ever known.  Others thought we should fly north and make for Canada.  The prime minister was either dead or in hiding, but maybe there would be some stout souls that would be willing to stand up to Nero, enforce whatever remained of international extradition policies, and provide us asylum, at least for a while.  Most everyone shook their head, no matter the suggestion.  The Guardians were everywhere.  It didn’t really matter where you went; the Guardians were watching, which meant that Nero was watching.  

Hunter saved me.

Hunter Preston was my best friend. I’d known him since I was eleven.  Or twelve? There’s no more clear record since we’ve been on the move so much.  I have his back, and he has mine, and that’s the way of it.  I looked over at him now, sound asleep, twitching.  I stifled a chuckle, watching him; he’s always had that nervous tick, and it even comes out when he sleeps.

Hunter’s family was killed in a blast, just as mine was.  Except for Heather.  I heaved a sigh and thought back, shaking my head.  I didn’t want to, but I had to.  Trying to picture them in my mind was the only way to keep them alive, to keep me going.  I knew where mom and dad were; I knew where Heather was.  I knew.  They were with Jesus now.  With Jesus, basking in His warmth, while Hunter and I continued to fight it out down here in the dark and cold, Guardians always tailing us.

I closed my eyes and remembered.

 

 

Ξ      Ξ      Ξ

 

 

11 . 4 . 2099  ∙  Des Moines, IA

 

 

“Keep up, Sage, honey, we’re almost there.”

“I’m hu-ungry,” I whined through my mask.

“I know, I know.  Almost there, sweet boy,” Mommy encouraged me again, and I went back to my FidgetBot, abandoning the notion of food for the moment.

My little feet trudged along next to her, holding her hand, as she carried Heather.  Daddy was feverishly filling out the form on the tablet he had been given.  For something called a ‘census,’ though I had no idea what that meant. All I knew was that so many people around us had died, and somebody called President Goodfellow had made a lot of promises that made Mommy and Daddy so very happy.

We lost Auntie Leah and Uncle Ethan to the sickness.   They died.  Daddy said they went to heaven.  A few of my classmates too, but I don’t know if they went to heaven or not.  Then they cancelled school altogether, starting with the youngest.  My preschool was one of the first to go.  They said something about little kids being ‘cesspools,’ and I didn’t know what that meant.  Mommy and Daddy didn’t talk about the virus with us much; every time the word came up, they just seemed to look at each other and take a big sigh while their eyes went wide, and they’d tell me it would be okay.

We were almost there.  It was nighttime, and a cold wind was wafting across the parking lot, with the occasional gust and chill.  There were a lot of people with us, all wearing masks, filtering in and around us into the school auditorium, which was where I would have had my first assembly.  I barely remembered it from the few times we went to see Heather in a school musical performance.  I was too distracted to care, and it was too loud for me in there.  I remember really having to pee during one of those performances, and Daddy got kind of mad that I couldn’t hold it.  He had to take me to the potty and was telling me to hurry; he didn’t want to miss Heather singing.

That’s all I remember.

We walked right past the bathroom where Daddy had taken me to potty, and he took a big sigh and told Mommy “okay, I think I got it.”

“Yeah?” Mommy asked him back.  I looked up and watched them both talk quickly.

“Yep, basic stuff,” Daddy said, “address, DOB, social security, all that.  They asked about religion, too, which I thought was weird, but whatever.  I listed us as Christian.”  I remember he dropped his volume on the last line.

“Proud of it, baby,” Mommy said, smiling.  I glanced up at her quickly, remembering something she had said a few weeks ago about being careful who we tell that to. As I did so, my big sister raised her weary head off Mommy’s shoulder and yawned, looking around blearily and rubbing her eyes as she came to.

“Daddy, what’s religion mean?” I interrupted, not pulling my eyes away from my FidgetBot.  

“Oh, it just means who we worship, who we pray to, that kind of thing, kiddo.”

“You mean Jesus?” I asked him.

Daddy smiled and answered me almost before I said His name.  “Shhh, yes, punkin,’ that’s right,” he said, scooping me up and looking around cautiously.  “Thank you for being so patient.  We’re gonna head right home after this and get you a snack.  I know it’s late.”

“Late is right,” Mommy said.  “Why they needed this so urgently is beyond me.  Such a long drive.”

“Yeah, I don’t know,” Daddy said.  “But it’s November, ya know, turn of the century.  They’ve got a lot to get back up and running, and I bet they just wanna get all the info they can as quickly as they can in order to take care of everyone as best they can.”  They looked at each other just then.  “You have to remember this is the second major calamity of this century after the alien invasions in the forties, sweetheart.”

“Aliens?” I asked in surprise, looking up, my mouth agape.

“That’s right, kiddo.  Scary.  Tell ya another time.”

“You’re right, I know,” Mom said, almost cheerily. “God forbid we need a third.  Everybody thought that was Armageddon.  Next it’ll be locusts or something,” Mommy snorted.

“With women’s hair!” Daddy teased back.

“Stop it,” she protested with a smile.  “This isn’t Revelation come to life, you know.”

“Mommy, what’s relevation?” I asked her while still playing on my FidgetBot.

“Re-ve-la-tion,” she corrected, glancing down at me.  “It’s the last book in the Bible, punkin.  It’s about the end times.”

“That’s right,” Daddy replied.  “Anyway, they’re just trying to keep people safe.”

“From the sickness?” I asked him, still not taking my eyes off my toy.

He kissed the side of my head, and I wiped it off. 

 “Yep, kiddo, from the sickness.”

I looked at him to say something, but then Daddy acknowledged someone who was talking to him and directing us over to a line.  Daddy nodded back and pointed at ourselves questioningly.  The man who was looking at him had a dark outfit on and a cap.  He blew a whistle and nodded, apparently instructing us to move over into the line.  It was getting colder.

Daddy carried me over into the line and lightly bobbed with me in his arms.  “Almost done, punkin.’ Almost done.  You’re doin’ great.”

“I want macaroni,” Heather breathed through a yawn.

“Me too,” I said coolly, back to my toy.

Before too long we went all the way through the line, following a bunch of other people.  It took way too long.  Daddy stopped with me in his arms before a woman who was seated at a table surrounded by other seated workers all around her assisting other families in line.  Beside each of them lay a long black device with a handle at the bottom and a translucent reddish cap on the end.  I remember I couldn’t help but think it was some kind of space gun.

“Hi folks.  Name?”

“Uh, Maddox?  Mark and Tracy Maddox.”

I watched the woman scan through her list.  “Here it is.  Hailing from Cedar Rapids?” she asked warmly, smiling.

Daddy nodded.  “Yes.”

“Hey, Cedar Rapids is where you grew up, Daddy!” I exclaimed joyfully.  “What does hailing mean?”

The woman looked up at me with twinkling eyes and smiled. “That’s right, little one, good for you.  Is it just the four of you then?” she asked, dismissing my question. Daddy nodded again and Mommy said yes.  “And these are Sage and Heather; they’re your children?” she asked.

“Correct,” Daddy replied, and then squeezed me tighter to him, whispering, “It just means where you come from.”

“Daddy, I’m hungry again. Can we pleeease go back to the car? I want a snack!  And what’s that?” I asked, pointing.

“Shhh, just a second, punkin,” he said.

I growled at him, and I won’t forget that, because he looked at me angrily.  “Not now, kiddo.  Just wait, please.”

“Hmm, oh, this?” asked the woman with a rasp in her voice.  “This helps us to check if you’re all clear.”  She didn’t look at me; she just kept tapping on the tablet Daddy had been using, and then turned and grabbed some kind of packet of information and handed it to him and Mommy.

“Okay, got it.  Thanks for your patience, folks,” she said with a sidelong glance, “I know it’s cold, and it sounds like these cuties want some food.  It’ll be just one more second.  Let’s start with Daddy, okay?”

She stood up, creaking at the knees, and with a slight grunt, she lifted up the device that was sitting next to her on the table.  “It’ll feel hot for just a quick second, but I promise you no lasting damage will be done.  It’s just to check for the virus.”

I gasped.  “You mean the sickness?”

“Uh-huh, that’s right, sweetheart,” the elderly woman nodded and assured me.  “The virus gets into our brain stem and stays there, and it’s a bad one.  This little gizmo helps us see if it’s in there or not.  To see if Daddy’s a carrier.  Here, hon, turn around please,” she said to Daddy.

Daddy did so and showed her his neck.  She aimed the device at the base of his skull as I watched, curiously.  I glanced over at Mommy and Heather; they were watching too.  “Okay, Daddy’s clear, say yay, kids!”

“Yay!” Heather and I cheered.  “No sickness for Daddy!”

“That’s right!  Okay, and now Mommy’s next,” the woman said, directing her smile to my mother.

It took my mom the same amount of time.  She set Heather down, whirled around and pulled the back of her coat down, raising her snow hat at the same time, while the old woman raised her device.

“Guess what, looks like Mommy’s clear too!” said the woman, happily.  “Congratulations, folks.”

“Yay, Mommy!” I said, as my stomach growled.  I remember feeling a sigh of relief for both my parents as they were cleared.  I felt it again when both Heather and I were found to be clear as well.  The old lady said it would be ‘just a little zap.’  Come to think of it, I don’t remember anyone in there being ‘found’ with the virus.  Everyone, seemingly, was clear.  I guess that was good news for all of us, although my neck itched and felt hot following my little ‘zap.’

By now I was famished and was about to throw my FidgetBot.  I needed a snack and was about to scream.

The lady put down her device and smiled at me, and I didn’t return the smile.  “These are your clearance papers; you’re in what’s now known as ‘Sector 8.’ Food vouchers, government stimulus claim form, and medical referral paperwork are all included. New job onboarding materials are in there as well.”  The mention of food made me scowl at her, but she didn’t notice.  “You’ll receive a call in two weeks from a case worker for both vaccine intake and ramp-up to the new health system.  Any questions?”

“Uh, no, that’s great, thanks,” Daddy said.  “Okay, punkin,’ guess what?”

“What?  And my name’s not punkin,” I growled.

“We’re going back to the car and going home! You want a snack now?”

I felt the heat in my face dissipate as a smile took over.  “Yay!  Yes, please, yes, please, yes, please, yes, please,” I replied in a sing-song, while teeter-tottering my head in excitement.

“Alright, folks, you’re all set,” the lady said with cheeks knotted into a warm smile.  “Nice to meet you and have a good night.  Next?”  She turned to the people just behind us in line.

“Bye, lady.  By the way, this is my FidgetBot,” I said, waving its arm toward her in goodbye.

“Bye, FidgetBot!” she said with a huge smile, leaning toward me as we walked through and then arced back toward the van.

Bye, FidgetBot.

Bye, lady.

We ended up saying goodbye to so many others. 

 

 

Ξ      Ξ      Ξ

 

 

1 . 1 . 2113  ∙  Maple Park IL

 

My eyes flashed open, and I sat up, scrutinizing the clock.

1:13 am.

I felt haggard and rubbed my eyes, sighing in discontent and lying back down with a yawn.

But the yawn wasn’t from fatigue; it was from nerves, just like a dog licks its lips and yawns when it’s nervous.

Nerves afire from treacherous memories.

Hunter yawned across from me in his bunk. “Hey, you still up, too?”

“Yep,” I confirmed.  “Memories.  You know how it is.”

He nodded silently through the dark, thinking to himself.  “Well, like Swifty says, it’s better if we remember together, right?  ‘Wherever two or more are gathered in His name, there He is in the midst of them,’ right?”

I sighed.  “Right.  Okay, let’s do it.”  I stuck a knuckle in my eye and sat up, yawning.  The concrete floor was icy cold for my bare feet.  I moved back toward the wall so my feet could elevate beyond the ledge of the bed. Hunter came over and sat next to me.

“That whole census had been one big setup,” I began.  “No one ever told me until a few years later, after the sentries came, after the churches had been blown up or smashed into, after everyone had been scattered, and I had been in more hideouts than you could shake a stick at.”

Hunter nodded.  His story was much of the same.

“The perfect setup,” he agreed.  “They told me later that President Goodfellow had held a press conference about the church bombings.  He denounced these ‘dastardly acts’ and said that they would not go unpunished. They told me that he even wept, if you can believe it.

“But then I learned the real truth,” he continued, “when they told me a few years later.  Goodfellow had been unmasked; it was all at his direction: all of it.  But by then he had quashed all opposition, and it was too late. 

“Nero called it Directive 666, and they scoffed at the number and what it implied.  They questioned his motive.  The census had been nothing more than to locate all Christians.  Identify them and their families.  Find out where they lived.  And then hunt them down,” he finished sadly.

“And then hunt them down,” I echoed grimly. “The Cleansing.”

“Yep.  The Cleansing,” he repeated.  “What a joke.”

“It had been launched to exterminate those whose religious views were unfavorable and non-conducive to world peace,” -here I employed my best tone of sardonic mockery- “so the leaflets said.  And my mom and dad, like so many, they walked blindly into it, and boom, I was an orphan a few months later.”

“Me too.”

“Dad had the good sense to hide me in the crawlspace of our home.  Heather wasn’t so lucky, as they looked in our attic and shot her onsite.  The branding on her neck told the Guardians everything they needed to know.”

“I barely remember my parents now,” Hunter said sadly, staring off into space.  I turned to him.  He had that thousand-yard stare.  It caused me to don the same.  My brow furrowed, and I frowned.

“Me neither,” I said with a difficult lung-clearing.

We spoke no words for several minutes.

Hunter finally broke the silence.  “That branding,” he said, shaking his head and scoffing.  “It only took a few weeks for that indelible glowing mark to show up.  Dad noticed it on mom first, fresh out of the shower.  And then she checked him and saw the same thing.  They ran to me and checked me, and there was a lot of sobbing.  To their horror, it was then that they realized that they had been duped.  We all had.”

“Yep,” I agreed.  “A total con.  We hadn’t been scanned for VZV2 at all,” I said, rattling off the new variant of the Varicella-Zoster Virus.  “We were being branded like cattle without even knowing it.”  I looked around.  All the sleeping figures around us glowed amber at the backs of their necks.  The marks burnt into them had a latent nascency: eventually, they all revealed their hosts’ religion with a dim amber light, and the grim truth was simultaneously revealed.

I could practically hear him shaking his head in the dark.  “All I remember seeing was the glint of titanium and tungsten in the night, and those cold, amber eyes.  I remember hearing that whirr of the air through their rotors and the fast-moving treads crunching gravel and soot underneath as they wormed their way into our neighborhood – into every neighborhood, dude – and hunted down every man, woman, or child who professed the name of Jesus.”

“I remember running,” I told him.  “After they killed Heather.  I eventually found my way out of there and ran all the way across Indianola Avenue onto East Creston.  I knew I had to keep quiet, but I was only four, and the tears erupted into bursting sobs of incredulity as my little heart quaked.  I rounded a corner onto East Creston, and that’s when I saw that teenage girl standing there, face to face with a Guardian.  Cassie, I think they said her name was.  It was the first time I heard one of those machines ask the question.”

He scoffed again.  We mockingly said the foreboding words together.

Citizen, this is your final warning. Do you recant?

“Recant,” I breathed scornfully, shaking my head.  “I didn’t even know what the word meant then.  But I knew what a bullet-riddled human looked and sounded like, and I witnessed it with my own eyes, as that girl shook her head and the machine fired away in a hammer-smash of bullets straight into her chest.  A thudding cacophony, man. Blood sprayed everywhere, and she fell to her knees as the Guardian finished her off.  She was a pile of meat.  Others watching took off.”

“Yeah, the Guardians were landlocked then, right?  They weren’t in the air, and that had been some saving grace.  But it was really only a matter of time before Nero began to think three-dimensionally. I think it was 2105 when we saw them for the first time over The Windy City,” he said.

“That’s why some of us were reluctant to try the airport; the risk of interception was too great in the air.”

He nodded, numbly scratching at an itch on his leg.

“Nero started deploying the AirGuard, and we found they could hover with some kind of advanced propulsion. That’s when he started calling himself that stupid nickname.”

“Prince of the Power of the Air,” we both mocked.

“Yeah,” Hunter agreed.  “I guess that’s what you get when you elect a delusional, psychopathic, techno-trillionaire into office who creates military-grade machinery and holds all the codes. To think he’d been building all of that to sell to the government.  They were too afraid of him to not sign the contract with NeroTech.”

“But back then?” I jumped back to my own story.  “That little boy just crouched there, concealed in the bushes in a cloud of fear, staring out past the foliage at the dead girl.  My little corduroys were steaming with pee.  I trembled for my life, man, questioning every cracked twig around me.  It was hours before I moved again, and I could only stumble over to the next house as they took me in.  I passed that girl’s corpse.  She was turned on her side, and I could see the back of her neck.  Her mark was fading, cooling, because her body was losing heat as she lay dying.  She had professed the name of Christ, though.  Probably the victim of an informant.”

“Informants,” he hissed venomously.

“Hey,” I said.  “Forgiveness.”

He rolled his eyes and sighed.  “I know.”

“Anyway, I was too young to understand any of it back then.  I understand all of it now.”

We didn’t say anything for a while.  I shook my head as I remembered that sweet elderly woman at the school during the census and ‘virus scan.’ That kind old woman had no idea she was part of it.  None of them did.  Nero used them like he had so many others.  It was all part of his master plan.  The woman wasn’t scanning us for the virus in the elementary school.  She was branding us with infrared, a mark that would eventually appear for all to see, and, in due course, be used to target us for elimination.

I took a deep breath.  “Isn’t it sick?  That virus was the perfect cover for a branding operation.  Those devices weren’t scanning for viruses already present; they were implanting a virus in us via infrared laser.  They were directly linked to the tablets that everyone filled out, my dad included.  He had told them we were Christians.  So, the device burnt an infrared mark into all four of us.”  I shook my head at the memory.  “All because my dad selected ‘Christian.’  The scanner was linked to the tablet; the tablet was linked to our religion.  My dad says we’re not Christian?  No mark for us. The family one aisle over at the census that said they were atheist?  No mark for them, either, and they’re most likely alive out there, presumably, subservient to Nero.”

Good for them, I thought blandly.

Hunter was quiet for a while.  At last he turned to me. “What would you say to him if you ever met him face to face?”

I smiled at my friend, but it felt fiendish. I thought of someday infiltrating his ranks, sneaking up to him, closer and closer. Like a jackal, gaining his trust and working my way in for the kill.

“You know what I’d say?”

“What?” Hunter asked me.

“I’d look him in the eye and say two things.  ‘There is a God, and you’re not him.’”

Hunter laughed abruptly, but his laughter faded as he regarded my stoic expression.  “But Hunt,” I said, “the sad truth is that I might do a lot more than that before I could even calm down to speak to him.”

My friend stared at me quizzically, but I knew that he knew what I meant. He’d expressed the same thing once or twice.  We would never sit down to a nice coffee with Nero; we would kill him.

He was the man who was solely responsible for the annihilation of Christians and the eradication of Christianity.

The man hunting all of us down as we speak.

The man whose crusade had always been to blame the virus, and all the world’s misfortunes since the dawn of time, on us.

The man who believed he truly was the Antichrist, and truly sought to usher in Armageddon.  ‘To call God out,’ he had said.  ‘Where is your God now?’ he challenged in his first address as Nero.

But Nero had no idea who God was, and he failed to recognize that God doesn’t work on man’s timeline.  God works on God’s timeline.

I slowly ripped off my choker and could see the wall splash in faint orange behind me in the dim light of the bunker.  My mark was glowing, like all ours did.  It helped the enemy to target us better, and I’d had it since I was four.  I’d learned to live with it.  And to cover it up.

I wondered if one day we would be equally as sinister in The Defiance.  I wondered if we could be that cold and heartless as we struck back.

I wondered if I could be a sheep in a wolf’s clothing.

 


CHAPTER 2: Maximillian

1 . 2 . 2113 ∙ Washington, DC
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It was so self-aggrandizing as to perhaps defy belief in the eyes of some, but defiance was the epitome of all that was Nero.

And I loved him for it.

The room was pungent with incense and bathed in the warm rays of the rising sun.  The holes that had been punched through the roof of the Senate chamber allowed the sunlight to waft down in golden beams through the trailing wisps of incense.  The shafts of light crisscrossed through a gaudy setup of multiple mirrors which facilitated a shameless light play, enveloping the overlarge throne at its center in a cerebral nucleus of worshipful, silent reverence.

It was, in a word, righteous.

Scantily clad women, interspersed around the perimeter of the room, lightly strummed on harps and sitars.  A few slithered at Nero’s feet, draped down either side of his high stairs in permissive and glorious decadence, their sweat shimmering through the swirling mist.  His ‘harem of great reward,’ he called it.  All of it was beautifully flamboyant and befitting the god-king.

One of them stood now behind him; her delicate fingers vigorously massaged his deltoids, trapezius, and neck as she swayed.  Two others massaged his feet with their pierced tongues.

And ah, my lord!  Emperor Nero, His Eminence, was beyond beautiful.  Lavishly swathed in a multitude of paints draping his form in swirling circlets and a geometric rainbow of colors, the mere sight of him lifted one’s spirits.  There he was: enveloped in the purest of colored and scented oils, crowned with an ornate mitre that sparkled with precious gems set amidst swirling hues.

“Thank you, High Vassal,” he said to me, graciously, as I refilled his chalice with more wine.

“Yes, your Grace,” I breathed to him in reverent worship.  “As the Divine Emperor commands.”  I smiled, grateful to simply bask in his presence.

His Grace bowed his head in reverence, and held up the ornate, sacrosanct vessel which contained his own tissue, fingernails, skin flakes, hair, and mucus: all sacred, all precious, all unique and wholly pure.  It was an offering, he had said, to one to whom he himself was but a servant.

It was an offering to ‘The Day Star,’ as he called him.

“It is only a matter of time now, Maximillian, my faithful Vassal,” he said to me, graciously.

“Yes, my lord Nero,” I echoed.

“The time will soon come to upgrade to my new domain. To expand to new horizons, my servant.  To take the throne that is rightfully mine, prophesied from the beginning.”

“Success, my lord,” I said, bowing.

“Success, Maximillian,” he echoed, smiling, as he raised his glass to me.  “The Day Star is pleased with us.”

I felt his warmth radiate upon me. “Prepare for the orgy,” he instructed as I rose to leave.  “It will commence immediately following my nightly broadcast.” Nero took a drink from his chalice, and the dark red dripped down his chin, which his concubines then licked his face free of.
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The lord Nero was being bathed, and I was dismissed for the time being to attend to his flock.  I would be summoned once he was dressed and ready to address the masses.

I needed to see the Minister of Defense, Vassal Behmardi.

I found him in one of the southern offices.  The Capitol building was not too much different from bygone years and administrations; it still retained its antiseptic plainness through the tapestries and carpets which were slowly being phased out in favor of Nero’s new decorum and power aesthetic.  I couldn’t blame him; they were relics of a forgotten age that contained undesirable testaments to detestable members of that unholy religious sect, and they had no place here.  Images of Mother Earth and the true religions, paganism and universalism, were all that were allowed here, and for good reason.  They were unrestrictive, inclusive, and liberating in every respect.  Flowering buds in earthen vessels adorned the hallways, allowed to grow freely out of their confinement and grace the halls with the glory that was all around us from earth to sky.

These halls, once abuzz with business, were now rightfully converted to a shrine of worship, and the statue of Nero stood high atop the peak of the rotunda, for all to see and be filled with amazement.

And everywhere you looked, lotus flowers grew: a symbol of spiritual growth rising above adversity and revered in many cultures.

Revered by Nero.

I felt as if I were gliding through the flowers, my fingertips neatly touching, not a trace of makeup running, and my tall capirote erect over my head.  Lesser vassals bowed and smiled as I wafted by.

A tracing vine grew out of one such vessel, overarching the doorway of my favorite minister, Vassal Behmardi.  He sat elegantly upright, meditating and gazing out upon the grounds beyond as the new day’s sunlight streamed down upon the grass. Sitar music played on prerecorded media.

“And how are we today?” I asked Vassal Behmardi as I entered.  He turned slowly to face me.

“Esteemed High Vassal Maximillian!”  He rose and kissed my signet ring, which I extended proudly toward him.  “To what do I owe the honor?”

“The lord wishes to have me assess the readiness of the machines for the continuing mission,” I replied.

“Oh yes, of course.  All is underway with the existing battalions.  I was just watching the newest fleet of AirGuard overhead.  They are mighty.  They are glorious!”  He clapped his hands with juvenile glee, practically hopping.

“Indeed they are.  All hail Emperor Nero.”

“All hail Emperor Nero,” he agreed, bowing his head slightly and closing his eyes in reverence.

“And the third wave?”

“In production as we speak, and coming along nicely!  Fifty thousand slated to be finished before March.  They will all be autonomous and completely independent of the previous saboteur’s programming.”

“Have the new leaflets arrived?” I asked eagerly.

“Not yet, my good vassal, but they have been fully proofed, I assure you.  All previous observations and holidays removed.  Especially the two in question.”

“The ones from the spring and December that we do not mention.”

“The very ones,” he smiled.

“And are there any reports of dissension or unrest?”

“There was one such report, my liege, out of Tampa.  Mostly protestors of the new curfew.  Nothing out of the ordinary. Incarcerated or eliminated as per protocol.”

“And our saboteur?”

“The dissident known as Drexler, sir,” he responded with distaste.  I nodded in response, nearly wincing at the evil name.  “Nothing so far.  He has not yet been located, but information points to somewhere around Cincinnati.”

“Hmm, all things in due time.  And across the waters, international relations are always something of a question mark, or an exclamation mark where the UK is concerned.  Hmm,” -here I clicked my tongue in disapproval- “but we are making inroads with the Guardians and the new places of worship everywhere.  The lord is pleased, and we are moving forward according to schedule.  What is the final cleanse tally for 2112?” I asked, hopeful.

He smiled with great relish.  “It pleases me to report to my lord that another 326,472 undesirables have been eliminated.  We are counting fetuses in pregnant women now,” he flicked his eyebrows up, beaming.

A thrill ran through me, and I clasped my hands together.  “Oh, what joy.  What unspeakable joy!  His Eminence will be so pleased, so pleased to hear this, Vassal Behmardi.  I shall report the good news to him post-haste.  That should leave us with little more than ten million left to eradicate, since the virus unfortunately did not wipe them out first.  His Eminence will be overjoyed.”

“Indeed, he will be,” the minister said, his voice rising into a gleeful adolescent squeak.  He clapped his hands once more.  “The less-than-humans are going the way of the earth, as the lord Nero foresaw. Justice is being served, is it not?  They were the ones to spread the accursed virus in the first place.  His Eminence is holy, and he has triumphed.”

“He has, and he shall,” I agreed.  “And what of the new techniques and our recent captures?”

“Oh yes, we have a few candidates below who are being worked on as we speak, High Vassal.  Nothing has been divulged yet.  No one is immediately connected to the treacherous Drexler, but some worthy candidates may be in possession of valuable intel.”

“Yet, nothing extracted?  No usable information to find and exterminate our opposition?” I asked with suspicion, looking at him sidelong.  There was no reason to suspect Vassal Behmardi of deception.  I, however, was answerable to his Eminence, and his Eminence would require a favorable report that indicated progress.

“Unfortunately, nothing so far, High Vassal Maximillian.  I promise to keep you fully informed once we have a breakthrough.”

“Thank you, Vassal Behmardi.  I take my leave of you.” I extended my signet ring.

“Thank you, High Vassal Maximillion,” he said as his neck slithered, and he tilted in admiration, kissing my ring once more, just as I was about to do with lord Nero.  “Thank you.”

“No.  All thanks be to His Eminence, and all thanks be to Satan for paving his way.  All hail Emperor Nero.”

“All hail Emperor Nero,” he practically sang as I walked out, and he turned to watch the AirGuard once more as the lotus flowers adorned my exit. 

I took in a deep breath of assured air, reveling in this latest news. 

What a triumphant year!  The Cleansing was nearly complete. Gold-emblazoned moldings with His Eminence’s portrait stared out proudly at me as I turned on my heels to find my lord after his bath.  The beauty of his image smote my heart as I gasped in admiration once more.  I had seen them a thousand times, and a thousand more would not be enough.

All of the trappings contained in this sacred place were all so narcissistic as to perhaps strain credulity for some, but worship was the deserved reward for all that was Nero.
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We waited, and we listened.  I was doing it intently with them.

“Stay down,” whispered Swifty, his plate of food on the floor near him, his AR-18 at the ready.

The whirring of the Guardians outside in the parking lots to our north and south could still be heard clearly.  I guessed there to be at least five or six of them.  They were communicating with each other in that strange, guttural electronic language of theirs.

Hunter crouched low beside me.  It was early morning, and I had just finished breakfast when they were picked up on radar heading this way.  Someone radioed the coordinates to the bunker, and then notified Swifty.  I licked my tongue over my teeth, picking out the cereal flakes that remained, watching intently as I clutched my XM6 rifle.

To our west lay the fields and then Union Ditch Number 2.  We could make a run for it if need be, keeping under the cover of the trees to our northwest, but we all knew that it was better to stay inside.  We had sympathizers in most of the surrounding buildings.

Hunter let out a nigh-undetectable sigh next to me, his rifle muzzle pointed in the same direction as mine: the ceiling hatch.  Not that it would make much difference if they found us here.  They wouldn’t come in; they’d just bomb it again.  Exposed, out there where they could see you and they could see your mark, the Guardians were to be most feared.

The whirring continued.  I swallowed.

Swifty motioned to Hunter and me to stay as he cautiously approached the covered-over window.  He passed Asher and Emma Amari up ahead, each holding their own rifles.  Asher was eighteen and Emma seventeen.

Asher was an incredibly scrappy kid, and if you ticked him off, he’d make a face you wouldn’t want to see twice, glaring at you under his eyebrows.  I thought it comical the first time, until he let me know with a left hook that it wasn’t.  His pride was his fist, and his vulnerability was his girl, Anja.  He was one of the only people I knew who had actually tried to cut out his mark.  The big, blackened gash and scarring across the back of his neck attested to his intrepid resolve.  It didn’t matter anyway; in doing so, you were automatically guilty before the Guardians.  There would be no other reason to have a gash in the back of your neck other than to cut out your mark.  His neck didn’t glow anymore, but there remained a big, gaping, and ugly scar.

A scar there meant you were a Christian.

That left us all with only two choices.  Cut out the mark and deal with a giant, uncomfortable scar until the end of your days, or keep the mark and wear your choker like you’ve been told.

The chokers.  God bless whoever made them.  The reinforced aluminum and glass plate positioned at the back would conceal your mark as you wrapped the choker around your neck.  Thankfully, they didn’t come full circle around your Adam’s apple, or someone would see them.  They could be easily concealed under a turtleneck or button-up shirt.  Their signatures were small, and, thankfully, discreet.

Someone was an ingenious lab rat to come up with those.  I’m sure they’ve saved a lot of lives so far, or at the very least kept people from being detected.  They also allowed us to move around and blend in, but God forbid those things should examine us up close.  In the wintertime, when we were bundled up tightly, it was better.  Ultimately, however, you couldn’t wait to tear it off yourself at the end of the day when you were back in hiding.  They were hot and itchy, the plates needed to be continually checked for integrity, and the fabric needed to be washed.

Swifty, bold and fearless, ascended the small, folding ladder placed permanently below the window for just such a time as this. 

Emma was not cut from the same cloth as her brother Asher, and her body racked with the shakes anytime the Guardians approached.  She remembered what happened when the Guardians came.  Asher had been away, and it was only her parents, her older brother Trent, and Emma.  They had been hiding in their laundry room when the Guardians found them several months later.  Her parents were dead in an instant as they tried to defend their children.  The Guardians then asked Trent only once.  Trent would not deny his faith.  Emma swears she can still see his blood splatter on her shoulder.

I watched her closely as we waited.  Emma didn’t have the mark; she and Trent had converted to Christ later in an evening underground church service.  Only Asher and their parents had the mark.  Emma was then asked the other question by the Guardian; the one that they ask those without the mark who are found in the company of those who are marked.

Citizen, do you profess that Jesus is the Christ?

Emma denied Jesus.  That’s why they spared her.

It’s something she still cries about.  She trembles, both from fear and shame, haunted by the prospect of having to answer that wretched question again.  I get it.  We all get it.  We might have done the same once.  But at the end of the day, she’s alive; she’s forgiven.

As I watched her, my heart went out to her with pity.

As for Asher, he would have no pity.  When he returned from staying at a friend’s house, he flew into a rage, swearing to Emma that he would keep her safe and vowing revenge against the Guardians.  Against Nero.

Against all who had taken their family.

The sound of gunfire jerked all of us back to consciousness.  A few more bursts, and I thought I heard a muffled scream far off in the distance.  I couldn’t be sure.  All of us bowed our heads in prayer.  Some swore.  We had other believers in hiding nearby, in the neighborhood houses between Elm and Willow.  My heart sank.  They must have been found.

The quiet descended on us once more.  Every joint creaked loudly in that room as people shifted their weight and waited.  That’s what life had become, after all: waiting.

My thoughts went back to our friends as I looked back over at them.  The scrappy incision on the back of Asher’s neck was entirely visible, and he would flaunt it whenever he could, considering it a battle scar worthy of medals.

Then there was Luca, and Swifty’s daughter Anja.  Luca was 17, tough as nails, silent, and brooding as a winter snow.  Anja was acrobatic, fast, and a natural leader.  Asher was hard-pressed to keep up with his girlfriend.  He talked a tough game, but he was a gentleman with Swifty’s daughter. Swifty kept watch but was pretty adept at seeing the good in people.

Besides, Asher was a fighter, and in a world of conflict, perhaps he thought Anja would be safer with him than with a peacemaker.

Lastly, there was Charlotte.  ‘Charlie,’ as she liked to be called, and I liked calling her that.  She was my age – a few months older than me – and I knew I wanted her from the very moment I laid eyes on her.  She shifted her weight, though her head was bowed, with her Glock to her temple.  She was praying.  She preferred a handgun.

“Less weight to lug around, and easier to bullseye a dope,” she had said.  That’s what she called the Guardians, though she said she hadn’t made it up.  Apparently a lot of people from her old neighborhood called them that: they were terrifying but dumb.  Operating on singular software that only programmed them to kill.  All they did was roll around in search of something to shoot.  That’s why we learned to be faster than them.  Prey eluding the predator.

I had met Charlie a few years after Hunt.  Her dirty blonde hair and captivatingly huge, immersive brown eyes drew me in, even in the dark of the house we had sought refuge in.  She had a quiet resolve about her, and her eyes spoke more to me in the silence than our first few verbal exchanges did.  You could get lost in those eyes.  I sure did.

Hunter and I vied for her attention at first. He wasn’t a bad-looking guy, but, thanks be to God, I got the vibes from Charlie that she was more interested in me.  No harm, no foul.  Sorry, Hunt, I had thought to myself.  He blew it off. She liked the rugged type.  I was, thankfully, the rugged type.  Hunt was more clean-cut and gregarious.

Charlie looked over at me slowly, her eyes twinkling in the dark.  She smiled, and the warmth traveled over to me.  I nodded to her, giving her a thumbs up with my eyebrows raised, sending her a silent You okay?  She nodded back and mouthed, I’m okay.

More gunfire outside.

My heart thudded within my chest.  My throat felt goopy and mucus-laden, thick from the milk in my cereal.

His AR-18 slung over his back, Swifty was now carefully watching through the peephole over the boarded and curtained window.  I had looked through there once.  It didn’t provide much of a view, but it was at least something.  Our view was west, however, not north.

Swifty raised his right hand and whirled his index finger around twice.  AirGuard.  He thrust his finger forward west as if casting a stone.  That meant some distance westward.  He paused and flashed his fingers, counting to seven.  Seven AirGuard units out there.

“Freakin’ eh,” I said quietly to myself.  “That’s a lot of ‘em.”  Hunter looked at me and nodded, his eyes wide.  I looked back down at Charlie, who was watching Swifty.  My eyes traced back up to him at the window.  He rolled his fists over each other rapidly like he was boxing against a hanging speed bag, but low to his stomach.  Guardians.  He held up his hand and paused, then pointed west and held up three fingers. So, there were at least three that he could see.  He pointed north and waved his palm up and down for a moment, gesturing that he was uncertain about any more of them in the northern parking lot or beyond.

The good thing about Guardians is that they didn’t cover the earth…yet.  They couldn’t be everywhere.  They came and went in waves.  People could go about their business and their lives without much fear of bumping into them.

That was good, because they were terrifying.  Unfeeling, unsentimental assembly-line machines that were programmed to do one thing: kill off all those identifying with Jesus Christ.  They were military-grade drones and effective killing machines designed to infiltrate and terminate without respect to age or class.

If they zeroed anyone with a mark, all hell broke loose; those not in the crosshairs knew to clear the area double-time, to duck, or to get to safety. They had gunned down the previous president and reduced a crying toddler to hamburger while others watched.  Both were marked.  The toddler couldn’t even answer the recant question.

I shook my head.

It was a sullen assembly after that, once the machines rolled on.  It didn’t matter if it was your family or someone else’s; the pain was felt – and shared – by all.  All mourned.  All helped with the cleanup.

And then the leaflets would drop from a passing AirGuard, and the engines would shake your home, your foundations, your very soul, to the core.  A spine-altering, thundering reminder that they could strike at any minute, they could drop their propaganda and then roar out of there.

I actually found and read one once.

 

NOTICE OF VIOLATION

 

Citizens of the local populace, all hail Emperor Nero! Dissidents were recently discovered in this area, and they have been dealt with accordingly.  Undesirables and their treasonous behavior will always be dealt with swiftly to preserve the sacred state of worship for His Eminence, the god-king Nero.

The Guardians who have meted out justice here need not be feared.  They are your friends.  They are your protectors, and operate in the name of the god-king.  Please regard them as his emissaries and know that they are simply operating on programming setup both for your protection and for the betterment of the new world.

We hope that you live a long and fruitful life.

If any of you have knowledge of any treachery or are in contact with undesirables who claim the name of Jesus as savior and are therefore engaging in terrorist plots against His Eminence, please report it at once to any member of your local Guardian battalion.  Your reporting will be richly rewarded, and you will have lasting favor from the god-king, along with immeasurable financial reward.

Please distribute this leaflet to your neighbors, family and friends.  

Together, we will have a safer and more prosperous world under the god-king.

Remember, it is a crime punishable by death to pronounce any name as holy other than the god-king, His Eminence Himself, Lord Nero.

Thank you for your attention to this matter.

ALL HAIL EMPEROR NERO!

 

The leaflet made me want to vomit.  I crumpled it up and ran.

The very memory unnerved me.  I shook my head in revulsion.  I tore myself out of my thoughts and drew my eyes up to Swifty.  He had slowly turned around and was staring down upon all of us again.  He was clad in an A-shirt and cargo pants as always, and badly in need of a shave.  Didn’t look one bit like our leader, but we knew he was.  He’d survived this long and saved many others, and that’s why we followed him.

He slowly descended the ladder and folded it back up against the wall with a sigh, removing his AR-18 and placing it on a rack that was mounted to the wall near the entrance.  He patted it for good luck and returned to us, giving Anja a quick hug.  To all whose eyes met his, he clasped his hands in suggestion of prayer.

Swifty was part military commander, part teacher, and part theologian-level youth pastor.  At least, that’s how he felt.  He actually had a rank, attributed to him by all of us, young and old, and that was commander.  ‘Commander Gregory Hudson’ was his official name, but we just called him Swifty, and there was a reason for that, of course.  The dude was lithe, well-knit, and fast. If we were ever escaping Guardians, this was the number one rule:

Keep up with Swifty.

If you didn’t, you were probably going to meet Jesus that night.  Which wasn’t a bad thing, of course; it’s just that we were all still needed down here. As much as we ached to be away from the body and present with the Lord like 2 Corinthians 5:8 tells us, we were needed here to fight the good fight of faith.  Nero had to be stopped, and no one knew how just yet.  Until that time, we were all God’s soldiers on the front lines.

And Swifty was the commander of the soldiers.  At least in Sector 8.  He now sat back down in a big huff with his knees folded up, bowing his head and arms over his knees and prayed.  We scooted closer to join him.

“Abba Father,” he began, “we’re in danger every day and every night.  We live in a world controlled by a man who wants all of your precious children dead.  Around me even now are a bunch of those precious children.  I know how I feel about my own daughter.  I love her, Lord.  We know how you feel about your kids.  You love us, and you’ve always loved us with an everlasting love.  Would you cover us and allow us to take refuge under your wings? Cover us with your feathers, and under your wings may we find refuge as Psalm 91 teaches us.  Protect us, Lord, and protect those out there less fortunate than us so that they too may find shelter.  Maranatha.  In Jesus’ Name, Amen.”

Amen, we all agreed in unison.  Even Asher over there with his gritty face and his grim-set jaw ready for action agreed, though it may have come out slightly in a hiss through his teeth.

I looked up at Charlie, who was walking over toward me.  I felt a pat on my shoulder as Hunt looked at me with a smile, flicking his eyebrows up.  I elbowed him.  He grunted, smiled, got up and made room for Charlie.

“Hey, Char,” he said, passing her on the way to get more cereal, presumably.  Charlie sat down in between Swifty and me.

“Well, that was an adventure,” she breathed, and she laid her Glock down behind her so that it wouldn’t be stepped on by anyone around her and accidentally discharge.  “Never a dull moment, right?”

“Not until Jesus returns,” I said, smiling thinly. She grinned.  “Seems like that’s getting a lot closer.  How you doin,’ Charlie?”

“I’m okay.  Just tired.”  She yawned, then proceeded to loll her head and lay it on my shoulder.  The smell of her hair sent my senses into overdrive.  “Been a long few days.  That whole attempt on the airport,” she ended lamely, shaking her head.  “My quads still feel like rubber.”

“No one could outrun Asher.”

“Except Swifty.”

We both glanced over at Asher. He was huddled together with Anja, his sister Emma, and Luca.

“That was crazy,” she murmured sleepily.  “I hope we don’t have any other suicide missions soon.”

I scoffed.  “They’re not suicide missions, Charlie. They’re all important attempts to gain back a little ground, right?”

She didn’t answer.

“The more little battles we win, the more chance we have of winning the war, right?”  I squeezed her arm.

“Uh-huh,” she said, blinking.

“Are you seriously gonna go to sleep on my shoulder?” I asked her. “No drooling,” I said, with a playful flick to her forehead.

“Hey!  No, I’m not sleepy, just tired.  Waiting with every muscle flexed, ready to run again at a moment’s notice, kinda wears ya out.  Just need to recharge for a few minutes.”
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Eighty-three minutes later, Nicholas was lifting her up and placing her on a couch in the far, dark corner of the bunker.  I had just become accustomed to her quiet snoring.  My butt cheeks were buzzing from inactivity, and there was a kink in my neck.  I don’t know when she dropped off, but it was right when I was getting ready to ask her if she was excited for her birthday.  She was turning 19 in March.   I would turn 19 after her in May.

She didn’t even flinch or stir.  Nicholas was a big, burly guy with tree trunks for legs and bowling balls between his shoulders and elbows.  I would not dare to tangle with him.  He was one of the few older adults that would usher us into planning meetings and include us in the briefings; he was smiling and kind, but quiet.  He always had his hat pulled down low just above his eyes.

Charlie was asleep.  I got up and stretched, feeling the blood return to neglected parts of my body.  The tingling subsided.

“You make a nice pillow?” Swifty asked me, grinning with a knowing look.  “Sage is so cozy,” he jested, while loading magazines, stuffing round after round into magazine after magazine.

“Oh, can it,” I said with a playful sneer.

“Citizen, do you profess that Sage is the pillow?” Anja teased while seated next to Swifty.

“Haha, very funny,” I sneered again, frowning at her.  Swifty laughed at his daughter’s ingenuity.  She was as acrobatic with the jokes as she was in the field.  Real sneaky sense of humor.  “I couldn’t move.  Didn’t want to wake Charlie.”  I paused.  “And I do profess.” I said with a grin.

Swifty nodded.  “All good, Capitán Love.”

I punched him in the shoulder – hard – and he winced and laughed.  “Okay, okay, ow!  Good one, kid.”  He held his shoulder and rotated his arm, smiling with a slight wince.  I hoped Asher had seen that one and deemed it a worthy hit.

“You ready for class today?” Swifty asked.

I nodded.  “Yep.  Always.  Knowledge is power, right?”

“Knowledge is power.  Know your enemy.”

“But Nero isn’t our enemy, Swi-”

“I didn’t say Nero, kid,” he bit back, scowling.  “Satan is our adversary.  Everyone else has been deluded by him, including Nero.”

“Yeah, well, it seems Nero does plenty of deluding himself, as well,” I argued.  “And I have no sympathy toward him.  The guy thinks he’s the Antichrist and is doing everything he can to mimic him.”

“Yes, he is.  He has his reasons.”

“So you think one day all will be revealed, and we’ll understand why?  How do we know he’s not the antichrist?”

Swifty thought to himself for a moment.  “Perhaps.  I think so.  Then again, we might not.  We might get to Heaven and have no memory of this whole affair once the old order of things has passed away.  But a big part of faith is chilling out, man.  Chilling out and knowing that God’s ways are higher than our ways, and we can’t understand His ways fully.  Once we get past that hurdle, we can unclench a bit more.  Right?

“And we know he’s not the antichrist, buddy.  There’s nothing supernatural about him.  The Rapture hasn’t happened.  We don’t have a mark on us that allows us to buy or sell.  He’s not a descendant of the tribe of Dan.  He hasn’t set up an image of himself in the Jewish temple, and it was destroyed long ago anyway.  He has not fulfilled the Scriptures.  There’s a lot that needs to happen before the antichrist rises to power.  Prophecies need to be fulfilled.  Wars and rumors of wars.  A lot hasn’t happened yet.”

“Seems like we’ve been in a war forever,” I jeered. “But what if all those people dying was the Rapture?” I insisted.

Swifty frowned.  “No way.  That’s not how the Bible says it will happen.  And remember this: Nero is simply a man who has chosen to capitalize on the disappearance of so many around the world who would deny him his claim.  In such a vacuum, resistance is lessened.  Such a global crisis is an open door for opportunistic folks like Nero to position themselves to seize power.”

I nodded in understanding.

“To be clear, God’s ways are just a titch higher than Dad’s and my ways,” Anja added with flair, “and way, way higher than your ways, Sage.”  She grinned at me in mock empathy.

“Ask your dad how that hit felt.  I’m sure he enjoyed it.  I have more available if you’re interested.”

Swifty gave me a mock-threatening face to warn me that I’d have to go through him. But Anja giggled and jumped up, putting up her dukes.  

“Yeah?  Let’s go ten rounds, man, here we go!”  She dodged and weaved, ducked and shot a few jabs at me while I stood there, watching incredulously.  Asher smiled at her approvingly.  Eventually, however, the jabs stopped, and she giggled again, heading off to go sit and talk with Asher.

Birds of a scrappy feather flock together, I thought.

I shook my head and sat down next to
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