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Dedication and Acknowledgements

This book is dedicated to Katarina Swift, Papaw’s little princess. 

Hello to all my readers!

First I must say thank you, without you none of this would be possible. I do apologize that it takes so long to get a book out. But I want to give my readers something worthwhile to enjoy. Yes, I could pump books out and have tried it. Sorry to say I wasn’t happy with the results. 

If I don’t laugh, cry or get angry writing and reading my stories then the story sucks to me. 

I know many who read complain about comas, well I’m here to tell you for every rule you find to say use one, I can show you a rule not to. Same goes for capitalization. I put them in the story as needed for inflection. I was taught a comma is a pause in a sentence and that’s what I use them for.

I’m just thankful for Word program because spelling is my major issue.  I do apologize for those words I miss and with my editor and beta readers. Even with the program the word is spelled correct but, it’s the wrong word. Thing is, when I read it, most of the time, I put in and read the right word. 

This story is nearing its completion and should be done in the next book. Well, I will be done with it in the next book but Tina may split the book in half depending how long it is. 

I have been asked who my favorite is in this series and it’s been tough. But, I have to finally say, Pain and Siren are my favorites. Brandy and Big Gun would be next. Not even I saw the evolution of  those two and what they will evolve into later. Then there would be Michelle. I knew how the story was going to end but not even I saw where she would end up. 

Oh yes, I cried writing the last book and did in one scene in this one but that is the story. 

To Tina, I say thank you for joining me in this endeavor. I could still write books but they would suck with the mistakes that would fill the pages. 

To everyone, again I say thank you.  

Now I present, Forgotten Forbidden America: Sin Eaters
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Chapter One
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The Big Picture

Standing at the front entrance of the White House, Secret Service Agent Moreno heard his earbud go off. “Colonel Marshall entering main gate, heading to front entrance.” 

Giving a sigh, Agent Moreno stood rigid, pondering the colonel as he watched a line of black SUVs approaching. Anyone on the hill with any power knew Colonel Sebastian Marshall. Even though he was only a colonel most feared him, and for good reason. Marshall had made full bird colonel in the army in the unheard of span of ten years. From a wealthy family and a graduate of West Point, many thought he would be on the Joint Chiefs of Staff within another five to six years. 

But to the surprise of everyone, Marshall turned down the appointment of Brigadier General, a one star general, two years later. Two more times the appointment of general was offered and he still turned it down. What many would come to realize only too late, was Marshall had real power where he was, and it only continued to grow the longer he stayed there. Many in the government knew there was a shadow government and Marshall was a key player. Very few were high enough on the tree to be safe from him and even those who were respected him. The shadow government was the group of people that worked behind the scenes and were never replaced during elections. This small group represented those with the money that put politicians in office, and those with the money were the ones who made the rules.

Watching the SUVs park, Moreno continued to think about the colonel and barely shook his head. Marshall was many things but one thing all agreed upon, he was a worker and followed the order of the president and those above him in his chain of command. The problem was there were only a few officers and fewer civilians he answered to. Everyone else on the hill, Marshall wasn’t concerned with and that included other higher-ranking officers. He would be courteous to higher rank as appropriate, but any that tried his patience found out it was career suicide at the very least, and only if you were lucky. To those not-so lucky, they would have an accident. Those that really pissed him off, like a young senator, they would have an accident that hurt them very badly before they died. Agent Moreno could think of two other cases offhand without even trying hard. If one just irritated Marshall, they usually died of ‘natural causes’. 

To his credit, once given a job, Marshall would see it through, and woe betide anyone who tried to say he wasn’t doing his job. There was a two-term senator who’d called the colonel before Congress about the tactics he’d used to track terrorist and Pentagon bids. Only the young senator had been hostile toward the colonel because the other senators on the panel had known not to fuck with Marshall.  

Not three months after that inquiry, the young senator had been snow skiing and his bindings had broken, sending him spilling down the mountain. He’d survived to be airlifted to a hospital. Within twelve hours of being put into a room, the young senator had died from a heart attack. Everyone knew it was Marshall’s doing, from the broken skis to the heart attack, but none even attempted to have him questioned. “And that was two years before the collapse. What does he fear now? Nothing. He can do anything to anyone now and fear no recourse,” the agent mumbled as the doors on the SUVs opened. 

The agent was surprised when the colonel stepped out of the second SUV wearing his dress greens. In the last year since the second civil war had broken out, most of the times he’d reported to the White House for a briefing wearing his camouflage battle uniform. Carrying a briefcase was a young captain whom, Moreno knew was Marshall’s military assistant. The captain then grabbed another bigger suitcase and a laptop bag while the colonel glanced around waiting on his adjutant officer.  

Behind Moreno, a Marine guard held open the door when Marshall and the captain walked up the steps. Spinning around, Moreno led them through the door and past the check-in station around the metal detectors. Nobody, secret service or guards, told the colonel to walk through or ask to check his briefcase or that of his adjutant officer.  

Leading them through the White House, Moreno kept a steady pace and when Marshall spoke, he fought not to jump. “Have they started?” Marshall asked with a disinterested tone. 

“No, Colonel. They just finished eating breakfast,” Moreno answered. In the two years he had been assigned to the White House, he’d seen Marshall over a hundred times. This was the first time Marshall had ever spoken to him, and he didn’t like it. Moreno had no problem admitting to himself, he was scared of Colonel Sebastian Marshall. 

“Figures,” Marshall huffed. 

Seeing two more agents ahead flanking double doors, Moreno stepped aside to let Marshall pass with the captain in tow. For a man in his mid-forties, Moreno had to admit the colonel was in outstanding shape. Standing at less than six feet tall but over two hundred pounds, the colonel’s rigid posture and air of power made him seem much taller and musclebound.

“Captain Bolton,” Marshall said over his shoulder while passing Moreno. 

Speeding up to move closer, “Yes, sir,” Bolton snapped. 

“If this meeting goes on for over six hours, get on your phone and have someone call me so we can leave,” Marshall ordered. 

“Yes, sir,” Bolton acknowledged, following Marshall through the doors into a massive room. 

There were over fifty people seated at a long table with the president at one end. Nobody sat at the other end and there was a huge plasma screen that took up a large portion of the wall. Along the walls sat aides to those at the table. 

“Colonel, need for them bring you some breakfast?” the president asked, watching Marshall set his briefcase in the chair. 

Glancing at the president, Marshall still thought he looked like a kid. Federal President Samuel Gifford had been thirty-five when he’d taken office two years ago. The youngest president ever elected. 

Shaking his head, “No, thank you, Mr. President,” Marshall answered as he walked around the table. “I ate on the jet,” he said, stopping at a table in the corner with a large silver coffee pot. Grabbing a cup, Marshall gave a small grin, smelling the expensive roast. 

At Marshall’s spot at the table, Captain Bolton was setting up the laptop. Ignoring those to either side, Bolton pulled out folders before setting them to the left of the laptop. Seeing stuff in the colonel’s area from the occupant to the left, Bolton shoved them aside. He knew it was the senate minority leader and didn’t care. Just as the captain hadn’t cared, neither did the minority leader, and he gladly moved more stuff to give the captain more room. 

“Where are you coming from?” the president asked. 

“Florida,” Marshall answered, then took a sip savoring the excellent coffee. “Caught most of the group that was damaging the railroads in Georgia while we chased the Sin Eaters. They were just a bunch of civilians.” 

“That’s good,” the president smiled. 

Turning around and heading back to his spot, Marshall saw Bolton setting another stack of folders to the right of his laptop. He couldn’t help but grin, watching Bolton type the password in the laptop to have it ready. He nodded at General Schmidt, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. The two star, or Major General, beside Schmidt had been a captain under Marshall twelve years ago. “Ted,” Marshall nodded, and the major general winked back.  

Officers who’d served under Marshall that could think, follow orders, and were ruthless, always got the fast track. And Marshall hand-picked each officer who served under him, so all were top-notch.  

As Marshall rounded the table, Bolton moved back to the wall with the other aides and pulled out a legal pad to take notes.

“Everyone ready?” the president asked once Marshall had sat down. Not waiting for answers he continued, “As many of you know, I’ve just appointed Donald Weaver to my cabinet, replacing Perkins. He hasn’t been brought up to speed on everything yet, so any questions from him, just answer.” 

Nobody glanced at the colonel or said anything, but they nodded to Donald. Perkins had been found dead two weeks ago in a mansion along the beach in South Carolina. Not only was Perkins dead, but also his family, four friends and their families, and all seventeen members of his security detail. Perkins had been found nailed to a wall with his family, a Sin Eater card stapled to his forehead. 

“General Schmidt,” the president said. 

Glancing over his shoulder, “Commander Dunning, brief us on the Pacific theater,” Schmidt barked at one of the naval officers behind him. “Start up the overview.”

Watching the commander move to the end of the table with the large plasma screen and set up a laptop, Marshall turned toward the other end where Donald sat four chairs down on the right from the president. In all reality, Marshall liked Donald. He was smart, came from a good family, and knew how to get things done. None of that had applied to the man he was replacing, including Marshall liking the man. More than once, he’d been tempted to let Perkins have an ‘on purpose’ accident.

The screen turned on behind the commander as he tapped his laptop, showing a large map of Asia with China colored red. “Thank you, Mr. President. Intelligence reports the Chinese army hasn’t started any new campaigns in the last three weeks. As of now, China has taken over Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, and Burma.” As the commander read them off, each country turned red.  

“Commander,” Donald called out. “What kind of insurgency problems are the Chinese having in the conquered territories?”

Shaking his head, “None whatsoever, Mr. Weaver,” the commander answered. “When the army rolled in, they herded all civilians ahead of them, and those that didn’t stay ahead got shot.”

One of the aides sitting along the wall moaned out, “Damn.”  

“Are we certain? That would take lots of bullets, Commander,” Donald stated. 

“Yes, sir. Over 230 million when they invaded last year, and they’re still killing in all captured territories but so far, we estimate over seventy percent have been forced to flee, been executed, or died of starvation. Their technique is simple; see someone not Chinese and shoot them. We do have confirmation that in the large cities, China deployed short term, non-persistent, chemical weapons. After the chemical agent expired, they opened up with artillery and rolled in.”  

For several seconds Donald stared at the commander in shock, then gave a slow nod. “Yes, that is an effective technique,” he admitted. 

Continuing on, “China now holds all of Korea, but unlike the other countries in central Asia, China left all the cities in the south intact. They never bombed or used artillery on any major city in South Korea. The Chinese Army literally cleared each building room by room, so they could keep the infrastructure and factories intact. North Korea, they just leveled. With a north and south combined population of over seventy million, the Chinese army reached the end of the peninsula a month ago. It took them nine months to wipe out that many people, and they used no chemical weapons in the Korean campaign. But one thing China didn’t take into account was the South Korean Army and their two thousand tanks. Just from reconnaissance flights, we know China lost over five thousand tanks. Our best estimates say less than five million Korean civilians escaped to Japan, the Philippines, or Australia.” 

With no hint of surprise hearing China had attacked North Korea, “How did the little dictator take the Chinese army rolling in?” Donald asked. 

Not even trying to hide his grin, the commander answered, “He, along with his entire cabinet, were killed in the opening hours by airborne troops.” 

“Just what size army did the Chinese send into Korea?” Donald blurted out in shock. 

Raising his eyebrows, “They haven’t said and our satellites have photos, but our best guess is over six million troops with those five thousand tanks went into the peninsula, with several million troops flowing in as replacements,” the commander offered. Seeing Donald about to speak, “That’s the same size army they sent into all Central Asia - Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, and Burma, but with only two thousand tanks. They really wanted South Korea intact and from satellite photos, they seemed to have done that.” 

Watching Donald give a shiver, the commander continued. “Now, you would be right to say the Chinese army wasn’t that big, but they called up everyone who had ever served and a year before their market collapsed, they had started drafting more men into service at the rate of a 100,000 leaving boot camp every six weeks.” 

The president leaned back in his chair. “That’s what we think caused their collapse, which caused the world collapse,” he told Donald. “The government was turning into a war economy. We told them we needed another two years to pass more gun legislation and another two years to enforce it.” Trying to be respectful and not yawn, Marshall tapped his computer to check his messages as the president turned to the commander and asked, “Do we have any ideas this week on their casualties, Commander Dunning?” 

“Yes, Mr. President. The CIA finally got an inside contact, but the Chinese government is still counting,” the commander answered. “So far, the tally is sixteen million, seven hundred thousand dead and double that wounded. When you add the three million the Chinese lost from troop transports that the Republic sank, they are over twenty million dead from combat. Famine losses are near the hundred million mark.” 

Marshall was very happy China had agreed to wait until all US troops were pulled out of Korea before they’d attacked. “China’s troop strength now?” the president asked. 

“No more than six million, and that’s including the seven hundred thousand here. The troops here are really the only experienced ground troops left. But they are still adding fresh troops and pumping out war supplies. Our intelligence says China can’t launch another full scale attack for two to three years. China has stopped all production on naval ships to divert metal to make tanks and planes. India has taken all of Pakistan and has increased its army to five million in one year, so China doesn’t feel too relaxed right now, since that one country can match them in manpower and is tooling up its army. South Korea and Vietnam cost China a lot of its surface fleet and air force. Nobody took those missile ships seriously and China lost both its aircraft carriers.”

The man to Marshall’s right leaned over to him and spoke in a low voice. “Missile ship?” 

Giving a grin, “Think of a three-hundred-foot-long yacht with four to six big-ass tubes strapped to the top, and each one can shoot a five-ton missile out that can sink an aircraft carrier a hundred miles away, Eugene,” Marshall answered.

Not surprised Marshall knew his name, “Thanks, Colonel,” he whispered back while he made notes on a pad. 

Everyone sitting at the table were millionaires several times over, including the colonel. But the man to his right, Eugene Hearst, was the lone multi-billionaire. Sitting on the president’s shadow cabinet, he was the one who reported to the money men that really ran the country. Marshall had seen him around, but they had never been formally introduced. 

Tuning the commander in again, “... Israel holds all of the Sinai Peninsula again after being attacked from all sides,” the commander said, and the map on the plasma screen moved to the Middle East. “Israel has taken all of Jordan and the West Bank. To the north, they hold Damascus and Beirut.”

“How long did that take them?” Donald asked. 

“Six months, and they finished that campaign four months ago,” Commander Dunning answered. “Israel threw everyone out of captured territory, instead of just shooting them. But if they try to return, they are shot.” 

“Casualties?” 

Tapping his keyboard and groaning for not remembering, “Forty-one thousand killed, over a hundred thousand wounded,” Dunning answered.  

“Pardon,” Donald said, looking up. “Those kinds of losses are crippling to Israel.” Unable to help it, Marshall smiled that Donald had even known that, but was very pleased the man did.

Giving a nod, “Yes, with a population just under ten million, Israel can’t take many losses but after the financial collapse, over four million Jews and two million Christians, along with their families, all returned to Israel,” Commander Dunning reported. “With all the new land around them, Israel has more than enough room to settle them.” 

“How has Israel done against the famine?” 

Shaking his head, “It hasn’t really affected them,” the commander answered, then explained. “When Israel’s army stopped its advance, all Arab forces pulled back. The Prime Minister radioed out that any country wanting a ceasefire should announce it over the radio, but Israel wasn’t pulling back and anyone: man, woman, or child, attempting to cross the battle line to return to captured land would be shot. Also, any hostile act against Israel would be an invitation to invasion. After that broadcast, all firing stopped.” 

Pointing at the screen, “Right after hostilities, Israel signed a treaty with India that any hostility one experienced, the other would-,” the commander stopped when Donald broke in.  

“I understand why Israel signed, but why India? They need numbers. Did the famine hit India that hard?” Donald asked.

Shaking his head and using the clicker to spin the map back toward Asia, “No, in fact, India came through the famine far better than anyone expected. The government only reported thirty million losses due to starvation,” the commander reported and then grinned. “India, along with Japan, signed a mutual defense and assistance pact with Australia. We expect Israel and the Philippines to sign on as well. As you may know, Australia never sent any troops here per the UN mandate.”

“How rude,” Donald snapped. 

Giving a shrug as he pointed at Indonesia on the screen, “The way Indonesia has expanded their army and invaded Mexico last year, the Aussies wanted to keep their troops closer to home. The reason India wanted to ally with Israel is because Israel has Australia producing war materials for them. As of now, tiny Israel has more tanks than we do. Intel is reporting they have over eight thousand main line battle tanks,” the commander explained. “And, Australia has treaties with most of the countries in South America and right now, South America is only exporting food and supplies to Australia.”

Turning to the president, “Was Australia banned from the UN because they didn’t send troops here?” Donald asked as he made notes. 

“No. Australia walked out of the UN, along with India, Israel, Japan, and every country in South America except Venezuela,” the president answered.  

Bobbing his head in understanding, “How has Japan fared so far, Commander?”

“So far, surprisingly well,” Dunning replied. “They are still experiencing food shortages but with supplies coming in from Australia, starvation is being held back. Reports are putting Japan’s famine losses at thirty to forty million.”  

Making notes, “I really thought China would’ve invaded Japan. Especially before invading Central Asia,” Donald said. 

Not sure if it was a question, Commander Dunning decided to answer. “Mr. Weaver,” the commander called out, and Donald looked up. “One month after the financial collapse, Japan tested a nuclear warhead in the Pacific, demonstrating to China the cost of invasion would be high.” 

“Yes, that would put a damper on an invasion,” Donald agreed. “What of the Middle East?”

“Iran is holding its army because Russia is reclaiming all the states that left. That’s why Russia isn’t sending more troops here; they need them at home.”

Thinking for several minutes, “Is China worried about Russia attacking?” Donald asked.

“They aren’t ruling it out, and neither are we, but all the information we have says Russia has no interest in China. They want their empire back, then will launch attacks into the Middle East,” Dunning said. “Any other questions?”

“Thank you, Commander Dunning,” the president called out before any others could ask. “Next,” he said, turning to General Schmidt. 

“Admiral Colene,” Schmidt called over his shoulder.

An officer with one star on his shoulder for the rank of Rear Admiral, wearing a navy uniform, stood up behind Schmidt. Strolling to the end of the table and taking the pointer from the commander, “Two weeks after the market crash, Indonesia landed troops in Salina Cruz, Mexico,” the admiral stated, turning to Donald. “There was widespread panic in the country already because the cartels were battling the government, along with the food shortages. When the first Indonesian ships landed packed with troops, the Mexican government welcomed them with open arms. Using container ships as troop transports and supply ships, in three days, Indonesia landed a hundred thousand troops and enough supplies for months.”

“Excuse me, Admiral,” Donald said, looking up from a folder. “Was this part of the UN’s plan for assistance to America to stop subversion?” 

Glancing at the president and getting a nod to answer, “No,” the admiral replied flatly. “The plan was always to secure the weapons from the population here before moving to any other part of the world. China wasn’t supposed to expand either. Pakistan, as you heard, tried to expand into India, but India stopped three nukes on the ground before launch. India retaliated after one nuke went off-, ” the admiral paused, leaning over and tapping the keyboard on the laptop.  

“At Ahmedabad, in western India,” the admiral continued. “Our reports say Pakistan didn’t want to piss off the Chinese, and all their targets were far from the northern border. Seems India didn’t give a shit about China’s worries because they leveled Islamabad with two nukes, then invaded.”

“So, there were never plans for India to send troops here to assist in the states?” Donald asked. 

“No, sir,” the admiral replied. “According to UN resolution 789D4-551, India was to send troops into southern Africa but didn’t, since China wasn’t playing nice.” 

Very impressed the admiral had just spit out the resolution without looking it up, Marshall gave a nod before he stood up carrying his coffee cup. Several watched him stroll around the table to get a refill while the admiral continued. 

“After two weeks, Indonesia had just over a million troops in Mexico. As far as armor, our reports say they brought six hundred tanks, and double that in light armored vehicles. Aircraft, we ‘think’ two hundred jet fighters, around a hundred medium bombers, and at least four hundred helicopters. They stockpiled enough supplies for two hundred days around Salina Cruz and then the campaign started. In two days, the Indonesian troops had reached Coatzacoalcos on the Gulf Coast, cutting the lower half of Mexico off. They formed a thirty-mile-wide, hundred-and-forty-mile-long corridor across the country, dug in on the northern flank, and then pushed south, advancing over twenty miles a day. Holding at the Guatemala border, the army pushed into the Yucatan Peninsula. Within three months they captured Cancun, and had over three million troops in country. Back in Indonesia with a full draft in effect, they were and are still adding sixty thousand fresh troops every month. Half we’re getting sent here in the states, and the other half to Mexico until December. Their goal was and still is for a twenty million man standing army and so far, they are doing very well to achieve it. But it seems Indonesia’s ace was, someone had the forethought to buy up massive quantities of food stocks, beginning two years ago. Indonesia is one of the few countries with minimal losses due to famine. Even China is upset about this because Indonesia won’t turn loose any of their reserve food stores, except as a trade for arms.” 

“Hold up, Admiral. Is my math wrong? Just where is Indonesia getting this equipment?” Donald asked.

Getting a nod from the president, “Mr. Weaver mentioned earlier when China began war production,” the admiral said, and Donald nodded. “In eighteen months, they produced nine thousand tanks alone. Over two thousand went to Indonesia, and Indonesia placed orders with Russia and China two years ago to fill twenty million AK 74s, along with enough equipment to arm this twenty million man army, like grenades, mortars, artillery, and other items. All the while, Indonesia was producing their own weapons and ordering from other countries. For instance, they have a three hundred ship navy. The largest of their ships are destroyers, but they have a lot of those missile boats they got from Vietnam.” 

With wide eyes and giving a slow nod, “Resistance and losses in Mexico?” Donald asked. 

“Light on both accounts for the Indonesian army,” the admiral answered. “Not so for the indigenous population, since Indonesia is Muslim and Mexico is Catholic. Indonesia takes no prisoners, nor allows any to remain in captured territory.”

Not acting surprised or appalled at the news, Donald asked, “Estimated losses for the Mexicans?” 

Shrugging, “Sorry, sir. Nothing concrete, but we are certain half the indigenous population is dead. Most died from starvation. Only one survey has been attempted with projections of ten to fifteen million killed due to fighting,” the admiral answered.

“Sorry, Admiral. I can’t recall the population of Mexico offhand. Half is how many?” 

“Sixty-eight million dead, sir.” 

Giving a low whistle, “Whew, thank you, Admiral, please continue,” Donald told him. Standing in the corner draining his cup, Marshall was becoming more impressed with Donald Weaver. Refilling his cup, he headed back to his chair, listening as the admiral continued.  

“In November last year, Mexico asked the UN for assistance, since they were still harassing the Texas border and trying to tie up troops of the Republic. The council asked Indonesia to cease, and they would only agree to a ceasefire if Mexico surrendered, turning over all land and all citizens leaving the country within thirty days,” the admiral grunted. “Mexico left the UN the next day. The Mexican Army and cartels stopped all attacks on the Republic’s southern border, which freed up tremendous assets for the Republic.”

Using the pointer, the admiral zoomed in on central Mexico. “After securing southern Mexico, the Indonesian army headed north but to everyone’s surprise, Mexico stopped them just south of Mexico City,” he said, and a line formed across the country. “All factions in Mexico have united, from the cartels to the clergy, since they are facing extermination. In November, transport ships started ferrying over citizens from Indonesia at the rate of fifty thousand every day. Troops coming in are estimated at twenty to fifty thousand every other day. At current estimates, there are ten million troops and eleven million Indonesian citizens. Central Mexico is where most of the agriculture is, and the citizens are there, working the farms. If this keeps up, there will be more Indonesians in Mexico than Mexicans by the end of this year. On a side note, we have confirmed reports that Indonesia has started industry production in Mexico. They have a small arms factory, an aircraft factory producing a variant of China’s Xian JH-7, a strike fighter, and they brought over equipment for an ammunition factory that is up and running. In a year, they’ll be self-reliant and won’t need resupply.” 

Setting his pen down, “Admiral, sorry again, you have any idea why the Republic isn’t doing anything to stop the flow? It doesn’t seem smart to me to allow a force that size to build beneath you, and Indonesia has war production cranking up, so they don’t need to resupply across the Pacific,” Donald pointed out.  

“Right you are, sir, and they are slowly responding,” the admiral chuckled. “The Republic sank a few troop transports headed for Mexico, but doesn’t sink transports carrying civilians unless they know there is military hardware aboard, which is rare. Next, it was the submarines that sank most of the ships from China and Russia, not the surface fleet. The surface fleet is hard-pressed, but is taking a more active role in destroying convoys.”  

Clearly confused, Donald asked. “Why have the subs stopped?” 

“Running out of torpedoes,” the admiral answered. “I have a report that the Seawolf submarine Jimmy Carter sunk forty-one Chinese and Russian troop transports. For warships, it’s rumored to have sunk four Chinese frigates, seven Russian frigates, six Chinese and three Russian destroyers. And last, the Jimmy Carter is supposed to have taken out eleven submarines of the Chinese and Russian navies. That, Mr. Weaver, is a staggering loss for anyone, and the Republic has more subs than we do, but none have matched the Jimmy Carter’s record, thankfully. But successful actions like that have depleted their war stocks. Our latest intel from the Republic is the subs are only to use torpedoes against warships.”

With his mouth hanging open, Donald just stared at the admiral for nearly a minute. “Just how many ships have we and our allies lost?” he mumbled.  

Taking a deep breath, “We and our allies have lost over a thousand surface vessels and eighty submarines,” the admiral answered. “As I’m sure you’re aware, we lost our last carrier at the beginning of the year. From the eleven we started with, the UN forces only have four carriers, two from the UK and two from France. Both France and Britain are certain they’ll each have one more carrier completed by the beginning of next year.”

“But France had three,” Donald muttered. 

“Yes, until one met planes from the Ronald Reagan in the Mediterranean,” the admiral replied. 

Shaking his head, “That’s going to take a long time to replace,” Donald sighed. “So, the Republic is starting to stem the tide of troops streaming into Mexico now?”

Holding up his hands, “They’re assisting,” the admiral clarified. “Let me backtrack and get you caught up because we can’t release any of what’s happening abroad to the public. To our thankfulness, the Republic hasn’t cared enough to report world events, since nobody was willing to offer assistance. But even now, that’s changing.”

“After Mexico pulled out from the UN, South and Central America formed a coalition, with only Venezuela not joining, demanded a resolution that Indonesia pull out of Mexico. They saw what was happening, since the fighting could only be described as genocide. When nobody listened, all exports stopped. England and the rest of Europe then asked Indonesia to come to the bargaining table. Indonesia made up something that justified their reasons for the invasion and the issue was dropped. And the next day, Indonesia invaded Guatemala. Europe was pissed because exports never started back up and Europe was, and still is, running out of food. 

“Within a week, only Venezuela remained in the UN, and every country in South and Central America was sending troops, arms, and supplies to Mexico. On January third, a delegation from Colombia and Brazil met with President Fern in Dallas. A treaty was signed acknowledging the Republic, and the Republic of the United States of America would offer what assistance it could to Mexico.” Admiral Colene stopped and made sure Donald was still following. 

Getting a nod to continue, the admiral pressed a button and a spreadsheet was displayed on the screen. “Now this entire time, Australia was still getting exports from South America, and a factory was nearly finished that would build tanks for Israel. But one thing Australia needed was oil. Since they had pulled out of the UN, OPEC wouldn’t supply them. With Venezuela still with the UN, South America couldn’t really help. But one thing the Republic has in excess is oil.” 

Letting out a moan and leaning back, “And with so many UN warships destroyed, there’s no way for us to stop the Republic from shipping out oil and receiving aid, right?” Donald asked. 

“Mr. Weaver, you cut right to the chase,” the admiral huffed. “The only thing the Republic really needs at the moment are electronic parts. And since Taiwan and Japan have treaties with Australia, they’re getting them.”  

“Shit,” Donald spat, snatching up his ink pen. “Is there any way we can convince them to stop? Australia, Taiwan, or Japan?” 

“Don,” the president said, clearing his throat. “That’s the reason I arranged this full briefing for you to catch you up on the situation. I sent the vice president to Australia last week. He offered to have Indonesia pull out of Mexico and have two divisions of UN troops stationed in Australia, but they flat out refused. When the VP left, the Australian government loaded up all federal personnel stationed in country, several thousand troops and intelligence agency agents with all their dependents and sent them back, expelling them from the country.”  

“Okay. I know the prime minister, let me talk to him,” Donald said. 

“July of last year, there was a quiet revolt in Australia, Donald. Thousands of people stormed Parliament and seized the officials. A new election was held and everyone was replaced. Sweeping reforms were passed in weeks and now, every Aussie over the age of eighteen has to learn how to shoot and stay armed,” the president told him.

Finding that hard to believe and feeling lightheaded, “I have businesses there. I would’ve heard that,” Donald panted. 

“Sorry, Mr. Weaver, you don’t own those businesses now,” the admiral chimed in. “Any nation that is part of the UN is barred from owning stock, assets, or land in the country.”

“What am I missing? Mexico is on the other side of the globe! Why is Australia so concerned?!” Donald shouted. 

Holding his hand out for Donald to calm down, the admiral spoke in a soft voice. “Remember all those refugees the UN sent to Australia years back, Muslim refugees?” the admiral asked, and Donald nodded. “They’ve always been trouble but last summer, violent attacks and bombings started breaking out. In less than a month, four thousand Aussie citizens were dead and a main cleric demanded to be put in charge. We’re certain only a small percentage of the refugees were violent, but the Aussies didn’t care. Any Muslim, even their own citizens, or refugee that didn’t report to the docks for deportation was executed.”

“Indonesia just couldn’t wait?! What the hell do they want so bad in Mexico?!” Donald cried out. “I go there every few years and it’s not that great!” 

Thinking he’d made an error, Marshall held up a hand, stopping the admiral from answering. Leaning forward and turning to look at Donald, “Mr. Weaver, why do you think they’re in Mexico?” Marshall asked. None were surprised the admiral had just nodded at the colonel, even though he wasn’t looking. 

Taking a deep breath to calm down, Donald closed his eyes thinking. When he opened his eyes, Donald dug through the folders on his right and held up a sheet of paper. “Three hundred and sixty per square mile,” he blurted out and Marshall smiled, leaning back in his chair. “They had a population of three hundred million living in seven hundred thousand square miles. While our population had over three million square miles, just in the continental states. Just holding the southern half of Mexico, they can grow more than enough food to support their population and continue to grow.”

Pleased he hadn’t judged Weaver wrong, “Yes, that’s a big part of it, but what else would they really want?” Marshall asked. 

Not turning to the colonel as he thought, Donald set the page he was holding down. Suddenly, he slapped the table. “They want the Panama Canal!” he cried out.  

“Yes, they would control what goes east to west,” Marshall nodded. 

Seeing the admiral about to start back up, Donald motioned for him to stop and then turned down the table. He knew Marshall of course and had talked to him at a few parties before the collapse. Like others, Donald knew Marshall could be dangerous, but only to those in his way. Donald wasn’t afraid of him, but he did respect the colonel. “Colonel, just your opinion, can they take Central America?”

Suddenly, everyone got interested. They had heard everything before and were waiting on the new material to be presented. But in the meetings they had been to, no one had asked for Marshall’s opinion. Out of everyone in the room, Marshall would always tell you what he thought, even if you didn’t like it. Even though his rank said Colonel, he held enormous power and was briefed on nearly everything. 

“I’ve been a bit occupied since this started, and haven’t really studied action reports and disposition of troops and fighting. To be honest, I’m surprised Mexico has lasted this long. With the exception of fighting cartels or each other, Mexico has no true fighting experience, especially large scale. But I think the Indonesian army made one mistake; they turned it into a ‘Holy War’,” Marshall mocked, and several chuckled. “They are destroying all churches in the territory they control. To be honest, the general population has dealt with brutality from the government for generations, then the cartels for decades, and laid back like sheep for the slaughter. But destroying the churches, I think is what cemented the resistance. You asked my opinion, and yes, I think Indonesia can take the country, but they will lose it in the end.” 

“How so?” the president asked. 

Looking back at his laptop and studying the spreadsheet on the screen, Marshall answered. “They started their drive south before finishing off the rest of the country. Now they aren’t just fighting Mexico, but all of Central and South America on their southern flank. You don’t start a war on two fronts lightly, and Indonesia doesn’t have the manufacturing capabilities to support a two front war. I don’t need to point out that all our UN allies are tied up in conflicts and can’t send aid to them, even if we manage to defeat the Republic in the next twelve months.”

“Your opinion about the next twelve months?” the president asked, and everyone sucked in a breath, waiting for the reply. 

Shrugging and still studying the screen, “Oh, we’ll win, but based on the limited intelligence I’ve had the chance to read, I think it will take us a little longer than twelve months,” he replied, then looked up to find everyone staring at him. Clearing his throat, “My apologies, that’s just my assessment, and I haven’t been fully briefed on all aspects. I try to stay abreast of all intel reports, but there are only so many hours in the day,” Marshall told the room. 

“Quite alright, Colonel. You only give an answer if you have something to base it on,” the president laughed. 

“Mr. President, may I ask Colonel Marshall another question?” Donald asked, grabbing his pen. The president nodded and Marshall sighed, wanting to get to his briefing so he could leave. “Colonel Marshall, why do you think Indonesia will fail? They have the numbers.” 

Pointing to the admiral, “Mr. Weaver, let the admiral continue and you’ll see what I’m basing my assessments from,” Marshall told him. Turning to the admiral, Donald nodded. 

“Thank you,” the admiral said, tapping the laptop and the map zoomed in on the Yucatan Peninsula and the tip of Cuba. Unlike before, Donald noticed everyone paying attention and readying to take notes, and realized they were about to dispense new information. “In January, the Arab League received a request for additional troops from Indonesia. Two days ago, we found out why. They crossed the straight and invaded Cuba.” 

Most in the room gasped and the admiral waited for the room to quiet down again. “All twenty-two nations of the league sent troops, totaling nearly three million. From what we see on satellites, they used every boat, barge, and trawler they could get and ferried them across the hundred and fifty mile gap. Cuba was totally unprepared and barely staying ahead of a nationwide famine. In two days, they have taken the western end of the island and are on the outskirts of Havana. The problem they are having now, is they need a large port to unload supplies.”

“What of Gitmo?” Donald asked. “I know they’re Republic troops, but are they helping defend the island?”

“As of now, no,” the admiral answered. “They are on the other end of the island and don’t seem concerned.”  

“Will they take Havana?” the secretary of state asked. 

Nodding as he showed satellite photos on the screen, “Havana will fall in the next forty-eight hours, if it hasn’t already. But the Republic navy in the gulf isn’t too happy about this development and has sent in attack ships and aircraft, attacking transports. Now, missile boats were portaged across from the Pacific to provide cover, but these are being taken out by aircraft before the surface ships move in,” the admiral said, and many in the room groaned. 

“As many here know, Colombia, Argentina, and Brazil have substantial navies. Argentina is effectively blocking Cape Horn from any transport of UN ships. We’ve already seen ships leaving Brazil and Colombia heading for Cuba. Venezuela has sent its navy to protect the attack and last night, we saw troops from Brazil and Colombia massing along Venezuela borders preparing for invasion,” the admiral said to another round of groans. 

“How many troops have they managed to land in Cuba?” the secretary of state asked. 

“Oh, they’ve put over a million ashore, but it’s much easier to just have men wade in than hauling in supplies. Cuban forces have fully mobilized now so it’s a slug fest, but if the Arab League can’t supply its men, they’re dead.” 

“Just curious. Have they asked us for assistance?” Donald asked.

Marshall grinned as the admiral nodded. “Yes, they’ve asked us for naval and air support. Indonesia had fighters, but lost half of them trying to protect transports from air attacks from the Republic.” 

Turning to the president, “Mr. President, we need to draft a letter to the UN, explaining that’s why we were against the invasion at this time. Our resources are demanded elsewhere.”  

“They could pull their troops from here,” the secretary of state snapped, and Donald meekly sat back in his chair. “Indonesia has nearly three million men here fighting the Republic, along with most of their country’s armor.” 

Seeing Donald was intimidated by the secretary of state, “Well, as usual, Dominic, you have it wrong,” Marshall laughed.  

“Oh, and just how do you see that?” Dominic snapped. He was pissed that Marshall had used his first name and not his title, but he didn’t want to get on the colonel’s bad side. As Secretary of State, he, Dominic Mazzar, was out of the colonel’s grasp, but Dominic knew he wouldn’t be in this spot for life. 

“Nobody’s going to pull troops from here until the Republic is beaten. If the Republic gets on its feet, they’ll be able to flood the world with weapons for anyone fighting against the UN. Nobody wants that, but I don’t think they, meaning Indonesia, will be sending many more troops here,” Marshall told him in a dry tone. He didn’t like the man and felt no need to hide it. 

“He’s right,” General Schmidt chimed in, causing Dominic to whip his head around to lock his gaze on the general. “Oh, please. I stopped the glaring matches when I was in grade school.” 

Staring at his laptop screen, “Mr. President, can we move along please?” Marshall asked. “I have nine operations currently underway, and I’d like to act on any intel they uncover as soon as I can.” 

“Enough,” the president said, looking at Dominic. “Colonel, if you need to leave sooner, I can move your briefing up,” the president offered. He wasn’t scared of Marshall and was one of the few at the table that really liked the colonel. When given a task, Marshall would complete it no matter the cost and cover up, as needed. 

Grabbing a pen as he stared at the laptop, Marshall made notes on a legal pad. “No, Mr. President, my information needs to come after Homeland’s domestic briefing, so Mr. Weaver has a clear picture of the current state of affairs.” 

Very happy that Marshall liked Weaver, the president turned to the admiral. “Please continue.” 

As the admiral continued about Mexico and South America, Marshall studied the spreadsheet on his laptop. It showed the losses of all the detainment camps, work camps, and reclamation teams, and the numbers weren’t adding up. Those camps in the New England States had much higher losses reported than the others. Granted, the winter had been harsher there, but not enough to explain these numbers.

Opening another spreadsheet that showed the losses from a camp in Upper New York State, he saw deaths had jumped by a thousand a day at the beginning of January and continued for three weeks, then fell drastically to only a few dozen and held there until the end of February when the report stopped. 

Closing that one, he opened another camp and saw the same thing, but the deaths were in December and dropped off just when the camp in New York had spiked. Continuing on, he found when one camp’s death rate dropped, always by a thousand, another camp’s rate went up by a thousand. “Oh, I hope they’ve stopped those executions,” he sighed. 

Ignoring the admiral as he continued investigating, Marshall couldn’t find reports of graves dug, manpower, or resources diverted to dig those graves. Tapping away on his computer, he couldn’t find a huge drop in ammo supply from any of those camps. Making notes to continue looking at the discrepancies later, Marshall looked up when the admiral sat down. 

The president waved at an aide to bring him a bottle of water and looked over at Homeland Secretary Chandler Hubbard. “Chandler, who have you got briefing us?” the president asked. 

“Assistant Director Bailey Yates,” Chandler answered, and motioned over his shoulder. 
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Homefront Picture

Flipping his notepad to a new page so he could compare the information he had with Homeland, Marshall glanced at his empty coffee cup and decided not to get a refill. 

With his arms full of folders, Bailey Yates moved to the end of the table and set them down. “Thank you,” he said with a hint of nervousness. 

“Relax,” Chandler told him, and Bailey took a deep breath while grabbing the mouse. 

“Morning,” Bailey smiled at the table, and clicked the mouse so a spreadsheet filled the wall. “This is our report from the election held in the Republic last month and there was little, if no cheating. We did try in Dallas and Houston to slip in extra ballots, but were unsuccessful. Even if we had managed, it wouldn’t have made any difference, Fern won by a landslide. The candidate we were backing, Burnett, barely got ten thousand votes.” 

“Was he, this Burnett, in our pocket?” Donald asked.

Shaking his head, “No, the reason we backed him was because he wanted to sue for peace,” Bailey answered. “Politicians have to be very careful in the Republic. Any hint of them taking bribes, kickbacks, or favors usually finds them hanging from a rope in their front yard.” 

“Effective,” Donald nodded, jotting down items on his pad, and Marshall couldn’t help but chuckle when everyone else at the table glared at Donald. “Are they sanctioned executions?” he asked looking up, and Bailey just gave him a confused look. “Are the citizens punished?”

“Oh, no, the citizens haven’t been prosecuted.” 

Very irritated, the president turned to Donald. “What the hell do you mean ‘effective’?” the president snapped. 

For the first time, Donald realized everyone except Marshall seemed pissed off at him. “Um, we can use that,” he stuttered. 

“What?!” the president cried out. 

“Mr. President, we can force aides to take money and release the footage, and the mobs will take care of our problems,” Donald explained. 

Thinking about what he’d said, the president nodded. “Yes, that is a good idea. Simple, lethal, but effective.” 

“What did you think I meant?” Donald asked. 

Waving his hand, brushing the question off, “Please continue, Bailey,” the president ordered. 

Looking at the screen and tapping the mouse to change the slide, “The Republic came through the winter better than we had projected,” Bailey said, and Marshall grinned. That was why Chandler had gotten someone under him to give the briefing. He only gave good news, and made subordinates give the bad news. 

“How about us?” the president asked. 

Taking a deep breath, “Our death rate was thirty-nine percent, and the Republic was twenty-two percent. Estimates put the total population here in the states, Republic and Federal, at one hundred and thirty-four to one hundred and forty million. This is not taking into account the seven million UN troops here assisting us,” Bailey reported. 

“Republic population?” Schmidt asked. 

“The Republic is estimated at fifty million.” 

Dominic gave a chuckle, “We still outnumber them two to one.” 

“No, we don’t,” Marshall chimed in as he made notes. “Twenty-one million and change are in work camps or detention camps here. That puts the ratio around one point four to one.”

“How did they keep death rates lower?” the president asked. 

“They’re better at growing and distributing food,” Bailey reported. “At the beginning of winter, their death rates were on par with ours but by December, they dropped well below ours.” 

The president turned to Homeland Secretary Hubbard. “Any fucking idea why?!” the president shouted. Just like everyone in the room, he knew why the assistant director was giving the briefing. 

Cringing, “Yes, Mr. President,” Hubbard answered. “Every yard was planted and when the temperatures dropped, empty buildings were turned into greenhouses. The winter wheat harvest from Kansas was double our projections.” 

“Are you going to answer my fucking question?!” the president shouted. 

Letting out a long breath, “Communities are working closely together. They arrange protection and find out what each other needs. I’m talking at the county level, not even state. Their crop yield production per worker is much higher than ours,” Hubbard said. 

“In October, you said three quarters of our work camps were doing farms by hand and a quarter were using machines,” the president paused, “which one are they beating us in, hand or machine?”

“Both,” Hubbard replied. “They’re producing double what we are.” Seeing the president’s face getting red, “The reason their death rate was so much lower, they were able to get Idaho’s potato crop out, which was no easy feat. They had to get fuel there and then the military sent fuel to Nebraska and Iowa to harvest what they could of the corn. From all reports, they were able to harvest half of it.”

Flopping back in his chair, “Surely that’s not the only reason you got your assistant director to give the briefing,” the president snarled. 

“The republic is off starvation rations,” Hubbard reported under his breath. 

Rubbing his temples, “Their army?” the president asked. 

“No, sir, the population,” Hubbard replied.

Seeing the president getting much angrier, “Mr. President,” Marshall called out, and the president turned to him. “They still have rationing. Don’t think those in the Republic are throwing parties.”

Knowing why Marshall had spoken, the president forced himself to calm down. “Colonel, how are their citizen’s meals compared to ours?” 

“Their citizens are eating as much as our troops are, right at four thousand calories a day. Their troops are being fed much better than ours.” 

Turning to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, the president rubbed his temples. “Tell me why we just left Iowa and Nebraska, General Schmidt?”

“Once the Republic took Missouri, they pushed up along the Mississippi River. If we hadn’t pulled those troops, they would’ve been cut off and wiped out,” Schmidt answered. 

Throwing up his hands, “We couldn’t have burned the fields?!” the president shouted. 

“We did some, but most were too wet to burn.” 

Turning to the end of the table and glaring at Bailey, “Mr. Yates, sit down,” the president ordered, then turned to Hubbard. “Get your ass up there and give the fucking report!” Marshall saw relief flood Yates’ face as he headed back to his chair along the wall. 

Getting up, “Yes, sir, Mr. President,” Hubbard replied, then headed to the end of the table. 

Grabbing the mouse, Hubbard clicked it to change the slide. “The Republic has opened a tank production facility in the panhandle of Texas. It came on line last month,” Hubbard said, pointing at the screen. “As you can see, the site is hardened and nothing short of a nuke will take it out.” 

“We do have smart bombs,” Renee Trenton, Secretary of the Interior popped off. 

Nodding, “Yes, we do, but we’ll lose huge numbers of aircraft trying to hit it. They’ve shot down twenty-seven cruise missiles we’ve launched trying to take the site out. The Republic, like us, has scramblers around all major cities and military targets, so GPS doesn’t work at these locations,” Hubbard told her. “Now, their production is much lower than our plants in Ohio and Michigan. We’re averaging six Abrams a week and they’re only making three a week, but they aren’t trying to increase production.” 

“Why?” the president asked. 

“We don’t know, but the Republic is also making upgraded Bradleys and Strykers. Those, they are making four of each, every week,” Hubbard answered and changed the slide, but didn’t continue as he silently read briefing notes from a folder on the table.

“Chandler, you’re trying my patience. Just give the briefing,” the president almost growled. 

Clearing his throat, “Last month, the Republic started a Javelin production line in Houston. Reports put production at around a fifty a week,” Hubbard answered. 

“That’s that missile that knocks out tanks, right?” Donald asked, never looking up as he made notes. 

“Yes,” the president answered, glaring at Hubbard. 

Finally looking up, “Secretary Hubbard,” Donald called out. “What is the general attitude of the population in the Republic?”

Shrugging, “I’m not really sure,” he answered. 

Knowing what Donald was getting at, “The population there is upbeat and more optimistic than here,” Marshall told him. 

“Any way we can change that?” Donald asked, and Hubbard prepared to answer. 

Whipping his head around, Marshall locked his eyes on Hubbard. “Don’t even think about trying anything like the last four actions you launched,” Marshall snapped. “You don’t plan any large scale operations unless the military approves them!” 

“I don’t need your permission!” Hubbard shouted. 

“But you need mine!” the president screamed, and Hubbard dropped his eyes to the floor. Letting out a tense breath, “Continue!” he barked. 

“In Shreveport, the Republic has started an arms factory, and a car factory was converted into making an off-road military transport. We haven’t seen one yet but from diagrams, it looks like a cross between a Jeep and a Land Rover,” Hubbard continued. “The arms factory in Shreveport came on line in January and another in Oklahoma will be coming on line in two months. The one in Shreveport is already making M4s, M240s, M249s and M2s. From what we’ve picked up, the plant in Oklahoma will be producing the same, but also pistols. We just aren’t sure what type.” 

Next to him, Marshall saw Hearst tapping away on his laptop, trying to find the guns Hubbard had rattled off. Tapping his own computer and pulling up pictures with stats, Marshall turned it to Hearst. “This is what they are,” he said. 

“Thank you,” Hearst replied softly, making notes while looking back and forth from the screen to his notepad. “Oh, this isn’t good. Do we have production numbers?”

“Per week, two thousand M4s, five hundred each of the M240 and M249 while the M2 is one hundred,” Hubbard said. “The Dillon plant is up and running as well, producing fifty M134s and thirty GAU-19s per week.”  

Pausing his writing, Hearst glanced over at Marshall and he tapped the laptop, bringing up pictures and stats of the two weapons. “Mini guns?” Hearst more gasped than asked. “So I take it, they have the ammo plant in Missouri running?”  

“Yes, plus one each in Nebraska, Arkansas, and South Louisiana,” Hubbard answered. “But with the production of our allies and our own plants, we’re able to produce more ammunition than they can.”

Looking up from his notepad at Hubbard, “So, we have secured the shipping lanes from Europe to receive munitions?” Hearst asked, and Hubbard gave a wince. 

“No, forty percent of supplies coming in are being sunk,” Hubbard answered. 

“So, we really aren’t matching them in production of munitions?” 

Wiping sweat from his brow, “Barely,” Hubbard offered. 

Dropping his eyes back to his notepad, “Continue,” Hearst said.

“In the Boeing Factory in Washington, the Republic has started building an upgraded A10 Warthog. They are calling it an A12 Super Hog,” Hubbard said, changing the slide. “They have six operational currently and are putting out ten a month.”  

Holding up her hand, Renee waited until Hubbard turned to her. “Where are they getting all this iron?” the secretary of the interior asked. “I know we destroyed most mines in the upper peninsula of Michigan.” 

Nodding, “Yes, I had teams destroy those before we pulled out, but a quarter are back on line,” Hubbard answered. “Brazil is shipping in iron now, but the population in the Republic is recycling. They have huge groups breaking up cars. Their recycling efforts are actually producing enough steel, copper, and aluminum to continue war production for three years without ore coming in from Brazil.” 

“Where are the foundries?” Renee asked. “I don’t remember many west of the Mississippi River.” 

“There weren’t any big plants, and there still aren’t,” Hubbard replied. “The Republic has built ten small ones and they are in the process of building ten more, but won’t be done until next year. All the plants are near hydro dams.” 

“What of the Apache production plant in Arizona?” Marshall asked. This was the only thing he couldn’t get intel on, and it was pissing him off. 

Gritting his teeth, “It has been up and running since November,” Hubbard answered. 

Waiting for several minutes, Marshall finally threw up his hands. “Well?! What are the production numbers?!”

Clearly irritated, “Ten a month,” Hubbard answered. 

Snatching up his pen, “Now I know why they aren’t producing more tanks,” Marshall said to himself.

Leaning closer to Marshall, “Colonel, why?” Hearst whispered. 

“They have Javelins and air support to knock out tanks, and tanks take a tremendous amount of resources. The Republic is making their army more mobile at the expense of heavy armor,” Marshall answered. “They’re pulling out older M60 tanks from storage depots. Not as good as an Abrams, but it still packs a punch.”  

“Why do they have plants making machine guns by the thousands?” Hearst asked. “Their army is armed already.” 

Shaking his head, “Not as well armed as you’d think,” Marshall answered, then looked up at Hubbard. “You want to answer?” 

Fighting the urge to stab the colonel with a pencil, Hubbard turned to Hearst. “They’re arming their army, but they’re also arming the population. Every citizen must complete a ten-day firearms proficiency course.” 

Dropping his pen, “So, they’re arming fifty million people with military grade weapons?” Hearst asked.

“Yes, that’s their goal,” Hubbard replied, and everyone at the table started whispering to their neighbors. “The appointed Governor of Missouri was doing it before she was governor. After she met with President Fern, he instituted it across the Republic.”

“Hubbard,” the president called out, and the murmuring around the table died down. “Am I to understand, the Republic has brought war production on line in less than a year?”

Struggling to swallow because his throat was dry, “Yes, Mr. President,” Hubbard answered. 

Glaring at Hubbard, then turning to several others around the table before turning back to Hubbard, “If I’m not mistaken, six months ago everyone here, except the military, stated the Republic could never get war production running to any sizable amounts for two years.” 

“Mr. President,” the secretary of commerce called out. “It should’ve been impossible.”

Turning to Breanna Decker, “Undoubtedly, it wasn’t,” the president snapped.  

Turning to Hubbard, “Have they started forced labor? Forced labor is the only way to get work done that fast.” Breanna asked. 

“No, forced labor is illegal,” Hubbard replied. “But if you don’t work, you don’t eat. Giving food to panhandlers or anyone not working is illegal. Any citizen caught is hauled to the town square, tied to a pole, and receives ten lashes from a whip.”

“Madam Secretary,” Marshall interrupted, and she turned to him. “I haven’t read any reports that our forced labor pool has achieved anything like that.”  

“Hold for a second please,” Donald called out, holding up his left hand but continued making notes. “Just how many troops remained loyal to their oath to follow the orders of the President of the United States?”

Noticing Hubbard taking a breath to answer, “Shut up, Hubbard,” the president sighed. “Colonel Marshall, will you answer?”

“Yes, sir,” Marshall said, turning to Donald. “Sixty percent of the army defected, but those numbers are skewed. The states that remained loyal, most of their National Guard troops remained. No matter what anyone says,” Marshall said, cutting his eyes across the table at several people, “those troops remained loyal to their states. The eastern states had larger guard units, so more remained loyal. Active troops, the rate was higher, closer to three quarters defected. We had actual units fighting across the country to join up with the Republic. Air Force was the same, guard units of loyal states remained, but active units left. Sixty percent of aircraft joined the Republic, and most left behind was sabotaged. Only twenty percent of transports were usable. Like seventeen of the B-2 bombers that took off to Texas, but not before destroying the four remaining aircraft.” 

“Did any aircraft defect to us?” Donald asked. 

Shrugging, “Some,” Marshall answered. “For every thirty planes they got, we got ten; so it was three to one. The only platform we’re even on are the F22 Raptors. The only area we have an advantage are transports, cargo planes, and it’s a sizable advantage.” 

“They took an oath!” Donald cried out. “Do we have any idea why?”

Turning to the president, Marshall waited until the president nodded before continuing. “There were UN troops here,” Marshall answered. “The troops that defected saw them as invaders and not allies.” 

Feeling drained, Donald dropped his pen on the notepad. “But there’s no way we could’ve secured the nation without them.” 

“Correct,” Marshall nodded, but didn’t continue. He had advised the president to wait before allowing UN troops here. All the scenarios they had run stated if the military units fought the population long enough, they would see them as the enemy, and then they could’ve called in the UN troops to help. Even that wasn’t a guarantee because all scenarios run said that half the military would always defect. But the one thing Marshall always preached, no takeover would be easy until the number of private firearms was significantly decreased. 

Noticing Marshall wasn’t continuing and not about to push, Donald shifted back to the topic. “What of the Navy?” 

“Numbers stayed the same, but more senior officers stayed loyal than any other branch,” Marshall answered. “But like the Air Force, the Navy took out what they left behind. As I’m sure you know, we don’t have any aircraft carriers left. The Republic sank our last remaining one at the beginning of the year, along with the battle group with it.” 

Flipping back several pages in his notebook, “Hold up, how many submarines do we have?” Donald asked. Glancing at the president and not getting a nod, Marshall didn’t answer. He knew they (remaining US fleet) only had one surviving boomer or missile sub and less than seven attack subs. One of their boomer subs had been sunk from sabotage of the sailors aboard, the others were sunk by the Republic, along with the attack subs that remained loyal. Of everything, those were the assets Marshall wished they could’ve kept.  

“Donald, we’ll talk about that later,” the president told him in a low voice. 

“Sorry, sir. I’m just trying to see where I can help the most,” Donald said quickly. “I need to fly out and convince our allies to send more naval assets.” 

“Won’t work,” Schmidt said. “They’re keeping their navel assets close to home to protect against attack from the Republic.” Then he turned to Hubbard, “So, has the Republic got torpedo production up?”

The entire table turned to Hubbard as he slowly nodded. “Yes, in Boise.” 

“Shit!” Dominic spat. “Production numbers?”

“Thirty a week for the last month.”

Turning to the president, “I don’t think we need to tell our allies about that,” Dominic said. 

“That could hurt us in the end,” Donald advised. “How is the training of new troops, since we aren’t expecting many more from our allies?”

“Every quarter, Federal forces and Homeland Security forces are each adding five thousand personnel,” Hubbard answered. “The Republic is adding four thousand every quarter, but they have a huge militia that assists. Everyone in the Republic is armed and won’t hesitate to shoot.” 

Making notes, Donald bobbed his head. “Thank you.” 

“Now, we are getting at least one more batch of troops,” Hubbard stated, and the entire table perked up. “The Egyptian Armor corps is finally getting ready to disembark. It consists of eighty thousand troops, five hundred Abrams tanks, six hundred T-72s and T-80s, along with one thousand, one hundred and sixty BMP light armor vehicles, and a thousand artillery guns. We’ve also managed to get one thousand Bradley Fighting Vehicles that were left in Kuwait transferred to Egypt, and they are coming as well. There’s still another thousand Bradleys there, but Kuwait is holding them along with fifty Abrams left there when the troops were ordered home, since Israel is on the warpath. We just didn’t have enough ships to transport them back. Egypt was going to send all of the one thousand Abrams they have, but wanted to keep half at home because of Israel. Then, they added Russia is massing troops near Iran and Turkey. They have problems closer to home. Kuwait has also sent half the war stock ammunition we had deployed there. We’ve managed to secure cruise liners to bring over those troops.”  

Seeing even the president was smiling, Hubbard gave a relived sigh. “Now that our oil reserves are back at three hundred and ten days for combat action, we moved our fleet to the Mediterranean Sea to escort such a large convoy across. England and France finally agreed to each send a carrier to escort the ships over, along with most of their submarine fleets. Russia and China have only agreed to each send small battle groups, but after the Pacific battle, they don’t have much more they can send. The Egyptian Corps will be landing in the port at Savannah, Georgia. We expect departure this week. This will be the unit to breach the Mississippi and spearhead our campaign to retake the central states.” 

“I thought the Republic was preparing to cross below St. Louis,” the president stated. 

Shrugging, “It looks more like the Republic Marines know Federal Marine units are across the river, and they want to knock them out,” Hubbard responded. He was just happy he wasn’t being blamed for the Sin Eaters knocking out fuel depots and destroying over two hundred days’ worth of fuel. 

Slapping the table, “Are they still tar and feathering my marines?!” the president shouted. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“From now on, any Republic Marine is to be shot when they surrender,” he snapped. 

Dropping his arms to his side in shock, “Um,” Hubbard mumbled. “Mr. President, they don’t surrender. No Republic unit surrenders. If they can’t pull back, they die fighting to the last man.”

“And they take a lot with them before they go down,” Schmidt groaned. “The last time a Republic unit surrendered was in Oklahoma, and it was only a company.” Marshall wanted to chime in and remind everyone Homeland had executed the surrendering unit in sight of the rest of the Republic troops, but kept his mouth shut. 

“Our troops still surrender?” the president asked. 

Nodding, “Yes, sir. The Republic is holding over two hundred thousand of our troops, that we know of,” Hubbard answered. 

“Mr. President,” Schmidt said. “It depends who they surrender to. Very few militia units will take prisoners, and if the fighting has been hard, Republic troops won’t accept surrendering troops. Now, their officers do and if they are present, the surrendering troops will be taken in, but if officers aren’t present, surrendering troops are shot.” 

“Excuse me again,” Donald said. “Have we tried another ceasefire?”

“Yes,” the president growled. “President Fern replied, ‘Fuck You, Cocksuckers’.” Marshall suppressed a grin, thinking that’s what got Fern elected as president of the Republic.  

“Well,” Hubbard sang out to keep the attention from himself. “Since the ‘Sin Eaters’ have started, we’ve had to divert a lot of assets further back.” 

Feeling a headache building, “Secretary Hubbard,” Marshall said, then turned to look at the end of the table at Hubbard. “Would you like to go snow skiing? I can find a slope with some snow.”

Hubbard’s face drained of color and he looked to the president for help, but only found him chuckling softly. Before he could figure out how to respond to the blatant threat, the president finally spoke, “Sit down, Chandler.” 

“Colonel,” the president called out, and Marshall turned. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t take him snow skiing.” 

Tilting his head to the president, “Yes, sir,” Marshall responded. 

“Is Camelot ready?” Schmidt asked as Hubbard ran to his chair. 

“We’ve started bringing in dependents three weeks ago,” Hubbard answered. 

“Camelot?” Donald asked. 

“We blocked off the peninsula sixty miles below us where Lancaster, Virginia is,” the president answered. “Crews have been working for six months building housing units, so we can consolidate military families and families of high value targets.” 

“You started that before the ‘Sin Eaters’?” Donald gasped. 

“Yes. Put the families of the loyalists in charge and troops families in one place, and we don’t have to use so many troops to guard them spread out over the land,” the president shrugged. “Colonel, you have reviewed the plans for Camelot, correct?”

“Yes, sir, and I suggested changes, which were made.”

“I didn’t know that,” the president mumbled. “So, you think the area is safe?”

Knowing the president meant safe from the ‘Sin Eaters’, “Yes, sir. Even if they attacked, they wouldn’t be able to do much damage,” Marshall answered.

“How many dependents are going there?” Donald asked as Captain Bolton moved to the end of the table, hooking up another laptop computer. 

“Five million will be living there by the end of the year,” the president answered with a smile. 

“Why didn’t we just use New York? It’s an island, and reports I’ve read said less than two million are living there now,” Donald asked. 

Standing up and grabbing two folders, “Yes, and if we weren’t in the middle of a war, I would advise that. But there are a lot of empty buildings there now to hide troops and supplies while they got ready to attack. Pacifying and guarding a city that size with that many buildings would drain much needed resources,” Marshall answered. As Marshall moved to the end of the table, Donald had to admit it made sense, but still seemed like overkill. Building a city to house people when there were now many empty buildings in the metropolises across the country seemed wasteful, and diverted much needed supplies and manpower. 

Clearing his throat, General Schmidt spoke up, “It would take over three hundred thousand troops to even begin the task of sweeping the city first, and then keeping a city that size secure. It took the Soviets a million troops to take Berlin in World War Two and New York is much bigger. As of now, we have fifteen thousand troops and forty thousand Homeland officers there.”

“What about the thirty plus thousand police that used to be there?” Donald asked. 

“After we took over the department, eleven thousand officers were detained, but we have since replaced them,” the president answered.  

When Marshall tapped the laptop, the president leaned forward putting his elbows on the table and asked, “So, Colonel, what have you found out about these ‘Sin Eaters’?”
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Chapter Three
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Sin Eaters

The screen behind Marshall showed the eastern half of the nation and he clicked the handheld mouse. Forty-seven red dots appeared on the screen from the Mississippi River to the west, all the way to the coast of South Carolina. South, the dots stopped in North Florida and then went north into Pennsylvania and the New England states. “These are the confirmed attacks of the Sin Eaters,” Marshall said, motioning to the screen but before he could continue... ... “Spread out that far and you haven’t caught them?” Shawn Maxwell, director of the NSA snickered. 

Spinning around with fire in his eyes, “Listen here, you slimy cocksucker!” Marshall bellowed, and leaned over the table. “If it wasn’t for your pile of fuckups at the NSA, the Sin Eaters wouldn’t be the problem they are!” The entire room froze at the outburst, but not from the language. None of them had ever heard, much less seen, Colonel Sebastian Marshall losing his temper. 

A few turned to Maxwell and saw his face was pale as sweat broke out on his forehead. “I find that hard to believe,” Maxwell stated in a trembling voice. 

Seething with anger, Marshall attempted to calm down by taking a deep breath. “You would, you spineless bitch,” Marshall grumbled through clenched teeth. Needing the colonel much more than the director of the NSA, the president just leaned back in his chair to let the children settle the problem amongst themselves. 

Feeling his temper under control, Marshall stood up straight, taking another deep breath and letting it out slowly. “Jasper Alexander,” he stated in his normal calm voice, looking at Maxwell. “Ring a bell?”

Before Maxwell answered, “Why in the hell do I know that name?” the president mumbled out loud, furrowing his brow. Feeling the walls closing in on him, Maxwell couldn’t remember any words in the English language, nor any of the other three languages he spoke. 

“Mr. President,” Marshall called out, and the president looked up at him. “He was one of the twenty-two executive detention and execution orders you signed ten hours after the Chinese market collapsed for me to locate.” 

Raising his eyebrows in remembrance, “Oh, yes,” the president nodded. 

“But,” Marshall snapped out, making the president look into his gaze. “I was to turn Jasper Alexander over to the NSA, so they could question him before they performed the execution.” 

Turning to Maxwell, who now had sweat dripping off his face, “I take it, they forgot?” the president asked.

“You could say that,” Marshall snarled. “When I arrived at detention camp 264 to investigate the second confirmed Sin Eater attack, I went over the list of detainees, and low and behold, who do I find on the list? Mr. Jasper Alexander.” 

Slowly raising his hand up, “Um, just who the hell is this Jasper Alexander?” Donald asked, praying Marshall wouldn’t get mad at him.

Surprisingly, it was Director Greene of the FBI who answered before Marshall. “One of the best hackers in the country. He’s been on our watch list for three years. He’s been on it longer, but we just found out who he was three years ago.”

Sucking in a breath, Donald continued making notes. It was never good when people this high up knew the name of a citizen that wasn’t loaded with money. 

Turning to Marshall, “So, Alexander escaped?” the director of the FBI asked. 

“Oh, no. The Sin Eaters purposefully sought him out,” Marshall replied. “I have eye witness statements that he was tied up and taken with them. I don’t know how, but the Sin Eaters got Jasper Alexander to work for them.”

“How the hell did they manage that?!” Greene blurted out. “He was a self-centered, egotistical, first-class ass!”  

Finally turning his gaze away from Maxwell, “Believe me, I know,” Marshall said, looking at Greene. “I was with the little shit for two hours and was ready to defy orders and slit his throat.” Over a dozen at the table squirmed in their chairs at the gruesome picture, but had no doubt the colonel wasn’t boasting. 

Looking up from his notes, “If he’s that good, why didn’t we recruit him?” Donald asked.

“It was attempted numerous times,” Greene answered. “The kid demanded to be made director of the NSA for life, with a salary of fifty million a year paid in gold, have a presidential pardon from each president that took office, and be given the state of Hawaii for his cooperation.”

Not able to help it, Donald gave a chuckle, then noticed Greene’s face was set in stone and the chuckle died immediately. “He was being serious?!” Donald shouted. 

“Oh, I can show you the ten page contract he sent us,” Greene said. 

“Just how good is he?” Donald asked, and those looking were surprised to see he’d turned to Marshall to ask the question. 

“The little bastard is good; nobody can deny that. I’m willing to say he’s the best there is,” Marshall answered. “So far, we can’t find a system he hasn’t hacked. From Israel to China, and even the DOD database, it’s actually easier to look for systems he hasn’t broken into than those he has.” 

Not able to help it, Donald asked. “Why in the hell wasn’t he arrested then?” 

“He was good and couldn’t be tied to the hacks with evidence, but he always left a calling card,” Marshall said. “After martial law was declared, I didn’t need proof to arrest and detain him. And before you ask, the other twenty-one were dealt with by me personally.”

Turning to the NSA director, “Shaun, we’ll be talking later,” the president said in a low voice, then spoke to Marshall. “How certain are you Alexander is working with the Sin Eaters?”

“One hundred percent with no doubt,” Marshall answered immediately. “After the attack at detainment camp 264, their attacks are now precision works of art. They know where every camera, guard, fence, checkpoint, and all points of interest are in each area they hit. Going through networks that had information on attack sites, we’ve found Jasper’s calling card at most. Those we haven’t linked yet; the only reason is it takes time to search millions of lines of computer code.” 

Letting out a sigh, “Shaun, we’ll have that discussion today, so don’t leave,” the president said, and the NSA director wavered in his chair like he was about to faint. “What do we know so far?” the president asked. 

Standing at attention, “I can tell you, Mr. President, that you have Homeland Secretary Hubbard to thank for the formation of the Sin Eaters,” Marshall declared.

Every head turned to Hubbard as his face turned red, “How in the fuck do you figure that, asshole?!” Hubbard shouted.  

“Operation Parking Lot. Ring any bells?” Marshall asked, but continued before Hubbard could answer. “Ninety-four sniper teams were inserted into Missouri and Arkansas to take out civilians, in an attempt to decrease morale and support for the Republic forces. It didn’t matter that every military commander in the Federal government and UN advised against it, yet you went ahead. Hell, even the Commandant of the Coast Guard called the operation a stupid cluster fuck idea when he was briefed.”

The redness left Hubbard’s face almost instantly, noticing the colonel had the entire room’s attention. “I..,” Hubbard stuttered. 

June, the Speaker of the House cleared her throat, “I know I advised the president not to do the operation,” she said. 

“June” the president called out, and she turned. “The operation was already underway when I was briefed, but I did order it stopped.”

Nodding, June leaned back in her chair before turning to Hubbard. “Recording the targeting of children was stupid,” she told him flatly. “That many troops involved, anyone could see some would get caught, just as they did, and that one operation cemented the resolve of civilians for the Republic in Louisiana, Arkansas, and Missouri. Before that, less than a quarter of the population was supporting the Republic. After that fiasco, the last numbers I saw were over eighty percent supporting the Republic.” 

Struggling to swallow with a dry throat, Hubbard finally spoke with a dry raspy voice. “The intel I had said the operation had a high chance of success. We were basing our intelligence and after action reports off Colonel Marshall’s success in Kansas when we pulled the rest of our forces out of Colorado. His troops did the same thing,” Hubbard finished in a panting voice.

“I had ten sniper teams out in constant contact, and rapid reaction forces ready to pull them out if any became compromised, king dipshit,” Marshall spat, making Hubbard cringe. 

“Yes, your operation might have been a success like the colonel’s if none of your teams had been caught,” June countered. 

Finally wetting his throat after repeatedly swallowing, “We needed to impact the entire front, not just a corridor. Too few teams would’ve been ineffective,” Hubbard blurted out. “But I stopped the operation as soon as the president ordered it.” 

“That you did,” Marshall chimed in. “But of the ninety-four teams you sent in, only eight teams managed to return to our lines.”  

“We had more than that return,” Hubbard snapped in a low voice.

Giving a chuckle, “Yes, ten more troops returned, but each was sent out in pairs. Only one from each of those teams made it back,” Marshall said. “I’m not even going to address your use of special operation troops in that fiasco. You have any idea how much grief you caused us by losing two spetsnaz teams, one GROM unit, and an SAS unit, testing out your Operation Parking Lot? Two of those units were wiped out bringing back downed pilots. You don’t risk pilots on the ground, idiot.”

With his heart fluttering, Hubbard couldn’t respond as the colonel picked up a folder. “The reason I say this, Mr. President, the Sin Eaters formed after Operation Parking Lot,” Marshall said. “I’ve tracked them back, and I’m pretty sure they crossed the Mississippi River at or near Randolph, Tennessee; where Russia has four divisions deployed to the south of our Marine units.”

Clicking the mouse, the screen zoomed in on the area as the colonel continued. “I found their very first attack on this side of the river at a site near Pyatts, Illinois used by Homeland contractors. Scouring the area, I could only find enough evidence to put their numbers at a dozen or so, and even then, they were brutal,” Marshall said, putting the folder down.  

Waving his hand at Hubbard, “If king dipshit had been running a tight ship, I might have known the area the Sin Eaters emerged from, but nobody even recorded where the teams were inserted or target areas. All I know is, Reaper came from Arkansas or Missouri,” Marshall declared. “From what I’ve gathered, Reaper has added members along the way.” 

Glad he wasn’t the only one in trouble, Maxwell slunk down in his chair, hoping Hubbard was in more trouble.

Now sweating profusely, Hubbard just stared at Colonel Marshall pleadingly. 

“How did you come to that, Colonel?” the president asked. 

“Colonel Jamie Reed,” Marshall answered. “He’s the one king dipshit put over Operation Parking Lot. Colonel Reed’s family was slaughtered at Fort Campbell. They were the ones you saw Reaper kill with that weird sword. If records had been kept, I would know just where in the fuck Reed was operating, and I would send in my own units to detain everyone in the area and bring them back to place in a camp to tame this Reaper.”

Rolling his eyes, “But, nobody had the common sense to record locations where teams were going. There aren’t even records of who was on what team or where teams were even inserted. We have none of that, so we have shit to work with,” Marshall said. 

“Chandler,” the president snapped, and Hubbard jumped so hard in his chair his legs hit the table. “I’ll talk to you first after the meeting, so don’t try to leave.” 

Ignoring Chandler fainting in his chair, “Mistakes were made, Colonel. Can you fix it?” the president asked. 

Jerking back like he was insulted, “Of course,” Marshall answered. “It’s just going to take me a lot longer.”

“Can you give a guess?” the president asked. 

Shaking his head, “No sir, sorry. When the Sin Eaters grabbed Jasper Alexander, the complexity increased tenfold,” Marshall answered, and Maxwell felt his bladder release. “This unit is good and would’ve been difficult to begin with, but now... I have my work cut out for me.” 

“What’s your troop strength, Colonel?” General Schmidt asked. 

“Five thousand, one hundred and seventy-three troops under my command,” Marshall answered. 

“You need more?” the general asked. 

“No, sir.” 

Glad to hear that, “Please continue your briefing on the Sin Eaters,” the president said.

Clicking the mouse, the screen zoomed out to again show the eastern side of the country. “As of now, I’m putting their numbers between one hundred and fifty to two hundred. I and my staff are confident in that, since we have reports from the last two detainment camps they hit, the Sin Eaters wouldn’t accept any volunteers,” Marshall asked. 

“Do they always wear masks?” the speaker asked.  

“All the information I’ve received says the masks never come off,” Marshall answered. “Reaper goes over every recruit and then names them before giving them a mask, and nobody is to ever see their face again.”

Wondering just how the colonel got that information, “Well, can’t you, like, have someone put on a mask like theirs and slip in?” the speaker asked.

Tossing the mouse down and throwing up his hands, “Holy shit, what a fabulous idea!” Marshall cried out sarcastically. “You must be a savant! Why didn’t I or anyone on my staff think of that?!”

“Colonel,” Captain Bolton called out, still sitting along the wall. “You enacted that plan forty-one days ago.” 

Dropping his arms, “Oh, yeah,” Marshall said, turning to the speaker. “I’ve been searching for enemies of the federal government for a long fucking time!” 

The speaker’s mouth fell open in shock as the president called out, “June!” and she turned. “Shut the fuck up!” the president snapped. “Colonel, please continue.” 

Picking up the mouse, “Yes, that was tried. I sent out over a hundred personnel to different sites, copying outfits and mask designs. The base in Florida that was attacked, I had a soldier placed. The Sin Eaters made him instantly. I can show you the video. He was hiding under a truck and four passed him by. My man crawled out, even shooting at his own troops to help his cover,” Marshall said, clicking the mouse and a video of a security camera started playing. 

“But as you will see, another Sin Eater sees my soldier and immediately drops him,” the colonel sighed. When the video ended, “Yes, they took him alive,” Marshall admitted. “We found him ‘trunked’, as they call it.”

“Sorry, Colonel,” the president said. 

“Thank you, sir,” Marshall replied. “I don’t have video, but I tried a second time. He was made as well.”  

“How?” June blurted out, noticing Hubbard was awake. “If they can’t see each other’s faces...”

This time when he turned to the speaker, Marshall just sighed. “I have theories, but that’s all. The main one my staff and I feel is the closest is that without the face to place people, each person knows one another by how they move. I know this unit has only been around for less than two hundred days, but they are training very hard, as evidenced by how well they’re functioning.”

Looking off and giving a nod, “Yes, I can see the point of your theory,” the speaker admitted. “Any hope of catching one alive?”

Changing the screen and a video started, “If we do, it’ll be by luck,” Marshall huffed. “To date, we know for a fact we’ve only killed three and only had one body to show for it.” 

The screen showed someone walking up on a body with other soldiers aiming weapons. The body was clad in full tactical gear, but everyone gasped, seeing the black mask covering half the face. One soldier kicked the boot of the body, but the body didn’t move. Low voices could be heard as one soldier bent down, grabbing the plate carrier and lifting the body. Then the screen went blank. 

Everyone at the table turned to Marshall. “Yeah,” Marshall sang out. “One of my teams was able to recreate what happened. The dead soldier was a Sin Eater, but,” he paused, shaking his head. “They had six pounds of C4 in their vest. Before they died, the Sin Eater activated a mercury switch so when his body was moved, he got to take a few more.” 

“Holy fuck!” Donald gasped out. 

Looking at Donald and nodding exaggeratingly. “That’s a good assessment,” Marshall said. “Don’t have video, but another Sin Eater was found wounded and when troops ran over to seize her, she blew her vest. Each Sin Eater has booby-trapped their own body before death, just to take out more of us.” 

“That’s commitment,” Donald mumbled. 

“Yes, they usually take any fallen or wounded from the battle area, but they know somehow when the fallen has activated their booby trap. I hope to take one alive, but I’m not holding my breath till that happens,” he told the speaker. “Don’t place them in the same category with suicide bombers, they’ll go out fighting and the vest is only so they won’t be taken alive.” 

Wanting attention away from him and back on Maxwell, “Any chance you were hacked by Jasper Alexander, and that’s how they knew you had tried to sneak men in?” Hubbard asked, and Maxwell cringed in his seat.

Again, throwing the mouse down, “My god, I’m surrounded by such good ideas! Why can’t I be this smart, Lord?!” Marshall cried out, looking up at the ceiling. 

Clearing his throat, “Colonel,” Captain Bolton called out. “You put measures in place at Camp 264.”

Turning to Hubbard, “Don’t ever think I’m stupid, king dipshit,” Marshall snarled. 

Wiping the snarl off his face before turning to the president, “All information and orders dealing with the Sin Eaters is hard copy only,” Marshall said, then cut his eyes at Hubbard. “Sorry, that means it’s on paper only, king dipshit.” 

Trying not to laugh, “Impressive, Colonel,” the president said.

“The one and only computer this information is on, is located at the base where I had my unit establish outside of Troy, North Carolina. It has no wireless and is totally independent. I had soldiers dragging out typewriters and carbon paper to do orders on. Since many of my younger troops had never seen a typewriter, they thought the machines were the neatest contraptions ever,” Marshall said with a grin.  

“As always, great improvisation,” the president laughed. 

“Excuse me,” Hearst called out softly. “I’ve read your investigation into the operative that unleashed an electrical tsunami on federal computer systems. Have you made any progress?”

Wishing everyone would shut up so he could end his briefing on the Sin Eaters, Marshall turned to the president, picking up another folder. “I was going to brief you before I left, Mr. President,” Marshall stated. 

Cutting his eyes at Hubbard and Maxwell, “Colonel, if it won’t take too long, could you give it to me here and then continue about the Sin Eaters? I have engagements after this meeting,” the president replied in a calm voice. 

Feeling cheerful hearing that, “Of course, Mr. President,” Marshall nodded. “As I reported, only eighty-four people could’ve unleashed that many viruses across that many systems. I finished the investigation of the seventeen still working at the NSA and DOD and none were involved. There are still twenty-seven we can’t locate, but I believe most are in the Republic. They have started a CWD, Cyber Warfare Division, and I can’t locate where it’s at or even how many they have.”  

Clearly excited, “So, you tracked down two others?” the president asked. 

“Yes, the one I really felt could be responsible is dead,” Marshal answered, opening up the folder. “A Nancy Wallace.” 

A loud scoff sounded out, “Nancy?!” Maxwell blurted out. “I knew her, and she was always on our side.” 

“Sorry, but I do my own investigations,” Marshall replied, never looking away from the president. “I like the fact she was so well thought of and that goes out to everyone I or my staff interviewed. Nancy Wallace was an excellent supervisor and top-rate programmer. No matter what project she was given, she did it.”

“I could’ve told you that,” Maxwell said, then saw the president glance his way and shut up. 

“Sorry, but ten hours before the Chinese market crashed, Ms. Wallace put in emergency leave. Her brother,” Marshall paused, glancing in the folder, “Gerald Wallace was in a car wreck outside of Fort Smith, Arkansas. The fact she put in notice for leave and didn’t actually go until she received it does speak highly of her, but I continued to investigate. 

“I have the traffic accident and even the doctor’s report along with x-rays of her brother. Seventy-eight hours after the crash, her department head attempted to contact her to tell Nancy to report back to the NSA, but couldn’t contact her. A unit was dispatched from Fort Sill because her department head didn’t want local law enforcement to know they had a ranking SES level five department head of the NSA in the area, and I’m very happy someone at the NSA was using their brain,” Marshall grinned, then continued. 

“The last contact with Nancy Wallace was thirty hours before her department head attempted contact. Ms. Wallace reported she was at her brother’s home trying to arrange care,” Marshall paused. “At this time, I will say what worried me about Nancy Wallace was her brother, Gerald Wallace. He was former military, Special Forces, 1st Group, served with distinction.”

“Understandable,” the president nodded. “Anything unusual?” 

Shaking his head, “No, sir, Mr. President. When the detachment arrived at her brother’s home, they found it ransacked. It seems Gerald was a prepper, and it seemed many people around him knew it as well. Two bodies were found and identified as Nancy and Gerald Wallace. The officer in charge of the detachment, Major Alpine, was under my command for two years. The DNA swabs he sent back were confirmed as Nancy and Gerald Wallace. So, Ms. Wallace joins those we know are dead.” 

“I thought the Military and Federal DNA databases were destroyed,” Secretary of State Mazzar stated.

Feeling like he was surrounded by children, “Those data bases and storage units were destroyed months after the collapse,” Marshall sighed. Afraid he was going to be asked to stay behind as well, Mazzar just nodded, keeping his mouth shut.  

“I could’ve saved you the trouble of investigating Nancy and given you my own investigation report,” Maxwell offered in a pleasant voice. “We could really use her now.” 

Ignoring Maxwell, “Until we defeat the Republic, I won’t be able to tell you about the other twenty-seven,” Marshall told the president. 

“Thank you, and please continue,” the president nodded.

Putting the folder down and changing the screen back to the map, “Now, as you can see, the Sin Eaters have crossed vast distances to attack,” Marshall said, clicking the mouse and changing the screen. “I was really hoping they weren’t traveling by trucks because that would mean we aren’t securing our rear area. But once again, the Sin Eaters impressed me.” 

On the screen a video was paused, showing a river about fifty yards wide. “This is the St. Mary River that separates Georgia and Florida,” Marshal said, hitting a button. The video was shaky, but everyone could see a weird-looking vehicle pulling up to the river and driving in. Several gasped as the vehicle floated out and the driver did something behind him. Holding onto whatever he had behind him, the vehicle moved much faster across the river. 

When the vehicle reached the bank, the rider pulled something up behind him and drove up the bank, disappearing into the woods.  

“What the hell was that?” Donald asked. 

“A very modified four-wheeler,” Marshall answered, hitting the button and changing the screen. “I had the boys at DARPA go over the footage and recreate what’s seen on the video,” Marshall paused as everyone looked at the four-wheeler and trailer with pontoons on each side. “That trailer can haul nearly a thousand pounds of gear, and they can strap more on the four-wheeler itself.”

“You mean, they’re using recreational ATVs to move around?” the president asked. 

“Heavily modified four-wheelers, Mr. President,” Marshall corrected. “We use them as well, but not in that function. Special operations use off-road trucks to move around on and keep supplied behind the line. Each Sin Eater carries their own gear so if one vehicle is lost, no big deal.” 

“Why did we only see one? Surely there were more,” Donald asked. 

“I went to the site the video was shot at. I found several other crossings. I believe that was a scout and he spotted the ones filming him, and informed those behind him to change crossings. But I found six other crossing sites. After an attack, the Sin Eaters split up into small groups to move out of the area,” Marshall answered. 

“Who the hell shot the video?” the president asked. 

“A father and son fishing. The father operates his farm for us,” Marshall replied. “The son still takes his cellphone everywhere.” Many nodded hearing that, since they had all seen citizens still carrying their cellphones, but only authorized personnel could operate phones on the cellular system in the Federal States.

“Did they report anything else?” the president asked. 

Shrugging, “Have no idea,” Marshall spat as he turned and glared at Hubbard. “The father did just what he has been told to do. He immediately went to a detachment of troops in St. George and reported what they had seen. Since the base attack in Florida, the area had been flooded with troops and Homeland agents,” Marshall said the last very sarcastically. “A first lieutenant with CID was there and tried to detain the father to question him further, but the agent in charge gave the father a receipt to pick up fifty pounds of food and sent them back to the farm. When my CID officer tried to explain that they needed to talk to the father and son further, the Homeland agent threatened him. Since there were forty-two agents, and the lieutenant only had three troops with him, he wisely let the father and son head back to the farm and then took off with the agent to the crossing. By that time, the information was over ten hours old, since the father and son had to ride bikes to St. George.” 

“What’s the agent’s name?! I’ll talk to and handle him!” Hubbard shouted out, hoping to gain some favor. 

Slowly turning to Hubbard, “You’re going to find that very hard,” Marshall replied. “I had Agent Estan tied to a chair and doused in diesel. Then I assembled every agent in the area, almost two hundred, and I made them watch as I burned the man alive.” Praying that wasn’t in his future, Hubbard just nodded.

“Colonel, please tell me you found the father and son,” the president sighed, rubbing his temples. 

“Yes, I did. But, the Sin Eaters found them first,” Marshall replied, tapping the laptop and the screen changed. A man and teenaged boy were nailed to a large oak tree. Signs were hanging around each one’s head ‘Traitors Die hard, painful and lonely’, and it was signed Sin Eaters with the hideous skull drawing. “We have Mr. Alexander to thank for finding them so fast.”  

Tossing his pen down, “Oh, that’s just fucking great!” Donald shouted out, turning to Hubbard. “We get a citizen to report an action of the Sin Eaters, and your people don’t even have the common sense to take them in for protection! If word of this gets out, nobody will tell us if they see the Sin Eaters opening up a casino or whorehouse!”

Very impressed with that assessment, “Mr. President, you chose Mr. Weaver very wisely,” Marshall stated. Perking up in his chair now that Hubbard was in more trouble than he was, Maxwell slid Donald’s pen back across the table to him.

“What information can you give us on the targets the Sin Eaters hit?” June asked. 

Shrugging, “They all hurt us,” Marshall answered. “There’s no rhyme or reason to the choices. They’ve attacked electrical transformer storage yards, electrical substations, ambushed patrols, a police station, hit three detainment camps, a dozen fuel depots, refineries, four bases, and the list goes on. The only thing in all the attacks, they always make examples, and any loyalist or dependents there get the same treatment.”  

“Is the Republic supplying them?” June asked. 

“Nope,” Marshall answered rudely. “They supply themselves, and they can literally live off the land.”

Knowing he spoken rudely but not addressing it, “Colonel, I’m not a military person by any stretch of the imagination, but moving like that and with those numbers you reported takes a lot of resources,” June stated. 

Liking the fact she’d stated her short comings, “Madam Speaker, you are very correct. But I have my own network placed in the Republic, and President Fern and the Republic congress are appalled by the Sin Eaters’ actions. There’s even been bills introduced to prosecute the Sin Eaters, but that’s only after they win, which they can’t,” Marshall told her. “But you can thank Mr. Hubbard again for helping the Sin Eaters.” 

“What?!” she cried out. 

“I put out a request before Thanksgiving for all Op/Con centers Homeland has been using to be emptied of all supplies, but it fell on deaf ears,” Marshall said, and Hubbard fainted again in his chair. “The Sin Eaters have hit five Op/Con centers, emptying them of ordnance and supplies. I won’t bore you with the list, but we’re talking about twenty tons of supplies per site.” 

“You have your own spies?” the director of the FBI asked. 

“Yes, and you can’t use them or know who or how many, so fuck off!” Marshall snapped, turning to the director. “My assets are for the president only, and if I ever get a hint anyone tries to find out who, we’re going skiing.” Not wanting to stay after class with the others, the FBI director just nodded, acting like he was making notes.

“Thank you,” the president told the colonel, then turned to one of the secret service agents. “Would you wake up Hubbard and escort him and Maxwell to the office? But strip Maxwell’s pissy pants off before he sits on my furniture.” 

“Yes sir,” the agent replied, and several moved over, escorting them out. 

“I would like a few minutes with the colonel, please,” the president said. Nobody was surprised. Marshall might only hold the rank of colonel but held enormous power, and knew about information he wasn’t directly involved in. There were few secrets he wasn’t involved in or didn’t have knowledge of. 

When the others were out of the room, “Colonel, how much damage are the Sin Eaters going to cost us?” the president asked. 

“Sir, we lose more in combat than they destroy. But they’re broadcasting it to flaunt it in our faces. I believe they want to become the focus of the Federal effort,” Marshall answered. 

Not able to help it, “That’s very foolish on their part,” the president said, and Marshall nodded. “The Republic really doesn’t like them?”

“Mr. President, you know I have one asset in Fern’s cabinet, and that’s his information I gave out. The Republic wants to fight a righteous fight to take us out. I’m not saying Republic troops haven’t done deeds, but they are reprimanded for them. The Sin Eaters are alone in this, and no group can survive a struggle this size alone without support.”

“Very good. You have any questions for me?” the president asked. 

Picking up his notepad, “Yes, Mr. President. I was going over numbers from detention camps and noticed odd numbers coming up. If we are using them for labor, we need to feed them more. I could assign a team to investigate,” Marshall offered. 

The smile fell off the president’s face. “Colonel, you will forget about those numbers and if asked, you will reply ‘I have no idea and I haven’t been assigned’, are we clear?” the president told him rather sternly. 

Ripping off the pages he’d made notes on, Marshall stepped over to a bin, shoving the pages into a shredder. “Understood, sir,” Marshall answered. 

“Trust me, you don’t want to know,” the president said, standing up. 

“Know about what, sir?” Marshall asked, and the president just smiled. Not caring in the least that an operation was being run out of his view, Marshall waited for the president to continue.  

“Colonel, when you leave here today, you will be taking two signed detain and execute orders for Hubbard and Maxwell. I still need them, but if they fuck up like that again, I don’t care what you’re doing, let me know. But if I find out they’re fucking up, I’ll call you and notify you to carry out those orders,” the president told him. “Now, go to work on those Sin Eaters.” 

“No problem, Mr. President,” Marshall nodded, watching the president leave the room. Packing up his stuff, “When this war is over, I’m taking some time off,” he sighed. 
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Chapter Four
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Lonely Homefront

Climbing off her four-wheeler Brandy smiled, seeing Michelle on the front porch in a rocking chair holding a small bundle. “Life is so precious,” Brandy sighed as the others in her group climbed off their rides. 

“Governor, can you please start taking the Hummer or SUV?” Major Harding begged.

“Major, I’ve been riding ATVs since they only had three wheels, so back off,” Brandy huffed. She knew the major meant well, but was getting tired of it. 

At first, when President Fern had appointed her as governor, Brandy was pissed, to say the least. But she found out her daughter and grandbaby were on the way to join her in Mountain View. Crying at the news, Brandy forgot to object. After her daughter arrived and knowing it was wrong, Brandy made inquiries about her boys. Teddy, an officer in the Marines, had been killed outside of El Paso. Her other Marine son, Isaac, a gunnery sergeant was alive and outside St. Louis, preparing to go over the Mississippi. She got to see him when she was flown to St. Louis to lay out plans for the population. 

The long-awaited attack had been pushed back repeatedly because of heavy rains that’d started in March. There was only minor flooding and Brandy was thankful because the rains were blessing them with the prospects of excellent crops this season. But the ground was staying too wet to move armor, and the river was really high. She didn’t know when the attack was going to launch, but figured it would be July if the rains let off. 

Of her two sons in the Army, both had been killed in the battle to retake Kansas. Her last son, Austin was an admiral and still alive. He was currently in the South Atlantic commanding a carrier fleet. 

Seeing Brandy just staring off, “Madam Governor,” the major said softly.

“I know I’m outside, Major,” Brandy sighed. “You knew me when I was just Brandy, and I’ve told you to call me that.” 

Shaking his head, “You are the Governor of Missouri, Madam,” the major replied. He didn’t know what was around here, but it terrified him. After being told to provide protection for the area once Nancy had talked to the general, he wasn’t about to ask questions about anything or anyone. He was just going to do what he was told. 

Turning back to the porch, Brandy walked through the berm. “Hey, Michelle!” she called out. 

“Morning, Governor,” Michelle replied with a forced smile. 

Walking onto the porch and noticing the smile not reaching Michelle’s eyes, “Don’t you start,” Brandy warned playfully.  

Unable to help it, Michelle gave a real smile. “Sorry, Brandy.” 

Sitting down in the rocking chair beside Michelle, Brandy turned to see the major walking up the steps. “Major, will you go out in the yard, so I can have a private female chat?” Brandy sassed.

Tilting his head, “Sorry, just wanted to see the baby,” the major grinned. “How’s the little man doing?”

Pulling the blanket away from the baby and exposing his face, “Christian is doing very well, Major,” Michelle replied and looked at the baby, giving a genuine soft smile.  

It was in that instant, the major realized he didn’t know any of the people’s last names who lived behind Bernard’s house. He had been out in the small graveyard across from the house and none of the tombstones held a last name. As the realization hit him, the major felt panicked for some reason. 

“Are you okay, Major?” Brandy asked. 

Turning to the governor, the major realized she didn’t know the last names of those living in the cabins either. “Yes, Governor. I’ll be in the yard if you need me,” he said, stepping off the porch. Unlike the major, Brandy realized neither Nelson, nor any of the others, had ever given out or offered their last names at the very first meeting. If they didn’t offer it, Brandy wasn’t going to ask for it and had no interest in knowing. She had enough problems. 

“He’s three weeks old, right?” Brandy asked, leaning over and peeking at the sleeping baby. 

Laughing, “Almost four weeks,” Michelle answered and held out Christian. “You know you want to.” 

“Of course. Why do you think I came over?” Brandy scoffed, taking the baby. “How’s Ashley and her baby doing?”

“Johnny was up all night crying, so Ashley’s sleeping,” Michelle said, and saw Brandy look up in alarm. “Johnny’s fine, he was just crying. Like I told Ashley, babies do that sometimes.” 

Cradling Christian in her arms and rocking gently, “How are you doing?” Brandy asked in a low soft voice. 

“I’ll survive,” Michelle answered. “I have lots to divert my attention.”

Knowing that Curtis’ group of surviving families had moved in with Michelle, Brandy just nodded. “If I can do anything, let me know.” 

“Brandy,” Michelle grinned. “You’re the governor; you have enough on your plate for ten people. We’ll be fine.”  

The front door opened and Brandy looked up to see Nancy walk out holding a bouquet of flowers. “Hey, Brandy,” Nancy smiled. “I get to hold Christian when I get back.” 

“Ah, come on, I rode over here just to hold the babies,” Brandy whined. 

“All right, I’ll wait,” Nancy groaned, closing the screen door softly so it wouldn’t slam. She walked off the porch and grinned when the major looked at her with shocked fear. “Morning, Major,” she said, tilting her head. 

“Nancy,” he answered. 

Walking across the road, Nancy gave a sigh. Opening the white picket gate around the graveyard, she stepped in and moved to Gavin’s grave. Putting the flowers on the tombstone, “Hey, buddy,” she said. “I finally learned all the Empire ships. I’m still working on the names. I hope you don’t mind, but I got your Star Wars graphic novels and comic books to help me learn them.”

She paused and could picture Gavin’s face beaming with pride. “Don’t be mad, but I’m having trouble with baseball. I know you really liked all the teams, but I’m trying,” she continued, and pictured Gavin giving a frown. “Hey, I’m trying,” Nancy snapped, and she could picture Gavin smiling again. 

With the baby sleeping soundly, Brandy watched Nancy talking to the tombstone, but couldn’t hear what was said. As anger welled up inside her again Brandy had to close her eyes, forcing herself to relax. “Can’t let your emotions out,” Brandy mumbled. 

“No, you can’t,” Michelle said beside her. 

Realizing she had spoken aloud, “Sorry, but I have to remind myself I’m not the leader of the Ozark Militia. I’m the governor in control of five thousand, eight hundred guard troops with helicopters, tanks, Bradleys, Strykers, and sixteen thousand full-time militia. When I lose my temper, I want to order them to cross that damn river and kill everyone,” Brandy admitted. 

“In time,” Michelle said, watching Nancy talking to Gavin’s tombstone. Michelle had never realized just how much of a friend Gavin had been to Nancy. Granted, every time Nancy had been around Gavin was with her, and he’d always called Nancy his buddy. At only nine, he had touched so many. All she could think of was what would Gavin have accomplished if he hadn’t been murdered? 

“How’s the state doing?” Michelle asked, wanting her mind on something else before she crossed that damn river and started killing. 

“Preliminary census is done,” Brandy sighed. “Two million, four hundred and seventy four thousand, eight hundred and twelve. That’s all that’s left of a population of over six million.”

Closing her eyes, “So many,” Michelle whispered. 

“Yes, too many,” Brandy agreed, seeing Nancy heading back. “How’s everyone else here?”

“Still going,” Michelle offered. 

“Michelle,” Brandy said, and Michelle looked over at her. “I’ve lost three of my boys and still haven’t gotten word on their families. I know. Believe me, I know, but I need you here. Gavin wouldn’t want you suffering like this so please, remember him and help me get us through this.” 

Realizing Brandy never mentioned Nelson, Michelle fought to remain calm. “Brandy, I’m sorry for your boys and I’m trying, but losing a husband and a son is proving a bit difficult.” 

As Nancy came on the porch, “Take it from me, focus on what you have here around you,” Brandy told her. 

Not taking her eyes off Brandy, “Nancy, can you hold Christian? I’m going to take Brandy to see Johnny, so she can hold him before heading back,” Michelle said. 

“I’ll even change him if he poops,” Nancy declared with pride. Throwing her head back and laughing loudly Michelle slapped her leg, and Brandy thought her laughter was the prettiest thing she’d heard in a long time. “Michelle, you and nobody else ever said baby poop goes from black tar to yellow. Anyone would freak out thinking they broke the baby.” 

Holding her sides and still laughing, “You don’t run through the house with the dirty diaper screaming ‘something’s wrong with the baby’s butt’!” Michelle howled. 

“If that’d come out my butt, I would scream,” Nancy chuckled. 

Feeling Christian stirring from Michelle’s laughter, Brandy glanced down and saw a gentle smile on his face as he slept. “Yeah, you need to hear that more often from momma, don’t you?” Brandy cooed. 

Getting up, Michelle hugged Nancy tight. “Girl, I love ya,” Michelle said still chuckling. 

Returning the hug, “You need to let me know things like that,” Nancy replied with a straight face. 

They released each other and Brandy let Nancy take Christian. When Brandy headed for the door, she saw the major coming to follow. “Major, I’m still talking to the womenfolk, so park your hind end right there till I’m back,” Brandy snapped. 

“Yes, ma’am,” the major responded immediately. 

Glancing at Michelle as she headed inside, “That’s like the first time he hasn’t called me governor or madam,” Brandy confessed.  

“Shit, I almost stayed outside,” Michelle grinned. 

Walking in, Brandy saw a class going on in the living room with young kids, and another in the dining room with teens. Really liking that, Brandy followed Michelle through the house and out the back door. Her step faltered when she saw Michelle heading for her cabin and not Ashley’s. 

When they were inside, Michelle turned to Brandy. “How long have you known?”

“Known what, Michelle?” Brandy smiled. Not answering, Michelle just watched Brandy for several minutes. Finally, Brandy spoke. “Michelle, Nelson is gone, but maybe, just maybe, a piece of him will come back.” 

Closing her eyes, “Brandy, please,” Michelle sighed. 

Reaching out and patting Michelle’s arm, “Michelle, I keep my own counsel and tell nobody my thoughts. The choice made was the correct one because I need your help.” 

Opening her eyes in shock, “Brandy, I can’t help you,” Michelle panted, feeling her heart rate speed up. “I can’t leave the farm.” 

Holding Michelle’s arm, “I know. I’ll send the information over and you can give me your ideas. I trust you to help me do what’s right,” Brandy told her. “Everyone wants their area fixed first, but I can’t do that. But areas that produce more will get more resources, just because we need the food.” 

Relaxing and slowly nodding her head, “Okay, I can do that,” Michelle said. 

“And, Michelle, I’m telling you now, when that small piece of Nelson comes back, I’m punching him in the face because it’s his fault I got stuck with ‘governor’,” Brandy said very close to a snarl.  

Giving a worried grin, “When did you know?” Michelle asked. 

“Know what, dear? Nelson is gone,” Brandy smiled sadly. “If you’re asking when I knew a small piece would try to come back, it was the last broadcast.” 

Running the broadcast through her mind, all Michelle could remember was the last one had been one of the shortest of the sixteen put out so far. Seeing Michelle was worried if anyone else would figure it out, “Only those very close to him could ever know a piece was still out there, but as of right now, it’s gone,” Brandy said. 

Running the broadcast through her mind, “What about the broadcast?” Michelle asked sternly. 

Letting out a long sigh, “The eyes,” Brandy answered. “When I first met him, I saw the glitter of excitement. I saw just a bit of that when he narrated the destruction of that base. There’s no happiness there like there was and his eyes are dead, but I saw just a hint of excitement, like I said.” 

Cocking her head and looking off, Michelle nodded. “Yeah, they blew up a lot of airplanes.”

When Michelle moved for the door, “Where are you going?” Brandy asked. 

“Duh, taking you to see Johnny,” Michelle said with a grin, knowing Brandy would take her secret to the grave. 

There was another who suspected because he too had seen into Nelson’s eyes, but he didn’t see excitement. He had seen death.
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Chapter Five
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Hades In Paradise

Standing beside the small river that ran through the valley they were set up in, Titan reached up to scratch the beard under his mask. “I hate beards,” he mumbled. 

After hitting the Op/Con building, Havoc had led them to West Virginia and then into a valley that had an abandoned coal mine. The mine had shut down in the 1890s and all the buildings had long ago collapsed. The mine shaft had a barred-up gate, but they’d ripped it down with no trouble. Going down into the mine, they’d found several large caverns along the shaft when miners from long ago had chased the pockets and layers of coal. 

Titan didn’t want to admit it, but he hated living in the mine. But, it beat any alternative. 

After they had dropped off the supplies, Reaper contacted Oracle, Nancy’s Sin Eater name. It was confirmed, the Op/Con buildings weren’t linked to any systems now. Hearing that, Reaper loaded everyone up and they set off to hit four more, and these were emptied of everything except the large trucks. They didn’t haul it back, though. They would haul a load out and hide it, then continue until the building was empty. 

When they came back, Reaper had teams start to ferry all the supplies back to Hades. The base, like everything and everyone, had been named by Reaper. The large stream running along the valley floor was named Styx. Looking over Styx at the entrance to Hades, the mine, Titan couldn’t help but be impressed. Reaper could plan, but never even tried to do it all. He would hand out orders to captains, and expect it to be accomplished. 

The first month, training for all Sin Eaters went into overdrive, but a few small raids were still made. They never struck close to Hades or in any pattern. Along with the training, everyone was making Hades livable. Thirty yards down the shaft, it opened up into a large vault over a hundred yards wide and just over fifty yards long. Two shafts moved from this room, and each opened up into vaults before narrowing down into tunnels again. 

The tunnel to the left ended a mile back, but Reaper had sent two volunteers to see where the right tunnel headed. Titan was so thankful he was over seven-foot-tall, so he didn’t have to volunteer. 

The mine shaft hit a natural cave system two miles in and the volunteers followed it. After two weeks, they found a shaft that led back to the surface, six miles away. Since they’d had to crawl through most of the cave system, Reaper had four people assigned to widen the passage out for an escape tunnel. 

If they were found, Titan wasn’t telling anyone but he was blowing himself up first before crawling miles underground. 

There was still coal in the mine, not industrial amounts, but they dug out several tons before Reaper started what the others called ‘scavenger hunts’. He would give teams different items to find and send them off. Not one time did anyone ask why or what for, they just did it. 

The first scavenged thing brought back had been a five yard cement mixer. Everyone was really happy when groups were assigned to cement the vaults like rooms and tunnels. Not only for strength, but it really cut down on the soot that covered everyone. 

Clockwork, a Sin Eater who used to be a structural engineer, was put in charge of turning Hades into a base. Reaper handed him the plans he wanted, then gave him thirty days. The Sin Eaters were done in twenty-six, all while training as they worked. There were barracks and bathrooms, all co-ed because Reaper would tell everyone many times a day: ‘there are no men or women here, only Sin Eaters’. And what Titan really liked was they had two hundred and nineteen Sin Eaters now. In fact, they hadn’t taken on any new members in the last attack outing. 

Remembering the fake Sin Eater at the base in Florida, Titan gave a shiver. He’d been the one to shoot him. With everyone wearing the masks, you no longer relied on faces. Watching the fake Sin Eater engaging the tower, he knew instantly it was a man, and the man wasn’t a Sin Eater. Before he realized it himself, Titan had shot him. Only after the body dropped had Titan panicked. But running up to the man and kicking the weapon away, Titan didn’t see a name painted on the left side of the mask, and gave a huge sigh of relief. That’s when he’d noticed there were ten needle teeth, five on top and five on bottom. Only the six captains, like him, had ten needle teeth. 

Since the man was wounded, Titan tied him up and had his team carry him out. Pain and Misery had a long session with the imposter. There wasn’t a single secret left in the man before he’d died under their hands.

Each mask was unique, with the number of long needle teeth telling your rank, but others filled in the spaces between the needle teeth. Some had triangular shark teeth along with the needle teeth, others had small needle teeth, others had rotted teeth and some, none. If you were just a fighting Sin Eater you had four needle teeth, two on the top and two lower. Assistant team leaders or sergeants had eight, four and four. Specialists that had unique skills had one extra needle tooth at the center of the top jaw, like Doc. Doc was actually a surgeon they’d picked up at the same camp with Jasper. 

And because he was Chief Sin Eater, Reaper’s mask was nothing but long needle teeth. 

Turning around and looking at the rock wall behind him, Titan sighed when looking at the eleven names carved into the rock. This was the reason he’d crossed Styx, to look upon the names. These were fallen Sin Eaters, and seven had died in training. The training was brutal but very necessary, and nobody complained. In truth, each Sin Eater made it harder on themselves than any teaching them. “You will be remembered,” Titan sighed at the names. 

Out of all the Sin Eaters, he was the only one who hadn’t lost anyone close. There were seventy-one female Sin Eaters and every one of them had been raped. There were also many male Sin Eaters that had been raped. Even Siren, who was sixty-four, had been tortured and raped. Not for information, just because. Titan didn’t feel sorry for her because there wasn’t a night he slept that he didn’t dream about those crosshairs chasing down his girls before settling on Gavin.  

Turning around and looking across the river Styx and noticing small groups of Sin Eaters moving out of the mouth of Hades, Titan knew classes were changing. Those assigned to work details for the day stayed on them while others moved around to learn. That was another reason he’d had to step away from the class he’d been in. Learning and training never stopped, and he had never been an ‘A’ student, but he tried. He was just feeling overwhelmed at the moment. 

Every Sin Eater had to be an expert in weapons and hand to hand. They had over a dozen different teachers, with each teaching a different form of hand to hand. All Sin Eaters had to have basic mechanic and machinist skills. Wrench was an excellent mechanic and teacher. Grinder, the machinist, was good, but had to be reminded constantly that those he was teaching were beginners. Titan had watched Reaper in his previous life and had thought he was good. That was until he’d watched Grinder. That man could build anything in metal. 

Before heading here, he had been in Ivy’s class. Ivy had been a botanist for a pharmaceutical company in her old life, and she was good. Scary good. Titan knew many poisonous plants, and Ivy had the things growing all around them. Hemlock, nightshade, jimsonweed, and snakeroot Titan knew very well, but Ivy had many more. Around the area, she had small shaded areas growing a slew of poisonous mushrooms. That’d been the class today, and Titan had just given up trying to tell them apart. If it was a mushroom, he wasn’t touching the damn thing.  

Ivy was also over their food growing areas in Hades and the small gardens outside. Grow lights were set up in one room. Many were thankful Ivy didn’t grow the evil shit near their food. 

Heading across the bridge, Titan glanced at the waterfall and saw the pipes off to the side. That had been Reaper’s first project. There were seven ten-inch pipes from the pool behind the falls that fed off to the side and then dropped down sixty feet to turbines, putting out a combined 50kW. Then the pipes were buried, emptying into the pool under the falls. Even with that much drainage, it barely affected the torrent of water dropping over the falls. 

His next class was with the only Sin Eater to be named a real name so far. Walter White. Everyone called him WW. And not surprising, WW was a chemist. In fact, WW held three different doctorates in chemistry. Titan had never watched Breaking Bad but when this was over, he was going to make a point to. WW had a lab set up several hundred yards down the valley, after Reaper had given him lists to start working on. 

Before this Titan hadn’t known you could make rust, but WW had made two tons of it in the last month, plus the fifty pounds of explosives Reaper wanted made each day. Titan didn’t know why they were making more because they literally had tons of explosives they’d gotten from the Op/Con houses and bases they’d hit. 

Hell, at the air base they’d hit in Florida, he had freaked out watching ten four-wheelers speed past with each hauling a five-hundred-pound Mk 82 bomb on a trailer. Yes, he’d known that was Death’s team objective, but to actually see them hauling back bombs just seemed wrong.  

Heading down the valley under the trees, Titan could see the building jutting out of the steep hillside that everyone hated working in. They just called it the ‘Lard Barn’. It was a room built into the hillside. A huge metal pot heated from propane tanks that’d fed to houses sat in the middle of the floor. Then, they would load animal carcasses in it to boil off the fat. 

When they’d first settled here, Titan had never seen so many opossums in his life, and they were huge. He’d taken his team out, after the Lard Barn was done, setting up snares. In two days, they’d caught over a hundred and the pot, seven-foot-long, four-foot-wide, and five-foot-tall went active, and hadn’t been turned off yet. It had been turned down, because you can only boil so much, but they could boil up enough lard to fill a fifty-five gallon drum every day. With the pot running on high, they could do two drums a day, if they had enough carcasses. 

Now there wasn’t an opossum within three miles of Hades. Nor deer, wild hogs, raccoons, wild dogs, rabbits, or even bears because they went in the pot, just to render fat. 

Those who didn’t know why they were collecting lard, WW soon showed them it was needed to make explosives. And they were going to do it as part of the lessons WW taught. 

“Hey, Titan,” he heard behind him. Glancing back but not stopping, he saw two men wearing kilts catching up to him. Like everyone, they had on full tactical gear and carried weapons, but they were the only ones who wore kilts. 

“Galloglass, Pipes,” he nodded before turning back around. Galloglass wore a real Scottish Claymore across his back. Galloglass had gotten his name from Reaper because galloglasses were warriors from ancient Scotland. 

When they’d found the two Scotsmen, they’d been sniping troops in Georgia. Both men had immigrated here when they were teens. Before the crash, they’d both had wives and kids living the American dream while they each worked offshore on oil rigs. By the time they’d gotten home after the financial crash, their families were dead, simply because both were very active NRA members. When Reaper asked them to join, neither answered but they’d both run back to their camp. 

Galloglass had come back with the sword across his back and Pipes; he came back carrying bagpipes, so that’s how he was named. Everyone would find out later that both had bagpipes. Titan liked the sound of them, but could only listen to them so long. He was glad the two practiced further back in Hades where the gun ranges were set up, and they could close the door. 

“Ivy didna like yi leavin’class early,” Pipes said as they fell in on either side of him. 

Shaking his head, “She was trying to teach me how one white mushroom that can kill was different from the other white mushroom I could eat. I’m just going to leave the damn things alone,” Titan grunted. 

“Aye,” Galloglass nodded. “If I canna chop ‘em wi ma sword, I’ll shoot ‘em we ma shotgun. I dinna hink I’ll cook ‘em ony mushroom soup.”

Nodding at the dark humor which was the only real humor displayed by any Sin Eater and continuing along the River Styx down the valley to WW’s lab, Titan glanced up the wooded slope and saw one of the chicken coops. They had over two hundred chickens. All had been taken during raids from work or detention camps. Titan was surprised each camp had a specific breed of chicken. Half of the Sin Eater’s stock was Rhode Island Reds and the other half was Leghorns. It’d just never crossed his mind the feds would know there were different breeds. 

They also had fifty hogs and ten dairy cows. Also thanks to the federal camps, but getting them had been a challenge. Hauling a trailer with supplies with an ATV was one thing, but hauling a trailer with a cow or pig was a challenge. For those hauls they’d taken the Jeeps, and it’d still been a pain in the ass, weaving around the woods for a hundred plus miles. Any animal they didn’t take, they ran off and if it didn’t leave, they shot it. 

Chickens were different. They could throw a dozen in a dog crate and haul ass. But at one work camp they’d hit in Indiana, they had released several thousand chickens. When the bombs started going off in the camp, the chickens had taken off in whatever direction they happened to be facing. Titan was sure there would be wild chickens in Indiana for years to come.  

Reaching the lab, they stopped with another group waiting for the class inside to leave before they went in. Only a few liked working in the lab because WW made evil shit that seemed magical to many. No matter how many times they recited the periodic table, it was just magical. 

The lab was one of the largest areas they’d dug out of the hillside. A single room of several thousand square feet was made, then roofed off with railroad ties and then covered up. They’d found many railroad ties in yards along the tracks, but some of the ties they had taken directly from the tracks. Titan was sure the feds wouldn’t mind because they also needed railroad spikes. 

Another room was dug into the hillside beside the lab, and this was the Lard Barn. The door burst open and Reaper came walking out, bare-chested and drenched in sweat. In one hand he was dragging his tactical vest and shirt while the other held his M4. Behind him, Zeus came out panting, then Pain and Misery. Modesty was gone from all the Sin Eaters and it showed because Pain and Misery were also bare-chested, dragging their gear out.  

“Fuck!” Reaper cried out, moving over to a tree and leaning his rifle against it. 

There wasn’t a single grin under any mask of those who saw the three come out. Inside the Lard Barn, the temperature stayed near a hundred and thirty. Everyone had to put in the time, and a shift lasted three hours. And Reaper showed everyone they were all going to do it. 

As three more headed inside the Lard Barn and shut the door, Titan moved over as Reaper dropped his gear. “Yes, it does suck hind tit,” Titan confessed. 

“A hind tit covered in shit!” Reaper snapped back. Patting his leg, Zeus came over and Reaper pointed to the River Styx. Swearing Zeus gave a smile, Titan watched Zeus run to the water. 

The Lard Barn had a large pipe that vented the smoke and atrocious smell up along the slope. Boxes were put in every ten feet along the ventilation. Most held stuffing, others held ash mixed with dirt. In one box was a small waterfall. A huge fan near the door sucked in air to push the heat and smell up the ventilation chimney. To many Sin Eaters’ surprise it worked because you couldn’t smell the Lard Barn unless the door was left open. The fan had broken once, and the temperature had quickly shot over a hundred and seventy. 

Bending back down to his vest, Reaper pulled out a bottle of water. After draining it, he turned to Titan. “Learn your mushrooms?”

Nodding, “Leave all the damn things alone,” Titan answered as Pain and Misery grabbed water bottles, promptly draining them. 

Moving over to a showerhead just outside of the Lard Barn, Reaper pulled the chain and a cold stream of water doused his body. That was the only reason this showerhead had been put in; just to cool off. There were two outside the lab, but those were to wash off chemicals. These were usually used by others finishing a shift in the Lard Barn. 

Letting the chain go and soaking wet, Reaper moved aside as Pain moved over under the showerhead. “Don’t get too caught up in WW’s lesson. All captains meeting in an hour,” Reaper said, shaking water from his hair. Like Titan, Reaper kept his beard trimmed just under the edge of his mask. Many others just let their beards grow.

When Pain was done, Misery moved over under the shower as Titan glanced back and saw a soaking wet Zeus returning from the river. “Gladly. I don’t like making acid from limestone,” Titan confessed. “We still have to debone the meat before boiling it and pile the bones up separate?”

“Yep. WW said it’s the easiest way for him to get calcium in quantity,” Reaper said, bending over and grabbing his vest. Pulling it on, he just tossed his shirt over his left shoulder. “I did tell WW we’ll only debone large animals. Nothing smaller than a deer is to get deboned.” 

Thankful for that, Titan heard the door to the lab open. “We meeting in Tartarus?”

“Yeah. Then each of you can decide the order you want to go over the assault with your teams,” Reaper answered, grabbing his rifle. He didn’t say anything else and headed back up the valley with Zeus beside him. Pain and Misery were just behind him, pulling on their vests with their shirts tied around their waists. The sisters acted like Reaper’s bodyguards and were never far from him. The only exception was when Reaper unleashed them on prisoners, or when they were in Doc’s advanced class. A month ago, Reaper had started bringing back live federal prisoners for the Sin Eaters to learn on.  Some were used to give live subjects to the medical classes, others were hand to hand dummies, and some were given to Ivy to test her concoctions on. 

From the broadcasts of his speeches, everyone around the world knew of Reaper and the Sin Eaters. The only other Sin Eaters known by name were Pain and Misery. Reaper would call them forth and they would go to work. Titan had heard many passed out just watching the videos of the sisters dismembering screaming feds. The sisters loved their job and it showed. On the last outing when Reaper had called them, the prisoners had thrashed about, trying to split their own skulls open on the cement floor. One man accomplished the feat and died before Pain and Misery reached him.

When the group finished in the lab walked out, Titan looked down on his right forearm. A stun gun much larger than normal was held to his forearm by a clip. This was an item added by Wizard and Q, two electronic geeks who had joined the Sin Eaters. Where most stun guns only used .001 of an amp, this one used .075. It only took .1 amp to kill and thirty percent of the feds they hit with the super stun gun died. But on the plus side, those that survived were much easier to restrain. 

“School is stairtin’, Titan,” Galloglass called out. 

Spinning on his heel, “Time to learn more ways to deal the death, so sins can be consumed,” he stated rather cheerfully. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Six
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Reaper Roams

Soaking wet, Reaper walked up the valley and then took a path that angled up the slope. The path ended at a bunker dug into the hillside above the entrance to Hades, and it was used more or less as an office for him and the captains. In truth, it was more a ploy to get an attacker to hit it first and give those in the area time to leave. 

But getting anywhere near Hades would be very difficult. Hidden bunkers over a mile out ringed the area, and there were random patrols up to three miles out. Then, on top of that were hundreds of traps. Only those who belonged had a chance to navigate them. 

The most stealthy Sin Eater, Phantom, couldn’t even get close to the perimeter without being spotted. Reaper had seen many in his life who could move silently, but none even came close to Phantom. 

At one time, Phantom had been an Atlanta cop. Spotting a half-starved black man shadowing a three-man DHS patrol, Reaper had waited peering through a spotting scope and watched the half-starved man. Coming up behind the group and using only a knife, Phantom took the last man out. The other two never even glanced back. Then Phantom moved up taking the other two, one at a time from behind.

After being in the detainment camp for six months, he’d escaped after his two sons died. Phantom’s wife and daughter had been taken off to a visitation center when he and his sons were put in the detainment camp. Since his escape, he’d been moving to different camps trying to find his wife and daughter, and killing any feds he came across. 

Even stuck out in the wilderness, Phantom had heard of the Sin Eaters and had seen wanted posters of Reaper. When Reaper had walked up while Phantom was going through the dead officers’ gear, he’d spotted the masked figure with a dog and two more masked figures he knew were female. Phantom had then done something he’d thought he’d forgotten how to do. He smiled. He wasn’t alone in this war and begged to be allowed to join. 

Accepting the rules and taking a mask, Phantom was born.

Every Sin Eater had to train constantly, and one thing they repeatedly trained on was moving stealthily. Sin Eaters would move across fields or through trees while other Sin Eaters used binoculars or spotting scopes to look for them. If spotted you came forward, took off your shirt, and someone wacked you across the back with a bamboo pole. Yes, it hurt, and more often than not drew blood, but it let you know you’d been spotted, and other Sin Eaters would’ve died because of you. 

Many of the lessons had that as punishment, but everyone punished themselves far worse than a cane pole to the back. Physical pain was a constant in the Sin Eaters’ life. Pushups, sit ups, lifting heavy weights until your muscles were numb, submerging in cold water, staying in the Lard House when it wasn’t your shift, and hundreds of other things to flood the body with pain. So when the battle came and you were hurt, you could move on. To date, only Phantom had never been hit with the cane pole doing movement drills, but he’d gotten hit for other lessons. 

Taking Phantom aside, Reaper had him go through the Sin Eaters to find others who had the gift. If Titan wasn’t the size of a fucking house and a captain, Reaper knew he would’ve been picked. Phantom had five more: Ghost, Specter, Wraith, Demon, and Spirit. They were called the Phantom’s Opera. They were all part of Reaper’s command platoon. 

Many Sin Eaters joked the Opera could sneak up on a guard, steal his back teeth, and the guard wouldn’t know it until he went to eat. 

Reaching Tartarus and walking in, Reaper looked around. It did resemble an office because there were computers, copy machines, and six printers of different sizes. Some could print maps, and others could print high quality pictures. “Zeus, lay,” he said, moving to the center of the room that was occupied by a large military sandbox. The sandbox was what he used to lay out models for large-scale attacks. 

Lumbering over to Reaper’s desk, Zeus dropped down heavily, making Reaper turn. Zeus wasn’t the only dog the Sin Eaters had, but he was the only fully-trained dog. There were ten bloodhounds, five German shepherds, five Rottweilers, and three Doberman Pinchers. All the dogs had come from angels or archangels. 

Angels were spies that fed information to the Sin Eaters. Archangels were the same, but archangels had angels under them that didn’t know they were feeding information to the Sin Eaters. “You’re getting lazy,” Reaper told Zeus.

“You leave Zeus the hell alone, Reaper,” Pain said, walking over and patting Zeus on the back. “He has to move four legs, we only have to move two.” 

Freezing as his mind interpreted that, for some reason Reaper thought it sounded weird but made sense. Not in the mood for a debate, he turned to the sandbox. “Are you two done with the model?” he asked. 

“Compared to the pictures we are,” Misery said, moving over with Pain to pat Zeus. 

The model showed a port, complete with toy boats, train tracks, matchbox cars, boxes for buildings, and even toy cranes. “You two knock over a toy store?” 

“No,” they both answered. It was rare when the sisters spoke unless spoken to, but that could be said of many of the Sin Eaters. Grabbing string, Reaper moved around the sandbox while connecting the string to the sides, to form a grid over the box.

When he was finished, Reaper moved over to his desk and grabbed a folder and started flipping through photographs. “Damn, satellites take some good pictures,” he mumbled. 

The door opened and he glanced up to see Havoc walk in. “Phantom just contacted us and he’ll be here tonight,” Havoc said, closing the door. Noticing the sisters patting Zeus when he’d walked in, “Just why did we leave the Opera on their own for five days?”

“To make sure the other side continued the chase,” Reaper answered. “Any more and we would’ve had pitched battles. The Opera can hit and fade away.” 

Not even making an attempt to argue that, Havoc glanced at the sandbox the sisters had been setting up for the last two days. In his other life, he had been in the US Army Special Forces and had been all over the world fighting wars. He had seen some outstanding warriors in his time, but none compared to the Sin Eaters. Unlike other fighters, Sin Eaters were killers first and warriors second. 

“Are we taking the recoilless rifle?” Havoc asked. 

Giving a soft chuckle, “Grinder, Wrench, Wizard, Q, and WW put a lot of time in it,” Reaper said. “It did knock out an F22 Raptor when it took off.” 

The recoilless rifle was a hundred millimeter smooth bore gun mounted on the back of a UTV. WW had made armor piercing rounds, and Wizard and Q had made an anti-aircraft round. They’d also made a computer chip like the Allies had used in World War Two to knock out V1 rockets. The chip was the first of its kind, in that it had a microphone and detonated when it neared a plane. Havoc didn’t trust the weapon since they really couldn’t fully test it. It was hard to test a cannon out when you had to be covert. 

Beside the cannon, the only other thing that wasn’t suppressed were the Mk19 automatic grenade launchers. Havoc had nearly fainted when he saw Grinder had mounted six suppressors to the end of a mini gun. He couldn’t deny the fact it worked, and it did cut down the volume, but it seemed like a waste of manpower, time, and resources. It wasn’t hard to figure out where a mini gun was shooting from. The four to six thousand rounds a minute tended to give away its location. 

But Reaper had just nodded and said okay. They had ten Flyers, four armed with mini guns, now suppressed. Then, when Havoc found the three Flyers with GAU19s, the fifty caliber Gatling guns were also suppressed. Thankfully, the group didn’t try to suppress the Mk19s. 

The door opened and the other captains came in. Death, War, Conquest, Famine, and Titan. Along with Havoc, each had twenty Sin Eaters in their core team. Depending on the mission they would add more, but Reaper liked to keep thirty to forty back to secure Hades. Reaper’s core platoon was thirty strong, since it was the command platoon and carried more gear and weapons. 

“Gather around,” Reaper said, putting the folder down on his desk and picking up six other folders. He handed each captain a folder. “We’re hitting the Savannah Port.” 

“Savannah has a port?” Death asked. “When did that happen?”

“Death, it’s always been one of the top ten here,” Reaper sighed.

Opening the folder and looking down at the sandbox, “Reaper, um, I’m sure the feds have a ton of bodies there. Especially after we hit that oil tank farm in New Jersey near the port,” Havoc offered. 

“Oh, they have a thousand DHS agents assigned to the docks, and three companies of troops around the cities guarding the three work camps and two detention camps,” Reaper shrugged, and they all looked up at him. “But as of right now, there are only a hundred DHS agents at the docks. The rest took off after some bad people hit that naval air base in Jacksonville. Last reports say they’re spread out in Alabama.” 

Closing his folder, “And Phantom knew he and his Opera were evading nine hundred troops?” Havoc asked. 

“Please,” Reaper scoffed. “They had over seven thousand DHS personnel and three thousand troops after them. I told Phantom how long he had to play with them until he had to return to Hades.” 

“Don’t fuck with the Opera,” War chuckled, reading the pages in his folder. 

“Okay. First, this’ll be different from our other attacks,” Reaper said, and that got everyone’s attention. “We’re hitting and leaving. No one, and I repeat, no one is to take prisoners to demonstrate on.” 

Behind him, Pain and Misery jumped up. “Hey!” they cried out. 

Not even turning around, “Pain, Misery, I’ll take your knives away,” Reaper warned, and they quickly knelt back down beside Zeus. 

“We leaving calling cards?” Famine asked. 

“Duh,” Reaper moaned. 

“Just what the fuck is there?” Conquest asked. 

“Nothing yet,” Reaper shrugged. “But in six days, an armored corps from Egypt will be arriving.” 

Titan’s folder fell from his hands and the others let out gasps, staring at Reaper. “It’s been awhile, but I think a corps has a lot of bodies,” Titan said. 

“Between sixty and a hundred thousand,” Havoc offered. 

Visibly cringing, “Reaper, we’re good, but tying up with that...” Death paused, “seems foolish.” 

“Well, we aren’t waiting for them to take the field,” Reaper snapped, and the shocked stares disappeared. “The Republic navy sub fleet is engaging, but they’re only engaging the naval forces guarding the convoy, not the cargo ships.” 

“Oh, this prima donna shit from the Republic has got to stop!” Death cried out. 

Holding up his hand, “They’re doing it because they’re short on torpedoes. They would rather take out the navy vessels of the UN so any other convoy that comes later, they can sink by air or surface vessels. I think it’s a mistake, but I’m not in charge there. But to be honest, it’s sound tactical reasoning,” Reaper told them, and the others moved until they were all around the sandbox. 

“We’re talking about five hundred Abrams tanks, six hundred Russian tanks, a thousand plus BMPs, and a thousand Bradley Fighting Vehicles,” Reaper told them, making each one go numb. “It was supposed to have left a month ago, but our attacks cut the fuel reserve for the feds down to a hundred days. They held up the corps until they got tankers in from OPEC and now, they’re back up to three hundred days.”

Glancing around at his captains, “Sin Eaters, if those tanks make it onto the battlefield, this war will go on for another ten fucking years. I’m not in the fucking mood to eat sins for a decade. This push of armor stands a good chance of knocking out the Republic. The front is the Mississippi River, and they’re spread out along its length. This force can punch through, and the battle to retake the states would be over,” Reaper told them. “If we die, we die, but damn it, those fuckers are losing the armor. Our main focus is the Abrams tanks.” 

“Oracle give any info how the battle at sea is goin’?” Titan asked. 

Cocking his head to the side, “Oh, the convoy escort came under attack in the Med as soon as it departed Alexandria and it’s still going on. The troops are in cruise liners and have been left behind by the transports. Not because the transports are faster, but the cruise ships are slowing down. The Republic navy isn’t targeting them. Seems there’s civilian women and children on board. There were supposed to be four cruise liners, but there are ten. Each liner is hauling close to thirty thousand bodies. The transports hauling the armor and light armor are Roll on/Roll off ships, Ro-Ro ships, eight in total. Four are real military haulers and the other four are just massive car haulers. The massive ones can haul over eight thousand cars. They drop a ramp and the vehicles just drive out. There are several, over a dozen, container ships with the convoy, and they’re hauling munitions and an estimated one hundred and fifty helicopters in containers.”  

Noticing the contempt in the group’s eyes, “No, the Republic won’t mine the waterways because there are civilian fishing boats still active,” Reaper told them.

Throwing his hands up, “Oh, come on!” Famine cried out. “We kill everyone on the other side of the fence just like feds do!” 

“Famine,” Reaper said in a normal voice. “Let the Republic fight their war and we’ll fight ours.” 

“How many dock workers can we expect?” Havoc asked. 

“A hundred,” Reaper answered. “Two twelve-hour shifts and a hundred workers each.” 

“There’s no fucking way that’s right,” Havoc gasped. “It takes hundreds to a thousand to operate a dock that size.”

Shaking his head, “Havoc, I know this may come as a shock, but over half of America is dead. You do what you can with what you got. The port isn’t that complicated and no, it doesn’t take that many, even before this war. They aren’t unloading shit by hand,” Reaper told him. 

Realizing that’d been stupid on his part, “Sorry,” Havoc mumbled. 

“Okay, we’ll have four attack plans. What I hope is the ships will reach the port at night and we can just sink the fuckers, but no matter what, we become compromised, we leave,” Reaper informed them, and all nodded. Reaching back, he picked up a metal pipe that was eight inches around and twenty inches long. “This is what we use to take out the Abrams. I don’t care if those fuckers are on a ship. This is a ten-pound thermite charge. Even if we sink them, I don’t want the feds to be able to fish them out of the water to use.” 

Holding it out as he pointed at a diagram of an Abrams, “One charge on the engine and the other on the turret. Even if they fish the damn things out of the water, I want them useless,” Reaper stressed, and everyone nodded. “Now, plan A.” 
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Chapter Seven
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Evil Bubbles

“Don’t you pick him up!” Lucy snapped at Michelle when she reached down to pick up Devin. “Momma said you couldn’t pick up anything heavier than Christian for two months.” 

“You heard her,” Nikki said, coming up the hall. 

“Sorry, soccer ball head,” Michelle laughed, moving over to the couch letting Devin climb up in her lap. As Devin babbled in her lap, she watched Lucy feeding Christian while the others came up the hall. As the lone surviving wife of the four Horsemen, Nikki and the six surviving kids were now living in the cabin with them. It was crowded, but a very welcome distraction. 

Finally able to do it, four months ago, Michelle let Bernard and Nancy box up the stuff in Gavin’s room. She didn’t do it because she wanted to, but she wanted Gavin’s prized items to remain pristine. There was a girl’s room, boy’s room and baby room, for Devin and Christian, with Nikki sleeping with Michelle. Michelle could already see Devin was going to start sleeping with the boys soon. 

After Nelson left, Lucy, Olivia, and Devin had slept in her bed for a week, then they slowly started moving back to their rooms. 

“Momma, will you put my hair up?” Olivia asked, coming over with a brush. 

As Devin complained, Michelle took the brush. “Do you have your homework?” she asked. 

“Yes,” Olivia nodded. 

Seeing Nikki trying to corral the six kids, Michelle finished up on Olivia and moved over to help. “Thanks,” Nikki smiled. Like Michelle, Nikki was thankful for all the diversions. Neither could or wanted to forget about the children and friends they’d lost, but others needed them. 

Fighting off a wave of anguish looking at the little boys, Michelle nodded, helping the kids get dressed in shorts. It was hot, so when the kids went outside to play during breaks in classwork, they always dressed them in shorts to save the wear and tear on pants. 

Hearing a soft thumping, Michelle turned around to see Lucy burping Christian. “Give me the burp, little man,” Lucy laughed as Christian snuggled into her shoulder. 

Tired of being ignored, Devin ran over and patted Lucy’s leg as he blabbered. “I’ll get you in a minute, I promise,” Lucy told him, but Devin wasn’t satisfied with that, so he kept patting her leg. “Oh, come on,” Lucy sighed, hooking Devin with her leg and pulling him up in the chair with her. Finished dressing the other kids, Michelle watched Lucy and didn’t know what she would’ve done without her.

“Hey, Tinker Bell,” Lucy called out and Olivia turned. “Make sure Christian’s diaper bag is ready.” 

Bouncing off down the hall, Olivia weaved through the bodies like a linebacker, never hitting one, and Michelle gave a nod. “Girl’s got talent,” she mumbled, moving over to Lucy. 

Bending over, Michelle hugged her neck. “Thank you,” she said, then kissed the top of Lucy’s head. 

Giving a sigh, “Michelle, you tell me, like, every day,” Lucy said. 

“I know, but I just want to make sure you know how much your help means to us,” Michelle told her as she let go. “I’ll get him,” she said, taking Christian off her shoulder. “Olivia’s taking too long, so I’m sure she’s packing the diaper bag with dolls again.” 

Tucking Devin under her arm like a football, Lucy got up and headed down the hall. “Olivia, I told you, we can’t take the dolls. We’re going to learn, Tinker Bell” Lucy called out.

“I’m only bringing three!” Olivia shouted back. 

“One,” Lucy offered, turning into the bedroom. 

Gathering up small backpacks and putting them on the kids, Michelle heard a squeal and looked up. Coming down the hall was Devin with a Barbie doll, the head in his mouth. “Devin, that’s Cinderella!” Olivia screamed, running out in the hall and giving chase. Knowing Olivia would just rip the doll away and still holding Christian, Michelle moved quickly and felt a sharp pain in her abdomen, but reached Devin first and gently took the doll away. 

“Devin, you know better,” Michelle said, holding the doll out to Olivia. As Olivia took the doll, Michelle splinted her side with her hands.

“Moved too fast,” Nikki sang out. “I was going to get the doll.” 

“Sorry, but Olivia would’ve yanked it out and I’m sure teeth would’ve gone flying,” Michelle said, as the pain turned dull. 

Seeing Lucy come out of the bedroom with the diaper bag, “Can’t wait till I can go to the gym again,” Michelle mumbled. Reaching down and taking Devin’s hand. “I’m sure breakfast is ready, so let’s get a move on.”  

Holding the baby to her chest and Devin’s hand, Michelle led the group around the couch and found Hera laying in front of the door. “If you had to go out, there’s a doggie door in the kitchen,” Michelle said as Hera jumped up. 

Running around the group, Lucy reached the front door first. “I can hold the baby,” Lucy said, and Michelle turned and gave a laugh, seeing Olivia riding Lucy’s left hip.

“Your hands are full,” Michelle chuckled as Lucy opened the door. 

Walking outside, “About time,” she heard Gerald call out to her left. “It’s eight o’clock.”

Turning, Michelle froze and felt Devin trembling beside her. Gerald was standing in shorts, but behind him were two swimming pools. One was three feet deep and the other was a kiddy swimming pool. But what made her freeze, bubbles were erupting from both pools to form a mountain, spilling out onto the ground and rolling across the yard. 

Behind her she heard gasps from the kids as Devin let out a wild scream, “Bubs!” Glancing down, she saw Devin’s entire body was pulsating. Yanking his hand from Michelle’s Devin let out a war cry, extended his arms and charged. Before Michelle could grab him or Gerald could intercept, Devin took off as fast as his short legs could carry him, never stopping his war cry. 

Two feet from the wall of bubbles creeping across the yard, Devin launched into the air.  Disappearing in the mound of bubbles and landing rather hard on the ground, Devin never noticed as he started thrashing about assaulting the invaders.

“Gerald, he has his clothes on,” Michelle laughed as bubbles died at Devin’s wrath.

“I’ll wash and dry them,” Gerald said, running into the bubbles. “Devin, they’re getting me!” Gerald cried out and dropped down in the bubbles, disappearing from sight. 

Seeing his fellow bubble warrior go down, Devin screamed and started swinging his arms back and forth, making his way to Gerald. With the wall of bubbles growing taller and not killing the evil spawn fast enough, Devin leaned forward with an open mouth and bit the wall of bubbles. 

Stepping back and shaking his head while wiping the bubbles from his face, Devin still didn’t see Gerald and bit the bubbles again. Screaming and sticking his tongue out to spit the nasty bubble blood out, Devin made his way to Gerald, swinging away with both hands with an occasional bite and kick.

With tears running down her face, Michelle laughed hard at the spectacle of Devin fighting the still growing mound of bubbles erupting from the pools.  “Let me go!” Olivia screamed behind her. “I’m coming, Devin!”

Holding the baby tight as she grabbed her left side again, Michelle turned to see Lucy fighting to hold Olivia. Lucy stripped off Olivia’s backpack and then pulled off her shirt, socks, and shoes. “Hold on,” Lucy pleaded. 

“Devin needs me! The bubbles are coming!” Olivia screamed, thrashing about in Lucy’s arms. Amazed Lucy could hold Olivia while she thrashed about to save Devin, Michelle started laughing harder and sunk to her knees, squeezing her left side hard but not caring about the pain. 

In a feat worthy of a trophy, Lucy had Olivia stripped down to panties in thirty seconds and finally let go. Springing out of Lucy’s arms, Olivia hit the ground running, screaming out her war cry and disappearing into the now four-foot-tall wall of bubbles. 

Dropping the diaper bag, Lucy saw Michelle laughing so hard her face was purple. Then Lucy saw Michelle was holding her side, but turned and saw Nikki fighting the other kids to strip them before they took off. 

Stepping over, Lucy took Christian from Michelle and then moved over to help Nikki with the one arm she had free. “You just hold the baby,” Dianna said, running off the back porch with Nellie and Bernard. 

Stepping back when they ran over and stripped the kids, Lucy looked up to see Brittany and Mike running past wearing just underwear. Behind them, coming from her cabin and walking slow was Ashley, with Lucy’s sister Kim carrying Johnny. “Thanks, Momma,” Lucy said, bouncing Christian who had his eyes open wondering what was going on with all the laughing and yelling. “I thought Olivia was going to beat me down.” 

“I’m surprised you didn’t drop her,” Dianna admitted, stripping the last kid and they took off to join the battle. 

Hearing cries from the house, Lucy turned to see Ronald’s kids and the twins come out the door, stripping off clothes. “Guess school’s canceled today because of bubbles,” Lucy laughed. 

Devin let out a triumphant yell when he reached Gerald buried in the mass of bubbles. “They’re overrunning us, Devin!” Gerald shouted, pulling Devin to him. 

Kicking the ground as she laughed and rolled in the grass, Michelle looked at the now five foot advancing wall of bubbles and saw Devin’s clothes and shoes getting tossed out. “Don’t bite me, Devin!” Gerald screamed. 

Thrashing about on the ground, Michelle fought to breathe. “Devin, where are you?!” Olivia screeched. “Die, bubbles!” 

The other adults were soon laughing just as hard as the kids fought a losing battle against the bubble horde. “LUUCCYY!” Olivia shrieked. “I’ve never fought this many! HEEELLLPPP!” 

Stumbling over, Dianna took Christian. “Go,” she laughed out, and Lucy pulled off her shirt as she kicked her shoes off and then pulled down her shorts.

In her bra and panties, “I’m coming, Tinker Bell!” Lucy yelled and took off. 

Dropping down beside Michelle, Ashley held her side laughing. “Mike is stomping the bubbles!” she howled out. Standing at the advancing wall, little Mike was sticking his leg in and stomping, but still the bubbles advanced. Frustrated, he just dove in.

Stark naked, out of the wall of bubbles with both arms windmilling, emerged Devin, giving primal grunts. Noticing an end to the enemy, Devin stopped swinging his arms and gave a smile of victory, then noticed he had the evil vermin stuck to his body. Giving a war cry, he slapped the bubbles from his body as they tried to suck the life from him. 

Lifting his head to look at momma rolling on the ground laughing, Devin froze. Why was Momma laughing? The bubbles had attacked! Noticing bubbles easing around him, Devin spun around to see a now six-foot-tall wall of bubbles trying to take him from behind. 

“AAAAAHHHHHHHH,” he screamed out, and his little arms started swinging through the air as he disappeared into the torrent once again. 

Gerald’s head appeared way in the back over the sea of bubbles. “Where’s my bubble warrior?!” Gerald shouted over the yells of kids.  Hearing Devin’s war cry, Gerald turned and his eyes grew wide as he gave a grunt and his head disappeared into the bubbles.

“Sorry, Gerald!” Olivia shouted. 

Finally sucking down a breath, Michelle propped up on her right elbow and noticed the wall of bubbles was starting to get close to her. “How in the hell did Gerald manage bubbles like this?” she laughed. 

Kneeling down beside Michelle as he laughed, “He’s been working on recipes for the last month,” Bernard told her. 

Feeling her pants were wet, Michelle glanced down to see she had peed, and she didn’t give a damn. Turning back to the wall of bubbles, she saw Gerald emerge bent over, holding his manhood. “Olivia’s got a swing on her,” he panted, blinking tears from his eyes.

“Gerald, don’t let them kids get in the pools,” Nellie cackled out. 

“Wilma and the kids are in the pools and there’s only a few inches of water,” Gerald said, straightening up. 

Nellie stopped laughing and turned to the bubbles. “Wilma’s in there with Vance and Emily?” she asked in awe.  

“Yeah, Vance and Emily thought it was babyish, but I told them if they didn’t act as lifeguards, I was going to start putting diapers on them and rocking them to sleep at night,” Gerald said, then heard Devin scream above all the kids. 

“Bubbles!” Devin screamed very clearly.

“I’m coming, Devin!” Olivia yelled. 

“Where’re ya at, Olivia?!” Lucy shouted “Oh, there you are,” she said, and everyone saw Olivia’s upper body emerge over the sea of bubbles as Lucy lifted her up above her head. “Which way is he?”

“I can’t see him! They’re everywhere!” Olivia shouted, and disappeared when Lucy lowered her down.

When Michelle started to get up, Bernard put his arms under and lifted her off the ground. Holding both sides of her belly now, “Thank you,” Michelle said, but was still chuckling. 

“I found Devin and he’s eating and hitting the bubbles!” Olivia shouted, and Gerald took off into the bubbles.

Turning away from the bubbles, Michelle’s laugh faltered when she saw Mike standing behind the cabins on the berm around them. With an M4 in one hand and binoculars in the other, Mike would glance back at the bubbles, laughing and then turn to look out over the berm, scanning with the binoculars. 

Stooping over, Michelle moved slowly to the back porch and then saw Dianna’s sons and Ronald on the berm, scanning just like Mike was. “Reaper’s going to make sure we won’t always have to do that,” Michelle mumbled. 

When she reached the table, the back door opened, and Nancy walked out, grinning. “You’re going to be sore for days laughing that hard.” 

“Believe me, I know,” Michelle said, and as she moved to sit, Nancy stopped her. 

“Come down to the basement,” Nancy said with no smile. 

Nodding, “Nellie, can you watch them for me?” Michelle called out.

“You go lay down in my bed,” Nellie called back, watching the battle against the bubbles.

“Nancy, I need to change my pants.” 

Leading Michelle to the door, “I have some shorts,” Nancy told her. 

“You should’ve been here,” Michelle said, chuckling.

“Oh, I watched it on the cameras, but I was out here laughing my ass off when Gerald stood out here in his shorts with his ear to your door for an hour, waiting on all of you to come outside,” Nancy laughed, letting Michelle lean on her. 

Moving slowly, Michelle was thankful when they reached the basement and saw Nancy’s workstation. Four huge monitors were around the desk and another four were above them. That was her workstation. The drone station, which was rarely used anymore, and the monitors to see the cameras around the property were at the other end. Like the drone station, nobody monitored the feed here anymore, since Nancy had screens all around the house so anyone could see them. 

Moving over to the small living area she had set up, to let Emily and Vance use her room in the cabin, Nancy grabbed a pair of shorts. “Reaper’s leading the Sin Eaters to Savannah,” Nancy told her. 

“Shit,” Michelle groaned, unbuttoning her pants. Seeing Michelle moving very slow, Nancy helped her put on the shorts and then led her over to one of the office chairs. 

“Michelle, if the feds get that armor in this war, they can retake the Mississippi River,” Nancy reminded her. “If the Sin Eaters hadn’t taken out so much of their fuel supply, that armor would already be here.” 

Not able to help it, Michelle grinned as she spun the chair to look at a huge map of North America hanging on the wall. There were black thumb tacks marking all of the Sin Eaters’ hits. Reaper never told Oracle where he was going to hit or how. But after being in the business so long, Nancy could tell and she always got the after action reports the feds filed. “You’re sure they pulled out to Georgia?” Michelle asked. 

“Yes, I have to update him on the convoy movement at 1800,” Nancy said, nodding to one of the fifty-inch screens. 

It took a second, but Michelle realized she was looking at a live satellite feed. “You took over a satellite?” 

“No,” Nancy moaned. “And it’s not a satellite. That is the X-37B, a reusable launch vessel they can change out the monitor capabilities. Since I’m part of the Republic Cyber Warfare Division, I have access. I’m sure you’ve seen it on TV, it looks like a smaller space shuttle.”  

Watching Michelle lean back and breathing through pursed lips, “You need me to get you something for the pain?” Nancy asked. 

Shaking her head, “No, go on,” Michelle told her. 

Shrugging, “I just wanted to tell you since you asked me to,” Nancy said, then pointed to her bed. “The soldiers dropped off the stuff Brandy wanted you to look at.” 

As the pain eased up, Michelle turned to see two storage boxes. “I need to tell her I can’t,” Michelle said.

“No!” Nancy cried out, then squatted down so Michelle wouldn’t have to look up. “Michelle, if you’re in the Republic government, I can get the Sin Eaters real Republic IDs for when this is over. You tell Brandy we’ll set up a database of all militia and guard units, so we can identify friend from foe.” 

Liking the sound of that, Michelle nodded. Remembering a broadcast of Brandy touring the state after she’d been appointed, Michelle grinned. A group near Poplar Bluff, Missouri had captured a Federal recon team while the Russians finally managed to pull back across the Mississippi. The group of militia had tied four captured troops up in a small fenced-off area. The prisoners were spread eagle, tied to stakes in the ground. Then some came over, painting the naked men with brushes. The leader had then turned to Brandy. “This is how we deal with feds and UN folks, Governor,” he’d said, and twenty hogs were let into the pen.  

The screams seemed to go on forever as the hogs started eating and the cameraman tried to turn away, but one of the militia would turn him back so the camera could witness. Then, the camera had turned to six more tied-up prisoners. “What about them?” the cameraman had asked. 

“Oh, they have to watch their buddies get eaten, and then it’s their turn. This is what’s going to happen to all we catch here,” the leader told the cameraman. Brandy had just walked over with a smile as the four continued screaming and patted the leader’s cheek. 

“You just keep doing this fine job,” she’d told him proudly. 

After that, it’d become a game for citizens to see what new demise they could come up with for captured troops. A week after the footage was aired, there’d been no recon teams in Missouri, Arkansas, or Louisiana. 

President Fern did chastise Brandy for that display, but Brandy told the president to ‘Fuck Off’. She had told him privately.

Running her eyes along the map to each mark the Sin Eaters had hit, there was a number that corresponded to a notecard beside the map. Each card listed losses of troops, equipment, federal civilians, and detainees. Because around or even inside each high value target was a detention camp. The Republic would only attack sites like that as a last resort, and Michelle could count on both hands how many times that had happened. 

The Sin Eaters didn’t care. They would attack, devouring the sin, and continue on. Like all the fuel tank farms they’d hit a month ago. Each was surrounded by detainment camps, and some even had camps set up between the massive white metal towering tanks that held hundreds of millions of gallons of oil.

In the first large attack, the Sin Eaters had hit a fuel storage farm that held nearly a hundred of those massive tanks. Even now, more than three months later, the fires were still burning there and at the other five they’d hit. Five thousand detainees being held in the center of the complex had died when the tanks went off at 2300 hours. Of the twenty thousand detainees in the four camps around the complex, another thousand had died before the others just stormed the wire and escaped. Many of those were killed by guards, but the thirty guards on duty at each camp had no chance to stop five thousand bodies trying to leave. Most guards just took off running, since there were billowing clouds of flame from the storage area. 

What Michelle and Nancy figured out later and loved, all those explosions had gone off remotely. As the feds had rushed troops and equipment to the sites, the Sin Eaters had hit an army base twenty miles away. Moving through the FEMA trailers and tent cities brought in to house the dependents of Federal Troops and workers, the Sin Eaters had killed silently. 

Then, the Sin Eaters had moved out to the troop areas, killing the skeleton crews left behind. What Michelle nor Nancy could figure out was how in the hell the Sin Eaters were taking the amount of supplies that were being reported gone. What they didn’t take got destroyed, and Michelle knew even if you blew up something, there was still evidence of what’d been there. The average taken from a Sin Eater attack was over twenty-five tons. Even in attacks days apart, the after action reports would report massive supplies missing in the ashes. That just didn’t give the Sin Eaters enough time to move them back to wherever they were set up at. 

But in that first attack alone, three thousand, seven hundred and twenty dependents were killed, with another three hundred and nine troops. Because the Federal command still stored fuel trucks in the civilian areas, this really helped the body count increase.

Michelle never sent messages to the Sin Eaters, and Nancy only sent what Reaper asked for or information she had come across. Neither Nancy nor Michelle were even aware Nancy was a Sin Eater named Oracle.

After that attack, the Sin Eaters had hit a detainment camp in Ohio and then the very next night, hit another fuel storage yard. Again, with remote explosives, the Sin Eaters were far away when the fires started. Once the troops in the area converged, the Sin Eaters hit a base. This time, an air base. 

The attacks went like that for three weeks until they hit the massive yard in New Jersey. What Michelle thought was so funny, when the fuel yard blew up and started burning, no troops responded. They all stayed at their bases waiting for the Sin Eaters, but they never showed up. Michelle was certain Reaper had one picked out but when it didn’t empty out, he’d pulled the Sin Eaters back. 

At the bottom of the map was a card replaced after every attack that kept the running total. The Sin Eaters had passed twenty thousand feds, troops, and civilians killed. Sadly, nine thousand detainees had been killed, but the Sin Eaters pushed on consuming sins. 

“Okay,” Michelle finally said, turning from the map. “I’ll tell Brandy, I’ll join her government.” 

Turning back to the screens, “When this is over, they’ll all be able to have brand new identities with complete back-histories,” Nancy smiled.

“I wish they would let this attack go,” Michelle sighed. “Destroying fuel storage areas, ammo dumps and such is a thousand times easier than armor. How many are guarding the port?”

“Only a hundred DHS agents and contractors are there now, but there’re four detainment camps, one literally inside the port, and there’s one division of troops, about seven thousand, in and around Savannah. And there’re two squadrons of planes at the airport and a few helicopters at Hunt Army Airfield. That’s where most of the ground troops are at, but they have checkpoints around the city.”

“Forty planes?” Michelle asked, and Nancy nodded. “You know what type?”

Scoffing, “I know their tail numbers,” Nancy huffed. “Most are British Lightening 2 multi roll, but there’re ten F22 Raptors there. They were moved in over the last few weeks. The feds are moving trains in to haul the armor to the front. All the reports I’ve read say they’ll start moving trains in the day after the ships reach port. They know the Republic wouldn’t hit the port, but are preparing to hit the trains as they head out. That’s why the jets are there, to protect the trains when they head west.”

Turning to the screen that held a satellite photo of the port, “There aren’t enough Sin Eaters to hit it and do enough serious damage,” Michelle mumbled. “It’s too much of a risk.” 

“Michelle,” Nancy said, spinning around in her chair. “I let you come down here to see what they’re doing, but I’ll never give Reaper advice unless he asks for it. I, for one, thought it was insane to repeatedly hit fuel storage areas, but it worked. Our job is to feed intel and prepare for when this is over, so nobody can ever place anyone as a Sin Eater.”  

Realizing there was nothing she could do and Nancy was right, Michelle nodded. “When do you think they’ll attack?”

Shrugging, “Have no idea, and they may not,” Nancy answered. “I’ve given Reaper information before on specific sites and he didn’t attack. I know they were close when Reaper contacted back for information on another area, so the Sin Eaters went there, but undoubtedly he didn’t like what he saw and moved on.” 

Realizing she had a promise to keep in this fight, Michelle just sighed as she leaned back in the chair. “How long are those bubbles going to last?”

With a huge grin, “Oh, those bubbles are going to be there for hours,” Nancy smirked. 

Rolling her chair over to the boxes Brandy had sent, Michelle opened them up and started pulling out folders packed with papers and bound reports. “At least I can get started on this,” she said.  
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Chapter Eight
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Who Said Cheese?

Sitting in the passenger seat of the Flyer and reading from a bound folder, Reaper slowly turned the page and continued reading. It had taken eighteen hours to move down to Savannah and the naval convoy was still four days out. But with his plan, they needed to start now and they had another six hours before they would start the operation after the sun went down, which was why Reaper was reading. 

The folder contained estimates of supplies for the Republic and Federals since the start of this civil war. At the beginning, there were over eight thousand Abrams tanks in the continental US. By pure luck of the states that broke away, the Republic had six thousand of those tanks. One would think that would’ve put the Republic ahead like Reaper had thought, but they’d be very wrong. Two thousand German Leopard 2s, five hundred British Challenger 2s, China’s fourteen hundred Type 96 and a thousand Type 99s, the Soviet’s eleven hundred T 90s and two thousand T 80s, and eighteen hundred French Leclerc tanks had poured into the eastern seaboard. Nearly ten thousand tanks alone had been supplied from the UN countries, and that’d given the feds a two to one advantage in armor. 

Now the Republic was down to four thousand tanks, but the feds, to the best estimates, were down to six thousand. In the reports from Kansas were pictures, and it just blew his mind to see the vast stretches of prairie littered with the hulking ruins. There the Republic had lost over a thousand of those tanks, but the feds had lost a whopping four thousand. 

The one area where the Republic came away better was the Navy. Reaper didn’t even attempt to fool himself that he knew something about navy assets. They did shit in the water, where he didn’t go. 

Another area was in the air, but after studying the binder for the third time, Reaper saw discrepancies on the dispersion of airplanes. The Republic had almost all the bombers, but the feds had most of the transport and refueling aircraft. One thing he loved to see was out of the seven hundred A10s, the Republic had started off with five hundred and forty-three, even though there were less than four hundred now. 

The F22s had been nearly split down the middle, seventy-one for the Republic and eighty-four for the feds. 

But it was the land forces he continued to read over and over because he was trying to find an excuse to abort this attack. A hundred and fifty man assault force didn’t attack installations of this size to take out armor, and damn sure not with the goal of taking out five hundred Abrams. Sure, they could hurt the port infrastructure because that had been proven, time and time again, it could be done with unconventional forces. 

“Fuck it, we destroy some shit,” he mumbled, and shut the binder. 

“Any good?” he heard beside him. The English was excellent and precise, but the accent was thick and very Russian. 

“I hate reading officer reports,” Reaper said, climbing out of the Flyer.  

Giving a soft chuckle, “Very good fiction reading,” was the reply.

“Ubiytsa, I’m going to check on the troops. Stay here, in case someone calls. If Pain and Misery wake up, tell them I said sit tight,” Reaper told him.

“Da, I tell them, but I am not stopping them if they go,” Ubiytsa replied in a serious voice.  

Not even going to tell Ubiytsa otherwise, Reaper tapped his leg and Zeus leapt up to follow him. Watching Reaper walk off, Ubiytsa knew Reaper was the first commander he’d ever had who he would die for with no regrets. 

At one time, his name had been Vasily Petreykov. He was born in Moscow and joined the army when he was eighteen. Even then, he could tell he was better than his peers, and so could his superiors. Vasily was soon selected for the brutal training of the Spetsnaz. After he graduated, he was scooped up by the elite Alfa Group and served with distinction for the rest of his enlistment. 

After ten years in the army and only twenty-eight years old, using what little money he had saved, Vasily was in Paris, wanting to see the world. That’s where he’d met an American with a security firm which hired soldiers from around the world as contractors to train law enforcement, guard dignitaries and sometimes were hired out to train smaller countries militaries. The fact Vasily spoke English was why the American had wanted him. 

He’d been very suspicious at first, just because the only job he could look forward to when he got home that paid somewhat decent was working for the Bratva, the Russian mafia. When the American told him how much he was willing to pay Vasily, he’d been doubly suspicious. It was only when the American handed him an envelope stuffed with money and a business card that Vasily began to take the man seriously. 

Finally agreeing to come to Pittsburg to at least check it out, Vasily’s eyes grew wide watching the American. The man had arranged a visa for Vasily right there on the spot, using his cellphone. It was only then, the American admitted he’d known Vasily was traveling to Paris and had been sent by the company to recruit him. 

It was the second day in the country when Vasily fell in love with America and knew he never wanted to leave.

Meeting with representatives of the company and even a former Spetsnaz soldier, Vasily was very impressed. When they handed him a contract, Vasily started reading it, but they advised him to get a lawyer to read it because it was involved. Although able to speak and read English, Vasily still had trouble with the euphemisms of some words. So he’d gone and found a lawyer, and used some of the money from the envelope to pay. 

After the lawyer read the contract, he’d told Vasily he would be an idiot if he didn’t sign. Returning to the company with the signed contract, Vasily was handed a sign-on bonus check for a hundred grand. Staring at the check, Vasily had wondered who he had to kill for a check with that many zeros.  

He soon found out what his job was, training others just like he’d been told or guarding a person. The fact they paid him over a hundred thousand dollars salary, plus bonuses to do what he’d done in the military for free, really confused him. He was offered a bonus to go to Egypt to train members of their military for six months, and got another check when he returned. This was when he became a citizen. 

Vasily wasn’t stupid, and he knew it shouldn’t have been that easy to become a US citizen. After filling out the paperwork and giving it to the legal staff at the company, Vasily was sworn in three months later as a US citizen. 

For two years he was living the dream and it was one day, when he walked into the gym he trained at near his home, his world came to a stop. When he saw her, Vasily was in love. By the Hollywood standards, she was very plain with big bones but to Vasily, she was everything. Her name was Kandi and she was a lawyer. Later, she would tell him she’d felt the same thing the first time she’d seen him.  

Within six months they were married. Both sold their small houses and bought a bigger one. In their second year, they welcomed their first member to the family, a little boy. This was also the year his company stopped offering him chances to train overseas, but Vasily didn’t care because he wouldn’t have gone. The next year, the company moved him to part-time, only training law enforcement, and there were no bonuses. 

Even though Kandi made more than enough money, Vasily became a cop for the Pittsburg Police Department. Just after he was hired by the department, the security company sent him a severance check and still, Vasily didn’t care. He was pulled on to the SWAT team, and even started teaching Russian at a community college. During this time, he began to love America even more, joining several organizations. 

Eight years and two more kids later was when the crash happened. Like a good cop and citizen, Vasily reported for duty to help his new country. At first, there wasn’t much unrest. But three months in, Vasily’s SWAT team and dozens of other officers were pulled to Greensburg, Pennsylvania to help with some domestic terrorists. 

When they arrived in the town Vasily nearly fainted, seeing Soviet troops and a T90 tank. The ‘domestic terrorists’ were a group of farmers who refused to turn over their guns. The tank ended the argument in short order. Stunned by what he had witnessed, Vasily moved off, wondering what he should do.

That’s when two DHS agents walked up to him, holding badges. They told him to turn over his weapons and that he was wanted for questioning. Having grown up in Russia and from stories of his parents, Vasily knew what this meant. 

With a big smile he agreed, unslinging his M4 while the agents put away their badges. Dropping the rifle to the ground, Vasily pulled a knife and slit both agents’ throats before either had a chance to move. Not even watching the bodies drop, Vasily glanced around to see if there were witnesses. Not spotting any, he pulled the bodies to a dumpster and hoisted them in. 

Taking a set of keys and using the fob, he found the black Tahoe and jumped in. Driving normally, Vasily headed home. It was only when he spotted smoke from his own neighborhood that he broke the speed limit. The neighborhood was upper middle class with only twenty houses. Many were professionals like lawyers, cops, nurses, and doctors.

Turning in, he saw half the houses were burning and there were several bodies in the streets and yards, nowhere did he see living people. Speeding to the end of the road, he stomped the brakes to see his partially burnt home. 

Jumping out and running for the door, Vasily’s world stopped again when he spotted Kandi and his three kids shot and partially burnt just inside the door. With tears raining down, he’d gently picked them up and carried them to the backyard and buried them. Yes, he’d owned guns but because he grew up in Russia, Vasily took his shovel and dug up a metal trunk in the backyard. 

Stripping his SWAT gear off, except for the bulletproof vest, Vasily picked up the gear he had bought that resembled what he had trained with. After standing over the graves for an hour, Vasily left to start a war. A war that he had been trained for. 

It was Death who’d spotted Vasily in the first month the Sin Eaters were setting up at Hades. It was on a sniping run into Maryland when Death had watched Vasily sneak up on seven soldiers he was about to engage with his own team. After watching Vasily kill all seven with a knife, trench shovel and pistol, Death started wondering how to contact the man. 

Throwing caution to the wind, Death and his group eased down while the figure went through the gear, and nearly got shot. The only thing that stopped Vasily was he spotted the masks. He may have been moving through the countryside for the last year, but he had seen the two broadcasts this ‘Reaper’ had put out. 

When Death said he had to be blindfolded, Vasily almost left, but a small part of his mind said he was already dead. Riding back, Vasily was introduced to Reaper and told what the mission was, kill and kill as many as possible. But he had to follow the orders or he, himself, would be the one killed. Vasily happily agreed to the terms. 

After Reaper had talked to him, getting Vasily to give him some background to his life, Reaper had stood up and handed Vasily a mask with six of the needle teeth. “You’re on my team over first squad,” Reaper had told him. “Vasily is gone, sir. Your name is Ubiytsa until this is over and you are reborn,” Reaper had proclaimed, and for the first time since that awful day, Vasily grinned. ‘Ubiytsa’ was Russian for killer. 

“Ubiytsa, what’re you grinning at?” he heard, and turned to see Pain sitting up on top of the Flyer. It’d amazed him how everyone knew when someone was smiling, since they all wore masks. But after a month, he could tell if a person was smiling with their back to him. They could read body language that well now. 

“I love being a Sin Eater,” he replied, turning away. 

Climbing over and jumping off the Flyer, “Yes, that’s a reason to smile,” Pain said, and he could tell she wasn’t smiling even though he wasn’t looking at her. Not spotting Reaper in the passenger seat, Pain looked at the front of the Flyer to see Misery asleep on the ground. “Where’s Reaper?”

“Went to check troops,” Vasily answered, finally turning to Pain. Neither of the sisters were much over five-foot-five, but they brought a whole new meaning to the word ‘ruthless’. Ubiytsa wasn’t scared of them, but he had no desire to anger them. One of the orders was no Sin Eater may attack another unless an order is broken, so no Sin Eater feared those around them, but everyone walked softly around the sisters. 

“Why didn’t you wake me?” Pain asked, moving to the front of the Flyer. 

“Reaper said not to, and for you two to stay here to monitor radio. I was to stay until one of you woke.” 

Tapping Misery softly with her boot once, Pain darted back as Misery leapt up, yanking a knife out. When her eyes spotted Pain, “What?” Misery snapped, sheathing her knife. 

“We let Reaper out of our sight,” Pain popped off. 

Shaking her head, “He said sleep, so we slept,” Misery responded. 

Very impressed with how fast Misery jumped up with a knife, and the fact Pain knew she would, Ubiytsa nodded at both and walked off. “Kandi would have liked them,” he admitted softly.  

He spotted Reaper talking with Phantom and changed direction for the two. Walking up, he heard Reaper. “I don’t give a shit how easy it would be, Phantom. That convoy is still four days out. You and the Opera will wait until dark just like the rest of us.” 

Like a kid being told he couldn’t have the toy, Phantom’s shoulders dropped. “All right,” he mumbled.

“The sisters being asses?” Reaper asked, not looking away from Phantom. 

“No, like you ordered, I stayed until they woke up, so I had permission to leave,” Ubiytsa answered.

“Teacher’s pet,” Phantom mumbled. 

Turning to Phantom, “Why do I need to get a teacher a pet?” Ubiytsa asked. 

Rolling his eyes, “Okay, ass kisser,” Phantom groaned. 

Cocking his head to the side, “Why would one kiss an ass? That would be gross,” Ubiytsa wondered. 

Spinning on his heel and storming off, “I can’t even talk shit to you, Ubiytsa, without you ruining it!” Phantom snapped. 

“Start getting the team up,” Reaper chuckled, and headed to the Flyer. As Zeus walked past, Ubiytsa patted his back and then moved over to the figures sleeping near the ATVs. 

“You can wake one of us up when you walk off,” Pain popped off as Reaper walked up. 

“I’m a big boy and had to take a shit,” Reaper replied, and Pain took a step back. 

“Did you eat that cheese again from the MRE?” she asked hesitantly, and Reaper nodded. “Thank you for not waking me up,” she said as she pulled down her rucksack. “That cheese doesn’t like you, and you kill flies when you shit after eating it.” 

Walking around the Flyer, “Just be glad he ate it out here and not back at Hades,” Misery huffed. “Half the group left Hades and slept outside the last time he took a cheese shit.” 

Reaching in his pocket, “What do you think I was going around asking the troops for?” Reaper laughed, holding up six packets of cheese spread. 

Pointing to the south, “Just take a dump in the port, Reaper,” Pain moaned. “Those that don’t die will just run off screaming from the stench and drown in the ocean.” 

Putting the packets back in his pocket, “Just think, you two will be with me in that culvert for two days, waiting,” Reaper told them, and grabbed his rucksack. 

Closing her eyes, “Reaper, you take a shit in that culvert and I swear, I’ll shove a butt plug up your ass,” Misery warned. 

Very happy the two were finally bantering with him at long last, Reaper checked his gear. “Cheese shits are liquid and I assure you, a butt plug won’t stop it.” 

“Hey,” Pain called out, and Misery turned. “Think about Zeus. His sense of smell is hundreds of times more powerful than ours.” 

Looking down at Zeus as he panted, “Not after a Reaper cheese shit, it’s not,” Misery said. “Body dumps don’t smell that bad.” 

“Hey,” Reaper called out, and both turned. “You two have any cheese spread you’re not going to eat?” 

“I hate that shit, but I’m eating each one I can get my hands on, just to keep it from you,” Pain answered. 

“I’ll die for you,” Misery told him. “But I will kill myself before I ever ‘give’ you a packet of cheese spread.” 

“Glad the others don’t feel that way,” Reaper laughed. 

“Yeah, they haven’t had to sit in a sniper hide after you’ve taken a cheese shit,” Misery snarled. “I swear, my mask melted from the fumes.” 

Grabbing Misery’s arm, “We find who came up with that recipe and we kill ‘em, and anyone that knew them,” Pain said. 

Shrugging, “Won’t help us now, but at least we can have some payback,” Misery replied. 
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Chapter Nine
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Silent Service

On board the USS Jimmy Carter, Captain Pearson stood looking down at the chart table. Weeks ago he had come under the polar icecap to the Atlantic Ocean to engage the UN and the Federal fleet. They hadn’t even reached the coast of Maine when they’d had their first contact, a Federal Fleet, Virginia class submarine. 

The USS Jimmy Carter was a Seawolf class sub and anything else was obsolete, even though the Virginia class had been built after the Seawolf. The Seawolf class was so advanced, it couldn’t even be compared to the B-2 stealth bomber. That was why they cost over three billion dollars to build, and with three upgrades done, each was a totally new boat. They just kept getting better and now, each of the three submarines had the price tag of a US aircraft carrier complete with air wing but without even a tenth of a carrier’s size. 

When the collapse had occurred, the Jimmy Carter was at sea and many onboard worried about families back home. Then, thirty days after the collapse, they’d gotten orders that the president had suspended the Constitution, and all military forces were ordered home to suppress the population into acceptance. That’s not what the order had said, but that’s what it’d meant. Having taken an oath, Captain Pearson called all his crew together and told them he wasn’t turning the ship over or suppressing the population, i.e.: their families. Any who didn’t want to follow him, he would put them off with no ill will. 

Three officers and eleven sailors had wanted off, but not before one of the officers had tried to arrest the captain. After leaving the group with a fishing trawler off Hawaii, the Jimmy Carter headed back to the west coast. 

After the states broke away, it was Pearson who first got in contact with then Governor Fern of Texas. Governor Fern had pleaded with Pearson to start sinking the ships dumping Russian and Chinese troops on the west coast. So, with a full load of torpedoes, the Jimmy Carter had gone to work. 

All three of the Seawolf class sub captains had stayed true to their oath, as did most of the crews. Like all navy vessels that’d joined the Republic, choices had been given to the crews. If you didn’t want to join with the Republic, you would be put off somewhere safe. That was much more than could be said for the Federal Fleet. 

That one thing, not giving those on the ships a choice, had hurt the Federal government more than anything in the end. 

After sinking the submarine off the coast of Maine, the Jimmy Carter had continued on. It soon found another Virginia class sub, but this one had a tattle-tale. No submarine could pick up a Seawolf class, but those on the other sub had known there was an enemy close because they’d heard the explosion of the first submarine. As had happened to him four times since the war had started, Pearson heard a tapping over the sonar. The tapping was a hundred miles away, but could clearly be heard. When he’d heard it the first time, Pearson had almost taken his boat back to port. The tapping was Morse code, repeated over and over: ‘Federal, kill us. Federal, kill us’. 

They could hear the others in the submarine trying to get in to stop the tattle-tale. When Pearson had given the order to fire, he’d wished he could’ve known the sailor’s name who’d given his life just to take away a valuable asset to the feds. He had talked to six other submarine captains and four had come across the same thing. 

If the feds had given crews a choice like the Republic had, they wouldn’t have had that problem. 

Four hundred miles off the coast of Boston, the Jimmy Carter had another contact three hundred miles from their course, and it turned out to be a UK ‘boomer’ or missile submarine. For this, Captain Pearson had deviated from course and sunk the submarine lurking in the deep.  

He had received his orders in a briefing at Puget Sound. Intercept a convoy from Egypt. Engage all submarines first, and then warships before engaging the convoy. When he’d been told what the convoy was carrying, Captain Pearson was shocked. He’d tried to reason and even shouted at the admirals, but they’d said no and pulled out a stack of photos. 

There, they’d shown him lines of tanks being produced in Germany. Then another set of photos of tanks being made in England, and then France. He’d been told by March of next year, there would be four thousand brand-new tanks ready to head to the states. If they could take out most of the naval forces of the UN, those tanks would stay in Europe. The Republic was certain the Air Force, Army, and Marines would and could take care of the armor that reached the states, but they had to stop the naval power now, so more supplies wouldn’t drown the struggling Republic. 

Understanding but not liking the fact he was letting an army past to land on his homeland where his wife and kids were troubled him. Granted, they were in Texas now, but it was just the idea of letting an army past his boat. 

They were a thousand miles away from Gibraltar when they’d heard the first underwater explosion as the attack started on the convoy. The sonar reported it was the Texas, and they wouldn’t reach the battle area for another twenty hours. Ready to fight, all the crew could do was listen while other Republic subs joined in. 

Contrary to what many thought, all the Republic could send was the Jimmy Carter and Seawolf, the first of the line of Seawolf class sub, and four Virginia class submarines. That was all that could be spared against such a massive threat. 

Everyone had soon found out, after the shooting war started, aircraft carriers were great to have, but hell to protect. Every US-made aircraft carrier that had been sunk to date, no matter which side, had been sunk by a submarine. The admirals had learned it took three and sometimes six submarines to protect a carrier battle group. When this coming battle started, the submarines would be doing everything they could just to remain alive, and couldn’t protect a carrier battle group. 

By no means was it a suicide mission. You didn’t play with the Republic Navy. The US had spared no expense in their teaching and equipment for the silent service. 

When Captain Pearson had seen the first sonar readings from the battle area, he’d asked for another because he didn’t believe the first. Given the second, Pearson gawked at the report. Ninety-four sub surface contacts, submarines, two hundred and sixty-one surface contacts, not including the ten transports, container ships, and ten cruise liners several hundred miles away trailing the convoy. The whole group covered a five-hundred-square-mile of ocean moving west.

Wadding the papers up, Pearson had looked around the bridge. “We have work to do.” 

And work they did. For three days straight, no sailor on the Jimmy Carter slept. It wasn’t a finesse battle by any stretch of the imagination. It was a barroom brawl. 

There were several times he expected his boat was about to completely roll or do a loop as they dodged torpedoes. Hitting a Seawolf would’ve been luck but with as many torpedoes in the water, at times, luck does happen. Twenty-six hours into the battle, they lost the North Dakota, one of the Virginia class submarines. To the North Dakota’s captain’s credit, Pearson had heard no less than nineteen torpedoes in the water after him. North Dakota had dodged and evaded eleven, but number twelve had got her, followed by the last seven. 

Getting pissed off when hearing the North Dakota breaking up, Pearson had pointed out four naval surface targets, even though there were still over sixty enemy submarines in the water. Unlike the movies, a submarine can shoot multiple torpedoes at one time, each going for different targets. The surface targets were two Italian frigates, a French destroyer, and a Spanish Corvette. 

They weren’t near each other. The closest was ten miles away and the furthest was eighty-three. When those ships blew up, all hell broke loose on the surface. Every surface ship started dropping counter measures, sonar buoys, depth charges, and torpedoes into the water like they were going to win a prize. Everyone on the bridge could hear a ship on the surface using a five-inch gun, shooting into the water. No matter what side they were on, all the submarines broke contact and hauled ass to the deep while the boats on the surface lost their damned minds and tried to kill anything under the water. 

Diving deep and fast, Captain Pearson heard a French frigate sink a Russian sub. Then a few minutes later, a British submarine sank two Iranian warships who were dropping torpedoes into the water like they were free. Sitting below the group at the limit of their hull crush depth, and five hundred feet deeper than anything else, the Jimmy Carter started launching torpedoes, sinking four submarines as the UN surface fleet continued going crazy. The sonar officer reported more than once; he’d heard machine gun fire from ships just shooting the water.

It was over an hour later, and Pearson was sure someone had come on the UN radio to remind everyone they were in the middle of the Atlantic, so they couldn’t run home to get more ammo. The blatant wasteful attacks stopped, and the surface fleet started the task of sub hunting, but they were the hunted. Thirty-six hours later, all UN submarine contacts were gone. The first Republic sub to reach the convoy to start the attack was the Texas, one of the Virginia class. With only five torpedoes and twelve cruise missiles left, it joined the four other Republic submarines left, and all started on the fleet. 

One time, when they passed under one of the Roll on/Roll off ships, the XO asked Pearson if he could lean out with his knife and poke a few holes in the bottom. Really wishing they could, Pearson continued his attack on a destroyer. Hearing the hit, he dove to come back around, and they heard the Texas launch all twelve of its cruise missiles in one volley. 

When the missiles broke the surface, they heard the boats go crazy again. Everyone on the bridge had come to a pause while they listened to a ship on the surface shooting the water with a five-inch gun again, like that would help. Seven of the missiles scored hits and counter measures fooled the rest. It wasn’t long after that, the Texas and other Virginia class subs pulled back, having nothing left to shoot. 

Seawolf and Jimmy Carter pressed on for another eighteen hours. With only two torpedoes remaining, Captain Pearson fired one at the French aircraft carrier. They heard an impact, but the ship kept going. Holding his last torpedo Pearson pulled off, and everyone heard the Seawolf continuing the attack. Being in a submarine, you learned to picture what you’re hearing. 

Pearson heard Seawolf’s torpedo because he damn sure couldn’t hear her, and normally wouldn’t hear the torpedo until it went active. But he knew what this was, an anti-ship missile. The Jimmy Carter had already used hers.  

They also heard a chopper coming in and dropping sonar buoys but against two Seawolfs, the operator would’ve had just as much of a chance of finding them with a divining rod, a stick of chewing gum, and a Ouija board. Neither sub took evasive action from the chopper as the torpedo broke the surface and shed its skin, turning into the missile it’d been hiding. Just as the rocket kicked on, they heard the helicopter engine change pitch and then an impact, but no explosion. A split second later, a loud splash sounded when the helicopter hit the ocean. 

“Holy shit, the Seawolf shot down a fucking helicopter!” the XO cried out in an exhausted voice. In the one in a billion chance the missile intended for the carrier and the chopper would be in that same spot was luck for Seawolf, and unlucky for the chopper. 

In reality, Pearson would’ve rather had the aircraft carrier but even he had to admit, if his crew had shot down a chopper, he would’ve painted it on the mast. With only one torpedo left and one small-yield Tomahawk, they broke contact and headed for Houston. Surfacing briefly to send a burst transmission, they then dove deep.

That was something that always got on Pearson’s nerves, a small-yield nuke. There was no small anything in nukes. There was big and really fucking big. 

Now a hundred miles off the coast of Bermuda, Pearson read over the radio reports. Ninety-one submarines were reported destroyed, and one hundred and eighty-one surface ships were destroyed, with nineteen damaged. But the North Dakota had been lost. 

He hated losing a boat, but they could handle exchanges like that. He would find out later the UN had been after the Republic’s aircraft carriers, and had used a large fleet to lure them into the swarm of submarines. It just hadn’t gone their way. 

“I have sub surface contact at twenty-seven thousand yards,” a very tired sonar operator called out. “Speed four knots.” 

Pearson’s head jerked up, only one type of sub moved slow and silent. “Boomer,” he grinned.

“It’s the Vigilant,” the operator called back. 

With drooping eyes, the dive officer came over. “Sir?” he asked. 

He hated sailing around under the water without the ability to fight, but a boomer? France would really miss a ballistic missile submarine. “Change course. We didn’t get their carrier but damn it, we are sinking one of their boomers!” the captain shouted. 

One of the sonar operators leaned over to another sailor. “I want to shoot down a chopper,” he whispered. 

“So do I,” Captain Pearson laughed. “Our total tally for the war now, boys and girls, for the Jimmy Carter, one hundred and fifty-seven enemy surface vessels sunk and thirty-two subs.”  

“Another hour, it’ll be thirty-three,” the dive officer countered. 

“Don’t jinx us,” Captain Pearson snapped. There was no jinx. In another hour, it was thirty-three subs sent to the deep by the Jimmy Carter. 
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Chapter Ten
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Sin Eaters Need Good Teeth

In a large culvert running under a road, Reaper tensed up. Lashing out with his bowie knife, Reaper took the water moccasin’s head off. Grabbing the withering body, he tossed it in the pile with the other four he had killed. “Oh, I hate these things,” he mumbled, using the blade to flick the head into the pile. 

Wiping the eighteen-inch blade off, Reaper was about to put it back in the sheath on his left leg but stopped, and just laid the knife in his lap. Leaning back against the wall, Reaper let the sweat rain off his body. The culvert was eight feet wide and six feet high. A thin muddy stream only two feet wide and inches deep meandered through the mud along the bottom. 

The only thing he could be content with was he and his teams were in the shade because it was over ninety degrees, a hundred percent humidity, no breeze, and it wasn’t even noon yet. 

When they’d moved in three days ago, problems had just kept stacking up, and none from the feds. Stashing their rides to the north in a swamp, it had been listed as a wildlife refuge but it was a fucking swamp, the Sin Eaters had started hauling supplies in. Using rafts, small boats, and pure muscle, they’d hauled ten tons of equipment through the swamp at night. Two Sin Eaters were bitten by snakes on the first trip in. Neither one knew what kind of snake had bit them, but Reaper had known they were poisonous. Just from the pain he could see on the Sin Eaters’ faces, he was betting water moccasins.  

Thankfully, two Sin Eaters, Axe and Bandaide, had been PJs in their past lives. PJs, or Airforce Pararescue Men, were world-renowned combat medics. After treating the two snake bites, the group slogged through the thick marsh until they’d reached the Savannah River. And the problems had just kept coming. 

Using small inflatable zodiac boats that’d been painted gray, they’d loaded the gear to start ferrying equipment across. Each boat had two Sin Eaters holding on the sides to swim it across. Because the rafts were loaded to capacity, the group couldn’t sit in the boats and paddle but had to swim along the side of the rafts to the opposite bank. That’s when another Sin Eater, Cyclops, had been bitten on the thigh by a shark. Cyclops was one of the two Sin Eaters assigned to video and to get pictures of the Sin Eaters’ exploits, so Reaper could show the world. 

To Cyclops’ credit, he hadn’t yelled or screamed when the huge fish had chomped on his leg. He’d fought back viciously, and the shark had headed off. Reaper was certain, damned near positive, he would’ve screamed like a little girl if a shark had nibbled on him. 

The group had moved to the bank and the PJs had started tending the new casualty as Chaos, who used to be Coast Guard, came over to help. Bandaging Cyclops up, the three had argued about what kind of shark it was and how big. Walking over, Reaper had slapped each one on the helmet, telling them, ‘who gives a fuck?!’ 

Looking at the semicircle wound and seeing the rows of punctures, even Reaper could tell the shark had just bit and let go, but Cyclops was looking at a lot of stitches. He had one PJ and Scorn hold back with the two snake bite victims and Cyclops while the others moved to the port.  

On this side of the river, several dozen heavy-duty lawn carts were unloaded from the boats, and then used to haul gear to the battle area. With each one loaded with a minimum of four hundred pounds, and others carrying nearly a thousand pounds, pulled by a team of three and pushed by one, it was still a pain in the ass.

Then, just three hundred yards from the fence around the port, Titan had stepped on an alligator. 

Titan had been to his right, and Reaper levitated in the air when a loud hiss sounded out and he saw a huge mouth in his NVGs. Dropping the gear he was carrying, Titan dove down on the gator, using his hands to close the gaping maw. Then he’d yanked out his knife and shoved it between the gator’s eyes, and the gator had stopped moving. 

Watching Titan yank his knife out of the reptile, Reaper had almost told everyone to load up, they were going home to Hades. He was willing to fight the feds and the UN, but nature was a bitch he wasn’t in the mood to deal with. When Titan picked up the gator, Reaper saw it was just over five feet long, but it’d looked much bigger in his NVGs when the mouth was open. 

Figuring they had already paid in blood, Reaper continued on and the groups split up to their assigned areas. Unloading equipment from the carts and what they carried, most left to get more while a small team from each group stayed to guard the supplies they were leaving. Reaper almost stayed because he didn’t want to get back in a fucking river that had sharks. 

Gathering up the wounded and hiding the carts, because he was the boss, Reaper was the first back in the water with his empty raft. Pain and Misery had joined him, and they’d swum the raft back across, then sloughed the three miles back to get more gear. They’d left the wounded and Axe with the rides. Then Reaper had pulled from those assigned to guard their rides to replace the wounded. 

They were able to get three trips done that first night, and Reaper left small teams to guard the supplies during the day while the rest headed back. That day, he’d downloaded what Oracle had sent to confirm that the convoy was still coming and there were no changes at the port. When it got dark, they’d continued hauling gear to the port and were done by midnight the second night with hauling the heavy gear. With each team in their area of attack, they’d gone to work to start setting up for the battle while the command group finished hauling in the rest of the supplies.  

Another headless snake body landed on the pile near him and Reaper gave a small jerk. “You’re the boss,” Pain told him in a low voice. “We don’t have to set up in the worst spot.” 

Giving a shrug, “The boss should always get the worst spot,” Reaper countered, reaching over and patting a mud-caked Zeus.

“I fucking hate snakes,” Misery mumbled, coming over and tossing another headless snake carcass on the pile. 

Looking at the long body, “That one was a king snake,” Reaper told her. 

“Any snake I see, dies.” Misery told him flatly. Sitting down across from Reaper, “After this attack, we’re hitting something just so I can chop up some feds for having to deal with snakes.” 

“We’re shutting down for a few days after this. We need to do maintenance on the ATVs and other gear,” Reaper told her. 

Cocking her head to the side, “Fine, because I need to sharpen all my knives after slashing at snakes. Two have chips in them,” Misery told him. 

“Reaper,” he heard in his ear bud. “This is Death.”

Reaching up and tapping his chest where the cellphone was housed in a pouch on his vest, “Go, Death,” he answered.  

“The drone pilots just came out of the RV and are heading to the flight trailer,” Death reported.

Glancing at his watch, “Okay. Hold,” Reaper replied, tapping the cellphone. This was another ingenious contraption thought of by Wizard and Q. They’d yanked the circuits out of cellphones and had turned them into level three Bluetooth communicators. They only had a range of a hundred yards, but any one of the phones the group carried could act as a relay. Even though they were spread out over a mile, Reaper could talk to anyone in the attack group. Since Bluetooth didn’t transmit far, unless the enemy was right next to them, they didn’t have to worry about having their radios triangulated.

Sitting up and making his knife fall off his lap, Reaper picked it up and shoved it back in his sheath. “Drone pilots are moving,” he said, standing up. 

Glancing at her watch, “The ships aren’t supposed to be here until 1800,” Pain said, getting up. 

Weaving around gear and other muddy, wet, and sweaty Sin Eaters, “Yeah, I know. Remember, I told you,” Reaper said, moving to the end of the culvert.  

“Fuck, Reaper. I know that, but do you think they’re changing the plan?” Pain asked as Misery followed. 

Stopping at his rucksack, he pulled off the rolled-up ghillie blanket. “I have no idea,” he admitted. 

“Reaper, this is Titan,” came over his ear bud. 

Tapping the cellphone, “What, Titan?” Reaper asked, unfolding the blanket.

“The dock hands are moving to the loading docks.” 

“There’s no way they cut seven hours off their travel time,” Reaper said to himself, but hadn’t turned off the phone. 

“Hey, I’m just telling you what we see.” 

“Hold,” Reaper said, tapping the screen. 

“Reaper, this is Death.” 

Dropping the blanket and tapping the phone, “Yes?” Reaper sang out sarcastically. 

“Wizard just heard over the radio, the convoy is at the mouth of the river and the port pilots are heading out to drive the ships in.”

Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, Reaper spoke in a forced calm voice. “Death, Wizard told me last night, he couldn’t crack their encryption on their radios with his little computer. So, just how in the fuck does he know this now?”

“Um, he didn’t crack their code. Phantom stopped by before heading across the river to start on the oil tank farms over there, and Wizard told Phantom if he saw a radio the DHS boys were using to bring it here. Well, Phantom was gone about thirty minutes and brought one back. Wizard could listen in, but he also used the codes on it to unlock the program on his little computer,” Death explained very hurriedly.  

“Why am I just learning this?” 

“Phantom said you hit really hard with that fucking cane pole, and we couldn’t say anything until it was worth all of us getting hit for,” Death told him. 

“You do hit hard with that bamboo stick,” Misery chimed in, pulling her ghillie blanket over her back like a cape. 

“Not as hard as Jaws,” Pain added. 

Ignoring the two, “Death, are both your teams set?” Reaper asked. 

“We’ve been ready since 0400.” 

“Take the drones and start the charade. We’ll talk about the cane pole when we get back to Hades,” Reaper said, bending over and grabbing his ghillie blanket. “Zeus, stay,” he commanded, and Zeus sat down panting.

Throwing the ghillie blanket over his back and moving to the side of the ditch, Reaper crawled up the side until he could peer over the lip. He could see the vast concrete dock area was nearly bare, with only a few containers. At the far north end was a detention camp that held several thousand and had a dozen guards, but they would be dealt with later.

“Yes, Jaws hits fucking hard,” he told Pain when she eased up beside him. Jaws was an orthodontist who’d joined them two months ago. After telling Jaws what he’d wanted, Jaws had made a list and another scavenger hunt was started. In short order, a complete dental area had been made in one of the chambers. There were no drugs in any of the places they’d ransacked, but they’d gotten more than enough from the Op/Con houses. 

Every Sin Eater had to report to Jaws, so he could find out what was needed. Reaper had wanted everyone’s mouth altered, so they couldn’t be identified by dental x-rays. Nancy had told him the NSA had millions of x-rays, taking them from insurance companies’ archives. She was pretty confident they’d been destroyed in her virus hack, but couldn’t be sure. 

It was then Reaper had realized, the Sin Eaters had full medical from Doc and full dental from Jaws. Combine that with the fact they were eating better than ninety-nine percent of the population, the Sin Eaters had it pretty good. Hell, over a dozen Sin Eaters had braces now. 

After he’d had his dental office set up, Jaws would walk around with a hood and a cane pole. The hood was the same one used by Sin Eaters when Jaws was working on their mouths. Made of heavy cloth, it looked like a ski mask. Jaws would check and make sure everyone was brushing and flossing like he had told them. And yes, Pain was right, Jaws hit fucking hard. The last time he’d hit Reaper across the back with that cane pole because Reaper hadn’t flossed properly, Jaws had drawn blood. 

Lifting up his binoculars and watching, Reaper had to admit, he damn sure flossed his fucking teeth now. Like everything else, one learned how to do it while leaving the mask on and without a mirror. It wasn’t uncommon to find a Sin Eater flossing when they stopped to fill up the ATVs when they traveled. And Reaper was sure before they went back, he wouldn’t be the only one stopping to brush and floss before reaching Hades.  

Looking through her own binoculars, “Like Jaws says,” Misery grunted, then lowered the tone of her voice to mimic Jaws. “Those are my teeth in your mouth, and you better take care of them and treat them right. Be a good little Sin Eater, because Sin Eaters can’t eat sins with bad teeth.”

“Start the count,” Reaper chuckled, and each one started counting dock workers and guards moving around the dock. There were ten golf carts with two DHS agents in each, making continual loops around the entire dock. At the south gate was the main guard house Reaper knew held the security room that monitored cameras around the port with nine guards inside. Sixteen other agents were spread over the port in two-man teams in eight small guard shacks. 

At the north end of the port, six hundred yards to the northwest from Reaper, Death peered through his scope at a mobile office trailer on the other side of the parking lot. Behind it was a flatbed trailer that had a telescoping antenna extended eighty feet into the air. This was a drone control station. 

No drones from either side used satellite links anymore because when you did, your drone got hacked and more often than not, you lost your drone. So now, both the Republic and Feds only used ground-based links. Depending on the antenna array used was what dictated how far out your drone could go. After looking at this one, Wizard had told Death this one had a range close to sixty miles. In the back corner of the parking lot were three class A RVs with DHS logos on the sides that the agents stayed in. Then, further away were two thirty feet long enclosed cargo trailers. In between the cargo trailers and RVs were several heavy-duty pickup trucks.  

Death wasn’t surprised when he’d read the reports from Oracle that the drones at the port weren’t airborne constantly, and were only planned to launch when the ships arrived. It wasn’t because of fuel. It was because of wear and tear. Unless you needed to run the equipment you didn’t because parts were in short supply. Along with the RVs were four blacked out Tahoes, but nestled to the side were two parked drones at the very edge of the large mile-long parking lot.  

Death grinned because they were classified Reaper drones, named so because each one could carry sixteen Hellfire missiles and a five-hundred-pound bomb. A Predator drone could only carry two missiles. Watching two guards drop at the back of the RVs, Death centered the crosshairs on the guard at the front and brushed the trigger. 

As the guard took a drag from a cigarette, his head vanished. “Smoking is bad for your health,” Death said, watching six men move from the bushes and charge the RVs. Splitting up, two headed inside each RV and Death swung his scope across the parking lot to the control trailer. 

“Wizard, you and Q better not be shitting us about being able to fly the drones,” Death told Wizard, who was laying prone spotting for Death.

“We’ve both flown them,” Wizard grunted out like he was insulted.

“Death, this is Reaper.” 

Tapping the screen of the phone resting on his chest, “Death,” he answered. 

“You tell Wizard and Q, if they’re fucking with me about those drones, I’m finding that fucking shark that bit Cyclops and will feed both of them to it.” 

“They confirm again,” Death replied. 

“Reaper out.” 

“They’re coming out of the campers,” Wizard said, but Death kept his eye on the scope aimed at the office trailer. “He asked us like a thousand times before we left. We wouldn’t lie about that,” Wizard grumbled. 

Over a mile away at the south end of the port, “Death, this is Bandaide.” 

“This is Death.” 

“Site two secured, and Q is in the control trailer getting the drone ready to fly. Bodies hidden and team spread out to cover.” 

Each site had two drones, so one could be swapped out as the other took off. “Copy. Settle in and provide cover until plan is called,” Death answered, tapping the phone as his six team members slipped into the office trailer. Less than three minutes later, four dead bodies were pulled out, and Death was impressed that two had bloody spots at the bases of their skulls where they’d been stabbed.

“The drones are only armed with two Hellfires,” Wizard said, getting up. 

“Until closer to game time, we won’t send them up fully armed. Hanging shit off the wings kills your time airborne,” Death said, grabbing his rifle and getting up. He turned to see two Sin Eaters pulling a lawn trailer that held a box with a three-foot antenna on the top. That was how they moved stuff on attacks, heavy duty lawn carts, and it was still a pain in the ass, especially in that fucking swamp and river bank. “Go check out the flight booth.” 

Almost skipping to the office trailer, “This is going to be great,” Wizard sang out as Axe came over. 

“I’ll load up the second Reaper drone,” he said, stopping beside Death. “You going to get the jammer ready?”

Looking at the lawn cart and the box with wires and computer boards exposed, “I’m not touching that thing until I have to,” Death replied. “I know they work, but it looks like it’s going to electrocute anyone that gets close.”  

Tapping the phone, “Reaper, this is Death,” he called out.

“Reaper.” 

“Site alpha and bravo secured and prepping,” Death reported. “Awaiting the bad guys to call for launch.” 

“Copy.” 

Death headed to the trailer while the ten Sin Eaters with him took up their assigned spots. Walking in the trailer, he saw Wizard in the flight control chair and Jackhammer in the weapons operator station. Jackhammer was five-foot-six and nearly that broad across the shoulders. When Death looked at him, all he could think of was Juggernaut from X-men. Jackhammer got his name because he would put on some brass knuckles, kneel over a fed, and drive his fist repeatedly into the face like a jackhammer until there was no face left and his fist was inside the skull. It was hard for Death to see it but in his previous life, Jackhammer had been a baker who’d owned a shop that made wedding cakes. 

Turning around and looking at Death, “You get the keys off the body?” Wizard asked with a chuckle. 

Turning from Jackhammer, “Wizard, I will find that shark for Reaper,” Death warned. 

The smile fell off Wizard’s face as he listened in on the headset. “Roger, flight DHS 1 Poppa, Zulu, prepped and launching,” he called out, releasing the toggle. “They’re requesting eyes in the sky.” 

“Show me what you can do,” Death said. Sitting down in a chair, Death watched as Wizard went to work. 
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Reaper heard the drone behind him crank up as he confirmed counts with Pain and Misery. When the drone zoomed overhead, Reaper gave it a glance. “Well, we have air for the first time.” 

“I like being silent on our attacks, so the bodies aren’t discovered until we’re miles away,” Pain informed him. “I still can’t believe we launched an attack when we left the Jacksonville base. We were done.” 

“Pain,” Reaper sighed. “They had to know it was us and we were there. I wasn’t going to attack this port unless most of the guards left.” 

Leaning close to Reaper, “She’s mad you rushed us,” Misery told him in a flat tone. 

Scanning with the binoculars, “Guys, I’m surprised they haven’t figured out we’re leaving the tortured ones alive so we can drain their medical supplies. That’s the only reason I turned you two loose,” Reaper admitted. “That attack was done that way only to prepare for this one, but...” he paused, watching men climb up the long stairways on the port cranes. “I just couldn’t pass up the chance to inflict some gratuitous violence, just for the sake of violence. If we have to consume sins, they’ll be worth it.”

Putting her binoculars down, Pain jotted some notes down on a small pad. “You are the ‘Reaper’, to think of the shit we do,” she confessed. “Just glad Misery and I are here to join in.” 

Lowering his binoculars, “Oh, we haven’t even gotten to the evil shit yet,” Reaper chuckled. “You must escalate the terror on your enemy gradually, so they can’t become numb to it. When this is over, we won’t be able to consume many more sins.”

“I still don’t see any snipers,” Misery said. “I don’t know about that. I can still consume enough sins to kill every man, woman, and child under the feds and in all the UN countries. Even then, I’ll still be able to consume more.”

Making no attempt to argue that fact, “Don’t think I can’t also, but wait till you see,” Reaper told her. “Before you ask, no, I won’t tell any of the Sin Eaters. Just like I have to escalate gradually for the enemy, I also have to do it for the Sin Eaters. If I unleashed what I wanted now, every Sin Eater here would be full and unable to continue.” 

A small part of Misery’s consciousness recoiled hearing that but she ignored it and felt the same small part become alarmed, while the rest of her being was thrilled they were going to wade in sins against their enemies to fight and destroy them.

When the first ship came into view, Reaper’s eyes got wide and he sucked in a breath at the massive Ro-Ro car hauler. “Holy fuck,” he whispered. He had seen military ships and some oil tankers before, but this ship was truly massive. 

“That thing only holds eight thousand cars?” Misery asked with a doubtful voice. The ship looked like a skyscraper turned on its side that was ten stories tall, floating up the river. “It looks like it could hold twenty thousand cars.”  

Knowing Pain and Misery’s father was in the Navy and they’d seen massive ships before, Reaper was glad he wasn’t the only one in shock. “That was the specs Oracle sent,” he confessed. “We’re going to make sure we sink that fucker.” 

Wondering if they’d brought enough explosives, “I’m surprised it’s floating,” Pain admitted, and they sat and watched tugs pushing the massive form to the dock. Then they saw another, just as big, coming up the river. 

“Just think, that one ship can carry what it took a convoy of fifty ships to carry in World War Two,” Reaper informed them. 

“Still wish the navy had sunk those bastards,” Pain grumbled. 
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Chapter Eleven
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Go Time Is Fun Time

Baking under the ghillie blanket as the relentless sun beat down, Reaper sat in awe of the massive Roll on/Roll off ships. He had seen the merchant fleet’s heavy haulers before, like the four that were docked. They were called LMSR, Large, Medium Speed, Roll on/Roll off and at one time, he had thought they were big, being able to haul fifty Abrams and fifty Bradleys. But the car haulers made them look tiny and insignificant. “Okay, I can see hundreds of tanks and hundreds of light armor vehicles packed in each of those,” he mumbled.  

The ships arrived one at a time starting at noon, and were pushed in by tugs and then tied off to the dock. By 1500, the ten haulers and container ships were secured, and Reaper started cursing. He’d wanted them there at night so he could destroy the equipment on the fucking ships, not spread out over the yard. 

He was happy to see the ships were docked in the order of the report Oracle had sent. The ships at the beginning of the dock to the south opened side doors and ramps extended out. Inside, he could see a few Abrams chained down to the deck. It took another hour before the first Abrams rolled off, and Reaper fought the desire to shoot the sun out of the sky. 

The first two ships were being unloaded at the same time. One at a time, an Abrams would drive off the first ship and then head over into the yard where a man was waiting. When the man held up his hands, the tank stopped and the driver climbed out as another came over. The drivers just waited until there were five Abrams parked side by side in a neat row. Then, a golf cart came over to pick up the drivers and carry them back to the ship to drive over five more. 

On the second ship, like the first, five drivers would drive the tanks off and then pull them over to the assembly area. What Reaper couldn’t believe was the tanks were parked in nice neat rows of twenty, and another row would start just yards from the last one. “You don’t park like that in war,” he mumbled. 

“Will you shut the hell up?” Pain breathed out, watching the activity. “You may give them the idea to spread out. At least this way, we don’t have to run all over the dock.”  

Taking the thought back, Reaper watched the huge cranes unloading the container ships. There were only twelve small semis with flatbeds, running around in a large loop. Three would get loaded from the three cranes unloading the container ships, then drive off to a row where a monster forklift waited and took the container off before stacking it in a neat row. Then the trucks would loop back around and get in line to do it again. 

As the sun slowly sank, the numbers of parked Abrams tanks continued to grow. Before the sun sank below the horizon, Abrams stopped rolling off the ships. One crew moved to one of the massive RORO ships and soon, they saw T-80s rolling off five at a time to a different area, parking in a neat rows. The other five man crew started unloading Bradleys off the first ship, five at a time. 

“The crews are leaving the ships,” Misery called out. Reaper and Pain moved their binoculars to see clusters of twenty to thirty men walking from each ship and heading south. 

“They’d better not fuck this up looking for a place to pray,” Reaper growled, as a building blocked his view. Reaching and tapping his phone, “Titan, Reaper. Groups coming are the crews, where’re they going?”

“Visitation Center,” Titan answered through clenched teeth. 

“Fuck,” Reaper breathed. 

“Yeah, it sucks they’re raping women, but that just took the three hundred plus crew off the docks,” Pain said.

“Pain, they may not stay there and could come back in ones and twos,” Reaper snapped. Thinking over the plans, “After this, I’m guttin’ some fuckers, cooking a shark, making me an alligator jacket, and some snakeskin boots,” he declared, finally settling on the best plan. 

“To all, this is Reaper. We’re proceeding on my mark with plan charlie. Plan C. Team leaders respond, then confirm with team,” he called out. One by one, the others called back confirming plan charlie. “Titan, this is Reaper.” 

“Titan.” 

“You’ll pull six off your railroad track demolition crew to cover the Visitation Center. Two will gun down and others will remove bodies. If they’re spotted, call ‘No Joy’, and we’ll detonate what’s set and evac. You copy?” 

It was several seconds before, “Copy,” Titan finally answered. 

“Famine, Reaper.” 

“Famine.” 

“You need to send two of your cover team to Titan to cover the railroad crew,” Reaper told him.

“They’ll move when you call go,” Famine replied. 

As the sun sank below the horizon, Reaper moved back down into the ditch before taking off the ghillie blanket. “Death, Reaper. What’s it look like around us?”

“I could drive a hundred semi-trucks through the gaps they have around Savannah.” 

Really wishing he’d called off the attack after Cyclops had gotten attacked by the shark, “Unit dispersion around us?” Reaper snapped.

“Sorry. Army base is tucked in, and only see seven guard posts with a roving patrol. Half of your DHS units are in the visitation center with the crew. At the airport, there are two F22s on the runway, ready to roll, but there’s no pilots in them. Only one anti-air battery manned at the airport. The closest units to you are the DHS guards at the north detention center and at the bunkhouse.”

Moving back up to the lip of the ditch and looking out over the port, there were very few lights on. The last two nights there had been none on. You don’t turn on the lights when angry steel birds of prey could fly over dropping shit on you. “All teams, Reaper. Move to ready line and notify,” Reaper called out and everyone answered. 

The other six teams had twenty attackers, with Reaper’s team having thirty. But Death’s entire team was split in half, holding the two drone stations. Motioning those in the culvert to start moving, Reaper rolled his ghillie blanket up and strapped it back on his rucksack. Filing out, many carried duffel bags weighing two hundred pounds, and formed a chain up and out of the ditch, stacking the bags along the lip. Then came the lawn carts, loaded down with hundreds of pounds of explosives. Each one was pulled by two Sin Eaters.

Reaching the side, others got behind and pushed the lawn carts out, and Reaper was glad he wasn’t on Conquest’s team. His team had six carts, and each one was loaded with a five-hundred-pound bomb and four hundred pounds of explosives. 

Yes, they had tens of tons, literally, of explosives around Hades, but Reaper had wanted shrapnel to rip open the ships. With over a hundred and fifty ATVs hauling trailers, they could move a lot of explosives and supplies. 

Patting his leg for Zeus, Reaper pulled on his rucksack. “You’re taking your rucksack?” Misery asked. 

“I’m dropping it by the fence at the rally point. I’m not coming back in this snake-infested ditch again. The damn things are hard enough to see during the day with my eyes. Fuck if I want to be searching my pack for snakes with nightvision goggles when we’re bugging out,” Reaper replied. Hearing that, everyone else grabbed their rucks as Reaper led them to the fence. Pointing to the fence and making a cutting motion, Reaper tapped the cellphone. 

“To all, this is Reaper. We are go. Respond.” 

“Death, copy.”

“War, copy.”

“Conquest, copy.” 

“Famine, copy.”

“Titan, copy.” 

“Havoc, copy.”  

“Phantom, copy.”

Watching the team cut gaps in the chain-link fence, Reaper felt a calmness descend over him. With the gaps cut, Reaper eased through and set up to cover with Pain and Misery while the carts and duffel bags were pushed in. 

Feeling a tap on his boot, Reaper glanced back to see Ubiytsa kneeling behind him. “Gear in,” Ubiytsa told him, and Reaper got up. Moving to the side of one of the buildings, he lead Pain and Misery to the other end and waited. Soon, he saw one of the DHS golf carts nearing them. 

“Pain, driver. Misery, passenger,” he told them. 

When the cart was fifty yards away, two suppressed shots rang out and both heads jerked back as the cart veered off toward the building. Two shadows moved from the building, dragging the bodies out and stripping off radios and other gear, then climbed in. Reaper gave a grin when the two eased off, driving the cart to continue the patrol for the cameras. 

Around the port, each mobile team was taken out in three minutes and replaced with Sin Eaters.

When the teams reported all mobiles were out, Reaper tapped his phone. “Havoc, you’re a go.” 

“He’d better take that damn guardhouse without letting anyone know,” Pain spat out as she and Misery dragged the two dead bodies next to the building. “Fucking dealing with snakes, alligators, and sharks? Nothing but total destruction will make consuming this sin worth it.” 

Letting the body she was dragging go, “It took everything I had to follow Reaper into the water going back after that first trip,” Misery admitted. “Humans don’t scare me in the least, but a fish eating my ass damn sure terrifies me.” 

Glad she wasn’t the only one, “But did it he did,” Pain said. 

“You two ready?” Reaper asked, moving over with Zeus. 

“Name one time we weren’t ready?” Pain huffed. 

“Only one? Okay, Dayton, Ohio,” Reaper snapped. 

“You were rushing us,” Misery hissed as they followed Reaper along the building, passing by the others in the team. 

“I called move out, and you two were still hacking away,” Reaper reminded them. 

Knowing Misery was about to continue, Pain nudged her in the back. “Don’t. He’s like a fucking elephant and never forgets. He’s right, and you know it.” 

Letting the comments go, Misery nodded, “Good point, and he has made extra time for us.” 

“Fuck that. He has that fucking bamboo cane pole in the Flyer,” Pain snapped. “We both know we tend to get distracted when we work. I have to get braces when we get back, and I have no idea how many times Jaws is going to hit me. I don’t want any more.”

“Told you that you should’ve gotten braces after I got mine,” Misery said as Reaper stopped at the corner of the building and went down on one knee. 

“Bitch, I was in college and putting up with enough shit.” 

“Ladies,” Reaper said over his shoulder. “My foot is going to find its way up each of your asses if you don’t get in the here and now.” 

“Sorry,” they both answered immediately. 

“Not to say I’m not finding the conversation entertaining, but we have work to do,” he told them, slowly scanning.
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At the main guard building at the gate, Havoc slowed the cart he and Chaos had taken. Parking at the front of the building, they both climbed off. “Act like you belong,” Havoc told Chaos as he reached for the door. Keeping their heads down, both walked inside. 

Two men were seated in front of a massive window that watched the road leading into the port. “Hey,” one said as Havoc lifted his arm. The pistol in his hand coughed twice. Both jerked when the backs of their heads blew out, covering the window in gore. 

Passing Havoc, Chaos moved down the hall while lifting up his Kriss Vector. Moving to an open door, Chaos swung in coming face-to-face with a man coming to investigate the sounds. Squeezing the trigger, Chaos heard the three shots ‘slap’ as they blew into the man’s chest. 

Lashing out with his foot, Chaos kicked the body back to see eight men sitting at terminals, with banks of TV screens from cameras around the port. None of the men were watching the screens now, however. Starting on the left, Chaos let loose short bursts into the scrambling figures when they tried to stand up.

Knowing he wasn’t going to get all of them before he ran out of ammo in his magazine, Chaos prepared to drop it and saw the last two pulling pistols from holsters. “Shit,” he mumbled, feeling his bolt lock back.  

A hand pushed him to the side and Havoc’s pistol coughed four times, striking each man in the face twice. “Get out of the fucking doorway next time, Chaos,” Havoc spat. 

“Brain fart,” Chaos said, ejecting the empty magazine and slapping in another. 

“You were in the Coast Guard and should know that,” Havoc said slapping in a new mag. They cleared the building, making sure there were no more inside. 

Moving back into the monitor room, “I drove fucking ships,” Chaos grunted, kicking one of the bodies out of the chair and sitting down.

“Bitch, you didn’t always drive ships,” Havoc told him, then tapped his phone. “Wonderland secured,” he called out. 

Looking at the screens, Chaos found the bank showing the line of bobtail trucks, and saw men dart out at the last truck in line. One opened the door and shot, then pulled the body out before climbing in behind the wheel. The other man pulled the body off into the darkness as the next truck pulled around to get back in line, and more shadows darted out. 

“Um, you have a point,” Chaos admitted. “You going to tattle that I fucked up?”

“Bitch, I get hit with that stick for each team member that fucks up before they do, but we’ll be working on that together,” Havoc said, watching Reaper’s group pull fifteen lawn carts to the Abrams area.  

Cringing at that reminder, “You got it, boss,” Chaos answered as they watched Sin Eaters spread over the port. 
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Stopping at the mass of evenly-spaced tanks, “Fun time, Sin Eaters!” Reaper called out. Two Sin Eaters scrambled up on the first tanks in the line as others pulled carts down the row. Another would toss up the ten-pound charges. The two would set the charges where they had to go, arm them, and then jump off the back to the next tank in the row. 

“All semis taken,” Havoc called out. 

“Pain, Misery, go,” he said, and they took off for the line of cranes. 

War sat with his team as the last of the five drivers parked the T80. “Go,” he whispered, and a suppressed shot rang out. The drivers and the man in the cart that’d ferried them back and forth all dropped at the same time. 

Five ran over and jumped in the cart and then sped off to the Ro/Ro ship this group had been unloading. “I love doing rehearsals,” War mumbled, and he moved his group over to where the other drivers were unloading the Bradleys. In short order they were down, and five Sin Eaters jumped on the cart and sped off to the ship they’d been unloading.  

Breaking away from Misery, Pain started up the line of stairs that ran up to the crane unloading the last container ship. Keeping a steady pace but not running, she glanced down the line and saw Misery reaching the next crane unloading the same ship. Further down, she could see other figures moving up the steps. “I feel naked,” she shivered, moving up the steps. 

Just halfway up the nearly three-hundred-foot-tall structure, Pain fought the urge to run. There were still some dock and ship hands moving around, and she didn’t want to appear suspicious. “They need fucking elevators on these damn things,” she noted, nearing the top and feeling winded. 

When she reached the top, Pain opened the door and pulled her pistol out. “Just keep unloading,” she told the man operating the crane. He turned and saw the black mask and teeth covering her face. He sucked in a breath before taking his hands off the controls and easing out of his seat. “Hey, asshole. You stop unloading, and you’ll scream for a month before I let you die,” she warned, and the man dropped back into his seat. 

Blinking rapidly, the man grabbed the controls and continued unloading. “Are you going to kill me?” he whimpered. 

“Depends on how well you do what you’re told,” Pain answered, boring holes in him with her cold stare.

Ten minutes later, Pain heard Reaper over her earbud, “Stage set and time to dance.” 

Pressing the end of the suppressor next to the operator’s throat, “This container, raise it all the way up and move it to the very end of the boom,” she told him.

“That’ll make the crane unstable,” the operator stuttered. 

Squeezing the trigger, Pain grinned as blood sprayed out, painting the inside of the windows. “I know how to do it now,” she almost chuckled. Grabbing the man by the hair, she pulled him out of the chair and used the joysticks to send the container to the end of the boom. 

Holding his throat as he squirmed on the floor, the man looked up as Pain stepped over him. “You went to the Visitation Center, ass wipe. Just be glad I’m on a timeline,” she told him, then pulled the trigger again to put a round between his eyes.

“Pain, Misery, quit playing and get your asses down here!” Reaper shouted over the phone. 

“How in the fuck did he know?” Pain asked the corpse at her feet. 
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Chapter Twelve
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Tarzan And Bagpipes Sing

Running down the stairs, Pain saw groups moving toward the ships with lawn carts. When she reached the bottom she found Misery waiting. “How did he know?” Misery asked.

Shrugging as she moved past Misery, “He’s the Reaper,” Pain offered, breaking into a run. 

Standing on top of one of the buildings, Reaper looked down at a stopwatch. Next to him, Scorn was laid out on the roof with a sniper rifle, covering the port. Hearing footsteps, Reaper turned to see Pain and Misery coming up on the roof. “You good, Scorn?” he asked.

“Reaper, there’re five snipers up here. If something can get up here, it’s earned the right to kill us,” she answered.

Giving a nod, he headed for the stairs. “Why didn’t you just wait at the bottom?” he asked the sisters. 

“You’re up here,” Misery rattled off, rolling her eyes.

Not surprised to see both covered in blood, Reaper passed them by and headed down the metal stairs hanging on the side of the massive storage building. Tapping his phone, “Phantom, how’s the Opera coming?” Reaper asked.  

“Done. We’re heading back now,” Phantom answered. 

Almost at the bottom, Reaper froze. “You’ve wired up all three fuel yards already?” 

“No. We went ahead and swam down the river some and also wired up one of the others, so we have four ready to blow,” Phantom answered. 

“Phantom, it takes time to wire up sixty charges, and the call for go only came an hour ago.” 

Giving a cough, “We started yesterday,” Phantom replied in a mumble. “Found a fuel truck next to the barracks I wanted to wire up.”

Letting out a long sigh, “Fine, then pull back to cover withdrawal,” Reaper ordered. 

“Copy,” Phantom sang out. 

“Why doesn’t he get in trouble?” Pain snapped behind him. 

“Oh, we’re going to do some drills when we get home,” Reaper moaned. 

Hearing running steps, he turned and saw Ubiytsa sprinting towards him, carrying a footlocker by the strap in his left hand. “Reaper, you have to let us take some of these!” Ubiytsa cried out.

“What fucking part of ‘No collecting’ do you not understand?” Reaper snapped. “You do realize you have a radio and didn’t have to run.” 

“Sorry,” Ubiytsa stated curtly, then started speaking Russian. 

Holding up his hand, “Ubiytsa, I only know a few phrases in Russian, so English, please,” Reaper said. 

Holding up the footlocker, “I found entire container full of SA-25s,” Ubiytsa cried out. 

Giving a startle, “I didn’t know they went that high,” Reaper mumbled. 

“These are much better than the Stingers we use.” 

“Are you opening every container they unloaded?” Reaper barked. 

Shaking his head, “No, only those we are wiring up. If it is holding food, we move on until we find one with ammunition or something worthwhile. These are too good to leave,” Ubiytsa told him. 

“Pain, Misery, go with Ubiytsa and organize teams to get as many as we can take,” Reaper said over his shoulder. 

“Why didn’t he get in trouble?” Pain asked, motioning to Ubiytsa.  

“Nobody has gotten in trouble yet,” Reaper snapped, and the three took off like someone was chasing them with a chainsaw. 

“Are the kids being bad?” Havoc chuckled, walking up behind Reaper. 

Not even turning around, “Are you going to address Chaos about not moving out of the doorway?” Reaper asked. Shocked at the question, Havoc tripped on his feet and hit the ground. Scrambling to his feet, he stared wide-eyed at Reaper. 

“How?” he gasped. 

“Your coms were on my channel,” Reaper told him. 

Very relieved Reaper wasn’t a Jedi, “Yeah, I’ll address it,” Havoc assured him. “How did you know the sisters would play with their targets? Same thing?”

Scoffing, “Please. Pain and Misery would take a bullet just to make an enemy bleed. That’s why I gave them a target, so they could get it out of their system,” Reaper answered. 

Wanting to continue that line of conversation, Havoc stopped what he was about to say when Reaper turned to him. “I take it, your team’s done?” Reaper asked. 

“Yeah, I sent half over to help Titan. The other half I sent to help Conquest rig up explosives on the Russian armor,” Havoc answered. 

Giving a nod, Reaper tapped his phone, “Death, it’s Reaper,” he called out. 

“Death here.” 

“You have drone three and four loaded?” Reaper asked. 

“Sixteen Hellfires and one five-hundred-pound bomb.” 

Letting out a long breath, “Okay, pull one and two back and launch the heavies, so you can load up drone one and two,” Reaper ordered. 

“Copy,” Death answered with a giggle. 

“Reaper, the unit is...,” Havoc paused for a second, “rather loose on procedure on this attack.” 

“Yeah, I’ve gotten them used to swimming in blood when we attack, and on this trip we aren’t,” Reaper answered. A shiver ran down Havoc’s spine because he’d already known that, but had wanted to convince himself otherwise. “Start pulling the teams back, but have them stop over there where Ubiytsa is before they head for the fence.” 

“Copy,” Havoc nodded and trotted off, tapping his phone.

Walking over as a team worked on a T80, Reaper grinned to watch the woman unlock the fuel cap and feed in C4 that had been rolled up in a tube like cookie dough. Feeding the rope of explosive in, the woman left the radio detonator hanging out. Glancing over at the cranes, he saw others wiring up explosives on the cranes, and others pulling empty lawn carts from the ships. “A shark attacks us on the way out and I swear, I’ll hunt the damn things to extinction,” Reaper vowed. 

When the teams had finished and moved back to the rally point, Reaper felt his heart rate speed up in anticipation. “Never blew up this much,” he grinned, and patted his leg. “Let’s go, Zeus.” 

They jogged over to the fence and he saw most had on their rucksacks. “You aren’t going to set this shit off with us this close, are you?” Pain asked, walking up while carrying a fiberglass footlocker.

“Fuck no,” Reaper told her. “Waiting on Titan and we’ll pull back, so Death can start the show.” 

“I’m here,” Titan said, walking up. 

“Team leaders, get your team count and if all are accounted for, pull back to rally and wait for Death,” Reaper told everyone. As each captain counted everyone, making sure their team was accounted for, they all filed away. 

A tall thin man walked over and handed Reaper a long box with a dozen switches. “You’re ready to dance,” he giggled. 

“Thanks, Nitro,” Reaper said, taking the detonator. 

Pain watched Nitro walk off with Famine. “That man isn’t right in the head,” she mumbled. 

“Really?” Misery sighed. “Galloglass runs around with a fucking Scottish claymore strapped to his back, and you think Nitro is unstable?” 

Giving a shrug, “I’m just saying, I think Nitro’s snorted dynamite in the past and fried his brain,” Pain confessed.

“Pain, Misery, let’s go,” Reaper chuckled, grabbing his rucksack and pulling it on. 

“Glad we didn’t leave ours in the ditch,” Misery huffed, pulling her rucksack on and jogging off after Reaper. 

“I’m telling you now, a fucking shark bites me, we’re becoming fishermen just to kill sharks,” Pain said, jogging behind Misery. 

When they reached the rally point, Reaper ordered Famine, War, and Conquest to take their teams back, and carry the hundred cases Ubiytsa had pulled from the shipping container. They weren’t heavy, just bulky, and Reaper didn’t want to fight with them through the swamp after he’d kicked off the dance. 

Looking at his watch and then tapping his phone, “Death, Reaper,” he called out. 

“Death here.” 

“Are the next drones loaded?”

“Been loaded, Reaper. I’m ready to see this shit in action,” Death answered. 

Turning on the detonator box, Reaper watched a small light come on beside each switch. “Turn on the jammer and start the show,” he ordered. 

In the control trailer, Death moved the missile lock onto a trailer sitting at the air force base that was connected to radar dishes and a missile battery. “On the way,” he called out, and the screen blurred as the missile launched. 

In the other trailer, another drone was over the army base, and it locked on another missile battery and launched when Death called out. Both missiles streaked to the ground and because they were so close, the radar operators never got a chance to call out that the drones were firing at them. 

Two explosions sounded in the distance and Reaper flipped the first switch, setting off the thermite charges on the Abrams. As the charges lit up and the thermite started eating through the armor, two more missiles were already streaking down. This time, the missiles hit the control towers, then Death locked in on the F22s sitting on the runway. 

He could see pilots running for them when the missile launched. Hitting the one hundred and fifty million dollar airplane dead center, the missile detonated, turning the plane to pure scrap. The second pilot was climbing in the second ready plane when the next missile launched. When the missile hit, the pilot had lowered the canopy and was trapped when the plane exploded. 

Moving the crosshairs, Death started on the other F22s, and could see tracers streaking up in the air. “Glad I’m not in the drone,” he admitted, launching another missile. 

Feeling tingles all over his body, Reaper moved to the end of the line of switches and flipped the last one. Relays strung along the port carried the Bluetooth signal two miles away, setting off charges at the tank farms. 

Death let out a gasp when one enormous explosion sounded down the river, and the control trailer vibrated off the ground and one window busted. “Don’t like being this close,” he said, firing another missile. Just before his hit, another plane blew up along the line. “Damn it! Tell Q he needed to let us know he was done at the army base! We don’t want to hit the same targets!” Death shouted out, watching the plane blow up. 

“Q says he’s targeting the east end,” someone said behind him, and Death only gave a nod as another explosion shook the trailer. 

On the screen, he saw all gunfire stop as bodies emptied from buildings and ran for ditches and bunkers. “They think it’s an air attack,” Death grinned, then launched another missile. 

When he’d launched his last missile, Wizard turned the drone and dropped the bomb on a massive hanger. Then, guiding the drone in a steep dive, Wizard gave a yell as he dove straight at two fuel tankers from five thousand feet. 

The drone kamikazed into the trucks, lighting the base up with a huge fire ball. “Let’s get number three here,” Death said when his screen went blank. 

Flipping the last of the switches, another series of explosions ripped into the night, but were hard to hear over the roaring fires from the massive fuel storage farms. Flames leapt over a thousand feet into the air, and the Sin Eaters had enough light to read by from the massive fire two miles away.

Just as Wizard flew the next drone up, Death saw Q dive his now empty drone into a building. Suddenly, his screen whited out as the trailer shook again and then a loud explosion rattled the windows. “What the hell did he dive into?” Death asked, and gave a sigh when brightness left his screen and he saw a crater where the building used to be. 

“Shit if I know,” Wizard laughed as Death started raining down Hellfires. 

Firing up the last drone, Q pulled it up and steered it out to sea. “Think you can reach the cruise liners before we pull out?” Stingray asked. 

Glancing over at the former SEAL, “Hell, yeah,” Q answered. 

They found them fifteen miles offshore, but all ten were heading north after seeing the orange glow on the horizon. “You have to love broadside shots,” Q said, firing a missile. The missile hit the lead ship just above the waterline, and the other ships just started turning. 

“You can’t outrun missiles, idiots,” Q laughed, launching another. In ten minutes, Q had launched all sixteen missiles and only one ship was still moving. Guiding the drone over, he dropped the bomb and spun the camera to follow it down. The bomb hit just below the waterline, rocking the massive cruise liner. Everyone in the control trailer gasped as they watched the liner fold in the middle and break apart.  

Now empty of ordnance, Q started a dive at one of the liners he’d only hit with one missile. The drone slammed into the side of the ship, ripping a hole that Q never got to see. “Time to get the hell out of here,” Q said, jumping up. 

He followed the others out of the trailer and found Death waiting. “We were supposed to leave three minutes ago!” Death barked, and another tanker exploded in the distance, nearly knocking all of them down. “You don’t fuck up Reaper’s timetable.” 

Over the roar of the fires, they all heard a long, “AhhhhAhauaAahhhaAAAuhaaa,” Tarzan yell roll across the land. 

“He hasn’t called and only does the yell when nobody on the team is getting punished, so we’re okay,” Q stated. 

Half a mile away, Pain was getting up off the ground. “I fuckin’ hate it when he does that damn Tarzan yell!” 

“How does he get so loud?” Misery asked, also getting up. Both had dived face first into the ground when Reaper had let out the Tarzan yell behind them. 

Watching the towers of flames to the south and catching movement, Reaper shifted his gaze and saw Death leading his team back. When Death stopped Reaper shook his head, looking at the seven lawn carts the teams were moving, each loaded with four Hellfire missiles. “Why in the hell did you drag those along?” he asked. 

“Well, after he emptied the last drone, Wizard flew it forty miles north and landed it in a field. I just figured we could go up there and hide it to use again later,” Death offered. 

Giving a shrug, “Couldn’t hurt,” Reaper grunted. Looking back, he grinned. “Sin Consumed.” 

Breaking into a jog, he led the group along the river. It took longer than expected to reach base camp while dragging the missiles but before the sun started to rise, they were heading north as two bagpipes started to play in the swamp. 
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Chapter Thirteen
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Shit Sandwich With A Side Of Fries

Hearing the doors open, everyone in the White House conference room attending NSA Director Maxwell’s briefing turned with him toward the doors. Colonel Marshall marched in with a scowl on his face, and the room was flooded with the smell of smoke, rank mud, and burning oil. Marshall was wearing his combat fatigues, which were stained with mud. 

Taking his helmet off, Marshall tossed it on the table at his seat, not caring that he’d knocked over several drinks. Now, everyone could see even his face was stained with soot when he walked around the president to the table in the back corner. 

Stopping at the table, Marshall gave a long sigh to calm down and then grabbed a plate, loading it with food. Captain Bolton jogged through the doors with his arms loaded and immediately went to work setting up Marshall’s computer. Like Marshall, Bolton was filthy and reeked of fire. And just like Marshall, Bolton had on his OTV vest and still had weapons. 

Only Marshall and those with him were allowed near the president still carrying arms. Those in the Secret Service didn’t like it, but they were following orders set by the president himself. 

“I take it, you have bad news?” the president asked, turning around in his chair.

Never pausing as he loaded his plate with food, “Yes, sir,” Marshall replied. 

“Continue, Maxwell,” the president sighed. 

As Maxwell continued with his briefing, Marshall filled two cups of coffee and then carried his plate over to his spot. Putting the plate and cups on the table, he undid his OTV vest and just let it drop to the floor before sitting down. The others at the long table gave curious glances when the filthy colonel shoved food in his mouth, but none were surprised by his actions. Marshall reported to the president only. 

“Thank you, Maxwell,” the president called out when Maxwell finished. “Colonel, are you ready?”

“Yes, Mr. President.”

Giving a nod, “Should your briefing be private, Colonel?” the president asked. 

Draining a cup of coffee, “That’s your call, Mr. President, but I would advise my recommendations be for your ears only,” Marshall answered. 

Slightly bobbing his head as he considered Marshall’s statement, the president finally spoke, “Very well. Let me know when we get to that part of your briefing.” 

Pushing back from the table, “Yes, Mr. President,” Marshall replied as Captain Bolton moved to the end of the table, setting up another laptop. Wiping his hands on a napkin, “Have you seen the last Sin Eater broadcast?” Marshall asked, turning to the president. 

Shaking his head, “No. I was told it was put out an hour ago, and I was already in this meeting,” the president answered. “One of my aides made notes, and I’ve glanced at them during this meeting.” 

“Understood. And once again, you amaze me, Mr. President. Yes, that’s when it was put out, and you’re already studying the enemy,” Marshall grinned, stepping away from the table. “I need to play some of the broadcast to outline some of my briefing. But, I won’t have a formal report for forty-eight hours.”  

Pleased with the compliment, the president beamed with pride. “Understood, Colonel. Please proceed.” 

A lady with a hijab, a head scarf, was sitting near the end of the table. “Excuse me, Mr. President,” she blurted out. “I need to ask the colonel some questions.” 

Before the president could respond, she snapped her hard gaze at Marshall as he walked to the end of the table. “I have reports you personally stopped all rescue attempts for survivors on the cruise liners that were transporting soldiers and families,” she spat out, narrowing her eyes. 

Turning just his gaze to the woman, Marshall knew her but had never met her. Nadia Asalim, head of CAIR, Council of American Islamic Relations. Returning her spiteful stare with cold hardness, Marshall lazily blinked his eyes before he turned away, picking up a stack of papers and then looked up at the president. 

Everyone at the table was gawking at Nadia for the blatant disrespect. Gritting his teeth, the president turned to Marshall and gave a curt nod. 

Taking his eyes off the president to the stack of papers in his hands, “You’re fucking right I did, bitch,” Marshall responded with an even voice. 

Nadia jerked back in her chair gasping, then quickly recovered. ‘Bam’ sounded out as she slapped the table hard. “There were over four hundred thousand people on those ten ships!” she screamed. 

Dropping the stack of papers to the table and looking up at the president, “Permission to speak freely?” Marshall asked. 

With a cold grin, the president leaned back in his chair. “By all means, Colonel,” the president replied. 

“Disrespect my Commander in Chief again, and I’ll personally dip you in oil and burn you alive in front of your family,” Marshall said with a pleasant voice as Nadia’s eyes grew wide in shock. “If there had only been the troops to man the equipment being sent over, we could’ve saved some,” Marshall said, and Nadia shook the shock off quickly. “The Coast Guard had two cutters respond with more en route, but there was at least one more Republic submarine out there because we lost those two cutters when they tried to rescue survivors. I ordered all ships out of the vicinity, and the Coast Guard asked to attempt airborne rescue with choppers. I advised against it, but they went ahead. The survivors overloaded three, causing them to crash. That’s when I personally told the Coast Guard, I would have any chopper shot down that attempted to continue the operation.” 

“You have no right!” Nadia shouted. 

Stepping around the table and heading for Nadia, Marshall was actually surprised she showed no fear, only an uneasiness as he approached. “I beg to differ, and I warned you,” Marshall said as his right hand flashed out, driving a knife into Nadia’s temple. Grabbing her head with his left hand, Marshall twisted the blade as Nadia attempted to reach up for the knife buried in her skull. Continuing to twist the blade buried in her head, Marshall watched Nadia’s arms fall into her lap and she slumped in the chair. 

Leaving the knife buried in her skull, he turned to Nadia’s assistant, a young man who was staring in shock at his dead boss. “Drag her worthless ass out of here, now!” Marshall snapped, then reached over to wipe the blood off his hand on the man’s suit. 

Nearly everyone at the table stared in blatant shock at the body while Marshall headed back to the end of the table. “Don’t make me tell you again,” Marshall warned, and the young man jumped up, grabbing his boss under the arms. Giving a grunt, he started dragging her to the door. 

Two secret service agents opened the door, letting the assistant pull the corpse out. “Captain!” Marshall barked, and many at the table jumped. “Get my knife and take care of that. Have both loaded on our chopper for disposal.”

“Yes, sir!” Captain Bolton snapped, jumping to attention and heading for the door. Walking out the door, many eyes followed him and saw the captain pulling his pistol out before the door closed, blocking their view. 

Many heads turned to the president at the other end of the table and found him leaning back in his chair with a huge grin. “What?” he laughed out. “Guess they should’ve donated more to my campaign and I might have let her off. Not even half a hundred million when they have billions. She’s lucky if I don’t send for her family.” 

Tapping his laptop, “I’m ready, Mr. President,” Marshall called out. Those in the briefing that’d had no fear of the colonel had it in truckloads now. The others who already feared Marshall were now terrified. It was blatantly clear for everyone; Marshall was the president’s personal executioner.

“By all means,” the president said, and Marshall grabbed the mouse, clicking it. The screen behind him came on as Marshall stepped aside. 

The frozen image was one they had all seen many times. It was Reaper looking directly at the camera, sitting on the ground outside and surrounded by trees. When the image moved as Marshall clicked play, more than one body jerked.  

“Shame on you, Samuel,” Reaper scoffed, and those at the table expected the president to start ranting because Reaper was addressing him by name. It wasn’t the first time Reaper had done so, and that’s why they were expecting a rant, but only found the president scowling at the giant screen. 

“I told you that I’m going to kill everyone who stands with you, along with their families. And what do you do? Try to sneak in an armored division,” Reaper said, shaking his head slightly. “That would’ve only given those we’re going to kill a false hope that the Sin Eaters won’t be coming to see them. Samuel, you really need to put out a memo that lets your subjects know. We’re going to kill them, no matter if they surrender or head to the Republic. They’ve made their choice and you need to let them know, running only means they die tired.” 

The screen paused. “Notice he said I’m going to kill first and then we’re going to kill,” Marshall said, turning to the president. “He’s never done that before and if you notice, his accent has changed yet again. He knows we are analyzing the videos with a fine-toothed comb. These videos are just another game to the Sin Eaters.” 

“Point?” the president asked. 

“Let me play it again,” Marshall said, clicking the mouse and the image repeated, and Marshall stopped it again at the same spot. “Notice you could hear background noise on this broadcast much better than any of the others? It hasn’t been edited as harshly. At the beginning, you can hear a jet flying over. On analysis, it was a Typhoon. Using the shadows from the trees, we found where this was recorded,” Marshall said, looking at the president. “This was recorded before the attack in Savannah. It was made in South Carolina.” 

“How does that help?” the president grunted. 

“Mr. President, with just that, you can see Savannah was an attack the Sin Eaters didn’t want to do. They want to kill people, not destroy equipment,” Marshall said, then gave a small grin. “We now have the information we need to get them. They’re taking this war personally, and you never do that.” 

Suddenly very interested, “Come again?” the president asked. 

“The attack was still planned out in true Sin Eater fashion and they could’ve killed troops but didn’t, and that made Reaper mad,” Marshall said. “By my calculations, the Sin Eaters could’ve killed the Homeland agents that were still guarding the port, but only killed who they had to. The equipment was the goal, and they didn’t like it.”

“Excuse me,” Eugene Hearst said, raising his hand and the president nodded at Marshall. “We’ve seen them destroy equipment in all attacks before, and some attacks were only equipment.” 

Shaking his head, “Not on this scale,” Marshall said. “Most attacks, they destroy equipment after killing troops and loyalists. Other attacks on equipment were just to lure out targets they wanted. Bodies. This attack, equipment was the only goal and they didn’t like it. As the dead bitch pointed out, the Sin Eaters killed over four hundred thousand on those cruise ships, and they didn’t get to see it. That’s what the Sin Eaters are after, killing face-to-face.” 

Leaning back in his chair, “Colonel, this attack really hurt,” Hearst said.

Shaking his head, “No, Hearst. This attack force-fed us a shit sandwich, and as you heard from Maxwell, six hours ago the Republic sent two B-2s and leveled the rest of the port to give us a side of fries with that sandwich,” Marshall nearly growled. “There were no prisoners there since all escaped, just knocking down the fences when the attack started.”

“Why?” Hearst asked. “The Sin Eaters had already destroyed the equipment.” 

“No, they’d only taken out the Abrams tanks. The tanks on the cargo vessels were just under water. I had divers go down and they were certain we could’ve recovered many of the T80s. That side of fries took that away from us.” 

Flopping back in his chair, “You know how the Sin Eaters found out?” the president asked. 

“Of course. Jasper Alexander,” Marshall said, and Maxwell passed out, sliding out of his chair and hitting the floor hard. “He hacked the State Department computer system. We found his calling card yesterday.” 

Secretary of State Mazzar sucked in a breath and he went pale. Hearing the sharp intake, “Dominic, you guys never had a chance. One thing everyone on my team and those in the NSA agree on, Jasper was one of a kind and a true prodigy. The only reason the NSA ever even found him three years ago was an ex-girlfriend. From that time on, he was under constant visual surveillance.” 

Surprised that Marshall gave him encouragement, Mazzar nodded gratefully. “Thank you, but I’ll tell my people to do a better job.” 

Looking at Maxwell’s empty chair, the president wasn’t surprised that not one person had moved to check on him as he laid passed out under the table. “Tell us what you found out,” the president ordered. 

For an hour, Marshall went over slides and photos and years later, many would marvel at how accurate he’d been. When he’d finished, Hearst cleared his throat. “What do you think?” 

Putting the mouse down, “That is for the president,” Marshall answered. “I’m only giving this report, and until otherwise directed, will hold my hypothesis and recommendations.” 

Turning to Hearst, “Stay,” the president said, then named out several cabinet members. “Someone wake Maxwell up and tell him to get in his chair,” the president said. Fifty-one people left the long table and all aides followed them out. As they walked out, Captain Bolton walked back in carrying a fixed-blade knife with a six-inch blade. 

“Thank you,” Marshall said, taking the knife and sliding it back in the sheath at his thigh. 

When the door closed, “Colonel, do you see any way out of this?” the president asked. 

Giving a shrug, “Sir, it’s just a setback. We still have the upper hand and the longer this war lasts, the stronger our position increases,” Marshall said, and many gave a sigh of relief. “But we need to prolong it in other areas.” 

Glancing around the table, “You can speak freely, Colonel,” the president told him. 

“Hubbard needs to start operation Water Well,” Marshall said, and Homeland Secretary Hubbard broke out in a sweat. “He does need to clear all aspects of the operation through the military, and keep it simple. I would pitch in a hand, and I will if you order it, but I’m on the hunt now and not trailing my prey.” 

Lifting a hand up and shaking his head, “No, you deal with these Sin Eaters and use any resource you need,” the president told him. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“That is all?” the president asked. 

“No, sir. A month after Operation Water Well is underway, ask for a thirty-day ceasefire. I’m certain the Republic will agree when you let them know you’ll pull back all forces, including those in Water Well,” Marshall answered. 

Raising his eyebrows, “Damn, that is good,” the president mumbled. “Only a month long ceasefire?” 

“Yes, sir. Once the fighting stops, those on the ground won’t be anxious to start up again. One month will turn into two, and so on and so forth. By next year, we can get the supplies we need from Europe to end this.”  

General Schmidt gave a cough. “Colonel, you do realize the Republic just sank ninety-six submarines and two hundred and three surface ships. Naval surface ships,” Schmidt clarified. 

Nodding, “Yes, General, and by my calculations, that puts the Republic Navy on equal footing with the entire UN naval forces,” Marshall replied. 

“Just how in the hell do you think we can get that equipment over here then? Since they own the Atlantic for all intents and purposes now,” Schmidt asked. 

“Load up tanks on cruise ships, and pack the ships with non-combatants,” Marshall chuckled. “I would advise mainly women and children. After slight modifications, you would only get three maybe four tanks in a ship, but using just five ships for six months, would bring over four hundred mainline battle tanks.” 

At the table everyone’s mouth fell open at the idea, and soon all were grinning as Marshall continued. “Even if the Republic figured out what we were doing, they wouldn’t sink a passenger ship and kill ten thousand innocents just to sink four tanks.” 

Slapping the table hard, “Brilliant!” the president shouted, and turned to Hubbard. “How long to prepare for Operation Well Water?” 

Taking a deep breath as he cut his eyes to Marshall and then turned to the president, “Mr. President, this is a big operation, and I don’t think we could feasibly pull it off without two to three months of preparation at the soonest,” Hubbard answered. 

“I’m so happy to hear you say that,” Marshall said, heading back to his seat. “If you’d said a few weeks, I would’ve asked the president if I could dispose of three bodies today instead of two.” 

Glad he’d chosen wisely, “It’s a big operation,” Hubbard replied, wiping sweat from his brow because he had almost said a month. 

Dropping in his chair, “I never would’ve thought of it,” Marshall admitted. 

“Operation Well Water?” Hearst asked, looking around the table and then down at his notes. 

“I’ll tell you later, Eugene,” the president said with a relieved smile. “So, you really think the operation has merit?” 

“Yes, Mr. President. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have agreed, as you know. Only Homeland has the resources to pull it off because our ground forces are stretched thin,” Marshall answered. 

Turning to Schmidt, “General, would you be so kind and assist Homeland on this operation?” the president asked, but it was clearly a command. 

“Gladly,” Schmidt laughed. “Just tell Hubbard my recommendations aren’t suggestions.” 

“Hubbard,” the president said, turning his eyes to the director. “Take his word as gospel, and don’t screw this up.” 

“Yes, Mr. President,” Hubbard nodded. 

Leaning back in his chair, the president gave a huge sigh of relief. “I didn’t see a way out of this war without a running battle for the next decade.” 

“What about the Sin Eaters?” Hearst asked. 

“I’ll deal with them,” Marshall stated very confidently. 

“No, well... yeah, I know, but won’t they try to destroy the equipment again?” Hearst asked. 

“Oh, I plan on arranging some so they can try, but there won’t ever be a large load coming over like before,” Marshall said.  

“I’ll plan the party after you’ve taken down the Sin Eaters,” Hearst laughed. 

“Oh, it’ll be a big one,” Marshall admitted. 

***
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Standing on the south bank of the Ohio River near South Shore, Reaper looked across the river into Portsmouth, Ohio at six massive grain silos. Very few lights were on, but he had no trouble seeing the skyscraper-like shadows reaching for the sky. He had seen big silos before in Kansas City, but these were larger. And the fact he knew the Federal government had started two weeks after the collapse, and all had been completed in four months, just blew him away. 

The rest of the Sin Eaters were silently taking supplies from a huge rail depot in South Shore. This area was a preplanned food storage site. In Portsmouth, there was a huge rail hub and in South Shore, the depot. Each side had ports on the Ohio River, so supplies could move very easily. 

Instead of heading back to Hades, Reaper had led the Sin Eaters here, once again. This was the third visit. Since most of the trailers were empty, he thought they should bring back supplies. Each time, they had filled up with nearly twenty tons, and this time looked no different. 

Yes, there were guards, but they were guarding against looters and Oracle had delivered the plans, so routes in and out were easy. The Feds weren’t really worried about the Republic because there were over a hundred thousand detainees scattered about as human shields. 

Along with the layout Oracle had sent, were also the blueprints, guard areas, storehouse areas and last, the summary of why this area had been built. Reaper knew this one area was responsible for nearly three quarters of the Federal food stores. The feds had always wanted the food stores closer to the East Coast and after studies, Portsmouth was selected. What pissed Reaper off, it’d been selected six years before the collapse. 

All the supplies to build the silos and extra storage hangers were just stockpiled away at several government sites. Not one person in congress had ever asked questions about the money, nor had anyone at the sites asked questions about the mountains of supplies just sitting there.  

“I’m still going to destroy it,” Reaper said softly, grinning. The fact that millions would slowly starve didn’t give him pause, nor the fact that many of those would be detainees make him waver. The Sin Eaters had one purpose; unrestricted war. “Just wait until the fall harvest and start the party,” he mumbled. 

Feeling Zeus move, he glanced down to see Zeus looking back and turned around. “Death, Atlas,” he said, turning back to look across the river. 

Giving Atlas a glance, Death wanted to know if he’d been surprised that Reaper knew them by shadowy outline alone. If Atlas was, he didn’t show it. The only one taller than Atlas was Titan, but Atlas was bigger, outweighing Titan by fifty pounds, and none of it fat. All Death knew was at one time, Atlas had been a biker and he had jailhouse tats. That didn’t bother Death because about a dozen other Sin Eaters had jailhouse tats.

“Oracle sent you a file,” Death said, stopping behind Reaper and holding out a sheet of paper.

“What’s it say?” Reaper asked. 

“She found one. The wife.” Death answered. 

“Shit,” Reaper sighed and turned around, taking the paper. “Was hoping she wouldn’t find either of them.” 

“Reaper, we can’t be who we are if you hadn’t got her to look,” Death told him, then turned to Atlas. “Head back to the team.” 

A man of few words, Atlas just nodded and walked away. When he was gone, “The camp is in Pennsylvania, just outside of Greenburg,” Death told him. “Standard layout. Oracle sent the plans and latest photos.”  

“How much longer till we’re loaded?” Reaper asked as Pain and Misery walked up. 

“An hour or so,” Death answered. 

“We head east, drop the loads, and pick them up on the way back,” Reaper said, patting Zeus and then walking away. “Let me see the camp layout and we can hit it tomorrow night, or the night after.” 

Hearing that, Misery pumped her fist. “Yes, killing time,” she hissed. 

Death looked at the sisters and swore they were vibrating with excitement. “Pain, Misery, don’t get too excited, otherwise Reaper will pull you back,” he warned. “A Sin Eater enjoys their work, but doesn’t become elated by it.” 

“Elated? What the fuck are you? A lawyer?” Pain spat out. 

Walking past the two, “I’m just warning you because Reaper has pulled me back from the game for the same reason,” Death told them. 

The sisters looked at each other. “Okay. Act depressed,” Misery suggested. 

“Fuck that,” Pain snapped. “Besides, Reaper would never buy it.” 

Giving a slow nod, “Yeah, okay then, let’s go apologize for getting excited,” Misery offered. 

“Good idea,” Pain said, spinning around and took off in a slow jog, passing Death as Misery caught up. “This time when you start trunking people, don’t laugh so hard.” 

“Okay,” Death mumbled. “Those two scare me.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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Release the Kraken

Stepping out of a Suburban, Captain Pearson was wondering what the hell was going on. They had sailed into port Houston and he’d found Texas Rangers waiting for him on the dock. The Texas Rangers didn’t even wait for his crew to finish tying the submarine up before leading Pearson away. Everyone knew the Texas Rangers had been adopted by President Fern to protect the office, but Pearson couldn’t figure out why in the hell the Texas Rangers had been waiting for him. 

“This way, Captain,” one of the Rangers said, walking away. Following the officer, Pearson looked around to see they were just outside of the port facilities. The officer led him over to a tent. Behind the tent were ten class A RVs. 

“Who’s going camping?” Pearson asked, and the officer just chuckled but didn’t reply.  “Officer, I really need to get back to my boat. We have maintenance due, and I can’t see my wife and kids until it’s done.” 

Stopping at the tent, the officer held the flap open. “Wait inside, Captain,” the officer told him. “Someone will come for you shortly.” 

Walking inside, “For what?” Pearson asked. He wasn’t afraid, this wasn’t the Federal government. 

“I wasn’t told, sir, but someone will bring you to the president shortly,” the officer told him.  

Hearing that, Pearson tried to remain calm but he had been in the service too long. Any time one met with politicians; the game was afoot. This was the reason he still wore an eagle on his collar and not stars. He wasn’t a political player. Seeing Pearson was nervous, “I assure you, Captain, you aren’t in any trouble,” the Texas Ranger told him with a grin. 

Turning to the officer, “Son, I’ve been in the game a long time, and meeting the big wigs is never seen as something good,” Pearson responded, making the Texas Ranger laugh. Glancing around the spacious tent, he saw couches, chairs, and three desks arranged like it was a waiting area.

Letting the flap go, the officer left Pearson alone in the large tent and it was only then, Pearson realized the tent was air conditioned. Thankful for that because the summer heat was merciless outside, Pearson wiped his sweaty hands off on his pants. “Why I joined the Navy, never far from the water,” he mumbled, moved over to a couch and sat down, never wondering why there was furniture inside the tent. 

When the flap on the tent opened, Pearson leapt to his feet and saw four stars on the collar before he looked up to see an old friend, Admiral Wagner, who was talking to a man wearing work overalls. Giving a sigh of relief, Pearson dropped back down. Wagner was over the Republic Navy and Pearson had served under him on his very first submarine. If Wagner was here, he wasn’t worried. After Wagner had been moved to the Pentagon, they’d grown apart but whenever they ran into each other, they always talked and went for drinks. 

Then Pearson remembered another captain telling him Wagner’s two girls and their families had been in New York when the war had started and there had been no further word on their fate. Thankful his wife and kids were in Houston, Pearson said a prayer, because from everything he’d heard, any member of an officer’s family behind enemy lines had been dealt with harshly. 

When he finished talking, Wagner turned around with a grin as the other man left. “Tobias!” Wagner called out, walking over. “Outstanding job you’ve done.” 

“Sir, like my first captain told me long ago, my crew deserves the credit. I just command them, they do the job,” Pearson said, standing back up. Since it was just them, Pearson held out his hand and Wagner shook it.

Releasing Pearson’s hand, “Was your first captain any good?” Wagner asked with a wink. 

“I still live in awe of him, sir,” Pearson responded. 

Giving a loud laugh, Wagner motioned with his head for Pearson to follow. “Everything you are about to hear is beyond classified, understood? You answer nothing about where you’ve been and what was talked about,” Wagner said very seriously.

“Of course, sir,” Pearson replied, getting nervous again. “Is it bad?” he asked timidly.

Stepping out, Wagner just shook his head, leading Pearson around the tent to one of the RVs. A seaman walked past and saluted  Wagner, he returned the salute and then headed for the RV in the center, and Pearson saw another Texas Ranger standing at the door, but she had an M4 across her chest. The officer opened the door as they approached, and Pearson followed Wagner inside, hearing a man talking.

Stepping inside, he saw President Fern wearing only a white t-shirt and slacks, sitting behind a desk and talking on a speaker phone. “Governor Yassa, you can’t say that in an interview!” Fern barked out.  

“You butt the hell out of my business,” a female voice snapped over the speaker. “You put me in charge of Missouri, so shut the hell up!”

Taking a deep breath, “Brandy,” President Fern said softly. “When asked by reporters, ‘What do you do with captured Federal personnel’, you can’t reply, ‘Drag a dull knife across their belly and step back to watch them bleed to death’.”

“The hell I can’t, that’s my election slogan!” Brandy shouted back. 

Giving a long sigh, “Brandy, please, we must be the civilized ones here,” Fern pleaded. 

“You be civilized. I’ll lead my barbarians! We’ll drag our balls across the ground and beat on our chests!” 

Throwing his hands up, “Fine,” Fern sighed. “I must say, your reconstruction plan is rather good, but you’re not helping everyone equally.”

“You’re goddamn right I’m not!” Brandy bellowed, making the speaker crackle. “My team is putting what I have to work with to do the most good, bitch! Those in areas I can’t focus on can move their fucking asses! I’m not wasting resources, time, or labor on areas that don’t produce or aren’t strategically necessary.”

Pearson’s mouth fell open, hearing a governor speaking to the president like that, but Wagner was just chuckling silently. “Fine,” Fern sighed, flopping back in his chair. From the look on Fern’s face, he hadn’t been shocked by Governor Yassa’s replies.  

Brandy’s tone changed instantly to very pleasant. “So, when the hell are we crossing that damn river, so I can get these feds from off my back that are breathing down my neck?”  

“Brandy, we’re still moving assets, and the commanders have told me the ground isn’t stable enough for armor yet,” Fern replied. “I trust you will be here for the governor’s conference?” 

Again, Brandy went from zero to instant bitch. “Like I have a goddamn choice?! I can’t get anything done going to all these fucking meetings, asshole!”

Taking a deep breath, “Thank you, Governor Yassa,” Fern said and then grinned, looking at the phone. “Do you still love me, Brandy?”  

Softening her voice but still gruff, “I don’t know. I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know,” she said, and hung up. 

“Mr. President,” Wagner said grinning. “I want to change my state of residence to Missouri, just so I can vote for Brandy next month.” 

“Nobody’s running against her!” Fern cried out. 

Looking from Wagner to the president, “So, she’s running the state efficiently?” Pearson asked. 

“Efficiently?” Fern scoffed. “I don’t know who this Michelle is on her staff, but I want ten of her,” Fern said, picking up a folder. “Three weeks ago Brandy sent this, and started implementing before I got it. Because I appointed her, I should’ve at least had input. By harvest time, Missouri will literally be swimming in food, if the growing season is just halfway decent.”

Impressed, Pearson gave a nod, but Fern continued. “Missouri will be the first state to have their power grid back up!” he cried out. “They’re making hundreds of levees on creeks and streams. At Mountain View, they’re making these water turbines that can put out ten kilo watts. But what is awesome, they’re putting like thirty of them along two miles of those streams. When they’re done at the end of the year, Missouri will be putting out all the electricity they need, and it can’t be taken out because it’ll be in thousands of small generators along streams! It would be like stomping ants!”

Very impressed, “Smart,” Pearson nodded. 

Turning to Pearson, “Don’t get me wrong. I love her to death, but she ages me. By her own admission, Brandy isn’t a politician and never will be, so I leave her the fuck alone,” Fern said, then waved his hand at his t-shirt. “Sorry for the informal wear, but Brandy said if I didn’t get off my fat ass and start exercising, she would be bringing a bull whip to Dallas to encourage me. I don’t think even my Texas Rangers would try to stop her.” 

Leaning closer to Wagner, “I want to change my state of residence to Missouri, too,” Pearson whispered, and Wagner busted out laughing. “Can I ask, will the ground pounders and air jockeys be able to stop that flood of armor I had to let go?” Pearson asked with a hint of irritation.

“No need,” Wagner answered, and Pearson just looked at him. “The Sin Eaters hit the port.” 

With his eyes going wide, “They’re a guerilla unit. How could they manage a hit like that? Are we helping them?” Pearson asked.

“No,” Fern answered flatly. 

“May I, Mr. President?” Wagner asked, pointing at a huge screen on the wall and Fern nodded. Grabbing a remote, Wagner clicked it, moving through folders. The screen filled with a satellite image in thermal, and Pearson sucked in a breath at the rows of tanks. From the zoom, each tank looked the size of a Matchbox car and Pearson could see small heat images moving around, and then two white hot spots went off on each tank. Next, the huge oil tanks erupted and then, the ships started exploding. 

“Holy mother of God,” Pearson mumbled at the destruction. “Can’t the feds recover what was left in the cargo ships that sank?”

“Nope. Launched B-2s and dropped a hundred thousand pounds of ordnance. It’ll take two years to rebuild the port,” Wagner answered with a grin. “Yes, we’re all glad the Sin Eaters are fighting the same people we are.” 

Shaking his head at the two, “Captain Pearson, I have to say, you’ve done an excellent job out there,” Fern said, getting serious. 

“Mr. President, we were only one of the boats attacking, and my crew deserves the credit,” Pearson replied. 

“True, but your ‘boat’,” Fern grinned, “has sixteen more sub kills and forty-one more ship kills than any other boat in our fleet. That’s why I want to transfer you.”

Hearing transfer, Pearson’s blood froze. “We’re just hitting our stride, we can do better,” he gasped, controlling his voice so he wouldn’t get louder. He wasn’t a fool, it wasn’t his boat, it belonged to the Republic, but he knew he still had a lot to accomplish. 

“You’re getting a newer boat,” Fern said, and Pearson gave a groan. 

“Mr. President, you can’t even compare the Virginia class to the Seawolf class. After the last refit, the class should be renamed because the boats are completely different from when they were put out in the nineties. Hell, when they’re retired, I’m willing to bet each boat will be over eighty years old!” Pearson cried out. 

“Probably older,” Wagner mumbled. 

“Ever heard of project Kraken?” Fern asked. 

Leaning back in his chair, “Fairy tale, sir. It was said in 2017, they wanted to design a boat superior to the Seawolf class,” Pearson answered. 

“Captain, ever wonder where your ‘upgrades’ came from?” Fern asked, and Pearson arched his eyebrow in wonder. “Project Kraken was real, and that’s where your upgrades came from.” 

Wagner stepped to a safe and pulled out a leather suitcase. “Combination is your entry date,” Wagner said, putting the case in Pearson’s lap. 

Looking up in Wagner’s face, “It’s better than my boat?” Pearson asked. 

With a face filled with awe, “Tobias, you have to see it to believe it,” Wagner replied. 

“Captain, you’ll have your work cut out for you,” Fern said, and Pearson opened the case and found two huge three-ring binders, each six inches thick. “The Feds are starting to pull from the mothballed navy. You’ll have to hold off Europe on your own. We have to send more to the Pacific to stop the flow of bodies into Mexico, but before we can do that, we have to knock out the mothball navy with the aircraft carriers.”  

Still having trouble processing the accusation that the Seawolf class was obsolete, “The Kraken is real?!” Pearson cried out. 

Reaching over, Wagner grabbed Pearson’s arm. “Tobias, yes, it is. It was stationed in Pearl, and was out to sea doing sea trials when the shit hit the fan. It was Dewayne who was captain,” Wagner said, and Pearson gave another groan. 

“Oh, I can see that toad being assigned,” Pearson admitted. 

“The Kraken only has sixty enlisted and seven officers, but also a ten-man SEAL team assigned full-time. When the balloon went up and this conflict got hot, Dewayne headed north to intercept the Jimmy Carter and Seawolf who were sinking troop transports. That’s when the SEAL team took over the boat. They’re submariners who wear the dolphin to help the crew, but they are full-time SEALs. Because of them, we have the Kraken. When they contacted me I told them to head here, but to put off any crew who wanted. Only three officers left. The rest of the crew stayed true to the oath.”

“I request the transfer of my cook and intelligence officer,” Pearson asked. About to add something about letting those sailors off a top secret submarine, Pearson looked up in Wagner’s eyes and knew, those sailors weren’t free and maybe not even alive.

Holding up his hand, “They’re packing your shit and will join you,” Wagner replied. “When are you going to let Keith out from under your wing? I could use him on my staff.” 

“Hey, I ask him every deployment, but he wants to stay, and I haven’t found his equal processing intelligence. Not to mention his tactics are off the charts.” 

“Captain,” Fern said, getting up. “You have a tough job, but you can’t fail. The UN navy has to be taken out before they flood the Feds with equipment.” 

Looking down in the case at the thick binders, Pearson read ‘Classified’ in bold red letters above ‘Captain’s manual for USS Kraken’. All boats had them but none this thick, much less two. “If this boat is even a tiny bit better than my old one, I can accomplish the mission,” Pearson promised. 

***
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Sitting in the back of the Suburban with Wagner, “Mark one thousand torpedoes!” Pearson gasped. 

“Oh, yeah. That’s why we had to hit the base in San Diego. That’s where the stockpile was, if you can say fifty is a stockpile,” Wagner said, looking out at the Texas landscape passing by. “They travel two hundred and fifty knots an hour with a range of two hundred miles. With a two-ton warhead, there isn’t a ship they can’t destroy.”

Feeling dizzy as he scanned the pages, Pearson was having trouble believing he wasn’t reading a fantasy novel. He was a top graduate of the naval academy, but was having trouble following the metallurgy and math. If what he was reading was true, the Kraken was the largest submarine ever put afloat. Not even the giant Russian boats could compare. The titanium alloy double hull was the metallurgy he was trying to follow, and it should’ve been impossible. 

Taking a break from the overwhelming information, “What’s the load out?” he asked. 

“Fifty of the Mk one thousands and seventy of the normal Mk 80s,” Wagner answered. “Then, you have two vertical missile launchers with rotary magazines. Each magazine holds twenty missiles. Half are land attack and the others are anti-ship...” Hearing the pause, Pearson turned to see Wagner grinning. “LRASM second generation.” 

“They were just starting to work on that!” Pearson cried out. 

Losing the grin, “They lied, and only the Kraken can use them. We’re starting production, along with the Mk one thousand. We can only make one Mk one thousand a week, and won’t be able to increase that. I’m hoping the production of the LRASM 2G comes on line this month, but you’ll only be getting two of those a month. Sorry, but we have other munition needs,” Wagner said. “The Long Range Anti-Ship Missile second gen or LRASM 2G,” he pronounced it La Resm, “is hypersonic, completely autonomous from GPS, visual targeting capabilities, only launchable from subsurface, and only from the Kraken. A one-thousand-pound warhead with a thousand mile range.” 

Staring wide-eyed at Wagner, “Admiral,” Pearson gasped, trying to comprehend if this was real. “This had to cost billions. There are black projects, but this...”

With a flat expression, “Wrong, Tobias,” Wagner said. “Tens of billions. I’ve gone over the Kraken but never found any costs, the only info we have is the binders on the boat. Those are the originals and we copied them. Your XO (executive officer) has been on the project for nine years. He told me there had never been any information about the Kraken ever put on any computer that had outside connections. Just making rough calculations, I’m putting the cost of the Kraken between twenty and thirty billion dollars for one boat. That’s not including the research, just the boat. Before you ask, no, I never knew it existed until Lieutenant Gomez over your SEAL team contacted me. I spoke at his graduating class, and he’d heard I was with the Republic.”

Looking down at the binders, “I commanded boats designed to sink ships. This thing was built to sink entire fleets,” Pearson mumbled. 

“Yes, the Kraken is a navy killer, not a ship killer,” Wagner agreed. “You are ordered to not take the boat near its crush depth. You will not dive below two thousand meters unless you are taking evasive action. We only have one, and thanks to a Special Forces team, only we will have one. They blew up the yard in Maryland where the second was under construction. They didn’t know what they were destroying, but they did it. Work had just started and only the frame had been built, but the furnace to form the titanium alloy was destroyed. They also destroyed the computer banks.”

Hearing ‘only two thousand meters’, “What’s the crush depth?” Pearson asked with a raspy voice. 

Taking a deep breath and looking into Pearson’s eyes, “Eight thousand meters,” Wagner answered. 

Breaking out in a cold sweat, “Not even on a bet or under orders,” Pearson vowed.

Thankful to hear that, “Keep reading, we’ll be in Port Arthur soon,” Wagner said. 

In an hour the Suburban stopped, and a lightheaded Pearson stepped out, looking at a steep hill beside the bay. The hill was clearly manmade because it was over a hundred feet tall, but it had trees covering it. “Where’s the boat?” Pearson asked. 

“This is a sub hanger,” Wagner told him.

Just giving up on not being shocked anymore, Pearson followed Wagner to a metal door shoved into the hillside. When he stepped in, Pearson gasped and stumbled into the wall while looking at a long dry dock. Sitting in the dry dock was something he could’ve never imagined. The only submarine he could compare it to was a TV show he’d watched as a kid, SeaQuest, but there were no windows. “It’s fucking huge,” he gasped. 

Years ago, he’d gotten to see the largest class of submarine until now, the Typhoon. The Kraken was longer and wider, and almost double the displacement. “It would’ve been cheaper to carve it from gold,” Pearson mumbled. 

“Nope,” Wagner said. “They could’ve carved it from emeralds and it would’ve been cheaper.” 

Pointing at the massive submarine, “And a sixty-man crew can run this?” Pearson asked.

“Yes, and the Kraken can carry enough food stores to stay out eight months,” Wagner told him. 

The crew quickly formed up, but Pearson couldn’t take his eyes off the Kraken. There was no conning tower. The topside had a retractable hatch open that looked like a cockpit on a fighter, and Pearson was sure he could fit a small car under the roof. Shaking each man’s and several women’s hand, Pearson never even heard any names. 

When he walked across the gang plank that ended at the roof, he went down and was led to the bridge. It looked more like the bridge of the Enterprise from Star Trek. The captain’s chair had two monitors at each armrest, and a one-hundred-and-twenty-inch monitor was mounted on a wall at the front of the bridge. Along each side of the big monitor were rows of smaller fifty-inch monitors. 

Turning back to the captain’s chair, he noticed a four point harness to buckle in. “It goes that fast?” he asked, feeling nauseous. 

“No, the crew has to buckle in because you won’t believe how this thing can maneuver,” Wagner replied while the crew grinned at the captain’s shock. “That was one thing they had to fix. The computer system only registered up to one hundred and fifteen knots, but they pegged it out on sea trials. That threw the navigation system off big time.”

Turning to Wagner, “Just how fast can this thing go?” 

Giving Pearson a wink, “You are ordered not to take it past one hundred and thirty knots. We don’t know how fast it can go,” Wagner answered. 

For the next week, the shock wore off and Pearson learned his new boat and crew. He only got to see his family for a few hours a day for three days before Kraken was ordered out to sea. His family was sad they couldn’t see him off, but knew from his excitement it was worth it. Being worth it meant this war was going better for the Republic.  

Expected to stay out for six months, United Republic States Ship, Kraken had to return to port forty-six days after leaving. They’d used up all their ordnance on the maiden voyage, sinking one hundred and thirty enemy vessels and attacking twenty land targets. Pearson’s words to his crew when they docked, “Yeah, the Seawolf class is obsolete, along with every other submarine in the world. We own the water.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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Promises Kept

Creeping up to the fence that surrounded the detention facility, Reaper scanned around while Misery cut an opening. A sign hung over the gate that read, ‘Detention Facility 138. Clemency is earned through labor to support your betters’. 

“Oh, that’s cold shit,” Reaper mumbled at the sign and Misery crawled through the gap. He followed her in and then held the gap open as Zeus crawled through. Watching the massive Rottweiler ‘low crawl’, Reaper couldn’t help but grin. Feeling a spark of happiness stir, Reaper dropped the grin and turned away to the camp, and Zeus moved to his side. 

When Pain joined them, he led his team across the manicured grass to the visitation center. “Pass it along again. I don’t want any visitation girl hurt unless she attacks,” Reaper told Pain. 

“Geesh, you’ve told us, like, a hundred times,” Pain responded. “Just what’s so important about these girls? And do I need to remind you, they have little boys in here just like the last one we hit.” 

Giving a shrug, “Don’t care about the boys,” Reaper replied. “If one gets in the way, cut him in half. If a girl is used as a shield, I’d better see some damn good fire discipline.” 

Nodding as she patted her gear, “Got it,” Pain said. 

“Are you going to tell us why at some point?” Misery asked as the team formed up behind them and passed the order down. 

Thinking for a minute, “Maybe,” Reaper answered, which shocked the sisters. Reaper rarely explained the ‘why’ to anything he did. He wanted the Sin Eaters to figure it out for themselves. Most didn’t. They just did as they were told enthusiastically because they were dealing retribution. Those that tried to follow the reasoning, Reaper would let them explain what they’d thought and tell them if they were right. Occasionally, someone got it right.  

All Reaper knew was his target was here, and had been transferred to the detention camp’s visitation center two months ago. The picture was five years old from an old driver’s license. There was one Sin Eater who could point out his target, but it was too much of a risk. 

“Team two ready,” Death called over his ear bud. 

Five minutes later, “Team three ready,” Titan called out, followed by the other four teams.

Tapping the phone on his chest, “Is the Opera ready to sing?” Reaper called out. 

“Just waiting on your word, Reaper,” Phantom answered. 

Tapping the phone again, “This is Reaper, go,” he called out, then tapped the phone off. 

Misery lifted her pistol up as she moved to the door. Normally, there was loud music in the visitation centers, but this one was quiet. She paused just out of the camera’s view mounted over the door. 

“Control down,” Conquest called out, and Misery moved to the door and gripped the door knob. Taking a deep breath, she opened it and slid inside while the dozen bodies and one big dog flowed in like water behind her. 

Seeing a man kissing a woman on a couch near the wall in her area, Misery pulled the stun gun from her right wrist with her left hand. Keeping her pistol aimed at the man’s head, she touched the probes to his back and pressed the switch. The man convulsed so hard he headbutted the girl, breaking her nose and was flung three feet in the air as the jolt of electricity flooded his body. 

“That never gets old,” Misery grinned, putting her hand over the girl’s mouth. “Don’t yell or make any noise. I don’t want to hurt you, but I damn sure will if you endanger us,” she warned in a low voice. 

Only seeing the mask with teeth, and instantly knowing she was looking at a Sin Eater, the young girl nodded and grabbed her bleeding nose. Taking her hand off the girl’s mouth, Misery pulled out one of her ropes tied in a handcuff knot. Looking around the room while she slipped the two loops over the unconscious man’s hands, she cinched it up and tied it off by feel alone. Seeing two other Sin Eaters tying up others, Misery noticed one of them was a female. 

It wasn’t the first female they’d caught in the visitation centers, and she knew it wouldn’t be the last. “You bitches are worse than the men,” she growled, rolling the man off the girl. When he hit the floor, Misery ripped off some duct tape and pressed it over his mouth. 

Seeing movement exiting the hallway to the rooms, Misery shifted her body but saw it was Ubiytsa walking out and dragging two more that were tied up and naked. Thinking one looked rather floppy, even for someone unconscious, Misery moved over to look at the young soldier. “Ubiytsa, this one’s dead. Why did you tie him up?”

“He was alive when I tie him up,” Ubiytsa growled.  

Looking the dead man over, “You cut his dick off?” Misery smirked.  “You are so cool.” 

“No, I pull it off,” Ubiytsa replied, spinning around and heading back down the hallway. 

Stepping back, “Whoa, I gotta try that,” Misery gasped in awe.

Soon, there were sixteen women in the large party room with Pain coming up the hallway, followed by Reaper and another woman. As Reaper led the woman past the others, Misery noticed she was black and appeared middle-aged, but visitation centers aged women fast. Ubiytsa was the last one from the hall, carrying a naked little girl in his arms very tenderly. “Oh, that’s a mistake,” Misery mumbled as Reaper led the woman outside. 

Stopping just out the door, Reaper turned the woman to face him. There was no fear on her face or really any emotion he could see. “Are you Tamara Washington?” he asked, and the woman gave a jerk and then looked up at the mask. 

Blinking her eyes slowly, “Yes,” Tamara answered. 

“Where is your daughter?”

No emotion showed on Tamara’s face, but tears welled up in her large eyes. “She died three months ago,” Tamara answered. 

“Tamara, one of my Sin Eaters is going to take you to our camp. No harm will come to you. You have my word on that. We will feed you and get you someplace safe.” 

Shaking her head, “No place is safe,” she mumbled. 

“Oh, I beg to differ,” Reaper said with a curt laugh. “I just want your word that you won’t try to hurt my Sin Eater.” 

When Tamara heard that, Reaper got to see her first emotion expressed; shock. “You can’t hurt a Sin Eater,” Tamara informed him. “You’re all the soldiers and officers talk about. How you can move like smoke and kill at will, just to swim in blood.” 

Feeling his ego getting inflated, Reaper gave a nod. “Glad to hear that, but do I have your word?”

“Yes, if you hurt me, can you please kill me soon after?” 

Hearing that, “No Sin Eater will hurt you,” Reaper told her, then looked off. “Oh, I’m so unleashing the sisters.” Motioning Axe over, “Take her back to camp and have Siren feed her, and you check her over for wounds.” 

Looking at the shell of a human, “Aren’t you going to give her a bandana to cover her face until she gets a mask?” Axe asked. 

“She may not get one,” Reaper answered. 

Watching Axe lead the woman away, Reaper turned to see both sisters come out. “Reaper, you need to talk to Ubiytsa,” Pain told him. “He won’t put that little girl down. He’s getting attached.” 

Not even turning around or acting surprised, “I know,” Reaper told them and then tapped his phone, calling for Phantom. 

“Phantom,” Phantom called out after the first ring. 

“Is the Opera done?”

“Yes, we took thirty-seven alive. Can I watch the sisters?” Phantom asked. 

“No. I need you at the visitation center. Now.” 

When Reaper tapped his phone off, “I like Phantom watching. He’s better than any cheerleader I’ve ever seen,” Pain said. “Watching someone moonwalk while you disembowel a person screaming really fills you full of purpose.”  

“Even if I didn’t need him for something, I still wouldn’t let Phantom watch tonight,” Reaper replied. 

“What about Ubiytsa?” Misery asked. 

Looking into Misery’s eyes, “He called out his daughter’s name from his old life when he rushed in the room. It’s a moment of weakness that we’ll all overlook,” Reaper answered. 

Giving a curt nod, “Understood,” Misery snapped. 

“He needs to let the old life go,” Pain said softly. “It’ll only hurt more, and we’re Sin Eaters.” 

“We’ve all done it,” Reaper answered. “Tell the others to drag out your playthings and remember, I want around twenty to live this time.” 

“Okay,” they both answered rather cheerfully. 

Turning away, Reaper gave a jump to see Phantom right beside him. Looking down at Zeus, “Why didn’t you let me know he was here?” Reaper asked, and Zeus just gave a yawn. 

Chuckling, “What do you need, Reaper?” Phantom asked. 

Glancing around as the teams started hauling bodies to the middle of the camp and grabbing Phantom’s arm, Reaper pulled him to the side of the visitation center. “Phantom, you have a choice to make,” Reaper told him. “Your wife from your old life is back at camp.” 

Phantom’s eyes went wide, and he would’ve fallen down but Reaper caught him. “Get your mind in the game,” Reaper snapped. “You can go back to camp, but once you do, Tamara goes to Hades and will stay there with us until this is over. In time, we may be able to move her back to the Republic. But we can’t risk her getting caught because she could reveal you’re a Sin Eater.” 

Panting hard for several minutes, Phantom finally spoke. “My little girl?”

Closing his eyes, Reaper shook his head. “I’m sorry.” 

Rage flooded Phantom’s system and Reaper grabbed his arm hard. “Think and don’t react to emotion. You feed that emotion sins. If you don’t let your past life wife see you, we’ll get her across the lines, but keep her at one of the angel locations until then.” 

Taking several deep breaths, “What if she wants to join?” Phantom asked. 

“Then she must become a Sin Eater, putting the old life aside.” 

“I want to see her,” Phantom said. 

“Phantom, don’t make me regret this. You’re the only one who had family that I could look for. You’re a Sin Eater until this is done.” 

Looking at Reaper, “I know. I gave my word and I’ll see it through,” Phantom replied. 

Letting Phantom’s arm go, “Take your wife away from camp and you may let her see your face, but then the mask goes back on and I don’t want it ever mentioned. The mask is our shield for the soul,” Reaper stressed. 

“I understand, but I’ll keep the mask on. Cory is long gone and only Phantom is here now.” 

Watching Phantom walk off, Reaper heard screams and turned to see the sisters going to work on the prisoners. Off to the side, the other camera operator, Troll, was filming. “I still say this was a mistake,” Havoc said, walking over. 

Turning to Havoc, Reaper was still in awe of the mask. Havoc had mixed paint until he’d found the right shade, so the mask was the same color as his black skin. The mask looked like it was part of his face with a mouthful of needle teeth. “Which part don’t you agree with?” Reaper asked, turning away to see the captives filing out the gate and heading west. 

“Phantom,” Havoc answered. “We should’ve just taken her to an angel’s house, then moved her back.” 

“No. He deserved to know she was alive. I can’t deny a Sin Eater that. This life will end, one way or the other, and we’ll be born again. Still Sin Eaters, but that won’t be our primary function.” 

“All the more reason,” Havoc said, turning to the screams. “Damn, I’ve seen some shit, but the sisters bring a new meaning to the word ‘medieval’.”  

“I’m just surprised Marshall hasn’t figured out why we’ve let so many live through the torture,” Reaper said. “The hundred plus we let survive have used antibiotics that could’ve gone to thousands upon thousands of soldiers from the battlefield. The feds have already put out memos on antibiotic usage to the doctors and medics.” 

Shaking his head when Pain cut a man’s belly open and shoved in a handful of dirt, “That anybody lives with the shit those two shove in the wounds amazes me,” Havoc admitted. A shiver ran down his spine as Misery shoved her knife into the dirt and then spit on it before driving it into a man’s knee. “Oh, you’re losing that leg.” 

“Not before they waste massive amounts of medicine,” Reaper chuckled.  

“You going to talk to Ubiytsa?” Havoc asked. 

Barely shaking his head, “Nope, he’ll figure it out,” Reaper replied. “By now, just holding that little girl for as long as he has, he knows he’s losing what he needs to consume the sins.”

Processing that and giving a shiver, “Don’t  underestimate Colonel Marshall,” Havoc warned. “I saw his work in the past life, and he’s not an enemy to be taken lightly. I still say we should just kill his bitch ass.”

“He’s cocky and I like cocky, easy to manipulate. Better the evil you know, Havoc.” 

“Buildings are being wired to burn,” Havoc said, walking away. 

“Shit, with Nitro and Pyro wiring them up, I want to be long gone before the buildings go off,” Reaper grunted. 

“I know, Reaper,” Ubiytsa said, walking up behind him. Turning around, Reaper saw the little girl was now wrapped in a blanket as Ubiytsa carried her tenderly cradled into his chest. “I have one request please. May we take her to an angel’s house? I doubt she will make it to the Republic.” 

Studying the girl’s face, Reaper didn’t think she was even ten years old. Moving his eyes to Ubiytsa’s face, Reaper saw he wasn’t even looking at the little girl, and there were no tear streaks on his face. His eyes were watery, but hadn’t released any tears. “And what would you say if I agreed?” Reaper asked. 

“Sin consumed,” Ubiytsa answered. 

“Then we’ll drop her off at Gabriel’s,” Reaper said, and Ubiytsa nodded before walking over and handing the girl off to one of the rescued prisoners Titan had asked to join. Reaper didn’t want more, but needed a reason to throw off Marshall when he arrived to talk to the survivors. 

“Reaper,” Death called out, walking over. “I have sixteen test dummies selected.” 

Test dummies were the federal prisoners that were brought back to Hades to experiment on. “I thought I said ten,” Reaper said. 

“Doc is starting on abdominal wounds, and they don’t last long when he opens up their bellies,” Death said, then gave a shiver. “Plus, Jaws asked for two, so he can start emergency dental care.” 

Hearing that, even Reaper gave a quiver. “I always knew a dentist could be the best torturer.”

“Orthodontist,” Death corrected. “I’m still waiting for a prisoner to last longer than an hour when Jaws starts questioning them. He breaks them faster than the sisters, and I don’t think they like that.” 

“I might just let them go if one does last an hour and doesn’t answer his questions,” Reaper scoffed.

Not believing that for a second, “We killed the commandant’s family in front of her and dragged her over for the sisters,” Death told him.  

“Make sure nobody in your team has overloaded their ride.” 

“I have, and I’ll remind the other captains,” Death called over his shoulder as he walked off. 

Hearing a soft growl, Reaper looked down at Zeus. Zeus was looking toward the visitation center. “What?” Reaper asked, and Zeus trotted away, stopping at the corner of the building. “I swear, if they let a guard get past them, I’ll put Jaws to shame when I beat each one with the stick until they’re soaked in blood.” 

Pulling his rifle to his shoulder, Reaper eased to the corner and could hear rhythmic grunting and muffled cries. Peeking around the corner, he saw a huge form with pants down to the ankles and a white ass. “Mother fucker,” Reaper snarled, moving around the corner quickly.

Atlas never saw him when Reaper ran over and reared his right leg back, lashing out and kicking him in the side of the head. Knocked out instantly, Atlas rolled off the body from the kick. “Thank you,” the woman whimpered. 

“Please,” Reaper scoffed, pulling the stun gun from his right forearm and touched it to Atlas’ arm, pressing the trigger. Like everyone, Atlas had a bomb under that vest, and Reaper didn’t want him waking up and setting it off. 

Hearing running footsteps, he turned to see Death and Titan. “I told him to pull the commandant over to the sisters,” Death said, watching Reaper pull off Atlas’ vest and then stripped his gear off.  

“Death, I know you didn’t tell him to rape her,” Reaper said as the sisters ran over wearing rubber aprons. The fact they’d painted the black aprons white, just to show the blood from their victims, made the sisters look like butchers from a teen slasher movie. 

“We got this,” Titan said, moving over and stripping Atlas down to skin before tying him up. 

“Thank you,” the commandant whimpered again. Reaching back, Reaper grabbed the lightsaber handle and yanked the sword from the scabbard. When the commandant saw the red blade, she let out a scream and held up her hands. Slashing out with the blade, Reaper saw both hands drop to the ground as blood pulsated from the stumps. 

The commandant’s scream became shrill when she looked at where her hands used to be and Reaper slashed out again, chopping her feet off just above the ankles. In the time it took Reaper to pick up the shirt Atlas had ripped off the commandant, her screams had turned into low moans from blood loss. Wiping the blade off, he passed it over to Misery. 

“Put it back in the scabbard, please,” he asked. 

“You could’ve let us have her,” Misery huffed, shoving the sword in the scabbard until it locked.  

“No, we’re leaving,” Reaper told them, turning to look at Atlas lying naked, bound hand and foot. “Rape is a crime that gives physical pleasure, and that is below a Sin Eater. Only a sinner takes that form,” Reaper said. “Bring him back to Hades, so he can be judged.” 

A group came over and dragged Atlas off while Reaper, his six captains, and the sisters looked across at the line of bodies staked to the ground. “Sin consumed,” they all said, then headed out of the detention center. 

When they reached camp, they found Phantom sitting next to a tree and Tamara sitting beside him, wearing a bandana around her face. Walking over, Reaper saw life again in Tamara’s eyes and a burning for vengeance. “I have a new recruit. She knows the rules and willingly accepts them,” Phantom told him, and Tamara looked up at Reaper. 

“There is no Tamara here anymore. I see a Sin Eater named Nightmare,” Reaper declared, and Nightmare gave him a nod. “She trains until I say she’s ready to consume the sins.” 

Both just nodded as Reaper walked over to his four-wheeler and saw the sisters pulling something from a bag. “I said we didn’t need to get any supplies. Our rides are weighted down enough,” he told them, and Pain spun around. 

“You can kiss my ass,” she snapped, and held up a dental water pick. “I took this so Jaws won’t pop my back with that fucking stick.” 

“Go ahead and pucker up to kiss my ass because I got her to get me one, too,” Misery chimed in, jumping on the Flyer and moving to the gun turret. 

Looking at the water pick, “You’d better have one for me,” Reaper told them, watching Misery drop behind the GAU 19. 

“Yes, mine’s red, Misery’s is blue, and yours is green,” Pain replied. “These damn things are great for cleaning your gums.” 

“Maybe I need to send a squad of Sin Eaters on a scavenger hunt for some water picks,” Reaper mumbled, climbing in the Flyer. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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Judgement

Inside Tartarus and sitting at his desk going over the latest information from Oracle, Reaper looked up when the door opened to see Pain and Misery walk in. “Jaws is done with Atlas,” Misery stated with a giggle, closing the door. 

Leaning back in his chair, Reaper gave a wince from the whelp where Jaws had popped him across the back. Reaper was surprised Jaws had found anything in his gums, considering how long he’d used that water pick. But Jaws had and even showed it to him, earning Reaper a smack. Granted, it was the first time Reaper had only gotten one. Misery also got a smack, but Pain didn’t, and Jaws had searched her mouth much longer than anyone else.  

The inspections had started as soon as they’d returned this morning, and Reaper had already made up his mind to send out teams to look for more water picks. Most Sin Eaters got five to seven hits, but Reaper had noticed long ago that Jaws never went past seven unless that Sin Eater hadn’t brushed their teeth regularly. And there was no doubt in any Sin Eaters’ mind; Jaws knew if you were taking care of his teeth in your mouth. It still amazed Reaper how fast Jaws could inspect a mouth and call out infractions to one of his assistants. 

Each captain had to lead his contingent to be inspected and once they were done, Jaws had them line up. Grabbing the dreaded bamboo pole, he would walk down the line while the assistant read off the infractions. In two hours, Jaws was done with the entire team that’d returned and Pain was the only Sin Eater who’d returned that didn’t get popped. To date, Pain was the only one to never get the bamboo after an inspection. 

When Reaper went to drag Atlas off, Jaws had come over with the pole, telling Reaper that Atlas still had Jaw’s teeth in his mouth and had to be checked. Stepping back, Reaper’s mouth fell open when Jaws pulled out the stun gun and zapped Atlas. With the giant unconscious, Jaws inspected his mouth. “You’ve desecrated my teeth!” Jaws screamed out.  

Grabbing his pole, Jaws started wailing away and that’d woken Atlas back up. After fifteen minutes, and Jaws was still wailing away on the giant, Reaper had just headed out of Hades to Tartarus. Since Jaws was counting with each hit, Reaper knew it was infractions of dental care, and it was going to take a while. Glancing at his watch, “Jaws beat him for over an hour?” Reaper asked. 

Nodding, “One hundred and thirty-eight hits,” Misery replied with a shiver. “Atlas tried to pass out a few times, but Jaws moved down and started smacking him in the jewels and that woke his ass back up.”

“Was he just hitting or was Jaws actually reprimanding?” Reaper asked.

Shrugging, “I think the smacks to the nuts were freebies to keep Atlas’ attention, but Jaws counted off the other hits,” Misery said. 

Pushing back from the desk, “Let’s get his ass mounted to the rock,” Reaper said, getting up. 

Sitting on the floor and petting Zeus, “Titan, Havoc, and Death have already taken him,” Pain chimed in.

Grabbing his gear, “And just how did they find out how and where I wanted him taken?” Reaper asked.

“Duh, we told them,” Pain huffed, and noticed Reaper’s eyes get hard. “Oh, blow it out your ass. You’re busy and they asked us.” 

Pulling his vest on, “You do know I’m not scared of you, right?” Reaper asked. “Not even a little bit,” he clarified. 

“No, shit,” Pain taunted. “I don’t want to know what or who the fuck you’re scared of, if there is something. Just jumping back in that river after Cyclops got bitten by a shark was fucking insane. You never paused and just trotted your fucking ass right back in the water. That left Misery and I no choice but to follow you in, like we weren’t afraid. Letting you know now, gettin’ eaten by a shark is at the top of my ‘not to do fucking ever’ list.”

“My balls are somewhere in that fucking river,” Misery mumbled.  

Not about to admit he’d been terrified getting back in the water, Reaper just left and the sisters followed him outside. Walking down the valley, he looked below Tartarus at the entrance to Hades to see Sin Eaters filing out. “I wanted to talk with the captains before the gathering,” Reaper snapped over his shoulder. 

“Well, you need to talk to Doc, Ivy, WW, and Wrench. They want to get started on refit and training now,” Misery called out. They both broke into a jog, catching up to walk on each side of Reaper. 

Knowing downtime let the mind wander, Reaper didn’t reply. If any Sin Eater was feeling overwhelmed, they could step back and take time for themselves. Everyone did it, but never for longer than an hour or two. Nobody wanted their minds to wander much, so they embraced their Sin Eater persona. 

“Ubiytsa make it back?” Reaper asked. 

“’Bout an hour ago,” Misery answered. “Um, I know the kid couldn’t have been a Sin Eater, but why not let her just stay here?”

Taking a deep breath, “The presence of kids might soften some hearts, and this job’s hard enough,” Reaper replied with a depressed sigh. “Many here are Sin Eaters because of kids, and we can’t let anything stay that could interfere with our mission to consume sins.” 

Feeling a pain try to build in her chest, Pain closed her eyes and forced it away. “I understand,” she mumbled.  

Walking past the Lard Barn and WW’s lab, Reaper continued on the path down the valley. Ahead, he could see a small group around a lone boulder sticking out of the ground. A huge form was spread-eagle and facing out, chained to the boulder. “You two up for this?” Reaper asked. 

Skidding to a halt, “You think we aren’t?” Misery scoffed. 

Shaking his head, “Just asking,” he said as Zeus trotted ahead and stopped beside Titan, bumping his leg. Reaching down, Titan patted Zeus. Seeing Reaper casually walking over, Titan gave a relieved sigh.

Standing back up, Titan heard Reaper shout, “Doc, shave that beard off Atlas’ face!”

Pulling out a pair of scissors and a straight razor, a man with a stethoscope around his neck approached Atlas and he tensed up, pulling against the chains. Doc was just five-foot-nine with bright red hair, but carried himself like he was an eight-foot-tall gorilla. The five long needle teeth painted on his mask were all silver. “Act an ass, and I’ll get Jaws up here to work on your teeth before this starts,” Doc warned. With a ball gag buckled in his mouth, Atlas’ eyes grew wide just from the threat of Jaws and he went rigid. 

Stepping up when another Sin Eater brought over a chair, Doc climbed up on the chair and went to work on the shaggy beard. Watching Doc work, “Oracle send anything important?” Titan asked.

“Yeah, but I’ll go over it later,” Reaper said, watching the Sin Eaters file down into the valley. Turning toward the captains, “Are each of you okay with what I asked?”

Clearly pissed off, “No,” Havoc and Death huffed together. 

“But we’ll do it anyway,” Death added, and Havoc nodded. 

Looking at Death and Havoc, “The others need to know their vote is theirs, and nobody is to talk, reprimand, or anything else on a Sin Eater’s vote,” Reaper explained again. 

“We didn’t get to choose,” Havoc hissed out in a low voice. “I want that bitch to know I want him in pain.”

“On that, I’m sorry, but this’ll be the only time I ask this of any of you,” Reaper replied. “I can’t vote lenient because I brought up the charges and I’m the boss. Havoc, you’re number two and Death, Atlas was in your contingent.”

Rolling his eyes, “I said I would,” Death sighed out. 

Pointing to the sisters, “I think it would look good if one of the sisters voted lenient,” Havoc offered, and several scoffed. 

“Nobody would believe they’d do that of their own free will,” Famine laughed out. 

Nodding, “And that’s why they were never asked,” Reaper answered. 

Slightly bouncing on her toes, “Can we put our aprons on now?” Pain asked. 

Turning to Reaper, “Okay, that was stupid on my part,” Havoc admitted. 

As Doc climbed down from the chair, Reaper looked up at the clean-shaven face with some serious razor burn. “Cocksucker, you better be glad we have laws because I would go ninth level of hell on your fucking ass,” Reaper growled at Atlas, then turned to the crowd. 

Taking a deep breath and raising his voice, “You all know why we have assembled. Atlas was caught breaking the third law.”

The entire crowd recited, “Rape of another is forbidden. Punishment must be swift and painful.” 

“Law eight,” Reaper called out. 

“All Sin Eaters will be judged by Sin Eaters and tried by the tossing of stones!” the crowd answered. 

Nodding at the group, Reaper turned around and took a fist-sized rock from a basket. “The shell that used to be Atlas is no more. We are judging the shell left behind. Stones tossed to his left will be a vote for a swift, merciful death. Stones tossed to his right, is a vote for Atlas to be nailed to this boulder and left to die in torment.” 

Turning toward Atlas, “Oh, I so wanted to go satanic on your ass. I promise, even the sisters couldn’t watch what I was going to do to you,” Reaper growled, and tossed the stone to the right side. Turning back to the Sin Eaters, Reaper announced, “I believe agony is demanded for dishonoring the Sin Eaters.”

Walking over, Death moved up and leaned close to Atlas, “What I’m going to say is horseshit. I wish Reaper would’ve given your ass to me,” he whispered harshly. Tossing the stone to the left side, Death turned to the crowd, “He should die, but he was once a Sin Eater,” he said, and moved off. The rest of Death’s contingent followed, grabbing a stone from the basket, only two tossed to the left.

Leaning over and putting his head between the sisters, “Did you believe Death?” Reaper asked in a low voice. 

“Yeah,” Pain replied, and Misery nodded. “Glad we didn’t have to do that because I couldn’t have sold it.” 

The captains led their contingents in tossing the stones, and many did a double-take when Havoc tossed his stone to the left. Havoc bit his tongue, wanting to yell he’d been ordered to do that. Getting control of his anger, “His life is forfeit, but he was once a Sin Eater,” Havoc growled out, then stomped off like a kid. 

Glancing over her shoulder at Reaper, “He could’ve sold that a little better,” Misery admitted.  

“No, that was perfect,” Reaper grinned as the sisters got in line to toss their stones and the captains moved over to Reaper. 

Havoc moved over and stopped right in front of Reaper. “I get to use your cool ass sword to trunk some fuckers for doing that,” Havoc informed him. 

Giving a curt nod, “Deal,” Reaper replied. Somewhat appeased, Havoc stepped aside when Reaper shook his head. Pain was in front of Atlas motioning like she was going to throw to the left, but not letting the stone go. Then she would act like she was throwing to the right, but not letting the stone go, just toying with the giant chained to the boulder.  

“Pain!” Reaper barked out, making her jump in the air like a cat. “Quit playing and toss your stone!”

Stomping her foot at Reaper, Pain turned, glaring at Atlas as she tossed her stone to the right. “You are so lucky Reaper didn’t let us bring our toys,” she purred out, and skipped off. 

Not even looking up at Atlas, Misery tossed her stone to the right. “We were going to pull your dick off,” she informed him, and Atlas fainted. “It can’t be that hard.” 

“Yeah, nobody would’ve believed the sisters going easy on someone who breaks the Sin Eater oath,” Titan sighed, looking at the large pile of stones on the right side. There weren’t even ten stones on the left.

Stopping and looking at the passed-out form, Jaws tossed his stone to the right and spun around. Storming up to Reaper and the other captains, “Those are my fucking teeth in his mouth and I want them back before he dies!” 

All the captains turned to Reaper because they weren’t getting in this for shit. Jaws worked on their teeth, and he might forget to numb something. 

“Jaws, I’m sorry, you can’t,” Reaper said, and Jaws took a breath to respond but Reaper held up a hand, stopping him. “You’re leaving with my group in the morning. You need to bring your stuff.” 

Stumbling back in shock and clearly excited, “Really?!” Jaws cheered. 

Nodding, “Yes, I need someone to talk fast, and I can’t bring them here. So I need you to come with me,” Reaper told him. 

All the captains and the sisters looked at Reaper in shock while Jaws leapt with joy. “What about the refit?” Titan asked. 

“Later,” Reaper answered as Jaws ran back up to Hades. “Jaws has interrogated forty-six feds and the longest he’s taken to break someone was eighteen minutes,” Reaper said, but they all knew it. Jaws had a contraption that he fit on the head and pried the jaws apart. It was used on cadavers and frequently broke the jaw, but the mouth was open, and Jaws could go to work.  

“Call me a pussy, but I would start talking just watching him lay out all of his fucking tools,” Havoc mumbled. 

When the Sin Eaters had finished, there was no need to count the stones. “Pain, Misery, nail him to the boulder and everyone is to let him die slowly!” Reaper called out. 

Pain and Misery each pulled up a concrete nail gun, inserting a cartridge. Moving to either side of Atlas, they placed the guns over the wrist, making sure to center on a bone. Two bangs sounded and Atlas woke up screaming against the ball gag. “Oh, you know we could do much worse, so shut the fuck up!” Misery barked, loading another four-inch nail and cartridge.

Watching the sisters continue, the entire group called out, “Sin consumed.” 

“Captains, Tartarus!” Reaper barked, spinning around and walking off.  “Siren!” he called out and saw her turn. “Wait outside Tartarus to be called in.” She gave a nod and Reaper headed back up the valley, followed by the captains. While the sisters continued with the nail guns, the rest of the Sin Eaters went back to work.  

The last one walking into Tartarus, Havoc closed the door. “You’re still sending Siren?!” he nearly shouted. 

Dropping in his chair at his desk, “Yes, she doesn’t have a problem with it,” Reaper answered. 

Famine dropped into a chair and swiveled to face Havoc. “My team will be close to back her,” she said.

Watching the others drop in chairs, Havoc threw up his hands and did the same. “She’s fucking in her sixties!” he cried out. 

“And tough as boot leather,” War smirked. 

Seeing everyone but him in agreement, “I don’t want her taken alive,” Havoc mumbled, then let out a long sigh. “That’s all I’m worried about,” he confessed. 

“Now that’s a valid argument, and if I had any doubt Siren would be taken alive, I wouldn’t send her. Ivy assures me the glass capsule Siren will keep in her mouth is fatal, no matter what measures are taken,” Reaper said. 

“I’m sure there’s at least one mushroom in there,” Titan mumbled. 

“So, where are you going?” Death asked, putting his feet up on his desk. 

Looking around the room at each captain, “To see President Fern,” Reaper replied, and everyone froze. “I need to talk to him.” 

Jumping to his feet, “You can’t sic Jaws on President Fern!” Death cried out. “He’s a pussy, yeah, but damn! Jaws?! Just shoot Fern’s ass! He hasn’t earned Jaws! Fuck, just unleash the sisters!”

“I’m not taking Jaws for Fern,” Reaper chuckled. “Fern has an aide who’s feeding information to Colonel Marshall. There’s another under him doing the same, but Oracle can’t find out who. That’s why I need Jaws.”

“We can get information to the Republic, Reaper,” Havoc said, finally able to speak. “You don’t need to meet with Fern. I’m sure he won’t allow any of us within a mile of him.” 

Leaning back in his chair, “And that’s why I’m going to meet with him,” Reaper replied with smiling eyes. “He has to know, not even he is safe from the Sin Eaters. You don’t take your oath to serve the public seriously, a Sin Eater will come calling. I’ve told all of you, we are Sin Eaters for life.”

Feeling a hundred years old, Titan studied Reaper’s eyes for several minutes. “Just what the fuck did Oracle tell you, besides spies on Fern’s staff?” he finally asked.

“Oh, she told me about Operation ‘Water Well’,” Reaper huffed. “It’s beyond genius and diabolical. I’m going to tell Fern just how he’s going to deal with this problem.” Getting up, Reaper handed each captain a folder. “This is Operation Water Well. Read them and then burn them,” he ordered. 

Dropping back in his chair, Reaper watched the group reading until the door opened, and the sisters walked in. Seeing the captains reading from folders, they moved over to a couch and sat down. “Galloglass and Pipes are outside,” Pain told Reaper, and he nodded. 

“We can’t deal with this!” Havoc cried out, closing the folder. “We’re starting two major operations and a refit.” 

“I know. That’s why Fern is going to deal with it. My way,” Reaper stated.

Getting up and walking over to a cast iron wood stove, Havoc tossed his folder in. “And if the dickhead refuses?”  

Giving Havoc a wink, “I think he’ll surprise you,” Reaper chuckled. 

Looking up from the folder, “Just how are we going to meet with him?” Titan asked. 

Shrugging, “Just walk in on one of his meetings,” Reaper answered. “He’s meeting with the military heads outside of Dallas at 2200 hours in a week. Oracle has already taken steps to allow us entry.” 

Closing his folder and getting up, “Oracle can do that, along with everything else she’s done, and she still says Jasper was better than her on computers?!” Titan cried out, tossing his folder in the stove. 

Before Reaper answered, Death did. “Titan, I asked Oracle and she replied that Jasper was a savant with computers and had no equal. When I read her reply, I wanted to go back and dig up that drum just to burn the acid and grind up his teeth, so nobody could come along and get the ass wipe’s DNA and clone him.”  

Turning to Reaper, “Knowing that, I never would’ve offered to give Jasper a chance to join the Sin Eaters,” Titan admitted. “She’s scary good, so that means he was fucking terrifying.” 

“I knew he wouldn’t join,” Reaper shrugged. “Let Galloglass and Pipes in.” 

Strolling over, Titan opened the door and called them inside. Still wearing kilts, they walked in and stood in front of Reaper’s desk. “You two are sure you can do this?” Reaper asked. 

“Aye,” Galloglass replied with a laugh. “We widna hae brocht it ti ye if we didna think it wid wirk. We baith wint back ti visit orr familily and freens iviry ‘ear afore I wirld wint ti shite.” As he spoke, Reaper’s brain translated, ‘We wouldn’t have brought it to ya if we didn’t think it’d work. We both went back to visit family and friends every year before the world went to shit.’

“War is in command, and you have ten days once you reach Connecticut. Done or not, War will be bringing you to the rendezvous for our next attack. I hope we aren’t putting a lot of effort into this just to get fucked in the end. This’s going to take months of preparation, and you’ll be putting trust in family and friends from your past lives,” Reaper said, folding his arms across his chest. 

“Trust us, ie Sin Eaters winna be disappointit,” ‘Trust us, the Sin Eaters won’t be disappointed’. Pipes nodded with a smirk. “Ey kin a fecht bit it disna mak ti fecht guns we bare fists. Nae ti be a pussy bit fechtin lyk at is stupit, brave bit you’re still dead. Noo if ‘ey hid I tools, ‘ey wid kick some erse.” ‘They can fight but it doesn’t make sense to fight guns with bare hands. Not to be a pussy but fighting like that is stupid, brave but you’re still dead. Now if they had the tools, they would kick some ass.’

Nodding at the two, “Go and gather the others, so War can brief them,” Reaper told them, trying not to laugh at their enthusiasm. “Send in Siren,” he said as the two walked out, patting each other on the back. When the two had brought the plan to him a month ago, Reaper had been very skeptical. Over a week, both had met with Reaper and explained how they could pull it off. 

Doing some of his own research and talking with Oracle, Reaper realized the two Isle of Skye Scots knew what the fuck they were talking about. To him, there was a lot of water between him and Europe, forming a barrier. Not to those two other Sin Eaters, the water was only a highway to them.

Siren walked in with the gait of someone two decades younger. Stopping at Reaper’s desk, Siren gave him a nod, very proud of herself. She was in better shape now than she’d been when she was forty. Now, she could jog two miles carrying a forty-pound pack and a weapon. Like many others, she had stripes across her back from the bamboo poles. When Jaws had started working on the Sin Eaters, Siren hadn’t been worried, she’d had dentures. 

Oh, that hadn’t fazed Jaws. He’d put implants in her mouth. All the doctors before had told her she didn’t have enough bone left to do that. When she tried to tell Jaws, he’d just grabbed the bamboo pole and Siren had stopped talking. In a month, she’d had implants and her jaw was still sore, but Jaws and Doc told her that was because her bones were getting stronger. 

Now, like everyone else, Siren had to go through the dental inspections. Just like everyone else, she didn’t think anyone hit harder than Jaws. So after twenty-three years, Siren had to relearn how to brush her teeth in her mouth, and still got popped by that pole. The other hits from training she was proud of and learned from her mistakes. The fact Reaper wanted her to learn to fight as a Sin Eater had filled Siren with joy. A joy she hid deep inside her, so others wouldn’t see it. 

A joy she was going to be able to deal retribution for her family. Left for dead in her previous life, Siren had to listen while her family had been killed off. The worst was listening to the rape of her grandkids before their deaths. When Reaper had found her in that field with the bodies of her family, Siren had thought she would only be cooking and other domestic stuff. 

Reaper shut that down in her mind, fast. It was after an attack and Reaper had three naked and bound feds tied up at his feet. Motioning Siren over, he told her, ‘If you don’t kill, you can’t consume sins and aren’t a Sin Eater. So you took the vow, are you a Sin Eater?’

Holding out his hand, Reaper had offered her a knife, a butter knife. Taken aback, Siren took the knife and felt it was heavy silver and from a nice tableware collection, but still a flatware butter knife. Glancing from her hand to the three bodies squirming around on the ground, Siren had lifted her gaze up to Reaper. “You have three sins to consume,” he’d stated, walking away. 

In the end, Siren felt lucky, as opposed to another Sin Eater, Mantis, who Siren could see being a beauty queen in her previous life. She had heard some of the younger Sin Eaters call Mantis a MILF. From the way they reacted to the word it sounded good, but she had no idea what it meant. But Mantis had also been called over to three other tied-up bodies on that same attack. Mantis had gotten a tablespoon from the same nice collection Siren’s flat knife had come from, but it was still a fucking spoon. 

Dropping down with a growl, Siren had started slashing while the two men and woman screamed against their gags. Her arms soon felt like lead, but she’d slashed and hacked away. The burning in her arms was pushed away by the grief of her loss, and she’d kept going. 

Not even now did she know how long Reaper had left her there, but when he’d called her name, Siren had looked up to see the other Sin Eaters on their rides, ready to leave. “So, are you a Sin Eater?” he’d asked again.

Glancing down, she’d seen three bloody pulps that didn’t even resemble humans anymore. Panting hard, “Sin consumed,” Siren managed to get out, feeling her entire body tingling from adrenaline. Siren was very happy when Pain and Misery had come over to help her up and over to her four-wheeler. She had never been so tired in her life, and she had given birth to six kids. 

Walking past Mantis, Siren had wanted to move further away as Mantis screamed, using the spoon as a tiny shovel. She didn’t want Mantis coming after her with that spoon. Mantis was using the spoon to hollow out the abdomen of each of her three. Unlike Siren, Mantis didn’t stop when Reaper had called her name. Titan had to tackle Mantis to make her stop. 

A month ago, Reaper had come to her, asking her if she could do a mission. Once he’d explained it, Siren was more than happy to do it. Giving her a stack of paper with information on the target and an overview of how he wanted it done, Reaper told Ivy to help and that was it. 

For three weeks, she and Ivy set up what they needed, and brought a few others in to help. Last week, they’d started setting up when Reaper had given them a go. 

Remembering all that, Siren didn’t hear Reaper when he called her name the first time. “Siren, do I need to find another butter knife?” Reaper asked, seeing she was lost in thought.  

Catching that, Siren scoffed. “Why? I still have the first one, and it’s still dull,” she laughed out. “I was just thinking about when you handed me that knife, and realized I never said thank you for such a fine gift.” 

Leaning close to Misery, “I so fucking love her,” Pain whispered.

Cutting his eyes over his shoulder at the sisters, “So, you’re sure you want to do this mission?” Reaper asked Siren. 

Looking into Reaper’s eyes she saw no doubt, and Siren looked around at the other captains. “Which one of you cocksuckers thinks I can’t fucking do this?” she snapped. 

“No one ever said that,” Reaper told her quickly, and Siren turned back to him. “Some are worried you’ll be taken alive, since you won’t have your vest. There’s a difference between flipping a switch and taking poison.” 

Staring hard into Reaper’s eyes, “I’m not getting taken alive ever again. I’ve seen what those capsules will do, and when I break one open there will be pain, but I won’t be here long,” Siren informed him. 

Nodding with smiling eyes, “Gather your stuff, you pull out tonight,” Reaper smirked. 

Turning to the captains, “Sorry I got mad at you, captains, that was a valid worry,” Siren told them. “After watching Jaws, I know the only way to survive torture without giving up information is to die before being captured. I will never be taken alive.” 

They all nodded and Siren walked out. 

“Okay, who’s going with you?” Havoc asked. 
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Chapter Seventeen
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No, I’m Reaper

Sitting at the end of the conference table, Fern looked down the length to see the Army, Navy, and Air Force commanders. There were a few aides for each person at the table, three cabinet members and of course, his Texas Rangers. Of all the meetings he did, it was the military briefings he hated the most. 

He wasn’t a general or a soldier. What he knew of combat had been told to him. The fact his decisions would result in the deaths of soldiers made him sick. No matter if an attack went perfectly, Republic troops and civilians would die. 

“Mr. President, are you okay?” Admiral Wagner asked. 

Rubbing his belly, “Indigestion,” Fern answered. “So, you were saying about the mothball fleet?”

As Wagner went over how they were dealing with the mothball fleet, Fern dug in his pocket until he felt the roll of Tums. Acting like he was hanging on every word Wagner spoke, Fern tossed two tabs in his mouth. Nobody but he and Wagner knew about Kraken, and that’s the way it was going to stay. What Wagner was putting out now was window dressing to explain why shit was blowing up.

Just like the fact he was meeting in an Op/Con house to the north of Dallas. In truth, his security used them because they were bunkers and set up to be command centers. Briefings always took place in the basement where the briefing room was. It was the torture chambers down the hall behind him that made Fern sick. After making sure they were cut off from the NSA, his security had set up several around Texas for him to use. 

Several in his cabinet were shocked when Fern handed over the blueprints for the Op/Con centers. He knew about Nancy of course, but when Reynolds came to tell him she had made contact, Fern told him to keep that secret and take it to his grave because he didn’t want to know her identity. 

Hearing “Do I have your permission to proceed?” from Wagner, Fern looked up nodding.  

“Yes,” he nodded, and Wagner pulled all the maps and charts from the table back to his spot. He left the remote for the monitor in the center of the table as Fern cleared his throat, “So, General Reynolds, what are they doing on the other side of the Mississippi?”

Getting up and spreading out a map, Reynolds grabbed the remote and clicked it until he got to his slides. “Waiting on our move, and they aren’t happy about losing that armor,” Reynolds said. “In Southern Mississippi, where most of the Indonesian and Islamic troops are, we are getting reports of horrendous reprisals to the civilian population. It seems the Muslims troops are mad that the Sin Eaters killed nearly half a million of their citizens on those cruise liners.” 

Feeling his stomach turning sour, Fern hit his chest with his fist and gave a burp. Turning to one of his protection detail, “Can I get some milk?” he asked. Normally, the Rangers didn’t grab stuff, but during meetings the room was closed, and only those inside could come and go.  

Wanting to quit and just start farming, Fern looked at the screen. “Is there any way we can help those citizens?”

“No, Mr. President,” Reynolds sighed. “You just mandated, when we got word of large-scale reprisals, to let you know. It will be a month before we could attempt a breakout. The area is lowland and not armor friendly. The area will have to be taken by infantry.” 

“FUCK!” Fern shouted, and slapped the table. Taking several deep breaths, “Are they trying to do that behind the lines to our citizens?” 

“No, sir,” Reynolds said, and despite the subject, gave a grin. “It seems they’re terrified of Governor Yassa’s lottery.” 

Rolling his eyes, Fern reached up and started rubbing his temples. Yesterday, Brandy had gone on live TV and said any Fed turned over to the Missouri Guard, a reward of one week’s worth of food would be offered. Then during a live show, she was going to let the citizens decide just how the fed got to die. 

“That woman is going to age me,” he mumbled. 

“Just to let you know, Mr. President, I have changed my state of residence,” Wagner chuckled, leaning back in his chair. 

Opening his eyes, “Admiral, not in the mood,” Fern warned. 

“Well, there have been no reports of any feds caught on this side of the river. But, it seems people have been sneaking across the Mississippi River, because the last time I talked to our units in Missouri, they had eight turned in,” Reynolds said. 

“Where the hell is my milk?” he wondered out loud. 

“Want me to go get it, sir?” another Ranger asked. 

Shaking his head, “No, hand me my briefcase, so I can take something for this headache,” Fern said, and Reynolds continued his briefing. 

Taking the briefcase, Fern started digging until he found the pill bottle and shook out two. Tossing them in and just swallowing them dry, he closed his briefcase. He heard Reynolds stop mid-sentence and someone let out a gasp. Then he heard, “Boy, if you use that on me, I’ll kill everyone you’ve ever met.”

Picking up his briefcase, Fern felt his blood turn cold to see a line of people coming down the stairs into the conference room. All of them were wearing Sin Eater masks, but he knew the man pointing at one of his Texas Rangers. 

“Oh my God!” Fern gasped. 

Never taking his eyes off the Ranger, “No, I’m Reaper,” he chuckled and yet, the Ranger still hadn’t put up his sidearm. “All right, you little bastard,” Reaper spat at him. “If I wanted you dead, all of you would be dead. It’s much easier hitting a place and just killing, but I need to talk, so you’d better holster that weapon. We don’t have our weapons aimed at you, so be nice.” 

And the Ranger still wasn’t moving. “You have until the count of five, and we’ll just fucking kill everyone in here. I’ll fucking find someone else to run the Republic. Five, four, three-,” Reaper stopped when Fern screamed.

“Put that gun away, dumbass!”  

The Ranger slowly lowered his pistol, but was hesitant to holster it. “You can keep it out, but point at one of us again, and you won’t leave this room alive,” Reaper warned, then turned to Fern. “As you can see, none of my team is aiming at anyone in this room.”

“This mother fucker doesn’t relax, and I’m cutting his ass in half,” Pain snapped, staring at the Ranger aiming his pistol at the floor, but he was clearly nervous. 

Not even turning around, “Pain, I’m not in the mood,” Reaper sighed. Very wisely, the Ranger holstered his weapon, realizing he had no chance with over a dozen Sin Eaters in the room. 

On the other side of the table, Admiral Wagner was staring in wide-eyed shock at Pain, and had nearly jumped from his chair when she’d spoken. “Admiral!” Reaper shouted, and he did jump in his chair before turning to Reaper. “No one is going to hurt anyone unless someone down here acts like an ass, so relax.” 

Seeing a warning in Reaper’s eyes, Wagner tried to calm down, and fought not to stare at Pain. When Misery moved up beside Pain, he nearly fainted. His daughters! They were alive! Then it hit him. They were Sin Eaters! The sisters from all the videos, Pain and Misery, were his daughters, Cheryl and Gina! Realizing the implications and the danger they were in, he quickly forced his body to relax with even breaths. 

Both sisters looked at him, but never gave any sign they knew him. “I apologize,” Wagner got out. He couldn’t let on who they were because the Republic Congress had already drafted resolutions condemning the Sin Eaters.  

Terrified, but wanting answers, “To what do we owe this visit?” Fern got out in a steady voice.

Dropping into a seat beside Fern, Reaper leaned back like he was at his own home. “Just to come and warn you about some shit,” he said. Then he turned across the table to an aide who was sitting two seats down from Fern. Pointing at the aide, “That one, Eddie Thorton, is mine,” Reaper announced.

Eddie let out a yelp when Reaper pointed at him, and Misery stepped up behind Eddie, touching the back of his neck with her stun gun. The sound of electricity popping filled the room and Eddie went rigid. When Misery let go of the button, Eddie jolted backwards flipping his chair over and crashing to the floor.

The three Rangers still in the room went for weapons, but stopped when Reaper spoke. “Seems Eddie here has been passing along information to the other side, President Fern,” Reaper said.

Shock didn’t even come close to what Fern was feeling, then he realized Reaper had addressed him as President, and there had been respect in his voice when he’d done it. “Are you certain?” was all Fern could manage to say. 

“Oh, yeah. I’ll give you some printouts of his reports, but you have another spy here, and I don’t know who it is. They aren’t as high in the food chain as Eddie here. My guess is they’re support staff, like a secretary,” Reaper stated confidently. 

“Thank you. I’ll deal with him,” Fern said, and Reaper gave out a laugh.

“I didn’t pause all my shit to let you slap him on the wrist,” Reaper informed him. “No, I told you, he’s mine, and I’m going to find out how he reports, who he reports to, and who else he knows.” 

Making a mental note to court martial every troop around the building, General Reynolds cleared his throat. “We aren’t the feds. We have due process, Reaper.” 

Shrugging, “Well, you can, but I don’t, and I’m willing to fight for Eddie,” Reaper stated very calmly. “Eddie there reports to Colonel Sebastian Marshall. He has Eddie’s mother and father in a camp.”

“He was operating under duress then,” Fern blurted out. 

Shifting in his seat to look at Fern, “I don’t give a rat’s ass if they had his momma getting fucked by penguins and his daddy raping butterflies. Eddie here has cost the Republic several thousand troops, and passed on information about your capabilities,” Reaper said with an icy voice. 

Fern just stared at Reaper, but couldn’t lift his eyes away from the mask. “If you listen to my message, nobody is above the Sin Eaters. You don’t follow your oath, and abuse the trust the public has placed in you, a visit from the Sin Eaters is in your future,” Reaper stated. 

Spinning his chair to the sisters, “Drag his ass back there,” he said, nodding to Eddie and then called out, “Jaws!”

Fern was scared to find out who the fuck that was, then saw feet coming down the steps. A man no taller than five-six came off the stairs. The vest and equipment he was wearing made him look much smaller, and Fern didn’t think the man could weigh more than a hundred and fifty pounds, but walked like he was the size of a house. 

Every member of the Republic in the room realized the other Sin Eaters were wary of this ‘Jaws’. Jaws’ mask had five needle teeth, but also normal teeth between the fangs. All the teeth on his mask were painted in perfect, flawless detail.

“Jaws, you have thirty minutes,” Reaper said, and Jaws just tilted his head before walking past, carrying a medical bag. 

Turning to Reynolds, “I see from your reaction, you know Colonel Marshall,” Reaper stated. 

Somewhat happy Jaws wasn’t staying in the same room, “Sir, everyone in this room except for the president’s protection detail knows Marshall,” Reynolds replied. “Everyone who’s been in Washington knows him.”

Nodding, “Yeah, he’s a cocksucker,” Reaper chuckled. “I’ll deal with him in time.” 

“Are you going to kill Eddie?” Fern asked.

“No,” Reaper chuckled, and Fern relaxed. “The sisters will after he answers some questions. You need to put out that he was shot by a sniper. That’ll burn Marshall’s ass to no end.” 

Knowing the colonel very well, Fern did find some comfort in that. “This is not how things operate in the Republic,” he told Reaper. 

“And that’s a good thing, but you’ll find out, Sin Eaters follow a different set of rules,” Reaper said, spinning his chair like a kid back to Fern. “Before you ask, yes, we police our own, and any that break our rules, the punishment is much worse than you can imagine.” 

Taking a breath to speak, Fern stopped when Reaper lifted his hand. “It’s done and we have more to talk about, so forget about Eddie. I don’t have long and I don’t want to hurt any troops or Republic staff, so can we move on?” 

Realizing he didn’t have a choice, Fern nodded. “We can’t join with the Sin Eaters, no matter what you say.” 

“I know, and you have to get every person in this room to agree to never talk about this meeting. We want this war over and the Sin Eaters must always be seen as wild cards,” Reaper told him. “Now, has any of your intel got word of Operation Water Well?”

Closing his eyes and trying to remember, Fern shook his head and turned to the others around the table, and Reynolds spoke. “I read an intercept, but Water Well is a DHS project to move supplies around.” 

“No, it’s not,” Reaper said, holding his hand out behind him and Havoc stepped up, giving Reaper a leather satchel. Opening the satchel, he took out a folder and handed it to Fern. “Operation Water Well is a DHS project, but they’re going to hit the POW camps in Arizona, freeing a hundred thousand prisoners.” 

“What?” Reynolds blurted out, jumping from his chair and moving quickly down to the president. 

“Oh, I have to admit. The plan is sound and would work,” Reaper said as Wagner and the Air Force general got up and joined Reynolds to read over Fern’s shoulder. “When the camps are hit, a hundred and sixteen C130s will come down from Canada carrying two thousand tons of weapons and supplies. That’s enough to give each one of those POWs forty pounds of gear. This is going to be carried out in a few months, just about harvest time, and the Republic will have an army to their rear. I don’t need to go into how much of a shitstorm that’ll cause.”

Fern and those reading over his shoulder all looked up at Reaper in awestruck horror. “My god,” Reynolds gasped. 

“Thank you,” Fern said, shaking the shock off and going back to reading. “We will take measures to stop it.” 

“Oh, I know you will, but you’ll do it my way,” Reaper said in a flat tone, and Fern jerked his eyes back to Reaper. “Now, do I have your attention?”

Fern glanced back at the generals and admiral. “Sit down and let’s hear what he has to say,” he told them. None went back to their original seats, they made the aides move who were across the table from Reaper and sat down next to Fern.. 

“You have over a quarter of a million Federal and UN troops detained. You need to get one man here who can follow orders,” Reaper said, leaning over the table on his elbows. “This person will find others, around a hundred, who can take orders and keep their mouths shut. They will hit those POW camps, appearing as Sin Eaters, and wipe them out.”

“That’s murder!” Fern shouted. 

“Oh, I’m so glad I didn’t bring Death,” Reaper sighed. “Yes, it is. We can’t do it because I already have operations in motion that can’t be stopped. Those POWs are draining you of resources that could go to your own citizens. Don’t kid yourself. You’ve seen what they do to Republic troops.” 

“We aren’t the feds!” Fern barked. “We aren’t barbarians!” 

“I know, but we are,” Reaper said calmly as the sound of a dental drill whined from down the hall and a scream sounded. The scream stopped when a door was closed. Pain and Misery both came back up the hallway. 

“Jaws won’t let us watch,” Pain pouted. 

“You said we could watch!” Misery shouted at Reaper. 

Rolling his eyes, “I’ll find each of you a UN officer on the way home,” Reaper offered. 

“Just one?!” the sisters shouted. 

“Fine. A dozen each,” he countered. 

They looked at each other and nodded. “Deal,” they replied. 

Turning back to Fern, who was now very pale, “We are the barbarians, and you’ll place the blame on us. The only ones who’ll know will be the ones in this room, and those that do the deed,” Reaper said. “You have deniability, and can never admit this took place.”

Before Fern could speak, Reynolds did. “Mr. President,” he said, turning to Fern. “He has a valid point. They’re going to try it once, and we can’t let the POWs go. We need to, at the very least, consider this.” 

Fern stared at Reynolds in shock. “I agree,” Wagner added, then every other person on his staff nodded at Fern.

One of the Rangers moved up behind Fern, “I can find the men to do it,” he said. 

Glancing over his shoulder, Fern turned to Reaper. “He’s head of my protection detail,” Fern said. 

Nodding, “I know who he is. Texas Ranger Major Elias Bureno over Company B,” Reaper smirked. 

Looking up at Elias, “The men who do this can never tell anyone they impersonated a Sin Eater. Even though I’m giving permission, that’s an offense that’s punished by death,” Reaper told him, and Elias just nodded. 

“I haven’t agreed!” Fern shouted. 

“I know,” Reaper said, locking eyes with Fern. “You don’t have much of a choice, but you do have one. At one time, I wanted to fight this war on my own terms. Take care of my family and go off and fight some, then come back and run the farm some,” Reaper said with a catch in his voice. “That cost me something that will haunt me forever. I should’ve just gone and fought but no, I wanted to do it on my terms. War is fought continuously and relentlessly, or it is lost. I’m not going to lie. I need you on this, and it will be the only time I offer assistance or ask. If you turn this down, you’ll never hear from us again, but if you allow the UN to continue the slaughter of citizens, you, President Fern, will be moved to the collection column in the Sin Eater ledger. We can end this war within two years with just a little help from the Republic.” 

Hearing ‘two years’, Fern nearly appointed Reaper to his cabinet. “How?!” he gasped. He was tired of people dying no matter what action he took. 

It took a second, but Fern could tell Reaper was grinning under the evil mask, and it was a very malevolent grin. “You help us just a little, and there won’t be any feds left for the Sin Eaters to kill,” Reaper told him. “Our actions up to now were just to get their attention, and let the feds know we’re a threat. Now, we’re gearing up to spread fear on a scale nobody can prepare for.”

“We’re getting ready to cross the Mississippi in a month,” Fern told him, and his staff gasped.

Nodding, “You can, but don’t push too hard, unless you know you can take the area with minimal losses. Trust me, by fall, there will be areas of their front lines you’ll be able to take with a troop of Cub Scouts. They’ll have no choice but to pull back troops, just to protect their rear from us,” Reaper said, and Fern gave a shiver. 

Seeing Fern understood, Reaper continued. “You must keep on condemning the actions of the Sin Eaters, but I’m warning you now, when this is over, any attempt to ever find, prosecute, or discover who we are will prove fatal for those involved, and that includes those above them. We can kill to look like an accident and take whole families at a time. When this is over, the Sin Eaters will always be in the shadows, making sure this shit can never happen again.”

“I can’t guarantee future presidents won’t,” Fern stated. 

“Oh, they’ll be warned, and you can pass that on to whoever takes over for you. I know you aren’t a fool. The population loves us, but we can’t have anarchy. The Sin Eaters will stay in the shadows until we are needed. When a public official abuses their post and isn’t punished accordingly, a Sin Eater will emerge from the shadows and solve the problem, then return back to the shadows.”

“Sir, I suggest we try this one operation on good faith,” Wagner suggested. “We hold the Atlantic, but can’t risk that the UN will figure out a way to get the masses of arms over here. If this doesn’t work out, I’ll take responsibility for this, and plead guilty to assisting the Sin Eaters on my own.” 

Hearing that, Fern went limp in his chair. Even Reaper gave a startle, and he knew who Wagner was; that was why he’d brought the sisters. But, for the man to willingly offer himself as sacrifice spoke volumes. 

“I will also,” Reynolds spoke up. “We’ll say we made the deal with the Sin Eaters without your approval, if they don’t do what they claim.”

Blinking wide-eyed at the two, “That’s treason,” Fern mumbled.

Wagner nodded. “And the law passed by the Republic Congress says it’s punishable by death. I will gladly do it just for the chance to end this war one day sooner, sir. The Sin Eaters have proven they are in this war till the end. Again, I suggest we try this once. If this works, we can go from there.”

For several long minutes Fern just stared off, then turned to Reaper. “Are you going to do something about them killing civilians in the Federal controlled areas?” he asked. 

Throwing his head back and laughing, Reaper startled everyone. “Oh, you have no idea how bloody it’s about to become for them!” he howled. 

It was in that instant Fern realized, Reaper wasn’t insane. He was normal man, but a cold-hearted killer. Everything the Sin Eaters had done had been according to a plan, and this plan was drenched in blood. “You’re going to kill some innocents, aren’t you?” Fern asked. 

Reaper stopped laughing and locked eyes with Fern. “Anyone who supports the feds or UN is my enemy and they aren’t innocent, so don’t think they are. But, yes, we’re going to kill noncombatants. We’re going to kill them by the thousands. Then move to killing tens of thousands, and end with a genocide of millions,” Reaper answered. 

The casual way Reaper admitted the genocide to come made Fern sick, but he realized the genocide was already happening to those who stood for the Republic. Glancing at his staff and seeing hopeful faces, Fern turned to Reaper. “We will try this, and if you do what you say, we will go forward.” 

Reaching into the satchel, Reaper pulled out a plastic bag with notecards. When he handed them to Elias, everyone saw the hand drawn skulls, and realized these were the cards they had seen left on the videos. “You’ll leave these, and don’t touch them with your hands. I don’t want your prints on them. Havoc will brief you and give plans on how to pull this off.” Taking the bag, Elias looked up as Havoc waved him over.  

Digging into the satchel again, Reaper pulled out a bank bag. He slid it across the table to Wagner. “Since you were the first to willingly sacrifice yourself for freedom, I’m trusting you with this,” Reaper said, and Wagner took the bag and unzipped it. “That’s how you can contact us, and only you will contact us. In there is directions on how, and it better only be you doing it. Don’t try to track us because I have the best hacker in the land. You will tell no one, including the president, how. That is your burden to bear and no one else. I’m warning you, don’t let anyone figure out it’s you on this end. We’ll take care of our end.”

Reaper was so happy Wagner had given him the excuse to give him the bag in the open and not have to slip it to him. While Reaper continued talking to Fern, Wagner looked in the bag. He saw a satellite phone, zip drives, and a small notepad. Then, he noticed a piece of paper that had been torn in half. Pulling it out, he saw tiny handwriting on it, and glanced around to make sure no one was reading over his shoulder. 

Opening the scrap of paper, Wagner fought not to cry. 

Yes, they used to be your daughters, but you can’t imagine in your worst nightmares what they went through. Cheryl and Gina are both gone, for now. When this war ends, you may find a part of them. You will tell no one who they are or I will come to visit you personally. They are warriors and have retribution to deal and sins to consume. You should be proud of them. It is hard for them to see you, but they wanted to, just to let you know they were alive. But they aren’t stopping until this war is over. 

Reaper

Destroy this when done ASAP.  

Pulling out a lighter, Wagner lit the note on fire and set it on the table, causing Fern to stop talking. Realizing the meeting was still going on, Wagner looked up at Fern. “Sorry, Mr. President, but nobody needed to see that but me. You can’t admit what you don’t know, sir,” Wagner said, and Fern nodded with relief as the paper burnt down to ashes. 

Turning back to Reaper, “The Federal Government wanted to release those POWs and slaughter my people, just to get us to agree to a ceasefire?” Fern asked. 

“Yes,” Reaper nodded. 

“And you’re basically telling me not to push an invasion, unless we see an opening we can’t pass up? Isn’t that a ceasefire?”

“A ceasefire they don’t know about, Mr. President. We don’t need to lose any more lives than necessary. You will still plan like you are, and make small advances and air attacks. Anything else, and you’ll get in my fucking way, and I’m ready to swim in blood to consume sins,” Reaper clarified. 

Staring at Reaper for over a minute, “I hope and pray you aren’t setting me up to run a coup,” Fern finally said. 

Turning past Fern to look at the sisters, “Pain, Misery, what happens if I’m lying and abusing my position?” he asked. 

“Your ass will get nailed to the rock of woe and left to die in pain,” Misery spouted. 

Leaning to her sister, “Like he would ever do that shit,” Pain scoffed. 

Turning back to Fern, “That’s the oath every Sin Eater must take for life. Nobody is above recourse. Misery, since I’m a captain, tell them what else I sacrifice if I go back on my word,” Reaper said. 

“Law seven, any commander that breaks their pledge forfeits their life, along with all direct family,” Misery recited, and Fern nearly fainted. 

“So you see, Mr. President, I have much more to lose than you do,” Reaper said, then pulled out a binder from the satchel and handed it to Fern. “I want you to go over this and get it passed. You can change the words, but not the meaning.” 

“What is it?” Fern asked, taking the binder. 

“A new constitution,” Reaper replied, and even the Sin Eaters in the room gave a startle. “Oh, don’t worry, the original is still there, but I added some. For one, any lawmaker that introduces a bill that infringes on the constitution forfeits their freedom instantly.” 

“I can’t pass this!”

“I know, but you can introduce it,” Reaper said. “Like I said, I don’t want my descendants a few hundred years from now to be doing this again.” 

Looking at the binder, “I’ll read it and if I agree with it, then I’ll introduce it,” Fern offered. 

“Fair enough,” Reaper said, getting up. “If you need to talk, get the admiral to get word to me, but I may be a few days. We’re going to be busy.” 

“What if you need to contact me?” Fern asked. 

“If I need to, I can contact you through the admiral.” 

Nodding as he put down the binder, “You’re certain you didn’t kill anyone doing their job of protecting this building?” Fern asked. 

“None were dead when I came down, and nobody has called and said otherwise,” Reaper told him. “I suggest you let Reynolds deal with that, telling everyone he had a crack team assault the building, testing defenses so he could make changes.” 

“Someone’s been in the service before,” Reynolds chuckled. 

“In the past life,” Reaper said, taking off his right glove and then extending his hand to Fern. “You’re doing a good job, Mr. President, and I hope to never have to see you again, because that would mean the war would last longer than I have planned, and I’m already worried about the amount of sins we must consume.” 

“You know the saying, right? Men plan and God laughs,” Fern said, shaking Reaper’s hand. 

“I prefer the quote by Nietzsche, Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. And when you look long into an abyss, the abyss also looks into you,” Reaper said with heavy eyes. “Sins must be consumed, and we’ll go into the abyss to do just that. That’s why each Sin Eater must take the oath for life. We have to make sure we don’t become the monsters we’re fighting. Every Sin Eater knows, if they do, a Sin Eater will come calling to consume the sin they have become.”

Fern and every member of his staff froze in shock at the finality of becoming a Sin Eater. The oath was their new life, and they’d given it willingly for the chance to bring peace to their fellow citizens, so no one else had to do what they were willing to do, consume the sins to stop the monsters others feared.

Still holding Reaper’s handshake, Fern gave a sigh. “That is a burden none should bear.” 

“Be thankful there are some that’re willing,” Reaper told him, letting Fern’s hand go. “You and I will play the game for the public and feds, and let us both pray this works to end this stupidity.” 

Looking down at the binder, “If this is what you say it is, I give you my word, I’ll introduce it to congress,” Fern vowed. 

As the Sin Eaters filed out, with Jaws leaving last while two other Sin Eaters carried Eddie, “We’ll leave him down the road with a bullet in him,” Jaws said rather cheerfully. 

When the Sin Eaters were gone, Fern looked around the table. “Does anyone besides me think Reaper and his Sin Eaters can pull off what he boasts?” Fern asked. 

“I did bet my life on it,” Wagner reminded him. 

“And so did I,” Reynolds said. 

“That just lets me know I chose the right path,” Fern said. “Elias, get over here and let’s go over that plan the other Sin Eater gave you.”

“Havoc was his name, Mr. President,” Elias said, sitting down at the table.

Shaking his head, “I really didn’t want to know,” Fern admitted. “Remember, I was a prosecutor. I’ve been around killers before, but it was nothing like that. I would be just as happy to forget that ever happened.”

More than elated to find out about his baby girls, Wagner was also livid. His sons-in-law and grandbabies had gone through what he never wanted to imagine before being killed. He fought to keep his eyes from leaking tears as his mind provided images of what his baby girls went through. Hearing his name, Wagner looked up to see Fern calling him.

“Sorry, Mr. President,” Wagner said, then cleared his throat.

“You okay?” Fern asked, thinking Wagner looked depressed and pissed off at the same time. 

Locking eyes with the president, Wagner gave a small grin. “Just glad someone on our side doesn’t have to play by rules and they can’t get in trouble.” Many around the table nodded and mumbled agreement. 

“So, you think I need to order our troops to act like Sin Eaters?” Fern asked rather shocked.

Shaking his head vigorously, “No, Mr. President, that’s not what I meant,” Wagner said quickly. “The Feds and the UN know we fight with honor, but the Sin Eaters are behind us. The very fact that you and many in the Republic government body have condemned the Sin Eaters for their actions is just icing on the cake. It lets the other side know, the Sin Eaters are going to do what they want, and don’t care who they piss off.” 

Glad nobody wanted him to order the troops to act like Nazis, “Yes, I can see that,” Fern admitted. “Just hope this doesn’t come back to haunt me. Let’s get to work, the governors will be here this week for the conference.”

Wagner busted out laughing, startling everyone. “Mr. President, if that happens, it means the other side won, and it really won’t matter because we’ll be in a world of pain if they take us alive,” he hollered out. 

Wondering what was so funny about that, Fern was about to ask but then stopped. There were some things he really didn’t want to know, and what would happen to him and his family if they lost was pretty much at the top of the list. “Let’s make sure we don’t find out,” Fern said, and Wagner quit laughing. “You think they improved our odds that much?” Fern asked. 

He’d had to force himself to laugh, so he wouldn’t cry. Glancing at the president, Wagner wiped his eyes. “That we have been notified and put in the Sin Eater loop, yes,” Wagner nodded. “His intelligence goes deep into the feds, look who he just caught.” 

Turning to Eddie’s empty seat, “Shit, forgot all about him,” Fern admitted. “It still feels wrong. They tortured Eddie just down the hall from me. What about innocent until proven guilty?”

Elias held up a stack of pages, “They proved it. These are from Eddie, and he was feeding them some very hurtful stuff.” 

“Not in a court of law. That was backstreet justice,” Fern snapped. 

“Mr. President,” Wagner said, and Fern turned to him. “We will operate the way we’re meant to. Let’s let the Sin Eaters operate their way. I feel confident they won’t just kill people in the Republic unless they have undeniable proof. Just think of the damage Eddie could’ve done during the time of a trial, and he might have been able to escape. Now, I do wish we could’ve turned him and given the feds some bullshit info, but the Sin Eaters discovered him, and I wasn’t about to try and take one of their toys away.” 

“I hope you’re right, Admiral,” Fern said as Elias started sliding pages over to the president.
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Chapter Eighteen
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Big And Little

Jumping out of the helicopter while holding her rifle, Michelle ran off in a crouch before glancing back to see Nancy right behind her, with Brandy getting out of the chopper with the major. “Wonder if we should’ve waited until Brandy got out?” she asked herself out loud.

“Hey, the damn crew chief said, ‘unass his chopper’, so I got the hell out of there,” Nancy snapped. 

Realizing she’d spoken out loud, Michelle just laughed as Brandy walked up, still wearing her scowl. “Brandy, you need to chill because I damn sure didn’t want to come,” Michelle reminded her. 

“Hey, it wasn’t my idea. President Fern wanted to meet you!” Brandy shouted over the noise as the chopper took off. Keeping at treetop level, it zoomed off to the north. “I told him this is why politicians don’t get shit done. They have too many meetings, and want to talk about shit instead of doing shit.”

Still not liking the fact she’d had to leave the farm, Michelle blinked, still not used to the colored contacts she was wearing. Now, with green eyes and a new hair color, Michelle had to admit, she didn’t look like the photo on her wanted poster. “We’re leaving after this meeting, right?” Michelle asked. 

“Hell yes! Isn’t that right, Major? I’m not staying for two days,” Brandy said as several dark SUVs pulled up.

Nodding, “The pilot is refueling and will be waiting for my call,” Major Harding said, leading Brandy to the SUVs. 

Michelle paused when the major opened the door to the middle SUV. It had two back seats facing each other like a limo. “That’s neat,” she said, tucking her AR under her arm and following Brandy in. Every person in Brandy’s group was armed and dressed to go to battle. 

As the SUVs pulled away, she saw three more helicopters coming in. “So, all the governors will be here?” Michelle asked. 

“Yes, all twenty-one,” Brandy answered, trying to get comfortable in the seat with her tactical vest poking her in the back. “I asked Fern why didn’t he just come and visit me so I could keep working, but he moans worse than any woman I’ve ever met.”

The major tried to stifle a laugh because he’d been in the room during the conversation Brandy had with the president. Before Brandy had hung up, the major had been biting his hand to keep from laughing out loud.

It wasn’t long before they were pulling up to a large house. All around the house, Michelle could see troops moving about, a lot of troops. “My god, how many troops does Fern need to protect him?!” Brandy cried out.

Across from her, Nancy gave a chuckle. She knew why Reaper had wanted the layout of the president’s meeting, and she also knew this was way more troops than normally guarded the president. Michelle only cared about attacks and never asked about intel Reaper asked for, so she knew nothing about it. Nor did she know Reaper had Nancy set up two fuel caches for the Sin Eaters a week ago. 

Nancy had Gerald call up Big Gun and Little Gun to help. After they’d set the fuel caches, Nancy had given an envelope to Gerald and told him to put it on Big Gun’s ATV without being seen. Not knowing what was in the envelope but having an idea, Gerald did what he’d been asked. The fact he’d had to sneak onto the property and into the barn of two of the best long-range shooters he had ever known was what terrified Gerald, but he’d pulled it off.  

Glancing at Nancy when she chuckled, “Anything I should know?” Michelle asked. 

“Ask me no questions, and I’ll tell you no lies,” Nancy replied with a smirk.  

Staring hard at Nancy, “Here?” Michelle blurted out. 

“Here what?” Nancy asked smiling. 

Giving up for now, but making a note to talk about this later, Michelle grabbed the door when the SUV came to a stop. A man wearing a suit was about to open the door, but jumped back when Michelle climbed out. He wasn’t armed, and stared at Michelle in shock because she was. Then Nancy, Brandy, an aide, and the major climbed out. All were in tactical gear, ready for war. 

“Governor Yassa,” the man stuttered. “Why are you armed?”

Rolling her eyes, “There’s a war going on, dumbass!” Brandy cried out. “Why aren’t you armed is the more appropriate question, little bitch!” 

The man just blinked in shock as soldiers around the area laughed at the exchange. “Right this way,” the man finally said, and took off in a brisk walk toward the house. 

Walking into the house, or more appropriately, the mansion, two men wearing Texas Ranger badges stopped them. “Um, you need to turn in your weapons,” one said, and Major Harding rolled his eyes with a groan.

“You aren’t my fucking daddy, cocksucker, so I want to see you try and take my weapons!” Brandy screamed, gripping her AR tight and holding the muzzle low. “I’ve seen Fern twice, and both times I was armed! I want to see you try and take my shit!”

Michelle tried not to laugh as both Rangers stepped back from the outburst. “Officers,” Harding said. “The governor has seen the president with arms, and she doesn’t go unarmed anywhere.” 

The officers looked at each other as a voice shouted out, “Leave her alone and let her in!”

Everyone turned to see Fern jogging toward the door. “Governor Yassa is allowed to keep her arms,” Fern told them, and the officers turned to the others. 

“I’ll wait the fuck outside before I give up my guns,” Michelle told them. “I don’t care who wants to see me.” 

“This is Michelle. You asked me to bring her,” Brandy told Fern, and she let her AR hang under her arm. 

“Gentleman, just let them in,” Fern said, waving a hand toward the interior of the house. “You don’t have to go everywhere armed now, Brandy.” 

Coming out of the foyer into a large room filled with a lot of people, only Brandy’s group was armed and dressed for war. Most were wearing suits, but some were wearing jeans. “Fern, I’ll never be without a weapon again as long as I have breath in my body,” Brandy told him. “Shit, I have weapons within reach when I take a shower.” 

In no mood for Brandy to light into him in front of the others, Fern just nodded. “You didn’t have any problems on the way down, did you?”

“No,” Brandy said, turning to study Fern. “You’re getting exercise. That’s good, keep it up.” 

“I have rooms set up here for you and your staff,” Fern said, guiding her to a cluster of people. 

“Rent the damn things out because we’re leaving when this cluster is over. I told you, we have too much going on to stay here for two days.”

Out of everyone, Fern knew Brandy was impressed the least with his title. And to be honest, Fern really liked that. “That’ll put you flying back late tonight,” Fern said. 

“Those Blackhawks fly very well at night,” Brandy told him. “Now, when does the meeting start?”

“In a few hours, we’re still waiting on a few more.” 

Staying beside Michelle, Nancy looked around at the others here for the meeting. When she met the gaze of General Reynolds in his dress uniform, his eyes grew wide when he saw her face. Fern knew about her of course, but only General Reynolds knew what she looked like and who she really was. Reynolds had told Fern, ‘Nancy’, the hacker who gave them all the information and crashed the Federal database, had made contact with him. Fern ordered Reynolds to do what it took to keep her safe, and Reynolds wasn’t to tell anyone else about her except his successor. 

“Fern,” Brandy said in a low voice, and he turned to her. “I swear, if you have a lavish banquet of food laid out when we have citizens starving, I swear to God and all that’s holy, I’m going to shoot you in the leg.”

Holding up both hands, “No, it’s a nice meal, but nothing lavish,” Fern said quickly, having no doubt in his mind that Brandy wasn’t serious.

Fern led them around the group introducing them, and Michelle couldn’t help but smile. Everyone looked at Brandy like she was a demigod. All the interviews Brandy had done were unscripted and very rarely edited. When the news broadcast an interview or clip of Brandy, they often told viewers, harsh language could be expected. In her sixties, Brandy could put a sailor to shame when her mouth got cranked up. And when she was pissed, a sailor would cover his ears. 

Moving off from the group with Nancy, Michelle put her back against a wall. A young woman came by with a platter of drinks. “Something to drink?” she asked Michelle and Nancy. 

“What do you have?” Michelle asked. 

“Tea, lemonade, or water.” 

“Tea,” they both said, and the woman handed them each a glass. 

Taking a long drink, “Oh, I swear, the further south you go, the better sweet tea gets,” Michelle said, smacking her lips. 

Leaning close to Michelle, “General Reynolds is motioning me over, I’ll be back,” Nancy said, pushing off the wall and headed across the room. Michelle watched Reynolds lead Nancy off to a secluded corner. From Reynolds’ expression, he didn’t seem too happy to see Nancy there. 

“Oh, I hope you don’t piss her off,” Michelle mumbled, taking another drink. 

“Excuse me, Michelle, right?” she heard, and turned to see Fern. 

Giving a cough when the tea tried to go down the wrong pipe, “Yes, Mr. President,” Michelle said, lowering her glass. 

“Wow,” Fern said in surprise. “I didn’t think anyone on Governor Yassa’s staff would address me by title or be impressed.” 

Seeing the shock on Fern’s face, Michelle chuckled. “President Fern, Brandy really respects you, no matter what you think. But Brandy takes the job you gave her, and now that she’s been formally elected, very seriously. She’ll do the best she can, and that’s why she hates being away. We’re implementing a lot of changes.” 

Nodding, “I know, I read them,” Fern told her, and it was then Michelle realized, Fern was alone with her. “I also know you’re the author of those changes. I must say, you have an extraordinary mind for reconstruction.” 

“Sorry, Mr. President, it’s actually very simple,” Michelle told him. “If you try to help everyone, you end up helping no one. I just told Brandy to only put what few resources we have where they would do the most good.” 

“Yes, and the population loves it,” Fern said sheepishly. “Sorry, but I had to make some inquiries. I really thought Brandy’s efforts would meet with a lot of friction. Hell, Missouri will be the first to have a functioning power grid, not to mention you’ve actually pulled in taxes and are operating in the black.” 

“Hey, the constitution says states can coin their own money.”

“Yes, and your currency is based on food,” Fern smiled. “I’m told the first coins will be out next week.” 

Not liking the fact Fern was talking to her and not Brandy, Michelle just gave a smile, hinting she didn’t want to talk. Either not caring or not understanding, Fern just stared at her, waiting on her to reply. Giving up on him just leaving, “Yes, Mr. President. The first gold and silver-based coins will be out next week. The only reason people will accept them is because they’re based upon food.”

“Is there any way I could get you to come here and be on my staff?” Fern pleaded. 

“Sorry, but Brandy had to drag me away for this meeting. I have kids and a three-month-old at home.” 

Knowing about the deaths in Michelle’s life, “Yes, and I’m sorry for your loss, but I can arrange for a home here, and even a full-time nanny. I really need someone like you on my staff. You present solutions to problems and not just Band-Aids. You know what people are thinking and what they’ll accept,” Fern told her.  

Shaking her head, “President Fern, I’m sorry, but no. It took a lot for me to accept Brandy’s offer to be on her staff, and the only reason I did was because we all have to help and not just fight. To be honest, I would rather be out killing some of those assholes, but I can’t right now. Working with Brandy, I can stay close to home and protect my family.” Michelle thought Fern looked like he was going to pout. “I’ll do what I can to help you, but I’ll do it close to home,” she added. 

Glancing around, Fern pulled a binder from under his arm, “Would you look at this and tell me what you think?” he asked, handing the binder over. 

Taking the binder, “Certainly, Mr. President,” she smiled. “What is it?”

Stepping closer and lowering his voice, “An improved constitution,” Fern told her, and Michelle nearly passed out. Seeing her face get pale, “It’s the same as the original I assure you, but there are changes for the better, I think,” he added quickly, and saw Michelle’s face relax. “I’ve had some here read it, but they, I’m sorry to say, aren’t much help. They want to make sweeping changes. I love the basis of this, but I want an outside opinion.” 

Opening the binder, Michelle saw the pages were photocopied and not original. “I would be happy to, Mr. President, but don’t be mad about my recommendations or comments,” she told him. 

Feeling elated, “And that’s what I wanted to hear,” Fern told her. “Please, don’t let others know. That doesn’t include Brandy, by any means. I told her I had something I wanted you to look at and to go over with her,” Fern said.

“How long do I have?” 

“I need recommendations in a month before I present it to congress,” he said. “Let me know, and I’ll send someone we can trust to get it from you.” 

Closing the binder and putting it under her arm, “I’ll start on it right away then,” she promised. 

Glancing around the room at the small groups, “I hope you don’t mind, but I gave copies of your reconstruction proposals for Missouri to all the governors to use as a guide for their own states. It is, by far, the most effective plans we’ve had. May I ask, what did you do before the war?”

Ready for that question and having practiced her new backstory with Nancy, Michelle told him she was a stay-at-home mom, but had degrees in nursing and history. She was thankful Fern never asked about Nelson or Gavin, but she had a background for Nelson ready if he had.

As they talked, a man came over telling Fern the Governor of Alaska had arrived and everyone was here now. Fern excused himself and walked off. Watching Fern leave, Michelle leaned back against the wall again and took the binder from under her arm, and flipped it open. 

She started reading the pages and her breathing started getting faster. Ten pages in, Michelle closed the binder with a snap. ‘Nelson wrote this when he was in college!’ she cried out in her mind. “How did Fern get this?” she asked herself in a low voice. 

There was no doubt in Michelle’s mind who had written it. She just wanted to know how in the fuck the president had gotten it. The one Nelson wrote in college was at home in the cabin basement. Nelson had been going to turn it in for his thesis, but Michelle had talked him out of it. Universities weren’t very kind to such radical thinking; that government needed to be smaller, states needed their rights back, it wasn’t the government’s job to provide support, term limits were mandatory, the rich weren’t above the law, and politicians couldn’t be bought. So in the end, Nelson had done his thesis on capitalism benefits to a free market economy.

The binder under her arm could’ve only come from Nelson, but how in the hell did Fern get in contact with Reaper, she wondered. Many times they’d talked about what it would take to fight a guerrilla war. To fight total war, the unit had to do it alone and be self-sufficient. They couldn’t be answerable to anyone outside the unit, and that’s what Nelson had told her he was going to do. 

With all these thoughts running through her mind, Michelle gave a jerk when the implications hit her, the president wanted to revise the constitution. Revise it using Nelson’s version, which made the citizen the master of the government. “Okay, I’m glad I let him do this,” she mumbled. 

“What’s wrong?” Nancy asked, walking up. 

Opening her mouth to tell Nancy just what the hell was wrong, Michelle snapped her mouth closed, realizing this wasn’t the best place. Noticing a few groups close, “Um, we’ll talk about it later,” Michelle told her. “I’m still having trouble believing it. What did Reynolds say?”

“Oh, he wants to know why I’m not hiding in some room,” Nancy laughed. “But get this, he asked just how good Jasper Alexander was as a hacker.” 

Hearing that name and knowing who it was, Michelle felt a chill run down her spine. “Ah, just how does he know him?” 

Shrugging, “He wouldn’t say,” Nancy grinned. “Reynolds just wanted to know if I was better than Jasper and I told him, hell to the no. Jasper is the best hacker on the planet. Then I went over what I knew about Jasper when I was in the NSA. Reynolds was disappointed that I wasn’t better because Jasper caused some problems for them. Seems he knows Jasper’s with a group that isn’t with the feds or Republic.” 

Narrowing her eyes at Nancy, “You have some explaining to do,” Michelle snarled. 

An aide came over and escorted them to a large dining room with four large tables. Michelle was somewhat startled when she and Nancy were seated with Brandy at the main table. The food was good, and Michelle was rather happy to see everyone eating everything. She was certain there wouldn’t be much left over, and Brandy wasn’t going to shoot Fern in the leg. 

***
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Back in Missouri, William Morris, a.k.a. Big Gun pulled his four-wheeler into the clearing and glanced back to see Rob park behind him. “Well, we’re here,” William said, getting off. 

“You really think Nelson left that letter?” Rob asked somewhat cheerfully.

“Or one of his Sin Eaters,” William nodded. “Glad he didn’t forget about us. I was rather put out when he didn’t ask us to go with him.” 

Rob was about to speak when Zeus walked out from the bushes, nearly giving him a heart attack. “Well, where’s he at?” Rob asked Zeus and rubbed his head. 

“Glad to see you two open to the offer,” Reaper said, walking out of the bushes. 

“Hey N-,” William started, only to have Reaper jerk up a hand and cut him off. 

“That person is dead,” Reaper said quickly. “I’m Reaper now, and that’s all you’ll ever call me.”

Nodding, “Sorry, Reaper,” William said, understanding. “I was just going to say; we were a little peeved that we weren’t invited at the start of the party.” 

“I really wanted to keep your skill-set close to home. Your families know why you left?” Reaper asked. 

“Told ‘em we were going across the Mississippi to start sniping and maybe join up with the Republic troops,” Rob said, walking over and holding out his hand. “They’ll be fine, so we won’t have to worry about ‘em.” 

“If you do this, you’re with us until this is over,” Reaper told them, and both nodded. 

“Reaper, not that I’m not grateful, but why did you come back to ask us now?” William asked. 

“Oh, I was in the neighborhood, but I need what you two can do, that skill-set, hit a man-sized target consistently from a mile. Not to mention, you have rifles many sane people would call artillery.” 

Glancing behind Reaper and not seeing anyone else, “So, where are the rest of the Sin Eaters?” Rob asked. 

“Close, but do you accept? We don’t stop until this is over, and you follow the orders even if you don’t agree with them. We kill and do what the Republic won’t. This is our burden. You can stop if it becomes too much for you, but you’ll stay at Hades until this is over.” 

Furrowing his brow, “Hades?” William asked.

“Our base,” Reaper answered. “So, do you agree to leave behind who you are and become a Sin Eater for life?”

“Hell yes, son!” William barked. “I’m ready for this shit to be done, and my grandkids can run around without having to worry about getting shot. This has to end, and anything I can do to help, I’m there.” 

“I agree with Grandpa,” Rob said. “You’re making a difference, and if you think we can help, count us in.”

They both listened as Reaper recited the laws slowly and clearly, like he was trying to scare them with the oath and commitment. Neither batted an eyelash as they agreed.  

Reaching behind him, Reaper pulled out two half masks. “When these go on, they don’t come off. These are your shields,” he said, and they both grinned while reaching out for the masks. “Sin Eater, you are now Odin,” Reaper said, handing William his mask and then turned to Rob, “and you are Thor.” 

Taking the mask, Odin put it on. “We have nicknames,” he said, adjusting the mask.

“Those are part of your old self, and are known by others. You’ll pick them up when this is over,” Reaper said as Thor put his mask on. Reaper looked at the trailers hooked to their four-wheelers. “I see you brought everything.” 

“Guns and ammo, just like you said,” Odin said. 

“Then let’s get going so you can meet the other Sin Eaters,” Reaper said, walking back into the bushes. 

Looking over at Odin, “Well, you were right, he came back to get us. And we didn’t even have to go and hunt his ass down to let us join,” Thor said. 

Following Reaper into the bushes, “Glad he came back too, because I didn’t like the fact we were going to have to sneak up on a group of killers and ask if we could play on their team,” Odin said. 

“Yeah, Oracle told me you two were planning on trying something like that,” Reaper called out over his shoulder. “Another reason I stopped by. You would’ve gotten killed before getting close.”

“Exactly why I wasn’t in too big a hurry to run off lookin’ for ya,” Odin mumbled. “Hate ta get killed by the good guys when there’s such a target-rich environment.”  
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Chapter Nineteen
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Party Crashers

It was three weeks later, and Reaper was on the bridge of a two-hundred-foot long yacht off the coast of Rhode Island. On the way back from the Republic, they’d hit a few small sites along the front, just to spread some fear and release two videos. Linking up with the other Sin Eaters at Hades, they’d headed northeast to take the war in a new direction. 

They’d taken the yacht he was on and another small one from a secluded subdivision near Westerly. Compared to where they were going, those thirty-thousand-square-foot mansions they’d taken the yachts from were for poor people. 

Glancing out the window and seeing it was getting dark, Reaper went back to reading his report. He’d been over it four times, and it was why he’d chosen the next target, Nantucket Island. When he’d been in college, a house, a normal house no bigger than two thousand square feet, sold for three million dollars on the island. Five years before the financial collapse, land values on the island had skyrocketed. Those same three million dollar houses when he’d been in college were now selling for eleven million. More than once, Reaper had gone back through his research to make sure it was in dollars and not pesos. 

The super-rich had started moving in, and took over Nantucket. The average mean income now was over thirty million, with sixty billionaires living on the island. After they’d bought what they could, the rich took office and raised the property tax to the highest in the nation. 

Three years before the collapse, the average home on Nantucket had a property tax of three hundred thousand dollars a year. Within one year, there were no original residents from the island left, only the super-rich. The few who were still there worked in the stores, but didn’t own anything. Many had just sold their homes for the astronomical price and left. 

It was actually very smart how the rich had done it. The tax you paid was returned in two years if the city didn’t spend it, which they never did. Going through his notes, Reaper found out the rich had actually made money off of paying the tax. Some of the money was used, but the rest was put in an account, and the interest earned equaled what the town had spent. But unless you had serious money to throw away, you couldn’t live there. 

Oh, the original citizens took the new city council to court, but lost all the way to the Supreme Court. The courts ruled the tax was being used to maintain the natural habitat, and was justifiable. The population went from over eleven thousand to now, just over five thousand residents. The police force now consisted of a hundred contractors. Normal people couldn’t even travel to the island the year of the collapse, and damn sure couldn’t now. 

“Money is damn sure the root of all evil,” Reaper sighed. 

“I disagree,” Havoc said beside him. “I know people with money who help, and there are billionaires in the Republic. It’s those that want to rule and have the means that’re the root of evil in men.” 

Not looking up from his notes, “Havoc, there were something like twenty-five hundred billionaires in the world, and over a thousand of them were US citizens. I had Oracle check, only thirty-six billionaires backed the Republic. In America, the ultra-high, those that had thirty million or more in net worth, there were over a quarter of a million. Of those, only twenty-eight thousand backed the Republic. The rest of the super-rich want to rule like the kings of old,” Reaper said, lifting his gaze from the pages. 

“People wanted the rich to pay more, and Nantucket is what happens when they do just that. They already own the courts and politicians. Now, they’re taking the land and pricing out any that want to have their own little slice of heaven,” Reaper sighed. “The only way to stop it is the government must answer to the population that works. When the rich get the masses taken care of, to just take handouts, it’s those that want to provide and have something who pay the price.” 

Nodding, “And look what we’re doing,” Havoc said. “We’re consuming the sins, so the scales will be set right.” 

“Yes, but look at the price, and we aren’t even close to the end,” Reaper told him, closing the binder. 

“Why are you going back over the reports? You’ve read them, I know, over a dozen times,” Havoc pointed out. 

Standing at the back of the bridge with Misery and Zeus, “Dozen times, my ass,” Pain chimed in. “He has those damn things memorized.” 

“Yes, I nearly have them memorized,” Reaper admitted, getting out of the chair and looking out over the ocean. “Making sure I didn’t overlook something because this is where our attacks change.” 

None of them said anything because they had all reviewed the attack in true Sin Eater fashion. Going over the attack dozens of times as a unit, then breaking down into teams and going over it again until every member knew where to go and what to do, along with the dozens of back up plans.

“Reaper,” Misery said, moving from the wall to stand beside him looking out over the ocean. “The feds still have Coast Guard. Are you sure about just riding these damn boats over there?” 

Giving a laugh, “Yes, they have them, but this area’s being watched by Republic subs, and there’s a carrier battle group to the south. They’ve been taking out the reserve fleet. Only civilian craft are safe out on the waters,” he told her. 

“Dad’s boys better know we’re civilian boats,” Misery mumbled because there was no land in sight.

“How much would a boat like this one cost?” Pain asked, patting Zeus. 

Shrugging, “Used, a hundred and fifty million easy. Have no clue what one would cost new,” Reaper answered. 

“Jesus,” Pain moaned. “In my past life I had to take a part time job, just so we could buy a used car for a second vehicle.”

“Havoc,” Reaper said, motioning with his head for Havoc to move closer. When Havoc was beside him, “What do you really think of Galloglass’ and Pipes’ plan?” Reaper asked. 

Taking a deep breath, “It has merit, but you shouldn’t go, even if they can deliver on everything. You’re way too important. Let me go. The message will still get out,” Havoc said in a low voice. Very rarely did Reaper ask for others’ opinions, and never in front of others.

“Don’t think I haven’t thought about it, but it wouldn’t work. The world now knows where I go, the Sin Eaters roam at will,” Reaper told him. “So, you think it has merit and isn’t just wishful thinking on their part?”

“Oh, I know it’s not wishful thinking,” Havoc told him. “I vacationed in Scotland several times. They’re a proud society, and those people don’t like bowing to shit. And now, they’re being ruled like Longshanks is back on the throne. The rich in the UK have the dream. The population can’t fight back without weapons, and the rich own the politicians, the law, and the military. The same could be said about the average Brit, but they’ve been cowed down. From all the reports, the only area that’s causing problems is Ireland. Seems they didn’t turn in all those weapons from the revolution in the eighties.”

“Reaper,” Pain said, finally moving up behind him. “Can I ask, without you making me feel stupid, what do you think of the Scots’ plan?” 

About to reply it was better than his plan, Reaper stopped and just answered. “To be honest, I think it’ll work, but I’m afraid all their family and friends will be locked away by now. The ones Oracle’s checked on are still there, but we don’t know what they’ve been through. A beaten dog will eventually lay the fuck down if you beat him enough,” he told her. 

“Huh, in my experience, you beat a dog enough, the fucker will attack and not care if it lives,” Misery said, and Pain nodded in agreement.  

“Stingray, how much further?” Reaper asked the former SEAL. 

At the helm, “You’ll see the lighthouse shortly,” he answered. 

“To be honest, the only part I’m worried about is leaving only thirty people back at Hades,” Reaper admitted. 

“Reaper, we need everybody we brought,” Havoc said, and saw Reaper nodding. “I wish we could’ve brought a few more, to be honest. This is a big undertaking and if too many things go bad, it’ll turn into a cluster fuck very fast.” 

“You keep those damn thoughts to yourself, Havoc,” Pain snapped. 

Like Stingray had said, they soon saw the lighthouse and he slowed the craft down. Reaper looked out the starboard side and saw the smaller yacht. Yeah, it was only a hundred and twenty feet but compared to this monster, it was noticeably tiny. 

Neither had on navigation lights and the one time Stingray had turned on the radar, he’d checked the area quickly and turned it off, not seeing anything. It seemed whenever a radar was turned on, the Republic would launch something that exploded at it. Reaper was thankful for Stingray and the other Sin Eaters who were sailors. They had disconnected the AIS (Automatic Identification System). It normally sent out signals to any boats in the area. Then, they’d unhooked the VMS (Vessel Monitoring System). This system was like lo-jack for boats, so the government could track all boats at all times. Unlike the AIS, the VMS was connected directly into the comms systems, so the entire radio was yanked from both boats.  

When they were two miles from the south end of the island, Stingray shut the engines down. “Time to start the game,” Reaper said, patting his gear over his body. 

“At least I don’t have to fucking swim with the sharks this time,” Pain mumbled. 

Reaper snorted a laugh as he left the bridge. Behind each yacht were ten zodiac boats being towed. Standing on the bridge, Reaper watched the Sin Eaters filing into the boats and crank up the motors. Watching Galloglass climb in a zodiac with his Claymore sword strapped across his back, “Galloglass does know that sword can pierce the zodiac floats, right?” Misery asked.  

“Be damned if I tell him he has to leave it. Watching him use that claymore gives me respect for the weapon,” Havoc said, moving down the stairs while the boats already filled pulled forward. 

Climbing into the last boat with his team, Reaper snapped his fingers for Zeus to lay down and looked at the eight in the boat with him. None were looking at him, but at the target ahead. Tapping his phone on his chest, “This is Reaper, go,” he called out, and the zodiacs headed toward the lights coming from the island. 

Only areas that had military importance attempted to blackout, but even then, it wasn’t a total blackout. Any area of military importance had detention camps nearby. 

Speeding toward the island, the boats started splitting up and heading to their targets. Thankful the ocean was rather calm, Reaper just settled in. When he saw the small waves breaking on the beach, he knew they were past the abort call and just relaxed. 

The Sin Eater on the motor lifted it up before the motor dug into the sand, and everyone jumped out. Several grabbed the boat and pulled it up on the beach past the high tide mark while Reaper led the others up to the dunes. Easing up, he saw his target a hundred yards to the north. If there was ever a beachfront mansion, he was looking at it. Built of stone, Reaper was amazed the damn thing hadn’t sunk. 

Because of Oracle, he knew the mansion was sixty-two thousand square feet. The house had everything, including an indoor six-lane bowling alley, theater, pool, and the list just went on. The owner, Dietrich Wesley Davenport III, was the richest man on Nantucket Island, and this wasn’t even his main home. As of now, Dietrich had six homes around the globe, with three more here in the states. His main home had been in Malibu, but California was a total loss. 

Lights from the house lit up the grounds nicely, and Reaper could see the party was in full swing. Not everyone on Nantucket had been invited. Only the filthy rich as Reaper considered the billionaires. Along with the billionaire residents of the island, there were ten other billionaires supposed to be at the party from the mainland. Oracle assured him they would be there, along with the island’s remaining billionaire residents. 

“This is Odin, I’m in position,” Reaper heard over his ear piece. 

“This is Thor. I’m set up,” Thor called out, and Reaper waved his hand forward. His team moved past, led by the opera. 

“This is Q, the relays and jammers are up and running,” Q called over the phone. 

When he had brought Odin and Thor back, Reaper had been expecting some flap because they hadn’t had to go through any training. Watching Odin and Thor hit human targets from over a mile away for the last three weeks, made the Sin Eaters very thankful for the new members. The four Horsemen could hit targets at a thousand yards, but not like the Norse Gods. The only thing that worried Reaper was he had Thor and Odin operating independently with another Sin Eater for backup. 

Getting closer, Reaper was shocked that Oracle had been right, they didn’t have any security roaming about. Dietrich had six bodyguards for his wife and two kids. Oracle told him most coming to the party would be bringing at least one bodyguard, but Reaper just had a hard time believing it. There was money and resources here, and on the mainland, there were millions who had nothing. 

The archangel Gabriel had been to Nantucket to deliver supplies twice and had reported the private police force made up of contractors seemed very lazy.  

Easing up just outside the lights, he could see women wearing dresses that cost more than his house. A group of sixteen people were standing around a pool laughing. Then it hit Reaper why they felt so secure. The remoteness of the island had made the residents complacent. People on the mainland knew if they tried to come here, they would have bad things happen to them and their families. 

“I love watching the Opera work,” Pain said beside him. 

Turning to the back of the house, he saw three shadows enter a door. “I have two bodyguards outside in the group,” Misery called out softly, looking through her scope and pulled her rifle tight into her shoulder. 

“Phantom inside,” Reaper heard, and leaned over his rifle. 

“On my go,” Reaper said, resting his crosshairs on a woman talking to several others in his sector. From less than a hundred yards away, Reaper squeezed the trigger and felt his rifle buckle when it coughed out the bullet. None heard the suppressed shot or the others. His target’s head exploded, and the others barely registered what had happened before bullets slammed into their heads. 

The sixteen bodies were crumpling to the ground when Reaper jumped up with the primary assault team and took off running for the house. He heard a rifle cough behind him from the cover team and saw a man step out on a balcony, only to get hit in the face by a 5.56 messenger. 

Entering silently through the side door, Reaper saw the main room was packed. A maid with a platter of drinks saw him and opened her mouth to scream. Lifting his rifle, Reaper pulled the trigger punching a hole above her nose. As the body fell, others started turning to see the commotion of bodies flowing into the room before fanning out, covering the panicking rich occupants. 

“Shut the fuck up and freeze!” Reaper shouted, and a woman screamed and was promptly shot. Then another screamed, only to be cut short by a suppressed shot. In six seconds, ten people who’d screamed were shot, along with thirteen more who’d tried to leave. Getting the idea that sound or movement drew gunfire, the group did as they were told. 

“Now, everyone put your hands on your head and follow instructions!” Reaper shouted. 

“What-,” a man started, and Reaper shot him in the chest twice. The man dropped down clutching his chest while a man beside him fought to pull a pistol from under his tux. Reaper casually waited until the man grabbed the pistol and was in the process of pulling it out before shooting him in the face. 

“What part of ‘shut the fuck up’ and ‘don’t move until told’, do you dumbasses not understand?!” he screamed at the group. 

Ejecting his partial magazine, Reaper put it in his dump bag and pulled out one of his sixty round magazines, slapping it home. Letting his M4 dangle across his chest by the sling, he yanked his pistol up and stared at a boy in a tux no older than twelve, crying next to a woman. Lifting the XD, Reaper squeezed the trigger, and the boy’s head snapped back. When the woman took a breath to scream, Reaper shot her in the throat and saw a man behind her collapse after getting hit by the bullet when it had passed through the woman’s throat. 

“That means everyone, shut the fuck up!” Reaper said, and shot the wounded man in the gut. “I don’t care if that bullet hurt. Shut up or the sisters get to play with you.” 

Biting his lip, the man quit moaning as Reaper looked up on the balcony that wrapped around the large room to see Phantom and two of his opera. “Now, when instructed, you will remove all jewelry, wallets, phones, and anything of value and place them in the bag. Then, you will strip butt-ass naked, kneel down, and put your hands on your head. Deviate any, and you’ll become a teaching aid for the others, so they can see what happens when you don’t do as you’re told,” Reaper instructed the group, and saw a face he was looking for. 

“Mr. Dietrich, I hope you have enough put away here to buy mercy for your guests,” Reaper laughed, motioning him forward with his pistol. 

“You want money?” Dietrich asked confused.  

“I have money!” another man shouted out, and a suppressed shot rang out and the man that had spoken dropped down, grabbing his stomach.

Giving a long sigh, “I didn’t ask you, did I?” Reaper told the man. “Ubiytsa, take Dietrich to see how much mercy he can buy for his guests.” 

Two other Sin Eaters came over, pulling the guests up one at a time. The guest would take off all valuables and toss them in a canvas bag, then strip. Even Reaper was impressed by how fast they stripped. When a woman didn’t start to strip after putting her jewelry in the bag, Misery shot her in the gut. 

Counting those still breathing once they were stripped, they soon had seventy-three people kneeling in rows around the room. “Reaper,” Ubiytsa called over the net. 

“Yes.” 

“Um, this is not a safe up here, it is a vault,” Ubiytsa reported. 

“So? What’s the big deal?” 

“We need to leave a few more people here, just to get what is in here. There has to be five hundred pounds in gold coins alone, and twice that in silver. That is not including bullion bars. I am betting there is close to sixty pounds of jewelry and then, there is other stuff,” Ubiytsa told him. 

“Well, it seems Dietrich bought some mercy for his guests,” Reaper said with a loud voice, and saw many people sigh with relief. “Start gathering it up.” 

Taking off his left glove, Reaper moved over to a table loaded with food. Grabbing a handful of large shrimp from the cocktail bowl, Reaper shoved two under his mask and ate them. “Not bad,” he mumbled, and picked up a lobster. Breaking the tail off, he ripped it open and shoved the meat down his throat. “Always wanted to eat lobster like crawfish,” he laughed, and grabbed another one. 

Tossing the top of the lobster away, he squeezed the tail hard, splitting the shell in half and exposing the lobster meat, then eating the meat with loud smacking bites. Stopping behind a man, Reaper wiped his hand on the man’s hair. “You don’t mind, do you?” Reaper asked, and looked up on the balcony to see Cyclops filming. The stitches were out, but where the shark had nibbled on him was still sore. 

Seeing the woman he’d shot in the throat was dead, he moved through the crowd looking at faces. He stopped at a man and smiled. “I know you, you’re Gilbert Reed. I saw you standing on stage with president dumbass when he bought the election. I bet you donated some money for that payoff,” Reaper said rather cheerfully. 

“Sisters, put Reed on a table for me, please,” Reaper called out, putting his glove back on. 

Walking over, Misery pulled her stun gun from her forearm and touched it to Reed. The group startled, watching Reed fly back a few feet when she’d zapped him. Pain came over and they dragged him over to a table while the others watched. 

Hanging across each sister’s back was an electric nail gun and they pulled them off, starting on Reed’s wrists. When the first nail drove in, Reed snapped out of the electric haze. Opening his mouth to yell, Reed gagged when Pain shoved a napkin in and slapped tape over his mouth. Then they moved down his legs, driving nails through the meat and into the table. 

“Pain, Misery, thank you,” Reaper said, walking over to the table and then turned around to the group. “Reed doesn’t get mercy like you can,” Reaper told them, and took a heavy glass cylinder from Pain. Taking the top off, he carefully poured the acid on Reed’s stomach, then jumped back. 

Reed screamed against his gag as the acid bubbled and smoke poured from his abdomen. Putting the top back on, Reaper pulled his pistol when three people in the group started gagging. Shooting all three in the chest and letting them squirm on the floor, Reaper looked at the others. “Gagging is making noise,” he clarified for the group. 

“Let it be known, Sin Eaters are going to offer mercy for the first time,” he declared, and many in the group looked up with hope. “Each of you has a choice. Die like Reed or let me kill you swiftly with no pain. Make no mistake, all of you will die tonight, but how is up to you,” he told the group, and several tried to jump up, only to be shot in the chest or abdomen to squirm on the ground. “Those, I’m going to hook to the back of the boat and drag out in the bay. Sharks need to eat, and I think they’ll like fresh meat.”

He lifted his pistol and moved to the first man who was crying and holding his head low. Pulling the trigger, Reaper heard the crying stop and the man dropped to the floor. Moving down the line at a steady pace, Reaper shot each person in the back of the head. Changing magazines, he continued on, and saw Pain and Misery start at the other end. Not one other person moved, and all accepted their fate. 

When he’d shot the last one, a teenaged girl, Reaper looked over the bodies and changed out his magazine. Holstering his pistol, he noted the suppressor was smoking. Looking up on the balcony, “How many were killed in the house?” he asked Phantom.

“Twenty staff in the kitchen, another five staff in the house, and forty-two guests moving around the house. Dog teams have swept through and didn’t find anything,” Phantom answered. 

“Pain, Misery, you have six minutes for Dietrich,” Reaper said, moving back over to the food table.

Grabbing more shrimp, he turned around to see Phantom dancing around the table Dietrich had been nailed to after being brought back downstairs. When Dietrich screamed, Phantom moonwalked around the table, cheering the sisters on. “Phantom,” Reaper started, then just sighed, “never mind.” 

Shoving more shrimp in his mouth, he tossed a steak out for Zeus. Watching Scorn, one of the Sin Eaters who was emptying the house, grab a painting from the wall, Reaper paused his chewing when she ripped the painting from the frame and rolled it up, then tossed it in a canvas bag. “Why’re you taking a painting?” Reaper called out. 

Scorn pulled the bag to her shoulder and trotted down the steps. “You said all expensive things that we can take,” she answered. 

Waving his hand at the other tables, “This is real silverware and you grab a painting?!” Reaper cried out. 

“Reaper, that was a Rembrandt!” Scorn shouted. 

Looking at her, wanting more, “Yeah, so?” Reaper finally said. 

Moonwalking over, “Scorn, go drop it off, I’ll explain it to him,” Phantom told her.

When the sisters were done with Dietrich, Reaper led the group outside. They took some cars from the garage and moved up the island. Catching up with Death’s team, Reaper climbed out and joined in. Moving from house to house, they killed quietly and left for the next house. 

The homes of the billionaires weren’t empty, all had staff, and some had kids, but none would ever wake up again when the Sin Eaters left. All the billionaire homes were hit by the cleaning teams, or what Pain called ‘the heist teams’. They emptied safes and took what high value items they could. 

Reaching town, Reaper saw Havoc and Titan talking and headed over. “Any trouble with the police?” he asked. 

“Most were drunk,” Havoc said, pointing at an apartment complex. “We were done with all of them in twenty minutes.” 

Hearing Zeus growl, Reaper turned and saw Zeus looking under the porch of a house beside the grocery store. “I’ll be back,” he told them. 

“We were going to get them,” Titan sighed. “They aren’t going anywhere.” 

Stopping at the porch, “I know you’re under there,” Reaper said calmly, and snapped his fingers and pointed down for Zeus to sit. When nobody came out, “I’m being nice, and will only say this once. I’m willing to grant mercy if you come out now, or I send in the dog to kill,” he stated clearly. 

Slowly, a man crawled out from under the porch and tossed a large kitchen knife away. “Remarkable, someone who listens,” Reaper said, watching the man tremble. “Do you want to live?” he asked like he was asking for a drink. 

“Yes,” the man sobbed. 

“Do you want your family to live?” 

The man jerked and Zeus growled. “Yes, please. I’ll die for them,” he pleaded. 

Looking up at the stars in the sky, “Tell them to come out, and I mean everyone, while I consider this,” Reaper told the man. A woman and two small kids climbed out, and they all clutched at the man. “You listened. I’m impressed,” Reaper nodded at them. 

“Do you know who I am?”

“Y-y-yy-yes,” the man stuttered. 

“I have told all, anyone who isn’t fighting the feds is my enemy. I don’t see you fighting for your freedom so, are you my enemy?” 

“No!” the man cried. “We don’t have any guns!” 

Looking down at the two small kids, “I’ll make you a deal. If you teach your kids what freedom is and why it must be fought for, I’ll consider not seeing you as an enemy,” Reaper offered. Hearing that, the man and woman looked at him in shock. 

“We will,” the woman gasped. 

Looking off and watching the Sin Eaters work, “If you do that, I’ll grant you something no Sin Eater has ever granted. I’ll grant you the gift of life,” Reaper said, and the family fell to their knees crying and promising they would. 

“I’ll know where you are for the rest of your life. If you ever go back on your word, I’m sending the sisters for you. You’ll watch your kids die before they get to you. You’ve given your word that you’ll fight for freedom, and that’s what I expect.” 

“What do you want us to do?” the woman asked, wiping tears from her face. 

For half an hour, Reaper instructed them and then had them repeat it back. Satisfied, he nodded. “I grant you the gift of life. You have your task to fight for freedom. Don’t make me send the sisters,” he warned. 

“We’ll keep our word,” the man swore. 

“After you’ve completed your task, I’ll send others to get you and take you to the Republic so you can continue to fight, are we agreed?”

“Yes,” the man and woman said together. 

“Go over and hide where you pile up the chicken manure,” he told them, and they looked at him confused. “If I leave you here like this, the feds will know I let you live and they’ll kill you. Hiding in the manure will be plausible because our dogs didn’t find you.”

They never asked another question, and ran to the side of the yard. The man and woman covered the kids and then worked on each other as Reaper strolled off. “You and your devious shit,” Havoc sighed as two trucks sped past. “All airplanes have been disabled, and we have the powerboats from the harbor that Chaos picked out. We aren’t going to finish disabling the boats.” 

Glancing at his watch, Reaper saw they had thirty-one minutes until pull out. “Gather them up, we’re done,” he said. Tapping the phone, “Pain, Misery, where the fuck are you?”

“Finding bitches to kill,” Pain shot back. 

“I left a family in the pile of chicken shit next to the store. They are to be left alone. We’re pulling out.” 

“We still have half an hour!” Misery shouted. 

Tapping the phone off, “Oh, their momma and daddy were saints to put up with those two,” Reaper said, climbing in the truck.

Everyone was soon back at Dietrich’s house and both yachts were tied up at the dock, along with ten powerboats and all the zodiacs. Seeing Galloglass at the large yacht as stuff was loaded, Reaper headed over. “You’re sure on this? Because you’ll be taking three other Sin Eaters with you,” Reaper said, stopping behind him. “You’re taking over a hundred weapons from here with ammo.”

“Aye, the lads back hame ‘il love they gift we come bearin’, they couldnna get boomsticks like ‘ese since the English government banned onyhing ower .22 back in the eighties, an noo with selective fire rifles with a’ the bells an whistles. My freenz nd family will staun a chance,” Galloglass laughed. ‘The guys back home will love the gifts we come bearing. They can’t get guns like these since the English banned owning anything over a .22 back in the eighties. And none with selective fire with all the bells and whistles. My friends and family will stand a chance.’

Reaching over and putting his hand on Galloglass’s vest, “Once you leave, this is your only salvation, and the other Sin Eaters going with you volunteered because they believe in you,” Reaper told him. 

Taking a deep breath, “I ken, and am honored. I wish I could le ‘em, bit we canna sail somehing ess bigwe jist I twa o’ us. If onyhing happens it will be because luck waszna we us. My family on the Isle o’ Skye will protect us on i land,” Galloglass replied. ‘I know, and I’m honored. I wish I could leave ‘em, but can’t sail something this big with just the two of us. If anything happens it will be because luck wasn’t with us. My family on the Isle of Skye will protect us on the land.’

As his brain finished translating, “You have the sat phone and the code, let me know of any changes,” Reaper said, and pulled off his right glove and held out his hand. “I wish you good luck, so we can bring this war across the pond.” 

“Aye laddie, at’s the hale reason ti be gan!” Galloglass howled out. ‘That’s the whole reason to be going!’ “Caberfeidh gu brath!”

“What was that?” Misery asked.

Walking up behind them, Odin answered. “Scottish regimental toast of Success to the Antlers of the Stag.”

Soon, the three going across the pond with Galloglass and Pipes were aboard and the big yacht slowly pulled away, heading out to sea. Turning around with the other captains, Odin, Thor and the sisters on the dock with him, Reaper looked back at the island. “Sin consumed,” they all said together.  
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Wolf In Sheep’s Clothing

Between Wilmington and Hampstead, North Carolina, at the small township of Kirkland, Sergeant First Class Plakner was manning the front gate at Camp Corvette. In all reality, it was a nice assignment compared to what was going on. Camp Corvette had been set up in the first few months after the financial collapse. Plakner’s company had come down from New York under orders and had emptied the communities along the coast, and set up Camp Corvette. 

Taking over two rather large subdivisions that wrapped around two golf courses during the first month, they’d started receiving detainees the second month. All detainees were assigned a recently vacated house in the new camp. The only people his company didn’t evict were several dozen families living along the beachfront on the barrier islands and a few in the subdivision. 

Those that didn’t want to leave were shown the errors of their ways with a few hits from a buttstock. Only a few had to be shot, but in the end, they’d left. The only thing that bothered Plakner was throwing out the elderly in assisted-living apartments and a nursing home within the camps perimeter. All the elderly residents were put on buses, no matter what shape they were in, and hauled away to other camps. 

The troops were who named it Camp Corvette after seeing the company commander drive around in a new corvette taken from one of the homes. On paper, it was referred to as Camp Alpha 478 Zulu. When he’d had to oversee the reclamation patrols in the area close to the camp last year, Plakner had gotten to see other camps. 

Camp Corvette didn’t even have a fence around it. The detainees sent there soon realized they really didn’t want to leave, even if they could. That was a very good thing because there were only a hundred and thirty troops assigned to his company, but over three thousand detainees. All of the detainees had to work in the camp, mostly growing their own food. Some detainees worked in the reclamation sorting area at what used to be the huge nursing home.

When they’d arrived, he’d expected the golf courses to be turned over to farming, but they weren’t. What made Plakner shake his head was the golf courses were being maintained. Not only maintained, but it was a priority for the company. There were very few days when there weren’t politicians, heads of state, military brass, or other VIPs playing golf. Several of the multimillion dollar homes along the course were taken over and used to house those coming down to play golf. In the country club was a visitation center the guests could visit. 

Unlike other camps, very few girls in the visitation center were pulled from the detainees of the camp. Plakner could only think of three detainees that had been placed in the visitation center by the captain because they wouldn’t work. After that, nobody complained and did what they were told, and other girls and young boys were brought in to the visitation center. 

Looking out the guard shack window, Plakner saw a familiar figure walking along the road pulling a wagon. “Private Gibbens,” he called over his shoulder, “Ms. Ethel is coming.”

A young private sitting at the desk reading a porn mag looked up from the magazine. “Why didn’t she wait?” Gibbens sighed, putting down the magazine. “We pick her up on rounds.” 

Plakner grinned, watching the private put the magazine down and leave the guard shack. Shouldering his rifle, the private jogged down the road toward Ms. Ethel. Plakner was very proud of the fact the private went to help Ms. Ethel, and the fact he was reading a porno magazine and not watching a movie on the computer in the guard shack. 

Ms. Ethel had come in on a supply truck nearly a month ago, with a note from a colonel in Kentucky that gave her permission to join her sister Ruby Sterlington. Ruby Sterlington was one of the few residents that had been allowed to stay when they’d cleared out the neighborhoods. At the time, Plakner thought it was weird because Ruby was in her eighties and clearly suffering from Alzheimer’s. A few of the other families that were allowed to stay seemed to check on her, but Ruby didn’t seem to need help, despite her age. 

Then when Ethel showed up, Plakner and many others made the assumption someone in the higher-ups knew Ruby, and wanted her left alone. So when Ethel had showed up, they’d escorted her to her sister Ruby’s home. It’d shocked Plakner when Ruby had called Ethel by name because Ruby still didn’t know any soldiers’ names, and they had to do checks on people weekly. 

Watching the private reach Ms. Ethel, Plakner got out of his chair when the private started pulling the wagon for her. He couldn’t help but grin, watching Ms. Ethel pat the private’s cheek and walk along beside him. Shaking his head, Plakner saw Ms. Ethel walking with her limp, favoring her right hip. “Hope she can hang on until the Republic is put down before she needs that looked at,” he mumbled, stepping outside. 

“Hello, Sergeant Plakner,” she smiled at him warmly, and he saw she was panting from the walk. 

“Ms. Ethel, why didn’t you wait until the patrol came and picked you up?” Plakner asked.

“I made a batch of blueberry muffins and wanted you boys to have some before starting the day,” she answered with a smile, and he saw her wince before shifting her weight. 

Opening the door to the guard shack, he led her inside to his chair. “You sit while the private pulls the truck around,” he said, guiding her down to the chair. 

“Whew! Thank you kindly, Sergeant,” she smiled, brushing her hair from her face. Her hair was mainly silver with a few streaks of brown, pulled back in a bun. Glancing over her, Plakner saw she had dirt on her jeans. 

“You worked in the garden before daylight?” he asked. 

“Oh, yes,” she said, leaning back in the chair. “The captain asked if I could come and make some cakes for some important people coming today, but the muffins are for you soldiers. I have to make sure you boys are taken care of,” she said, clearly feeling better off her feet. “I only got a gallon of milk from the goats this morning, but three dozen eggs from the chickens.” 

Plakner’s stomach let out a grumble hearing that, and he rubbed a hand over his belly. Very few of the detainees were kind to the troops, even though they provided protection for them, but not Ms. Ethel. Like a long lost grandmother, she endeared herself to the troops starting that first day. 

None of the troops ever inspected Ruby’s home or her backyard that had an eight-foot privacy fence running down to the water. After Ethel had showed up, Plakner was one of the first to pick her up, and was blown away. There was a flourishing garden, greenhouse, a chicken coop, and eight goats in the backyard. When Ethel had led him through the house, he’d seen Ruby in the backyard tending the plants, and she’d started yelling at him. 

Handing Plakner a stack of eggs, Ethel had quieted her sister and then left. On that first day, Ethel was interviewed by the CO, and the captain soon had her in the kitchen at the country club. She would make meals for the VIPs that came to play golf, but every day she made something special for the soldiers. Then, she would load up a golf cart and make sure each soldier got some of what she’d made. Needless to say, nearly every one of the troops loved Ms. Ethel. Even the captain gave Ms. Ethel an ID card that gave her free rein to move where she wanted. It wasn’t a handwritten note from a colonel, but it was a show of respect that he appreciated her. As a captain, it was all he could really do.

“How’s your sister this morning?” Plakner asked out of kindness to Ms. Ethel because he didn’t like the old bat.  

Shaking her head, “It’s a bad day,” she sighed. “She was asking for Ted this morning.” Seeing Plakner just stare at her, “Oh, he was her husband. He died over twenty years ago, shortly after he had the house built here. Yes, the country club was just being built.”

Not knowing Ted’s name, but knowing Ruby’s husband had died when the country club was being built, “I’m sorry,” he sighed, feeling sorry for Ms. Ethel.

The private came in the guard shack. “Ms. Ethel, you want me to load that wagon in the truck?” he asked.

Moving to get up, “Young man, I’ll do that,” Ethel told him. “You’re doing your duty of protecting this nation. I’ll do it.” 

Putting his hand on Ethel’s shoulder, “Ms. Ethel,” he said to her with a chuckle, “I told you, let us troops help with the heavy stuff. We enjoy all you do for us and don’t want you to hurt yourself.” 

“Oh, you sweet dear,” she said, reaching up and patting his cheek. “You sure? I don’t want you two hurtin’ yourselves. I can do it a little at a time. I know I’m not a young spring chicken anymore, but I can still function.” 

“It is quite all right, ma’am,” Plakner laughed, then cringed when Ethel turned to the desk and saw the private’s porno magazine. “Sorry,” he mumbled and opened a drawer, sweeping the magazine in. 

“Even my own Bud looked at those girly magazines,” Ethel laughed. “Boys will be boys, Sergeant.” 

Glancing at the private and seeing him blush, “Do you need me to help with the wagon?” Plakner asked.  

“No, Sergeant,” the private said, then turned to Ethel. “Ms. Ethel, why don’t you ask the captain if one of the troops can stay with you and Ruby? You guys are a long way back. With all the gardens and animals, someone might try to take some. Nobody knew about it until you started making stuff for us, but now they do. We don’t want you getting hurt.”

Plakner saw the concern in the private’s face and agreed with him. That was another reason he didn’t like Ruby, but he knew she lived in her own world. “Oh, young man, don’t you worry none,” Ethel told the private. “Nobody is goin’ to mess with two old ladies, especially with you fine soldiers here to protect us.” 

Really wanting to tell her she was wrong, Plakner held his tongue when Ethel continued. “The nice captain offered the same, but I’m afraid Ruby wouldn’t handle it well. After we talked, the captain agreed since Ruby does such a nice job in the garden and with the animals. If worse comes to worse, we have that old blunderbuss that Daddy gave Ruby and Ted for a wedding gift.”

“What’s a blunderbuss?” the private asked, turning to Plakner. 

“You watch cartoons?” Plakner asked, and the private nodded. “Remember those old rifles where the end flared out like a trumpet? That’s a blunderbuss,” Plakner told him, then looked down at Ethel. Even though it was technically a firearm, it was classified as an antique artifact. “Ms. Ethel, that’s not much protection. Do you know how to use a gun?”

Ethel laughed out, slapping her knee. “Oh, Sergeant, Ruby and I grew up in Kansas, so we had to know how to shoot.”  

Reaching over to the desk, Plakner opened the bottom drawer before pulling out a snub nose revolver. “You know how to use one like this?” he asked.

“Oh, that’s like the six shooter Daddy taught us with, only it’s tiny,” Ethel nodded. 

Handing the pistol over, “You put this in your bag and leave it at home, just in case,” Plakner told her, but Ethel didn’t move to take the gun.

“Sergeant, I gave up Bud’s guns like I was told by the president. I don’t need them with you fine soldiers around,” Ethel said. 

Forcing the gun into her hand, “I’ll get the captain to authorize it, Ms. Ethel,” Plakner told her. “You need more than one shot, and we’ll hear it and will be down there before you fire the other five.”

Looking up at Plakner with wide eyes, “I don’t want none of you fine boys getting in trouble. I’m an old woman and don’t care, but not you boys. I can’t bear the thought of you gettin’ in trouble for me. The president said we had to turn in our guns,” Ethel reminded him. 

Thinking for a second, “The gun is still mine, but I want you to hold on to it for me,” Plakner grinned. 

Slowly, Ethel put the pistol in her purse, but was clearly upset about it. “Sergeant, if you get in trouble, it would break my heart,” she said in a low voice. 

Patting her shoulder, “I assure you, Ms. Ethel, neither of us will get in any trouble,” he laughed. “I’ll have the captain authorize it, just to put your mind at ease. Just don’t let Ruby near it.”

Rolling her eyes, “I won’t. I had to hide the blunderbuss last week. Ruby thought someone was sleeping in the chicken coop,” Ethel said.

“Was someone in the backyard?” the private asked, very alarmed. 

Shaking her head, “No, dear. The goats and chickens never made a sound,” Ethel told him. “Besides, who would sleep near a chicken coop?” 

Hearing a vehicle pull up, Plakner looked outside to see their relief. “Well, since you didn’t wait on us, we can just take you to the country club,” he said, grabbing his weapon. He was about to help Ethel up, but the private was already helping her out of the chair over her protest. Plakner had to admit, physically, Ethel looked in decent shape. She had muscle on her body, there was no doubt, because he had patted her arm and gotten several hugs from her. 

But listening to her talk about the family farm she still worked on, he figured she just stayed in shape from the work, despite the painful hip. After the feds had lost Kansas, Ethel headed east and stayed at Fort Campbell until a month ago. Plakner was the one who’d checked that out for the captain, and confirmed Ethel had worked for a Colonel Blatton. Ethel had cooked at the officer’s club, and for the colonel at home. When the fighting started up, the colonel had helped Ethel get to her sister’s house.

Picking up the clipboard when the private walked out of the guard shack with Ethel, Plakner checked off Ethel’s name. “Ethel Retaenis,” he said, again shaking his head at the last name. “Her husband Bud must’ve been German.” 

Walking out, he chuckled to see Ethel giving the new guards blueberry muffins. “It’s because of people like her I know I made the right choice,” Plakner mumbled, walking around the back of the truck while the private helped Ethel inside. 

***
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When the private opened the back door of the crew cab, Siren faked the pain in her hip as she let him help her in. A month before coming in, Ivy had set up the garden and greenhouse with plants from Hades. That’d taken some work because they only did it at night, and had to be quiet. Siren knew she should, at the very least, feel bad about Ruby, but didn’t. 

When they’d started on the backyard, she’d just gone in the house and Ruby went ballistic, as expected. Ruby did have a sister named Ethel, but she had died just before the collapse. It took two days, but Ruby started calling her Ethel. Ruby would also call her other names of people known only in Ruby’s past, but Siren would leave with the other Sin Eaters during the day. 

After a week, Ruby would be waiting in the backyard after the sun went down on ‘Ethel’ to come back. What did shock Siren, was Ruby actually worked the plants very well and took care of the chickens. The part of Ruby and Ethel growing up on a farm in Kansas was true, and Ruby would just work away in the raised planting boxes or weed the garden by hand, humming a lost tune.  

Getting comfortable in the backseat, Siren saw Plakner put his M4 on the dash. Cranking up the truck, Plakner pulled off after the private jumped in. Inside the camp, she had heard of the attack in Nantucket the week she had arrived. Sorry she’d missed it, Siren did what she was sent to do, find out what kind of camp this was. 

Oracle couldn’t find out from the database, so during dinner at Hades she’d heard Reaper talking about sending scouts. Siren had sat down beside Reaper and offered to go inside as a plant, and see what was going on. In the Sin Eater laws, a mask or shield could come off in times of war to blend in, but only when a captain ordered it. Since the Sin Eaters had been fighting, several Sin Eaters had taken off the shield to blend in and gather information but she, Siren, was the first to do it while infiltrating a camp. 

Getting the backstory for Ethel wasn’t even a chore for Oracle. And in their past lives, more than one Sin Eater was a forger to write the note properly. The colonel that the note had come from had been killed during the Sin Eaters’ first large attack at Fort Campbell, but Oracle had deleted that from the database.

There had been five more Sin Eater attacks, along with a dramatic increase in sniper attacks since she had been inside. It wasn’t until two days ago that the increase in sniper attacks was attributed to the Sin Eaters. When she seen pictures of the attacks, Siren wondered what in the hell type of sniper rifle the Sin Eaters were using now. For all intents and purposes now, the snipers blew up bodies when they shot them. In Georgia, a two-man sniper team took out a platoon doing a pacification patrol, and a Sin Eater card was found at one of the sniper hides. Then word came down, more cards were found at other sniper attack locations. 

Last night, she’d gotten word Reaper would be visiting tonight. One thing Siren did love was the fact the troops or anyone associated with the Federal Government was terrified of the Sin Eaters. Going around to all the guard posts and in the barracks, she saw many of the troops watching the videos of Reaper. Hearing the troops talk about how a Sin Eater could just appear out of thin air like a ninja, almost made Siren bust out laughing. 

Feeling the truck slow, she looked out the front and saw the country club as Plakner parked. Reaching for the door, Siren took a breath, remembering to favor her hip and act the part of Ethel. 

Jumping out, the private opened her door and helped her out. Reaching up, she patted his cheek and then went to the bed of the truck to get her wagon, only to find Plakner already unloading it. “Thank you so much, Sergeant. You get you another muffin. I know that had to tire you out,” she said, grabbing a muffin from the wicker basket. 

Not about to turn down anything Ms. Ethel made, Plakner took the muffin as he slung his rifle and watched her give the private another muffin also. “Are you taking the wagon to the kitchen?” the private asked and she nodded, rubbing her right hip. 

“Private, pull the wagon in for her while I report to the LT,” Plakner said, shoving the muffin in his mouth and giving a moan at how good it tasted. 

Heading toward the opulent building, Siren smiled while the private just chatted away about some computer game. A soldier walking out saw them and said hi as they approached, holding the door open. Patting his cheek, Siren gave him a muffin, “Thank you, dear,” she smiled.

Seeing the captain sitting in a chair reading a clipboard, Siren patted the private’s arm. “Just leave the wagon here, I have to see if the captain was wanting peach cobbler today,” she told the private, and saw him lick his lips. 

“I can put it in the kitchen for you,” he offered.

“Thank you. Go ahead and get you a few muffins for later,” she said, then shook a finger at him. “Not too many, so you don’t ruin your appetite for lunch, dear.” 

Grinning ear to ear, “Yes, ma’am,” he said, and pulled the wagon off. 

Looking up from his clipboard, the captain couldn’t help but grin while watching the adopted grandmother of the company come over. “How may I be of service?” he asked, putting his clipboard on his lap. 

“Oh no, dear, you and these fine young men are doing so much already. I just wanted to know if you wanted me to fix the peach cobbler today or wait?” she asked with a warm smile. 

Smacking his lips, “You found some peaches? Really?” he asked in wonder. 

Reaching over and patting his hand, “Dear, you said it was your favorite, so I asked around,” she told him. “One of the families out on Figure Eight Island goes out by boat fishing. I showed him how to smoke his catch to make it last longer. He asked what I wanted in return, and since he goes as far south as Charleston, I asked him for four bushels of peaches. He brought me eight,” she smiled. 

He knew many on the outer islands fished, not that they went that far south, but he really didn’t care. If they got fuel for a boat, they had to fork over half of their catch. “Oh, Ms. Ethel, I would love the cobbler for supper tomorrow. The Governor of New York will be here to play golf,” he told her. 

“Well, Captain, let me go see about lunch and then I’ll have to walk back home and get the peaches so I can start preparing them,” she said, letting his hand go. 

“Ms. Ethel,” he said with a frown. “I’ve asked you to stop walking back and forth from your house, bringing in food for the troops. We’ll transport you.” 

“Captain, you have more important things to do than drive an old lady around,” she said, shaking her head. 

“Not one that takes care of us, ma’am. Now, will you please stop walking back and forth from your house? I don’t want to station a man at your home because I agree with you, I don’t think Ruby would handle it well. But if you keep taxing yourself like this, you’ll leave me with no choice.” 

Letting out a long sigh, she nodded, “Okay, Captain. I just don’t want you or any of the others to get in trouble.” 

“Thank you,” he said. “Let someone, and I mean anyone know when you’re ready to go get the peaches.” 

“I will,” she assured him, then patted his cheek and walked away, faking a wince when she moved her right leg. 

“I wish all the detainees were like her,” the captain sighed, picking up the clipboard and continued going over the reports. 

Leaving the main area, Siren headed down a hallway and stopped when a large form came out one of the side doors. She didn’t need to see the three strips on his collar to know who it was, and the figure turned around to face her. 

“Good morning, Sergeant Philus,” she smiled. 

Standing over six-foot-tall with a shaved head and broad shoulders, Philus sneered at her. “Fucking old bitch, what are you doing here?” he snapped. 

“I have to do my part to help you fine men,” she answered, still smiling. 

Reaching over with his massive hand, Philus grabbed the front of her shirt, pulling her close and lifting her an inch off the floor. “You’re a worthless piece of old shit. I don’t care what the captain thinks of you and one day, I’ll deal with you.” 

The fact Ethel never showed him any fear was what Philus didn’t like. She was so nice, it seemed she figured the entire world should be nice back to her. It never entered his mind she didn’t fear him because she wasn’t scared of him. She may have been in her sixties, but she could fight, and had a straight razor in her waistband. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind, Siren was positive she could kill the Neanderthal before he killed her, but that wasn’t her mission. 

“Sergeant Philus, no need to be rude. I’m making peach cobbler tomorrow night, and I’ll save you an extra bowl,” she told him.

Glaring into her face, Philus hated the fact she was smiling warmly at him, and fought the urge to drive his fist into her face. Hearing an M4 chambering a round behind him, Philus put Ethel down and turned to look over his shoulder to see the private aiming his weapon at Philus’s head. 

“Sergeant, you’ll let her go, or my weapon will accidently discharge a round,” the private warned. 

Letting her go, Philus turned to advance on the private and heard the selector switch flip off safe, and he stopped. “Oh boy, you’re in a world of shit,” Philus snarled. 

“I doubt that, Sergeant. I have more stripes on my collar than you do,” Plakner said, coming up behind Siren. “Ms. Ethel, why don’t you go on to the kitchen, so we can have a little talk with Philus.” 

Glancing behind her at Plakner, “Oh dear, he wasn’t doing any harm,” she said, never losing her smile. As Siren turned from Plakner, she locked eyes with Philus for a split second, and gave him a small wink that only Philus saw. 

“You fucking bitch!” Philus shouted, and shifted to move toward her and Plakner stepped up, putting the barrel of his rifle against Philus’s cheek. 

“Ms. Ethel, go ahead and let us boys talk this out,” Plakner told her, and she moved off down the hall after patting the private on the shoulder while he still held his weapon on Philus. 

“What’s going on?” the captain asked, walking in the hallway. 

“Sir, we caught Philus trying to rough up Ms. Ethel, again,” Plakner reported. 

Turning to Philus, “Oh, I’m so sick of your shit, Sergeant Philus. We have over three thousand detainees here, and only one who goes out of her way to be useful. And of all the people here, that’s who you try to torment? Well, today is a new day, and I feel an accident in the air,” the captain sang out, as Siren walked into the kitchen and closed the door.  

The military cooks smiled at her, saying hello and the few civilian helpers all came over, hugging Siren. When she’d been getting her cover ready, Siren would have to move off and take off her mask, just so her face could have a uniform tan from sun exposure. In her mind the mask was still there, and she never looked into a reflective surface without casting her eyes away from her lower face. 

Many would think it was evil that Siren could use the razor in her waistband to cut the throat of every troop here. Philus, now that one, she wanted to bleed slowly, but she had to find the sins to be consumed. Siren was one of the few Sin Eaters to converse with Oracle who wasn’t a captain. The only reason she had was because there were questions she needed answered that Reaper didn’t have. On one of the last correspondences, Siren had asked if Oracle could change the cover name without much difficulty, and Oracle replied, no problem.  

Clipping her ID on her shirt as she grabbed an apron, Siren looked at the name below the picture, Ethel Retaenis. Oracle had immediately understood when Siren sent back what she’d wanted, and this was one thing Siren hoped Reaper wasn’t coming to talk about. The plan had her in place for another week, but Reaper had sent word. 

Tying her apron around her, Siren grinned because no one had noticed, Retaenis, her surname, was Sin Eater spelled backwards. Even if they had caught on, Siren would’ve just taken herself out, but she’d wanted to leave a trace, they could be anywhere and feared none. “Sins need to be consumed,” she said softly, moving to a counter. Humming softly, she went to work. 

It was during lunch she heard Philus had fallen down and broken both arms. 
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Threats From Within

While Siren started working in the kitchen, halfway across the country in Bernard’s barn, Gerald tried to control his temper. Fighting the urge to start swinging the wrench like a hammer, Gerald dropped it to the floor and glared at the water pump he was working on. With all the rain, Gerald really doubted they needed another water pump for the new fields, but Bernard had insisted they needed the irrigation system up this week. 

Boring holes in the pump with a cold glare, “What pisses me off is Nelson could have you broken down and repaired in a few hours, but you’re going to take me much longer, aren’t you?!” he shouted at the pump. Sitting quietly on the floor, the pump didn’t respond and to Gerald, that meant the pump was mocking him.

Snatching the wrench off the floor, Gerald went to work separating the pump from the gasoline engine. When the first bolt broke free, Gerald wanted to jump up and start dancing. Glancing around the empty barn, he was disappointed there were no witnesses to his victory. 

Finally getting the last bolt out, Gerald started wrestling the pump off the frame when he heard, “What’cha doing?” from behind him.

Giving a yelp, Gerald dove to the floor, yanking his pistol from his holster to find Hank in the doorway with both hands up. “It’s me, Gerald!” Hank cried out. 

Letting out a puff of air in relief, Gerald was tempted to shoot Hank in the leg on principle, just for scaring the shit out of him. Shoving his pistol back in his holster, Gerald got off the floor. “You need to announce when you’re coming up on someone,” Gerald warned, moving back to the pump. 

“Sorry,” Hank said, putting his hands down. Glancing around the barn, he didn’t see anyone else and then turned around and closed the door. Heading over to where Gerald was working, he paused when Gerald gave a grunt. With his face turning red, Gerald lifted the pump from the frame and motor and set it on the work table. 

“Gerald, that pump weighs three hundred pounds. Why didn’t you let me help you?” Hank asked, stopping at the table. 

Gasping for air and wiping his brow, Gerald looked at the pump, trying to focus his eyes. “It says cast aluminum on the housing. I didn’t think it weighed that much,” Gerald panted out. 

“Where’s your dog?” Hank asked as Gerald dug in the tool box and pulled out a ratchet. 

“Nancy took Duke out on patrol with the kids,” Gerald answered, looking at the bolt heads on the pump. Grabbing a socket, he was thrilled he got the right size the first time. “You need help or something? Wilma’s in the house teaching the little kids if you’re looking for her.”

Shaking his head, Hank watched Gerald take out a bolt. “No, I need to talk to you,” Hank said. “You said if I ever had a question or wanted to know something to ask you and nobody else, so I didn’t piss off anyone.”

Not in the mood for Hank today, Gerald put down the ratchet. “Hank, your questions have merit, but the way you ask needs work. Shit, I thought Brandy was going to shoot your ass two weeks ago when you asked her if you could stop some of your patrols.” 

“We haven’t had any problems,” Hank whined. 

“Hank, you told her it was stupid that property owners had to patrol around their own area and the military should do it,” Gerald sighed. “You could’ve worded it differently. I told you, talk to me first, like when I helped you out with your brother.” 

Giving off a remorseful sigh, “Yes, Judy busted my lip when we left the meeting with the governor,” Hank admitted. “We’ve been married longer than most of the people at my place have been alive, and that’s only the second time she’s hit me. It was the first time she drew blood, though.” 

Turning back to look at the pump, still seemingly mocking him that it was still together, “What do you need, Hank? I need to get this pump working before Bernard gets back,” Gerald said, grabbing a rag and wiping the dirt off his hands. He wanted to continue on the pump, but when Hank asked questions, Gerald learned to have his hands empty. More than once in the almost two years, he would’ve thrown something at Hank for some of the questions he’d asked and ideas he’d presented. 

Some had merit, but Hank had no tact and didn’t think before he spoke. Looking up, he saw Hank was nervous. “Hank, have you pissed off someone?” Gerald asked with a sigh. He was really regretting his decision of taking Hank under his wing. One thing he did know, if it wasn’t for Hank’s wife Judy, Hank wouldn’t have anything. When he had gone over visiting Wilma, Gerald had seen Judy was the driving force of the family. Thankfully, their kids had inherited her reasoning power and not Hank’s. 

Still waiting two minutes later for Hank to talk, Gerald felt his temper rising. “Hank, spit it out because I’m getting mad,” Gerald warned. 

Taking a deep breath, “Gerald, I think this Reaper is Nelson,” Hank blurted out. 

All color drained from Gerald’s face, and goosebumps sprang up over his body. “Hank, you were here when we buried him,” Gerald stammered. “I was there, along with over a dozen of others. I’m the one who carried his body back and you’re trying to tell me, I didn’t carry Nelson’s body?!”

Swallowing hard, “Gerald, all I’m saying is, it might have been someone else. The body was torn up,” Hank told him. “Gerald, Nelson looked into my eyes when we emptied those houses down the road when this first started, remember? I drove up with my lights on in the truck and for the first time in my life, I saw death looking at me. That was over a year ago, nearly two, and I still remember his eyes boring into me.” 

Remembering it very clearly, “Hank, what you’re saying is stupid. Please tell me you haven’t voiced this stupid idea to anyone else. Shit, Dallas would shoot you because he lost Sean, and you’re saying we carried back the wrong bodies. Not to mention the fact we lost Curtis, Rick, Kenny, and Justin,” Gerald said, putting the rag down. Stepping around the table, Gerald stood beside Hank and could see he was nervous, but Hank believed what he was saying. 

“Gerald, we have to tell someone. Even President Fern is blasting the Sin Eaters. The Republic Congress put out that resolution that no citizen of the Republic could offer aid to the Sin Eaters. If they find out we were hiding something, we could all get in trouble. You’re probably right that I’m just imagining this, but we should tell Brandy and the major in the very least.” 

“Hank, I want you to think about what you just said,” Gerald stated slowly. “You want to tell someone, the most wanted man by the feds ‘might’ be someone who’s dead. Not only dead, but with dozens of witnesses of his burial.” 

Looking down at his boots, “Gerald, we can’t have the Republic mad at us along with the feds. We would just be telling them they might need to look into it,” Hank mumbled. 

“Hank, as soon as you told them I assure you, the feds would find out and they would carpet bomb this entire area. Just for the very idea of Reaper ‘might have been Nelson’. I’m very glad you talked to me about this. Have you voiced this to anyone? Judy? Your kids?” Gerald asked. 

“No, this was too big, but it’s been bugging me for months,” Hank admitted. “I wanted to talk about this with Judy, but she told me the next time I asked a stupid question that embarrassed her, she would hit me in the face with a hammer.” 

“Hank, you need to get this stupid idea out of your head,” Gerald told him. “To even say it, look at all the people you would be hurting with false hope. Michelle and the kids know Nelson’s dead, but you come up and say ‘no, he’s the Reaper’? You would be shitting on their grief. You’ve known Bernard long enough to know he would tear you apart for saying something like that and hurting them.”

Nodding, “That’s why I wanted to talk to you,” Hank mumbled, then looked up. “Gerald, we have to tell someone. If it turns out I’m right, the Republic and the feds would wipe us out.” 

Seeing the fear in Hank’s eyes, Gerald let out a long sigh. “Okay, I understand, but just who in the hell do you suggest we tell? We can’t just drive down to Dallas and talk to President Fern. And do you really want to tell Major Harding or Brandy? They have people on their staff and would have to report it up the chain of command. How long before that information came across the desk of a Federal spy?”

Letting out a puff of air in relief that Gerald was listening to him, Hank relaxed. “Well-,” he started, and Gerald drove his fist into Hank’s stomach. All the air left Hank’s lungs as he bent over, grasping the table before he fell. 

Darting behind Hank, Gerald drove his fist into Hank’s back twice, punching each kidney. Hank’s eyes rolled back as the pain sent him unconscious. As Hank started falling, Gerald wrapped an arm around Hank’s neck and put the other on Hank’s head. 

Squeezing his left arm tight on the sides of Hank’s throat, Gerald cut off the blood to Hank’s brain, but he could still breathe. Keeping the chokehold tight, Gerald eased Hank to the floor and sat down. With Hank’s body pressed against his, Gerald felt Hank twitch, and squeezed tighter and pushed Hank’s head forward. 

Knowing this was going to take time, Gerald wrapped both legs around Hank’s abdomen. Hank was still breathing because Gerald wasn’t shutting off his trachea, only the blood vessels on each side of Hank’s neck. 

Five minutes later, Gerald let go because his arms were giving out. Putting his fingers on the side of Hank’s neck, he felt a very faint pulse. Rolling the body off, he got up and grabbed the shop rag he’d been using and covered Hank’s mouth, now stopping the air into Hank’s body. He didn’t want to leave obvious choke marks on the front of Hank’s neck. 

Lifting one eye lid up, he saw the pupils were fixed and dilated and there was no retinal hemorrhage. Hank’s body gave only a jerk, trying to get air once and Gerald calmly held the rag in place, clamping Hank’s nose closed. Staying like that for ten minutes, Gerald finally removed the rag and searched for a pulse, but didn’t find one. “You were the one person I never wanted to make the connection, Hank,” Gerald said, getting up. “Because you were the one I knew would try to blab,” he told the dead body. “Granted, I never thought you would make the connection until Nelson came back and I’m sorry to tell you, I was going to kill you then anyway. You were yellow through and through, with no honor.” 

Picking up the ratchet, Gerald put the bolts back in the pump he’d taken out. “Now I understand why Nelson wanted me to stay behind,” Gerald told the corpse. “He knew I could do this to people I know. Matt and Bernard would have trouble doing it, and anyone in Dallas’s family would kill everyone at your place. Because of people like you, I had to stay back, asshole.” 

Tossing the ratchet back on the table, Gerald felt for a pulse again and still didn’t find one. He waited another ten minutes and then let out a yell. When nobody came, he ran to the door and opened it. He shouted out and then ran back over to the body. Dropping down to his knees, Gerald started doing chest compressions. 

In a few minutes, he looked up to see Michelle, Nikki, Ronald, and Diana come running in. “What happened?” Michelle asked, dropping down on the other side of Hank’s body. “Stop the compressions,” she told Gerald.

Acting like he was winded, “Hank helped me pick up the pump, then grabbed his chest and just dropped to the floor,” Gerald told her. 

Not finding a pulse, “How long have you been doing compressions?” Michelle asked as more people ran into the barn. 

Looking at his watch, “Almost twenty minutes,” Gerald said, leaning over to start compressions again. 

Grabbing Gerald’s arms, “Gerald, stop. He’s been down too long and even if we bring him back, Hank will have anoxic brain injury. He would only be a plant that Judy would have to feed and water. That would kill her, just taking care of Hank,” Michelle told him. 

Giving a nod, Gerald got up when Bernard ran in. Wilma moved over, wrapping an arm around Gerald. “You tried, honey,” she told him, and hugged him tight. 

“What the hell happened?” Bernard asked, and Michelle told him. 

“Bernard, can you and Nellie drive over to tell Judy?” Michelle asked. “We’ll get the body ready.”

“Will you go with them?” Gerald asked Wilma, returning her hug.

Nodding as she released him, “Yes, his boys are going to take this hard,” Wilma said.  

Getting up, Michelle started calling out what she wanted from each person in the barn. When everyone was gone, she moved over to Gerald. “Now, you want to tell me what really happened?” she asked in a low voice. 

Arching his eyebrow like he was confused, Gerald didn’t say anything. “Gerald, I’m a nurse, and have been in more than a few codes. You weren’t doing compressions that long, and the dirt around Hank isn’t disturbed that way. Not to mention the pump is on the other side of the table,” she told him. 

“Fucking nurse,” Gerald grumbled. Letting out a sigh, “Hank wanted to tell someone that he thought Nelson was Reaper.” 

Michelle’s eyes grew wide as the shock spread. “How in the fuck did he make that connection?” she whispered harshly, glancing back at the door to make sure no one was coming back in. Wilma and her kids were the only ones at the farm that didn’t know.

“Nelson looked into Hank’s eyes with death, and Hank saw it on the broadcast. He wouldn’t leave it alone,” Gerald shrugged.  

Shaking her head, “He tell anyone? Do we need to have an accident at Hank’s farm?” 

“No, he was scared and didn’t know who to tell,” Gerald replied. “That’s why he came to me, thankfully.” 

“Gerald, I’m serious. Do we need to stage an attack at Hank’s farm?”

Looking Michelle in the eyes, “What, you think I wouldn’t?” Gerald snapped. “I knew when Nelson came back I would have to deal with Hank.” 

“What about anyone else over at Hank’s?”

“I’m being honest when I say, no. They’ll just keep going on and to be honest, they’ll be terrified to even think about telling anyone. They all feel loyal to us and would die to keep the secret. Hell, you’ve heard Judy, she thinks Nelson is sitting at God’s right hand side. His boys think Nelson walked on water, so you see, they have honor. Hank never believed any of us would hurt him or allow harm to come to him, so he would’ve talked. Just talked, letting the world know he knew Reaper, just so he could feel important,” Gerald told her. “But if I’m wrong, everyone over there will die, and it’ll be by my hand and no one else’s.” 

Stepping closer, Michelle hugged Gerald tight. “I’m sorry, but I doubted Nelson,” she told him. “I wanted you to go with Nelson, even though it would’ve really hurt us on fighters. Nelson refused, he said you were the only one he trusted to do what it would take to defend the group. He knew you could be a Sin Eater. I told him Dallas and his family could more than handle any close to us that broke ranks. Nelson agreed, but told me Dallas wouldn’t do it with tact, and their actions would only raise more questions. You know how to take care of problems without causing more. Thank you, Gerald.”

Hugging her tight, “I swear on my life, none will cause our family problems here while I draw breath,” Gerald replied. “You going to tell Nancy?” 

“Ha,” Michelle laughed. “Gerald, she’ll know as soon as she sees your face. Your sister can read you like a book. She knows you’re still pissed about Big and Little Gun up and disappearing after you left an envelope.” 

Relaxing his arms and looking down at Michelle, “Yeah, I really wanted to wait at those fuel dumps we made. I knew who they were for, but not that he would be here that fast,” Gerald said, forcing a smile. 

“He will come back,” Michelle said with conviction. “He’ll need all of us when he does.” 

Gerald didn’t even want to think about the demons Nelson would face when he came home, or if he would even survive. Never in his life would he have believed a small group of fighters could cause so much turmoil. “I’ll be here,” Gerald said, and Ronald came in with Sean’s sons to get the body. None questioned what’d happened, and why would they? The close community gathered at Hank’s the next day for the funeral.  

***
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On the East Coast, while Ronald was helping lift Hank’s body off the floor, a Blackhawk came in and touched down on the White House lawn. The side door flew open and Colonel Marshall jumped out, followed by Captain Bolton. When the two cleared the blades, the chopper shot up in the air until it was over the treetops and darted north. With full combat gear on and carrying two satchels and a laptop bag, the captain shuffled what he was carrying as he tried to maintain the pace Marshall was walking. 

“Need me to get something?” Marshall asked, but never slowed. 

“No, sir,” the captain answered quickly, and quit shuffling his load. 

Next to the door where a Marine in full dress uniform used to be was a Marine in full battle dress. When they reached the door, the Marine opened it and Marshall saw a secret service agent waiting. “The president is in the Oval Office,” he said, spinning around and leading them.  

Taking his helmet off, Marshall rubbed the top of his head. His short hair was oily, and his uniform was filthy, just like the rest of Marshall, and the captain following him was just as filthy. For the last three weeks, they had been all over the eastern side of the country after spending days at Nantucket, from the Mississippi River to the coast, chasing the attacks of the Sin Eaters. 

When he got word to report to Washington to brief the president, Marshall nearly called the president to yell at him. The fact he’d even thought about it made Marshall realize he was getting frustrated, something he never did. Thankful to see the Oval Office ahead, Marshall never acknowledged the secretary or waited for the secret service agent to open the door. 

He just moved around the agent and let himself in the room. Sitting behind the desk, the president was on the phone. Homeland Secretary Hubbard and Hearst with the Shadow Cabinet were on one couch. General Schmidt was sitting alone on the other couch. 

“Captain, set up on the coffee table,” Marshall ordered, pointing at the table between the two couches. “Then go find us some food,” Marshall told him, tossing his helmet on the couch and dropping down beside the General. 

“Putting in some serious miles,” Hearst said, leaning over and grabbing a phone off an end table. “What do you want to eat, Colonel?” 

“As long as it’s food, I don’t care,” Marshall said, leaning back on the couch. 

Speaking into the phone to have some food brought in, Hearst was shocked at Marshall’s appearance. 

“I don’t give a flying fuck!” the president shouted into the phone, making everyone turn toward him. “You’ll do what I say, or I’ll have your family shot! I want that bill passed tonight!”

Lifting his head off the back of the couch, Marshall turned to the general. “Congress is still debating on Gifford’s appointment for life as president,” Schmidt told Marshall in a low voice.

Scoffing, “He’s already been appointed through the war and for ten years after it ends, what’s their problem?” Marshall asked.  

Shrugging, “They’re being melodramatic,” Schmidt chuckled as Hearst hung up the phone. 

“What’s the rush then?” Marshall asked. 

“The UN wants assurance that someone won’t replace the president and start a new agenda,” Hearst answered. 

Nodding, “So, you can’t calm them?” Marshall asked, raising his eyebrows. 

“Yes, but I’m one of the ones who’s pushing for the bill to pass now,” Hearst said. “We need one leader until this is over, and once this is over, President Gifford will have earned the right to see what it’s like to lead this new world.” 

In a very pleasant voice, “Thank you, Senator,” the president said into the phone. “I will await the vote, and for you to bring the bill over for me to sign.”

Hanging up the phone, “So, Colonel, I’m sorry, but I need a report,” the president told him. “You don’t have to come in later this week for the next briefing.”

Nodding, “Well, Mr. President, as I’m sure you’re aware from my written reports, this new direction of attacks from the Sin Eaters is causing trouble among the masses,” Marshall said, and the captain handed him the mouse. 

“What happened in Nantucket?” the president asked, leaning back in his chair. 

“A new direction of attack,” Marshall said, and a screen on the wall came to life that was connected to his laptop. “You did follow the recommendations in my initial report, Mr. President.” 

“Yes,” the president sighed with relief. “I can never thank you enough for that. I had to remind all the backers,” the president said, and everyone knew he was referring to the money men behind him that really ran the country, “that I’d recommended they all come in for protection. I even showed them I’d wanted to set up Federal troops on Nantucket, but Davenport refused. I could see his point. He had a hundred contractors, but I told the party I’d tried, so it wasn’t anyone’s fault except those on Nantucket. I can’t be blamed when protection is turned down.” 

“That is correct, sir,” Marshall said, clicking the mouse and a  slideshow started on the screen. Pictures of dead bodies flickered across the screen, along with destroyed houses. “Have you let the others here read my reports?”

Scoffing, “Hell no,” the president answered. “After I read your reports, they are destroyed right before my own eyes. I’m not about to let any of those out of my sight.” 

Giving an impressed nod, “Oh, you have learned very well, Mr. President,” Marshall grinned. “May I fill them in?”

“Yes, but just the highlights, if you don’t mind. I really want you out there finding this Reaper. If you catch him alive, I want to kill him personally, and I’ve never wanted to get hands on,” the president admitted. 

“Yes, sir, but I’m not counting on it,” Marshall said, looking at the others. “In Nantucket, the Sin Eaters made their first mistake.”

Hearing that, the others sat up suddenly very interested as Marshall continued. “He left a survivor, four actually,” Marshall said, and clicked the mouse. “Now, I don’t want that ever repeated or put in any report,” Marshall told them, and they all nodded. “It was a family, and they were close to where the Sin Eaters were set up. The family actually hid in a pile of chicken shit, and that’s what saved their lives. Sin Eaters have dogs and scour the site to find anyone hiding. From the information I got from the family, I have made a lot of progress.

“For one, the father reported many of the Sin Eaters talked like they had picked up a Jersey accent. You know how you visit a place and start copying speech?” Marshall asked, looking around at the others nodding. “I had scouts pour over Newark and Philly talking to any homeless, bum, or gang they came across. Low and behold, we found an abandoned factory outside of Newark that had been used as a base by the Sin Eaters.” 

“Um, how do you know?” Hearst asked excitedly.  

“From what we found inside. Not much, but enough,” Marshall said, clicking the mouse. “A transient confirmed that he saw the Sin Eaters there. He showed the team how the Sin Eaters moved about on four-wheelers, even using the sewer and drainage lines to move about. The tracks confirmed it and the bum said he was terrified to tell anyone, but since we came to him, he wasn’t worried we would turn him over to the Sin Eaters. From what we found in the building and what the bum reported, it looks like the Sin Eaters left from there to hit Nantucket.”

“You think they’ll come back?” Schmidt asked. 

“No,” Marshall answered, and the three gave remorseful sighs. “But we know they used that site for some time. Now that we know for a fact they do operate near large cities; we can narrow our search.”

Turning to the president, “And I have something to inform you, I went to visit the survivors from Nantucket after interrogating them as you asked,” Marshall said.

“There were survivors?” Hearst asked. 

Nodding, “Sixteen,” Marshall answered, but never looked away from the president. “All of them are suffering from massive infections. None are expected to survive. I went back over all the attacks and found out every survivor had the same thing. I couldn’t understand why the Sin Eaters were leaving them alive. At first, I thought Reaper left them for dead or to spread fear, but now I know that was a mistake. They left them for us with contaminated wounds. The Sin Eaters have left exactly one hundred and sixty-eight survivors up to Nantucket. Of all of those only three survived, and Captain Bolton here discovered the resources that were poured into those who’d survived the Sin Eater attacks. Those one hundred and sixty-eight were given over half a billion dollars of medicine. The Sin Eaters cost us twenty-three percent of our antibiotic stockpile, just with those they let live. They were depleting our medical resources.” 

“Fuck me,” the president gasped. “That’s some evil shit.” 

“Even I was impressed, and I’m sorry I didn’t catch that earlier,” Marshall apologized. “I’ve taken measures now, sir. Any who survive who aren’t a necessity, I tell the hospital we are transferring them and just dispose of the body. I’m sure they will up the game, so with your permission, even if someone survives untouched, if they aren’t necessary, I want permission to eliminate them.”

“Untouched?” the president asked. 

“After this, I wouldn’t put it past them to infect someone with a virus and leave them,” Marshall clarified.

“Come now, Colonel. They are a band of terrorists running around on ATVs, just how could they get a virus like that?” the president laughed, but stopped, seeing Marshall’s face set in stone.

“Sir, many viruses are in the wild right here. Hell, they could get the pneumonic plague from the chipmunk population in Colorado. The Hanta virus from mice in Arizona. There’s an endless supply here in the states just out in the wild. They are smart and diabolical enough to do it. I won’t underestimate them again.” 

Looking off with wide eyes, “Shit,” the president gasped, then turned back to Marshall. “Do what you have to, Colonel and cover up as needed.” 

“Sir, they have cost us fuel and now, I’m positive they did those attacks to postpone the delivery of that armored division. They were gathering supplies until they could take out the port. Unlike any group I’ve ever been after, this group has no help from the outside. No one I can put my hands on that helps them. No financial backers, no safe house handlers, no doctors, no one gathering intelligence for them, they have everything internally.” 

Letting his head fall back to rest on the top of the chair and looking up at the ceiling, “Oh, I’m ready to shoot everyone in the NSA for fucking up on Alexander,” the president sighed. 

“Yes, sir, without him, the Sin Eaters wouldn’t be the problem they are,” Marshall agreed. 

“Colonel,” Hearst called softly. When Marshall turned, “What about the survivors you found in Nantucket?” he asked.

Furrowing his brow, “What about them? It was a mother, father, and two kids,” Marshall asked. 

“Do you think they were planted with something? And have you placed them in protective custody?” 

“After I discovered why they let the wounded live, I had the family flown to a facility and checked out. They are clean and their story has stayed consistent. I’ve dealt with liars, and this family is grateful to be alive. You mention Sin Eater too loud and the little girl wets herself. And yes, they are in protective custody. May I ask why you wanted to know?”

“To use them, Colonel,” Hearst answered. 

Shaking his head, “Hearst, the Sin Eaters wouldn’t track them down, knowing they’re in our custody. Nobody would put that high of a value on survivors that just watched you kill. Now, if they were let out, then we could use them as bait,” Marshall said, but clearly didn’t like that idea. 

“No, Colonel, we can use them to show we protect people who come forward with information on the Sin Eaters,” Hearst said, and Hubbard shifted in his seat nervously, since his agency had screwed that up the first time. 

Glad Hearst was thinking ahead, “Yes, that’s why they’re in custody. My custody. When I feel they have given me everything I can use, I’ll put them in front of the cameras,” Marshall smiled as an agent came in the room. 

“There’s food here, Mr. President,” the agent announced. 

“My god, man, let them in!” Marshall shouted, making the president laugh. As the staff rolled in carts, Marshall turned to the president. “Sorry, sir, but I haven’t eaten in sixteen hours.” 

Waving his hand out, “By all means,” the president laughed out. 

Grabbing a plate and loading it with food, Marshall just turned and looked at Bolton, then went back to loading his plate. Bolton jumped up and grabbed a plate.

After taking a few bites, Marshall sat back down with his plate. “Now, about the last attack in Georgia. That’s were I’ve been for the last three days,” Marshall said with a raspy voice. Grabbing a glass, he drained it. 

“Yes, Donnie over at the FBI sent a report from the BAU team that were sent to investigate,” the president said, suddenly hungry. He got up and fixed a plate. 

“I know, sir, but that BAU team won’t be making anymore reports,” Marshall announced, and the president turned around. Clicking the mouse several times and going through pictures, it stopped. The picture showed six people sitting up in a circle on the ground with their legs stretched out like they were having a meeting around a make-believe campfire. 

Not understanding what the significance to the picture was, the president heard Hearst gasp. Glancing over, he saw Hearst staring at the picture in shock. Looking back at the picture, the president suddenly realized all six bodies were headless. Each corpse had its own head sitting in the lap of that person. “Oh,” was all the president could manage.

“Will you tell the FBI to let me handle this? They aren’t up for this, and we need those agents watching the population. Reaper has accomplished what he wanted, terror among the masses.” 

Suddenly not hungry, the president set his plate down and went back to his desk. “I’ll tell them,” he said, dropping into his chair. “Colonel, can this asshole Reaper escalate much more?”

Emptying his mouth, Marshall locked eyes with the president. “Yes, sir. We can and should expect it.” 

“You do know there’s a mass exodus heading for the EU, don’t you, Colonel?” the president asked. 

Shrugging, “Sir, you need to let the wealthy know, the Republic owns the Atlantic. They aren’t guaranteed to be unmolested on the crossing. There is a carrier battle group off of France right now that’s hitting targets as far inland as Germany. I know for a fact; two civilian jets have been shot down. To be honest, I have reports it wasn’t the Republic that shot them down, but they’re still dead. Those here need to move to Camelot, or gather up in clusters, so we can have troops protect them,” Marshall said. “You need to stress, sir, if they are shot down, we can’t come to get them or send search teams.”

Finally looking away from the screen, “Mr. President, I’ll tell them,” Hearst said with a pale face. “They will stay here or, the important ones will.” 

“Colonel,” the general said beside him. “You expect more attacks like that on Nantucket, going after the money?” 

“Oh yeah,” Marshall stressed, then took several more bites. With a mouthful, “Did you see that broadcast of the Nantucket attack?” he asked the general. The general nodded and Marshall swallowed. “Reaper showed no hesitation killing the women or kids. They were true noncombatants, yet he let everyone know, your family pays with you. That’s what tells me he’s going to make a point of going after the money. I’m willing to bet Reaper was waiting for the battle in the Atlantic to crank back up before he went after the money. When the Republic got control of the Atlantic, he had his wish that the rich couldn’t run.”

Giving a laugh, “I know several who’ve gone to Canada,” Hearst laughed out, and stopped when Marshall turned to him. 

“Nine days ago, the Sin Eaters killed Everett Tunstal and his entire family in Montreal. Canada isn’t a safe haven,” Marshall said, and judging by Hearst’s reaction, he hadn’t known. “With the turmoil in the EU right now, I wouldn’t go there. Asia is a war zone. The only place they could go would be Australia, but they’re being very particular on who they’re letting in. South America isn’t letting anyone from the Federal controlled area in, so they’re stuck here. I’m sorry, but they were on board. Just because we hit a few bumps, they want to run and hide till this is over. Right now, they need to stand firm.”

Nodding, “I’ll pass it along and remind them,” Hearst said. 

Turning to Schmidt, “How’s Operation Water Well coming?” Marshall asked. 

“That’s why we were here today, and the president had us stay to get briefed by you,” Schmidt said. “If nothing comes up, we should be able to kick it off in fifty-six days, but I want seventy.”

Giving a very impressed nod, “I’m surprised you’re able to do it that fast,” Marshall confessed. 

“Oh, if I would’ve left it to dumbass over there, it would be kicking off in two weeks!” Schmidt cried out, throwing up his hands. Glancing over at Hubbard, Marshall was surprised he didn’t seem offended and just smiled at the general as he continued. “They have no concept of moving logistics, especially in these amounts. I had to remove the teams they were going to use to infiltrate the POW camps. Can you believe the stupid idiots were going to try and sneak in weapons? Into a prison camp?! I had the CIA loan us three teams from the Thirteenth Legion.”

“Thirteenth Legion?” Hearst asked. 

“CIA Special Operations Warfare Division that doesn’t exist,” Marshall told him. “Now you see why I wanted us to have input,” Marshall told Schmidt. 

Turning and staring hard at Hubbard, who was just smiling back nervously, “I had to call the president last week, Colonel. Someone wanted to start positioning all the aircraft and supplies in Canada, just in case we could launch early. Just put a hundred and twenty-three C130s at a base loaded with supplies, and hope the other side doesn’t notice. The only thing Hubbard has impressed me with is Homeland has stockpiles. I’m still trying to figure out how in the hell he got his hands on thirty thousand AK-74s, ten thousand AK-47s, twenty-five thousand M16s, seventeen thousand M4s, and twenty thousand light machine guns. Not to mention, the little weasel came up with all the ammunition needed to issue each of the hundred thousand we’re busting out with fifteen hundred rounds of assault rifle ammunition and ten thousand rounds for every light machine gun.” 

Impressed by the list, Marshall turned to Hubbard. “At some time, I would like you to explain that to me.”

“Oh, Colonel,” Schmidt chuckled. “I’m not done. You believe that ass wipe made a call and had thirty thousand hand grenades delivered? Not commie shit. Ours. After that, I told him to give me a list of what he had. He told me to go fuck his dog, and that’s when I called the president. Well, I got the list and let’s just say, we have small arms ammunition for our troops now. Homeland had stockpiled over two point three billion, billion with a B, rounds of 5.56. They had that, and the cocksucker sat in meetings listening to the military worrying about ammunition. We lost half of our stockpile to the Republic and we’re just over half a billion rounds after Kansas. They acted like if they hid it they would win because they had bullets.” 

“Half a billion is a lot of bullets,” Hearst mumbled. 

“Eugene,” Marshall said, startling Hearst by using his first name. “You’ve read the reports on the battle in Kansas, right?” he asked, and Hearst nodded. “That one battle lasted nine days and cost the UN and Federal Government three quarters of a billion rounds, nine thousand tons in small arms ammunition alone. Modern warfare takes tremendous resources. I’m talking just about small arms ammunition. Not main gun tank rounds, heavy machine gun bullets, artillery, hand grenades, bombs, and the list goes on. During the Civil War, a Union quartermaster reported he sent wagons loaded with three million rounds to the front one night at Gettysburg. By morning the Union troops, just over fifteen hundred men, sent back word they needed more ammunition and remember, they were using muskets, not automatic weapons. In that one night, they went through thirty tons. What General Schmidt is getting at, ass wipe here was sitting on enough ammunition to carry us through several large battles.” 

Hearst cut his eyes at Hubbard beside him and sneered. “I’m really starting to not like you.” 

“Now, you understand,” Schmidt said, throwing up his hands. “If the Republic had pushed forward continuing the battle at that pace, we would’ve gone through the remaining stockpile in inventory in eleven days at most. After that, our troops would’ve had to start throwing rocks while Homeland was sitting on a mountain of ammunition. If I had known about the reserve Homeland was sitting on, I would’ve dug in at Iowa and Minnesota, but with what we had, our best bet was to pull back across the Mississippi and shoot the Republic when they crossed.”

“They have anything else I need to know about?” Marshall asked. 

“Oh, like the forty-two Blackhawks and enough spare parts to repair them that’s shoved inside a mountain in Georgia?” Schmidt laughed. “Colonel, the list is extensive and I’m still going over it. The directors before ass wipe just ordered and stashed, and Hubbard just continued the tradition.”

Swallowing nervously, “T-t-the NSA has done the same thing,” Hubbard stuttered out.

“Yes, I got their list yesterday,” Schmidt replied. “I, and everyone else knows the CIA has stash piles, and they fork them over when asked by the military.” 

Turning to the president, Marshall cleared his throat. “Mr. President, did it ever occur to you that they, and I mean Homeland and the NSA, may have been holding those supplies in reserve, so when the military did run out, only they would have bullets? It would be rather easy to take charge when only your team has ammunition.”  

Nodding as he stared at Hubbard, “Yes, General Schmidt advised me of that,” the president replied. “That’s why Homeland and the NSA are now under the Joint Chiefs. General Schmidt has assured me, he could put a stop to any naughtiness.” 

Trying to wet his throat, “Mr. President, I assure you, that was never my or any of my predecessors’ intention. We just wanted to make sure the government had resources to fight back,” Hubbard croaked out. 

Leaning close to General Schmidt, “They didn’t by any chance have armor stashed, did they?” Marshall asked. 

“Not tanks,” Schmidt answered which shocked Marshall. He’d been expecting no for an answer. “They had a hundred Bradley fighting vehicles and sixty Strykers,” Schmidt told him. 

Getting very pissed because he hadn’t gotten wind of the amounts or contents of what Homeland and the NSA had managed to hide for a rainy day, Marshall clicked his mouse. “The last thing I wanted to point out, Mr. President, are the sniper attacks. They are very precise and coordinated. That’s what tipped us off that they weren’t just sniper teams sent in by the Republic. I have a team in Tennessee investigating the attack on detention camp Bravo 249. It’s a working agricultural camp. The attack happened three days ago. Seventy-three workers were shot in the fields, and five tractors were taken out. When it was reported, the commandant said it was a gang, but my team found it wasn’t. A Sin Eater card was found nailed to a tree.”

“Why didn’t Reaper report that? He loves bragging about his exploits,” the president said, finally looking away from Hubbard. 

“Mr. President, I really think he wanted to know if we would make the connection. He showed the sniper attacks on the crowd of people in Maryland that were in the food line. He wants the population to know if you aren’t with him, then the Sin Eaters see you as an enemy. The camp, I think he wants us to hide it, so he can exploit it.”

“What do you advise?” the president asked. 

“Easy, don’t do anything. Let the news report it as a sniper attack, and if Reaper takes credit, then he’ll just show the prisoners, sorry, detainees, they are now the enemy. So when he hits a camp, not only will he be fighting guards, but also the detainees.”  

The president saw General Schmidt didn’t like that, but had to agree with the colonel. “Very well. So what else do you have?”

Putting his empty plate on the table, “A lot of work ahead of me,” Marshall said. “Now that I can limit my teams to large cities instead of the entire countryside, we should be able to narrow our search until we find where they’re holding up.”

“Okay, and what of your report on one of your assets on Fern’s staff?”

Closing his eyes and giving a long sigh, “He was shot by a sniper, sir, after he left a meeting Fern was having with the military staff,” Marshall told him. 

“Sin Eaters?” the president asked. 

Shaking his head, “No, sir, he was shot with a Soviet weapon. I really think the Russians had a sniper team out, and they saw a high value target driving along in a convoy. The report said my asset got out to urinate and was shot in the head from six hundred meters. The Sin Eaters use a lot of sniper gear, some of it very large caliber sniper gear, but no Soviet sniper weapons have been reported. I’m sorry to say, sir, it was just bad luck on our part.” 

Slapping his desk, “I’m fucking tired of bad luck on our side!” the president screamed. “You still have another asset in place, correct?”

“Yes, sir, but she’s only a secretary. The only information she passes is what comes over her desk, and who she sees on the schedule to meet with President Fern’s cabinet. I’m working on another asset, but he’s not much higher than her.” 

“This started out so well,” the president sighed. “I wish the damn Chinese would’ve waited just two more years.”

“Sir, they would’ve had to wait six, if you had gotten the gun control measures passed, for this to have gone off easier. An armed population doesn’t like to be threatened, and have the means to let you know they don’t like it. Unarmed people are peasants; armed people are citizens with a voice.”

Getting up, “Keep me informed of your findings,” the president said. “Colonel, did you know Davenport had invited me to that party?”

“Yes, sir, and no, that’s not why the Sin Eaters hit there,” Marshall said, standing up and holding out his hand with the mouse. Captain Bolton jumped up, taking the mouse and started packing up everything. “To be honest, sir, if you had gone, the Sin Eaters wouldn’t have attacked.”

“What?!” Hearst cried out. 

Ignoring Hearst, Marshall just continued staring at the president. “Care to explain?” the president finally asked. 

“Yes, sir. These sniper attacks are letting it be known the Sin Eaters kill who they want, and nobody is safe. I’m sorry to say, sir, if they wanted you, they would’ve already attacked you,” Marshall said, and saw the president still didn’t understand. “In two broadcasts, if you slow them down going frame by frame, I found a picture of me and Captain Bolton in the crosshairs of a rifle. In the one Reaper released after Nantucket, there’s a frame where Marine One and your other two choppers were being tracked by anti-air missiles, but they weren’t turned on. Reaper just wants to let us know, he attacks who he wants, and he doesn’t want either you or I.”  

With his face turning purple, “And you just mention this now?!” the president screamed. 

Shocked at the outburst, Marshall turned to Hubbard and then back to the president. “Sir, I thought you had been briefed. It was Maxwell at the NSA who told me about the hidden frames in the broadcast,” Marshall told him. “I had a team confirm it.” 

Closing his eyes and breathing through pursed lips, “Colonel, remember the sheets of paper I gave you? One for Maxwell?” the president growled. 

“Of course, sir. They’re in my bag right here. I never leave them.” 

Nodding, “Before you leave Washington, I want you to visit Maxwell and carry out that order,” the president told him. 

“He didn’t tell you?!” Marshall shouted. 

Heading for the door, “I would like pictures of the body when you’re done,” the president commanded, and an agent opened the door. Walking out, the president didn’t say anything else. 

“Talk about stupid,” Hearst said, getting up. “Wonder why Maxwell didn’t say anything?”

“Hoping the president wouldn’t ever find out is all I can guess,” Schmidt said, getting up. “You think Maxwell will give you any problems?”

Scoffing, “I have four men on his protection detail,” Marshall answered. “He’ll be handcuffed before my helicopter even lands.” 

“Keep me informed and if I can help, let me know,” Schmidt said, grabbing his stuff and heading for the door.

“Yes, Hubbard, before you ask, I can kill you at will. I suggest you become very helpful to the president. I’m not in the mood for another person in your place. I’m used to your stupidity,” Marshall told him, and left with Captain Bolton hot on his heels. 

“You need to take that advice,” Hearst chuckled at Hubbard and left. 

Waiting until he was alone, Hubbard stood up and grabbed a towel to dry off the spot where he’d pissed on the couch. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Being A Dickhead Can Be Fun At Times

While Marshall was dealing with Maxwell, three hundred miles to the south Siren was standing over the elderly form of Ruby. With her head tilted back on the couch, Ruby was snoring loudly. Taking the cup of milk from Ruby’s hand, Siren set it on the coffee table. “I told you the milk would let you sleep,” Siren told Ruby between snores. 

Grabbing a bandana, Siren wrapped it around her face and stopped at the sliding door. It was pitch black outside when she slid the door open and stepped out in the backyard. “I’m covered, Mantis,” Siren said calmly. 

A section of yard slid to the side and a form dressed in combat gear and wearing a Sin Eater mask with four needle teeth climbed out. “Ruby kept walking around the yard today stomping on the ground and telling the trolls she knew they were out here,” Mantis said, sliding the board with sodded grass back over her hiding spot. “I just want to know how she knows something is hiding out here.” 

“She was talking to Clark Gable when I got home, and Ruby was a little girl when he died,” Siren said. “They call yet?”

Nodding as she slung her rifle across her chest, “About twenty minutes ago. Ivy said we’re pulling out,” Mantis told her.

“Then why is Reaper coming? We don’t need him to pull out.”

Shrugging, “I don’t even guess what he’s doing. It gives me a headache when I try,” Mantis confessed. 

Mantis was Siren’s immediate back up, with four other Sin Eaters and Ivy holding up in a house in the tidal area to the south. Looking at Mantis, Siren tried not to smile. She had gotten someone to finally tell her what MILF meant today in the kitchen. “You hungry? I have a sandwich made for you on the table,” Siren told her. 

“No, I ate in my hole,” Mantis told her.

Giving a shiver that Mantis sat in a black hole the size of a coffin during the day, Siren didn’t know if she could do that willingly, because Mantis had volunteered. “I hope Reaper doesn’t just pull us out and leave,” Siren said with a sigh.

“Why would he do that?” Phantom asked beside her. 

Siren nearly fainted and Mantis jumped three feet in the air, yanking her M4 off her shoulder and had it pointed in his direction when her feet landed back on the ground. “You two need to relax,” Phantom said calmly, looking over at Mantis aiming her weapon at him. 

Panting like she’d run a marathon, Mantis let her weapon hang across her chest and just collapsed on her butt, staring at the grass. “Nobody should be able to move like that,” she got out between gasps for air. “You can’t be human.”

“I tried to teach you,” Phantom reminded her. 

Lifting her head up to look at his dark outline, “All I learned creeping across the valley floor was that mother fucking bamboo pole fucking hurts,” Mantis spat. “Between you and Jaws, my back is covered in welts.” 

“I told you, how many times? You were moving too fast. Move slow like the grass blowing in a lazy wind,” he said, looking at Siren and saw her holding her chest. “I scared you that bad?”

“How long have you been standing beside me?” Siren asked, fighting the urge to take a swing at Phantom. 

“I was standing by the door when you came out,” Phantom informed her.

Feeling her heart fluttering in her chest, “Okay, some of us move like mythical ninjas,” Siren mumbled, moving over to lean against a chair. 

“Yeah, the fucker can move like smoke,” Reaper said, stepping out of the garden. 

The only reason Siren didn’t jump was her body had depleted all her adrenaline. In truth, a dinosaur could’ve stepped out and Siren wouldn’t have batted an eyelash. Mantis just fell back on the grass. “Now, come on, there isn’t any way you didn’t see Reaper coming out of the water when Mantis was covering her hideaway,” Phantom moaned. 

Siren turned to Phantom wanting to unleash, but there were neighbors. She saw Phantom pointing toward the back of the yard where the dock ran into the tidal lake. Ruby’s house was over a mile from the ocean, but sat along the winding tidal pools or winding lakes that ran behind the barrier of the beach. 

Following where Phantom was pointing, Siren saw four shadows emerging from the dark water and slinking up the yard. “I could’ve never been that good, even when I was a kid,” Siren admitted. 

“Please,” Phantom scoffed. “Ghost left ripples in the water so big, someone could’ve surfed them.” 

“I did not,” one of the shadows called out in a soft voice. 

“Keep on, Ghost, and I’ll find a stick now. That was embarrassing,” Phantom scoffed. 

As the four shadows joined them, Siren saw dark bumps moving slowly through the water heading for them. Tickled that she’d spotted them, she turned to Reaper. “Why are you pulling me out now? I have another week.” 

“Shutting down all operations. We have to move supplies north of Boston,” Reaper told her. 

“We can’t leave without hitting these cocksuckers!” Siren barked in a low voice. 

Patting his leg as a dark form with four legs emerged from the water, Reaper waited until Zeus sat down beside him before looking back at Siren. “I don’t have time to plan an attack here right now with only my team. The window is closing fast on our time to cross the pond.” 

“Ivy and I, working with the others in the team, have come up with an attack that would work with just the six-man team we have here,” Siren shot back. She could tell Reaper didn’t like that, just by the way his shadow shifted. “We just came up with a contingency if I got discovered. We would never attack unless defending ourselves. I know the Sin Eater law, young man. Only a captain can order an attack.”

Moving over to the patio table with Zeus, Reaper sat down. “Why are these people being held here? There isn’t any real fence, and from what I saw today they’re fed rather well, and it seems they’re taken care of better than any detainees we’ve come across.” 

Leaning over the table, “They aren’t detainees, but they aren’t exactly citizens. Everyone here has an occupation the feds want. I’ve found machinists, doctors, engineers, and even a nuclear scientist. I would classify them as independents. They just went about life, not taking sides. Some have relatives that the feds have locked up for various reasons, but not them. The people here are just being warehoused until this is over. They aren’t in real camps because the feds want them to work for them when this is over and not have hard feelings,” Siren reported.  

“Oracle can’t find out who’s here. There isn’t a list on any computer system she can find, and if she can’t find it, it doesn’t exist.” 

“There isn’t a list. Every person here has a folder in the captain’s office. If they cause a problem, the CO deals with them here. I really think they aren’t on a list because these people are still listed as citizens of the Federal Government. They weren’t gun owners or activists. They didn’t back any party or donate to causes. Just people who lived and worked,” Siren told him.

As more figures emerged from the water, Reaper turned to Siren. “They aren’t fighting the feds, so they’re our enemy,” he said flatly. “We’ll deal with them when we’re done across the pond.” 

Letting the table go and standing up, “The Governor of New York will be here tomorrow to play golf for two days,” Siren smirked. “Now, do you want to hear the plan we worked on? We can help, you know. If you don’t like it, then we can just leave, but what harm would listening do?” 

Two shadows moved over behind Reaper, and Siren could tell by the way they moved it was the sisters. “Damn it, Reaper, just listen again,” Pain whispered with a lisp. “I swam in that fucking nasty salty water and I swear, a shark bumped my leg. I deserve to kill something.” 

“It was a dolphin,” a shadow stated with certainty, moving over beside Siren.

“Ivy, you know plants, not marine life,” Misery chimed in.

Realizing Pain had said listen again, Siren turned to Ivy. “Listen again?” Siren mumbled. 

Nodding, “Yes, I already told him the plan we came up with,” Ivy told her. “I think he’s mad at me because he wouldn’t choose one of the mushrooms to eat that I laid out in our last test.” 

“I’m never eating another mushroom as long as I live,” Misery informed everyone. 

“And you wonder why I told Ivy to just hit me with the damn stick,” Pain scoffed. “Four white mushrooms in a bowl, but one was poisonous, deadly in fact, and we had to choose the correct white mushroom. A one in four chance to die? I just took the fucking stick.”

Ignoring the sisters and never taking his eyes from Siren, “Is this attack personal? Do you have something you feel you need to prove?” Reaper asked.

“You’re fucking right this is personal,” Siren growled. “I’ve had to act like a submissive pussy, and watch what happens in a visitation center up close and personal. Listen as soldiers laughed about tormenting others, and what could I do? Just smile away like a nice old lady. Sins need to be consumed here.” 

Reaching under his mask and scratching his beard, “You have no trouble consuming these sins?” he asked. 

About to pop off, Reaper or not, Siren held her tongue, realizing what Reaper was asking. He was worried she’d gotten attached to people because she was undercover. Reaper wanted to know if she wanted to kill them because she had let them get close. Looking across the table, she understood. Reaper never planned on attacking this camp while she was with them. “You point, and I’ll pull this razor out and slice their throat open,” she told him bluntly. 

“Phantom tells me a sergeant gave you a pistol today,” Reaper stated, leaning back in the chair and Siren nearly fainted. Not from the question, but because Phantom had to have been close to see inside the guard shack this morning. 

“Yes, and I can slice Plakner’s throat open and never blink while he drowns in his own blood,” Siren said very coldly. 

Getting up, “Can you go back to the kitchen without causing any alarms?” Reaper asked. 

Giving a laugh, “What, didn’t Phantom see the captain give me a radio this afternoon? I’m to call for a ride in the mornings. He doesn’t want me walking that far and yes, I can kill the CO with ease, but there is one here I want. I want Philus to die slowly, and with much pain by my hand. I want him trunked,” she told him. 

“Then go back to the kitchen and start the ball rolling. We’ll carry out the plan all of you came up with, but if it doesn’t work, we still leave the day after tomorrow. Galloglass and Pipes will be leaving again soon, then my group will be crossing. If this plan doesn’t work, we can’t hit them again. These sins will go unconsumed.” 

Lifting her chin, “If this doesn’t work, I demand to be judged as a traitor for disobeying the law,” Siren declared.

Holding up hand, “No,” Reaper told her flatly. “You presented a plan like a loyal Sin Eater should, and even laid the groundwork to assist your captain. I’m just saying you’d better have confidence in this plan because we don’t have the manpower to kill them with stealth.” 

“Huh?” Mantis scoffed, getting up. “Phantom’s Opera is here.” 

“It will take me a few hours in the kitchen,” Siren said, and headed back inside. 

The others sat outside and soon heard a truck pull up to the house and leave. “Start out here,” Reaper said, heading inside. Ruby was still on the couch snoring loudly as Reaper stood over her, looking down at her. 

“Reaper, want me to do it?” Misery asked, walking in. 

“No, I want you and Pain to go find me a body that’s intact and breathing, and bring it here,” he told her, and moved over to the fireplace, grabbing the poker. Walking back outside, Misery never flinched, hearing the impact of the poker on flesh.  

“I can’t believe you asked Reaper if he wanted you to do it,” Pain whispered, following Misery down to the water’s edge. 

Shrugging as she eased into the water, “It’s just a sin that needs consumed. Nobody else offered,” Misery replied, gathering her nerve up and dropping down in the water until only her eyes were above the surface. 

Following Misery into the water, “I get bit by a shark, I’m killing everyone in this state,” Pain growled, and Misery bobbed her head in agreement. 

***
[image: image]


With the sun just above the horizon, Sergeant Plakner stopped the truck in front of Ms. Ethel’s house. He ignored the fact it was actually her sister Ruby’s house. Private Gibbens was about to get out when a woman came running out of the house next door. 

“Sergeant!” Gibbens called out, then saw more people coming out of the same house. 

“I see ‘em,” Plakner said, throwing his door open and grabbing his M4 off the dashboard. 

Before Plakner could say anything, the woman stopped at the truck screaming, “They attacked us!” 

Plakner gripped his rifle tight, looking around as the others joined the woman yelling and screaming, “They attacked us!” Seeing others coming from houses around them, Plakner turned to the group of detainees.

“Shut the fuck up!” he bellowed, and the group froze and silence descended over the area. “Who attacked what?” Plakner asked in a lower but still loud voice. 

“A gang, last night! They were in Ms. Ethel’s house and then came into ours when my husband went to help Ms. Ethel!” the woman screamed. 

Just hearing ‘Ms. Ethel’, Private Gibbens took off running for the house. “God damn kid,” Plakner grumbled, barreling through the throng of people to round the front of the truck. “Stay there,” he told them, running for the front door. 

Before Plakner reached the lawn, Gibbens threw the door open, leveled his rifle and entered alone. “I’m going to put my foot up his ass,” Plakner said, pulling his rifle up and entering the door. Not seeing Gibbens or any threats, he eased further in and froze. Ruby’s battered body was on the couch and blood was everywhere. 

Turning to the hallway, Plakner moved around the corner and saw Gibbens standing at the end of the hall looking in a room. His weapon was pointed at the ground held loosely by the right hand. Having been in the house several times, Plakner knew Gibbens was looking into Ms. Ethel’s room. 

Passing Gibbens, Plakner cleared the other rooms down the hall, then came back to the hall and saw Gibbens hadn’t moved. Tensing up, Plakner pushed Gibbens out of the way and looked in the room. “Mother fucker,” he gasped. 

The bed looked like someone had poured buckets of blood on it, saturating the covers. Above the head of the bed was a triangle with a circle over the top. Moving into the room, he saw rope from the four corners of the bed like someone had been tied down. On the other side of the bed, he saw organs on the floor and one looked like a liver, but there wasn’t a body. 

Checking the closet and not finding anything, Plakner had to push past Gibbens, still staring in horror at the bed. “Private, get your head out of your ass!” he barked, heading back to the living room. He slowed nearing the glass sliding door to the backyard. In shock he opened the door, stepping outside. 

“It’s all gone,” he gasped. All the plants in the garden and greenhouse had been pulled up and just taken. There were no chickens or the seven goats. The backyard was nearly an acre, and it had been packed the last time he’d been at the house. 

Spinning around and not seeing Gibbens, Plakner headed back inside and saw Gibbens still staring into the room. “Private, I tell you to stay with me again, your world will turn to shit,” Plakner warned, and Gibbens numbly turned heading toward him. 

Going back outside, Plakner saw a larger crowd hiding behind his truck. “Private, get on the radio and get first platoon here,” Plakner ordered, and found the first woman who’d spoken. Pointing at her, “You, and only you, tell me what happened,” he said, hearing Gibbens behind him on the radio. 

“We heard a scream last night, and my husband came over to check on Ms. Ethel and found a gang at the house. He tried getting inside, but they beat him with bats and stabbed him.”

“How do you know it was a gang?” Plakner asked. 

“The way they were dressed, and one kept saying Tri lots or something rule,” she said.

Giving a groan, “Was it Tri Lords?” Plakner offered, and the woman gasped. 

“That’s it! That’s what he kept saying and the others laughed. One came into the house saying we had to pay homage to them the way we do the troops here. When he saw we didn’t have a garden or food like Ms. Ethel and Ruby, they started beating all of us, even our kids! They said when they come back, we’d better show them respect like the old bat next door did to all of the troops,” the woman wailed, and Plakner held up a hand to stop her. 

“Where’s your husband?” Plakner asked.

Now crying hard, “In the house,” the woman answered.

“Why didn’t anyone come and get us?” Plakner asked. 

“They told us if we left our house before the sun came up, we would die hard like Ms. Ethel, but he called her an old bitch,” the woman told him. 

“Get your husband in the back of the truck,” Plakner said, then looked around the crowd and saw several others were injured. “Did they go into your houses?”

“After we came out and tried to get in to help Ms. Ethel,” a man answered. 

Hearing trucks and a Humvee approaching behind him, “Everyone who’s injured, get in the back of the truck and if there isn’t room, those hurt the worst get in and the others will be taken by another truck,” Plakner told them, and turned as troops piled out of the back of the truck and Humvee. 

“Secure the area! A gang hit here last night! Stay in teams of two and sweep out no further than three hundred yards! Make sure your radios are on!” he barked out, and troops started fanning out. “Gibbens, get someone to take our truck back with the wounded.” 

“Yes, Sergeant,” Gibbens said, grabbing one of the troops. After the wounded detainees loaded up and were driven away, Gibbens turned to Plakner. “They killed her because she was nice to us and not them, didn’t they?”

“Yeah, Ms. Ethel said some ‘bad boys’ came up to her when she was gathering berries last week,” Plakner sighed. 

“But we’re the government. Why do that to Ms. Ethel?” Gibbens asked with a broken voice. 

“She went out of her way to make life easier for us and showed us respect, Private. The way she said, ‘bad boys’, I know Ms. Ethel didn’t show those bangers respect,” he said as a corvette came speeding toward them. 

The tires locked, sending smoke up. When the car came to a stop, the captain jumped out. “What the fuck is going on in my base?!” he screamed. 

Moving closer, Plakner told him and watched the captain’s face go from red to purple. “Sir, the Tri Lords are just right down the road in Jacksonville. They’ve been getting cocky lately. Remember, last month they raided the farm at Camp Echo 982 outside of Winnabow,” Plakner said. 

“They didn’t kill anyone!” the captain yelled, staring at Ethel’s house. “You’re sure she’s dead?”

“If she isn’t, we need to end her suffering. There’s a liver and a few other organs on the floor in her room.” Snarling up his lip, the captain spun away as Plakner continued. “Captain, Ms. Ethel made a difference here, and the other detainees were following her example. The gang didn’t like it, and they left their symbol painted in Ethel’s blood on the wall in her room. They didn’t attack troops, only an old lady who was kind and showed the troops here respect. Sir, they shoved a dick up our ass, and don’t think we’ll do anything because they didn’t attack us.”

With his hands on his hips, the captain turned again to look at the house. “The night chef said Ms. Ethel came back to the kitchen last night and didn’t leave until 0200,” the captain said. 

“Yes, sir. She was preparing the cobbler dishes. I saw her last night when I got up to do checks,” Plakner replied, then forced a grin. “She told me you were doing a super job and deserved a treat for being such a nice young man. Her words, sir.” 

Never taking his eyes from the house, “Leave ten men here, gather the rest of the company. I want all six Strykers fully loaded and bring the mortar. We set an example today,” the captain ordered in a flat voice. “Should we try to see if Ethel is in that main building they’re in?”

“No, sir, just level it. Even if she’s alive, her liver is on the floor. If she’s alive, I feel we owe her to relieve her suffering.” 

An hour later, the company was pulling out with a gray Corvette leading them. At an abandoned Marine camp in Jacksonville, the captain had his troops surround the large buildings the gang had taken over. Only the air base was being used across the bay, and the camp had huge solar panel fields, so it had power full time. There weren’t Federal Marines at Marine Air base New River, but there were UN troops there.

Very few of the gang were even awake when the troops surrounded the buildings, and none even stirred. They heard military vehicles moving all the time, and did what they were told, most of the time. 

When the captain gave the order, hell opened up, and that got the gang moving. Even though they outnumbered their attackers ten to one, the gang couldn’t mount much of a defense. Then the mortar shells started falling, and they realized they were up the proverbial shit creek without a paddle. 

Hearing the battle raging, the UN troops flooded the area and saw Federal troops firing like the gates of hell had opened, and joined in. They didn’t know what was going on, but with the amount of fire the feds were pouring out, the UN troops weren’t taking chances. 

Soon, word was out on the air and helicopters started coming in, dumping ordnance. Feeling left out, two jets screamed in and dumped five-hundred-pound bombs. When the buildings started collapsing, some of the gang tried to surrender, only to be cut down. 

Forty-seven minutes later, the area fell silent. Not because the gang had stopped firing because they’d never really had a chance. The firing stopped because there wasn’t any intact structure left standing within Camp Johnson. The entire camp was leveled, with smoke rising from the rubble.  

Not saying anything to the UN troops, the captain ordered his troops to mount up and they headed back to Camp Corvette. 

That evening, the captain was in the country club talking with the governor of New York. “Captain, I flew over the area on the way in. Don’t you think you overreacted?” the governor asked. 

“Governor, I was ordered to protect these detainees, and we were making huge strides here. The detainees here were starting to back us without any provocations. Many were going out of their way to make the troops’ lives easier and visiting VIPs like yourself. They were showing respect and gratitude. That gang ruined all of the hard work we’ve done here in one night. I wanted the detainees here to see what we did to make a statement and hopefully, we don’t have to start all over,” the captain explained as a young girl came over holding a tray loaded with drinks.  

Furrowing his brow, “I had no idea you’d made such great strides here,” the governor said, really liking the sound that these troops had gotten through to some detainees. “You think the detainees will understand?” 

Shrugging, “I don’t know. But the gang sought out the elderly lady who came forward to show the other detainees the Federal Government is their friend and knows what’s best for them,” the captain said with remorse, knowing he was stretching the truth way past the breaking point. “Many had come to see that, and I hope you see why I launched the attack the way I did. I never asked the UN troops for assistance, and none of my troops called in air support. We were going to take care of this on our own, but the other troops wanted to help.”

“You’ve sent reports of your progress here?” the governor asked. 

“Yes, and I even had reports from squad level to show the progress,” the captain said truthfully. Just a few days after Ethel had arrived, he’d started firing off reports of dramatic attitude changes among the detainees.  

Hearing that, the governor wanted to go and make sure all the gang was dead. “How many gang members were there, you think?” he asked. 

“Our last assessment three months ago reported eighteen hundred.” 

“I hope the other gangs in the Federal states take notice,” the governor said, raising his glass. 

“If they don’t, we have lots of bullets left,” the captain nodded, raising his glass. 

A waiter came out announcing that dinner was ready and they headed into the dining area. Smelling the peach cobbler when he walked in, the captain couldn’t help but sigh. Seeing carts roll past carrying three-foot-by-three-foot pans of cobbler heading for the troops, “Your last gift to us,” the captain mumbled, and raised his glass again in a toast to Ethel. Only his officers and a few NCOs ate in the dining area of the country club, the rest of the troops ate in an adjacent building, but all food was cooked here. 

The only thing the captain and his troops were eating that was the same was the cobbler. In the dining area, the first course was served on fine china with lots of fine liquor and wine. In the mess hall where the troops ate, the main and only course of food was tossed onto metal trays.  

Being soldiers, the troops wolfed down their food quickly and many stated they could tell Ms. Ethel wasn’t in the kitchen. That was until the cobbler came out, and the line formed. All the troops knew Ms. Ethel had come in last night to make the cobbler. 

As the main course was served in the dining hall, the troops were done eating. After the action-packed day, most went to bed. Only those on duty stayed up, and none of the troops even went to the visitation center. 

When dessert was served in the dining area, the captain couldn’t help but grin when fine cookware was brought out with the cobbler. Ms. Ethel always made his meals that served the VIPs separate from the troops. “She knew how to treat people,” the captain said, picking up his fork. 

After dinner, he lit up a cigar and poured a glass of brandy. “Whew,” the governor said, patting his belly. “That was quite a spread. I haven’t had cobbler like that since I was a kid.”

“Yes,” was all the captain said, taking a pull from the cigar. “Would you like one?” he asked the governor. 

Shaking his head, “No, the back nine wiped me out and I’m stuffed,” the governor said, trying not to yawn. “I’ll take you up on it tomorrow. You want to join me for a round tomorrow?” 

“Sorry, I have to report to my CO tomorrow,” the captain said. When a yawn took him by surprise, the captain blinked his eyes. “Damn,” he mumbled and felt tired. 

“What?” the governor asked, getting up. 

“I’m tired all of a sudden,” the captain said, blinking his eyes and taking stock of his body. 

“Captain,” the governor laughed, and the captain looked up at him. “You fought a war today after having over a year’s worth of work threatened. You’ve earned the right to be tired, good man.” 

Hearing his exploits put like that, the captain nodded. “Yes, it has been a long day.” Snubbing his cigar out in an ashtray, he didn’t see the governor wobble out, leaning on an aide for support. When the captain reached his room, he didn’t even take his uniform off and just dropped on the bed, asleep almost before his head hit the pillow. 

Thirty minutes later at the front entrance, Reaper was staring at the two guards on duty, sound asleep and sitting at the desk. Poker chips were on the desk with a deck of cards, “Ivy isn’t allowed around our food, ever,” Reaper announced. 

“She wouldn’t do that to us,” Pain snapped at him. 

“I know that, but she may have residue on her hands from making something,” Reaper explained, pointing in the guard house. “They’re still holding cards in their hands, they went down so fast.”

“Reaper, she makes everyone do a surgical scrub before you leave her lessons,” Misery said, clearly impressed. She stepped in and took the cards from the hand of one of the troops, and the soldier never moved. Reaching out, Misery pried open an eyelid and still the soldier never woke up. “Maybe we should wear disposable gloves when we’re with Ivy for lessons.” 

“I wouldn’t let you make that compound,” Ivy said, walking past the guard house. “Only the Sin Eaters I told Reaper were ready for advance work under me would I let make that compound.”

Noticing Ivy wasn’t stopping, Reaper followed and then wondered, so he called out, “How many mushrooms are in that compound?”

“Two, along with three different flowers, a root from a bush, and berries from a tree,” Ivy called back over her shoulder. 

Pulling out her knife, Misery sliced one guard’s throat and he never opened his eyes or stirred as he gurgled up blood. “That’s fucked up,” she mumbled, and killed the other guard. 

“Yeah,” Pain said as Misery came out. “Ivy didn’t name the ingredients, so you know that’s going to be a test soon. I can’t even pronounce those Latin names that’re five miles long.”  

“No, the soldiers didn’t even move when I shanked their asses,” Misery whined. “This isn’t going to be any fun.”  

“I ain’t saying shit,” Pain said, following Reaper. “I’m asking Reaper if I can stay with him and miss Ivy’s classes. He always finds something he has to do, now that her classes have gotten advanced.”

Liking the sound of that, Misery trotted up and walked beside Pain. “Hey, I bet Reaper would let us,” Misery said. “Why do we have to know how to fucking spell the Latin names? I can spell the common ones, and just because I could spell one of her plant’s names doesn’t mean I would use it.”

Walking past the sisters and shaking his head, “It is good knowledge,” Ubiytsa told them with his thick accent. 

“Mother fucker, you grew up speaking Russian, and that’s what it looks like when Ivy spells out on that chalkboard,” Pain snapped.

They reached a truck in the ditch with the driver leaning over in the seat sound asleep. Walking over, Ubiytsa reached in, grabbing the soldier by the hair and shoved his knife in the soldier’s skull. Hearing the breathing stop almost instantly, Ubiytsa yanked his knife out and wiped the blade off on the body. “All knowledge that helps you is good knowledge,” he said, sheathing his knife and continuing on. 

“Phantom’s right, you’re a teacher’s pet,” Pain scoffed. 

Stopping and looking at the sisters, “I am no pet to no teacher! Do I have flea collar? Do I have leash? Do I sleep on newspaper? No, so why do you and Phantom say I pet?!”

Pain just turned to Misery who shook her head. “Hey, you said it. I’m not about to explain American euphemisms to a Russian.”

“I know that word, and it is not pet. We have these euphemisms,” he struggled with the word, “in Russia.”

“No, you have proverbs and sorry to say, they suck,” Pain told him. 

“You cannot even say a Russian proverb!”  

“Laws catch flies, but lets hornets go free,” Pain recited, rolling her eyes. “That’s stupid, ours is better. You catch more flies with honey than vinegar.” 

“I don’t think the expressions are talking about the same thing,” Misery said in a low voice.

Impressed that Pain could just rattle off a Russian expression, “Yes, that translation is very close,” he admitted. “But you do not compare to this vinegar. In Russian, it makes more meaning.”

Slowly turning her head to Ubiytsa, “Altynnogo vora veshayut, a poltinnogo chestvuyut,” Pain rattled out in Russian very smoothly. 

Stopping, “How you speak Russian!” Ubiytsa snapped. 

“Learned it in college,” Pain said, and saw Ubiytsa was very confused. “How in the fuck do you think Reaper just rattled off ‘killer’ in Russian?”

Walking off, “Today, you sisters give my head hurting,” he told them. 

“It’s called a headache. You say, ‘You’re giving me a headache’, not head hurting. Saying it like that, people will want to put a rubber helmet on you,” Pain snapped. 

“Maybe you two shouldn’t be talking so much,” Cyclops said from behind them. 

Glancing back and seeing Cyclops was scanning the camp with his video camera, “The Opera is ahead of us and hasn’t found one person awake. Not to mention the fact, Ivy said all the troops would be down,” Misery told him. 

“Some might not like peach cobbler,” Cyclops mumbled. 

“Well, that’s why Siren spiked the flour, and before you say they might not like bread, don’t,” Pain warned. “I’ll go find that shark that bit you and give him another chance.” 

As one of the Sin Eaters who was intimidated by the sisters, Cyclops snapped his mouth closed.

They moved through the base and found no one awake. The sisters found Siren and Ivy in the medical building next to a bed holding a man with both arms in casts. Ivy pulled out a plastic bag. Using a Popsicle stick, Ivy rubbed some powder in the man’s mouth. “How long until Philus wakes?” Siren asked, holding a machete. 

Hearing someone would wake up got the sisters excited and they ran over. Knowing who was coming, Siren spun around. “Girls, this one is mine,” Siren informed them. 

Turning to look at each other, “Ew, he pissed her off,” they said together, then turned back to watch. 

“Can we use some of that powder?” Pain asked.   

Closing the bag carefully, “If the powder gets wet, it will absorb through your skin. In two weeks, your kidneys will die and then you will, in excruciating pain,” Ivy told them. 

Both took a step back, “You can keep it,” they said, and just left.

Looking over at Ivy, “I don’t remember you saying that,” Siren said. 

“Well, it would hurt to pee for a while, but Pain and Misery have so many Sin Eaters afraid of them, they need a little of that in return,” Ivy snickered. 

When Philus groaned, Siren turned to him and leaned over his face. When he opened his eyes he saw a Sin Eater face, and opened his mouth to scream, but stopped. He knew those eyes. “Hello, Philus,” Siren said in her ‘Ethel’ tone and voice. “Now you see why I was never afraid of you. We are everywhere,” she smiled. 

When the screaming started, more than one Sin Eater jumped at the broken quiet. 

Pain and Misery found Reaper at the groundkeeper’s building, and saw Ubiytsa hooking up a hose from a semi fuel trailer to a tank beside the building. “They use that much fuel to keep up these golf courses?” Pain asked. “That has to be a ten thousand gallon tank.”

“It’s not a fuel tank,” Reaper chuckled. “It’s a water tank. They add fertilizer and other stuff to the water, then it’s sent from here to the sprinkler system.” 

Looking at the tank, “I hate the game of golf,” Pain said, then heard the pump on the fuel trailer turned on. “We’re taking water with shit in it? Fertilizer is shit you know, a fancy word for it, but it’s shit.” 

“We aren’t taking, we’re giving,” Reaper chuckled. 

“So the sprinkler system will squirt out diesel?” Misery asked, and Reaper nodded. “Okay, you’re killing the grass. Kinda reaching for a sin there, Reaper.” 

“No, just being a dickhead. Sometimes, you just have to be a dickhead,” he laughed. “This area was chosen because of this course. Need to show them the errors in that judgement.”

“Well, the grass is pretty, but I like the idea of being a dickhead. It does spice up the monotony,” Pain agreed. 

Throwing up his hands, “Why is head of dick worse than whole ass! Why would you even want to be-” Ubiytsa cried out, then rattled off in Russian.

Reaper and Misery turned to Pain. “Said in Russian like that, it doesn’t make sense to be a dickhead,” Pain nodded, then turned to Ubiytsa. “It’s asshole, not whole ass. You’re an American, think American, not Russian.” 

Ubiytsa glared at her, rattling off in Russian. When he stopped, Reaper and Misery turned to Pain for the translation, but none came as Pain glared right back at him. “Listen here, commie bastard, I’ll rip your fucking arm off and beat you with the bloody end of it,” Pain snarled. 

“Oh, their parents were saints,” Reaper mumbled as Ubiytsa rambled on again in Russian. “I hope Siren’s happy that we consumed the sins here,” he said, and just walked over to turn on the sprinklers. “Sisters, Ubiytsa, you need to stop,” Reaper told them. 

“He called me an imperialist pig!” Pain shouted. 

“You did call him a commie bastard,” Misery reminded her. 

“You know, I passed a bamboo thicket at the gate, I’ll be right back,” Reaper said, spinning on his heel. Ubiytsa, Pain and Misery all took off in different directions. 

After turning the sprinklers on, Reaper headed back to the country club and was met by the sisters. “Here,” Pain said, handing him a wooden cigar box. “They’re Cuban, in sealed tubes.” 

“Wow, first a water pick and now fine cigars. You’re moving to the front of the class,” Reaper laughed, tucking the box under his arm. 

“Ass kisser,” Misery whispered. 

When Siren walked up, everyone gave pause. When the sisters went off on prisoners, they ended up covered in blood, but Siren was literally drenched. “Wow, I’m so jealous,” Misery admitted. 

“Oh, I feel so much better,” Siren sighed. “Just to let you know, Reaper, I had Ivy wake up the captain, Sergeant Plakner, and little Private Gibbens before I slit their throats,” she smiled. “They all understood. They were sins that had to be consumed.” 

Tilting his head to Siren and then looking off, everyone joined in with Reaper. “Sin consumed.”  
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Chapter Twenty- Three
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I Really Hate The Ocean

It took Reaper fifteen hours longer to reach Massachusetts than he’d planned. Patrols were out moving around much further from camps than normal. Standing on a pier in a man-made harbor, “That needs to be addressed,” he sighed, glancing over his shoulder. 

‘The building can’t even be considered a home,’ Reaper thought. He’d seen smaller malls. The fact the entire structure had been made of stone, he wondered if this damn mansion wasn’t altering the rotation of the planet. He’d never even heard of the owner, an unassuming sixty-year-old named Richard Kellogg. But Oracle had sent Reaper information proving he was one of the richest men in the world. He wasn’t on any list because he didn’t want to be on lists. Every president he’d ever backed had been elected.  

Two weeks ago, the Sin Eaters had infiltrated the monstrosity, killing sixty contractors and Kellogg’s rather large family. All were still in the house and nailed to the walls. The reason they’d even been here in Ipswich Bay was Kellogg had yachts. Most billionaires had one nice-sized yacht, but there were two here. One was just over a hundred and fifty feet, and the other was a massive two hundred footer, complete with a helicopter strapped to a helipad.  

When Galloglass had returned in the two-hundred-foot yacht they’d used to cross the pond, the Sin Eaters had gone to work. They had ripped all non-essentials out of all three yachts, gutting them of all the rooms and opulence. Then, both of the two hundred footers were loaded with food, weapons, and other supplies. Over a hundred and fifty tons were packed into each craft. The smaller craft was turned into a fuel tanker. 

Watching the loading, Reaper had been worried and talked to several of the Sin Eaters who’d been in the Navy or Coast Guard in the previous life. He’d found that none of them were worried about the load. It was then, Stingray had showed Reaper a brochure of one of the yachts where it said it could carry over fifty tons of supplies. And that’d been before they’d gutted them. 

When Reaper arrived with his team, Galloglass had already left with the two large yachts and the smaller fuel-carrying yacht, since it was going to take them longer to cross. 

Along the private marina at the estate were ten powerboats that the Sin Eaters had been collecting. This was the mission Galloglass and Pipes were sent off for. Using reports from Oracle, they’d tracked down what they needed, before hiding them in Connecticut. All ten powerboats’ front cabins had been gutted, just like the yachts. Then the Sin Eaters had put a twelve-hundred-gallon fuel tank in. In the small space, on each side of the tanks, were four chairs. “Chairs” was a very loose term. Each was made from the straps of seat belts to form a hammock chair suspended from the ceiling by bungee cord, and two more cords were attached at the bottom of the chair to the floor. 

Looking at the chairs, Reaper knew this was going to suck on a scale even he couldn’t comprehend. 

The closest he had ever been to a powerboat was watching Miami Vice as a kid. At first, Reaper hadn’t been concerned. To him and many other Sin Eaters, the powerboats were huge. Fifty plus feet long, over nine feet wide, and weighing nearly twenty thousand pounds. Then, Stingray had pulled him aside. Being a former SEAL, Stingray had informed Reaper that out in the deep ocean, these powerboats were very tiny. “You said you’ve watched Miami Vice?” Stingray asked, and Reaper nodded. “That boat bouncing up and down while jumping the waves is because it’s not big enough to punch through a wave. That’s what you’ll experience all the way across the pond, three thousand plus miles.”

Reaper had almost scrubbed the mission right then, but Galloglass would’ve had to turn back around. Plus, Galloglass had already made contact on the Isle of Skye with family and friends, and had given the word the Sin Eaters were bringing them supplies and weapons to fight. 

“Marvel of engineering, aren’t they?” Wrench asked, walking up and looking at the powerboats. “Able to do fifty knots and still get over two miles a gallon.”

Giving a curt nod, Reaper still didn’t want to admit he found that fact hard to believe. When he saw the three massive turbo diesel engines, he’d been shocked the boats even floated. But the boats had made the trip from Connecticut to here with ease, only having the factory three-hundred-gallon tank. 

Now, they were going to be ten floating fuel vessels with really big engines and some human bodies stuffed in small spaces. The only area left alone was the deck where the boat was driven from. This was one time Reaper admitted to himself, he was abusing his rank. He’d informed everyone on his boat that he’d be staying topside, buckled in his seat the entire time. There was no way he was going to strap into the small cubby holes left in the cabin with the fuel tank.  

Turning to see Wrench ogling over the boats, Reaper wanted to push him in the water. “Everything checks out?” he asked. 

“Yep, we need to leave in the next hour to maintain schedule,” Wrench nearly cheered out. 

“Tell the crews,” Reaper said, trying very hard to sound enthusiastic, but knew it’d come across as depressed. Walking back down the pier, he stopped to look over at the four Horsemen talking in a group. A flashback that seemed very long ago, Reaper could see their four child-like faces grinning at him when he’d first started teaching them. 

Pushing that image from his mind, he walked over to Havoc. Of everyone’s mask, he was most envious of Havoc’s. How he’d managed to match the paint to his dark, ebony skin tone amazed Reaper. Havoc’s mask really did look like his face, with the evil gaping mouth filled with needle teeth. 

Turning on his heel to face Reaper, “Will you please stay here and let me lead this attack?!” Havoc cried out yet again. 

“For the last time, no,” Reaper replied, but really wanted to tell Havoc, “Knock yourself the fuck out and get in the boat”. 

Throwing up his hands, “Fine, we’ll continue here,” Havoc sighed. “Will you please stick to the plan? I don’t want you taking up residence in Scotland.” 

“Havoc, the only reason I’ll stay longer is if Oracle doesn’t clear me for the crossing because of heavy seas,” Reaper told him. He’d been about to say storms, but the ‘Navy’ Sin Eaters had instructed him many times, the sea didn’t need a storm to cause you a world of shit. 

“I didn’t like the UK the last time I was there,” Odin growled, walking past carrying hard rifle cases. 

“You drank at every pub the tour bus stopped at. There’s no way you should even be able to remember,” Thor said, following Odin down the pier to the boats also carrying rifle cases. 

Stopping beside Reaper, “Why does Ivy have to ride with us?” Misery asked, stomping her foot. 

“I know for a fact, she’ll have shit on her that can kill me,” Reaper said flatly. No one was allowed to wear their vests because Stingray had pointed out that they were going to get the shit beat out of them. Having a live vest that could be detonated wasn’t a very good idea, and Reaper had to agree with that. “Something happens, I want to make sure I’m not taken alive.” 

“Take your life vest off and just sink,” Misery snapped. “If you don’t swim, you sink.” 

“If you’re going with me, put Zeus in his spot or load up with Havoc,” Reaper told her, making a note to shake the admiral’s hand to pay his respects. Everyone who was going he’d asked because this was one mission he wasn’t going to order anyone on. He’d wanted volunteers because they could all die very easily on this outing, much easier than here in the states. Every person he’d asked had agreed to go, and Reaper was very proud that many others had begged to go. 

In the end, each boat was only going to carry four passengers in what was left of the cabin with three to crew the deck. There was room for eight in the fuel tank cabin, but Reaper had wanted those four extra bungee seats to remain empty, in case they had to abandon any boats along the way. The crews could just load up on other boats and continue on. 

Walking past with Zeus and not even turning to Reaper or Misery, “I told you he wouldn’t listen,” Pain sang out. 

Titan came strolling up the deck, and Reaper tried not to sneer at Titan’s very obvious excitement. Like Reaper, Titan was staying on the deck for the entire crossing, but only because he couldn’t squeeze into the space left in the cabins. 

Hearing a round of ‘Goodbyes’, he turned back to see Death running down the pier and heading for his boat while the other Horsemen waved him off. “We’re invading another country!” he cheered, running past Reaper. 

Spinning and walking up the pier, “I’m starting an air force, so we can just fucking fly to where we need to go,” Reaper mumbled. 

Climbing up in his boat, he saw Stingray at the helm. Moving over and strapping into a seat along the bulkhead, Reaper reached over to pat Zeus. A cage was suspended from the awning cover over the helm with bungee cords, and more ran to the deck so the cage could bounce. Zeus was strapped in, laying down and looking pitiful. He wasn’t the only dog going, and none of the dogs seemed to like this idea. 

Adjusting the case at his feet that held the satellite link used to contact Oracle, Reaper took a deep breath before pushing the uneasiness from his mind. Not the danger of attacking across the pond, just the fucking crossing. 

“We’re ready, Reaper,” Stingray said, cranking the engines. 

In the copilot seat, Ubiytsa looked up from the panel. “All is good,” he called out.

Feeling the boat tremble with the raw power of the purring engines, “Let’s do this before I change my mind,” Reaper said, leaning back in the seat. 
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Thirty-four hours later and in the middle of the ocean, the ten power-boats slowed down once reaching the hundred-and-fifty-foot yacht that was now their fuel tanker. 

When Stingray turned the engine off after reaching the back of the tanker, Reaper fought the urge to jump in the ocean and just fucking drown. Instead, he got up and let Zeus out of the cage. He pointed to let Zeus jump over to the large yacht. 

The sea was calm, according to Stingray, but the damn powerboats were beating the hell out of them. For two hours, they’d gone through ‘rougher’ seas when the waves were white-capping. Reaper was certain that one time, their boat had been six feet over the water after launching off a wave. When they’d landed he’d finally opened his eyes, only to see another wave coming. Wondering if Ivy had something that could just knock him out without doing permanent damage, Reaper kept his eyes closed after that.

Jumping over onto the large yacht, he took a printout from Oracle. “Galloglass is on schedule and will be there tonight,” he called over his shoulder. 

“We do this shit again; I’m riding in a bigger boat and not a dinghy!” Pain bellowed, coming out of the cabin. In her hand were plastic t-shirt bags, tied off and holding liquid. One would come up from the cabin every so often and chuck some bags over the side. Since the commode and water plant were gone now, not all the bags they threw over contained puke. 

As those on the boat climbed off, some on the yacht moved down to check the engines. Just stretching his legs, Reaper grinned to see someone had spread out artificial grass on the deck, and Zeus and another dog were taking advantage of it. 

More crew came up and passed hoses out as the other powerboats were tied off. “Now this was the only part I was worried about,” Stingray said, moving over to Reaper. “Finding our refueling point.” 

In theory, the boats should’ve been able to reach the UK without refueling, but Reaper wasn’t taking that chance. He wanted the ability to abort at any time, and only face a few ‘no turning back now’ moments. 

“GPS works out here,” Reaper told Stingray, but he knew Stingray knew that. The only places GPS didn’t work was where it was being jammed. Around cities, around large formations of troops, and high-value targets like bridges and factories. 

“Reaper, I’ve flown around in a chopper looking for an aircraft carrier that’d given GPS coordinates,” Stingray said. “The ocean is big and empty.” 

“And you can have it,” Reaper snarled while other Sin Eaters came up, just to stretch. Seeing Titan still looking excited, Reaper turned away with a scowl. 

“Ivy, I don’t give a shit!” Pain yelled. “I’m trying to keep my stomach from inverting and expelling itself from my body! I don’t care what else Belladonna is good for!” 

In her mid-fifties, Ivy just patted Pain on the back and then walked off with a twinkle in her eye. The fact she’d had a twinkle in her eye irritated Reaper, and he averted his eyes from her as well. 

“You do realize we’re going to set a civilian record for a trans-atlantic crossing, right?” Stingray declared rather cheerfully. 

Looking at Stingray with dead eyes, “Well, I should just suck your dick for that accomplishment,” Reaper snarled. “Get me when it’s time to go,” he said, heading into the yacht to be alone without his teeth being jarred from his body and his balls between his legs and not bouncing, trying to wrap around his neck. 

It was soon very apparent there were others like Reaper who weren’t handling the crossing well, and some who were. The two groups separated, not talking to each other. When the call went out the boats were good and topped off with fuel, Reaper nearly said he was staying with the yacht, but got up to head for his boat. 

He was shocked when Zeus wouldn’t jump back on the powerboat when told. Reaper had to pick him up and carry Zeus back onto the boat before putting him back in the suspended cage. Of all the dogs, Zeus’s behavior was the exception about being put back on the powerboats. All the other dogs fought not to be put back on the damn things, and not caring who in the hell they bit to stress the point. 

Soon, the ten boats were pulling off and leaving the yacht in the middle of the ocean to wait for their return. Reaper did feel sorry for those on the fueling yacht, but they’d volunteered. And to be honest, they’d all looked excited, another reason he wanted away from them. 

He settled into his seat as the boat’s speed stayed constant and started thinking of what he could do for Zeus to apologize. 
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Sixty-four hours after leaving America, Stingray pulled back on the throttle and they could see land jutting up from the ocean ten miles away, even though it was night. “Really?! You’re slowing down, and I can fucking see it right there?!” Reaper cried out. “I got confirmation from Oracle ten minutes ago. Galloglass is there waiting and had no trouble.” 

“Reaper, sound carries a long way over the water. We can’t just haul ass to the coast because everyone for miles along the coast would hear us,” Stingray explained. 

Waving his hand at the dark mass, “There aren’t that many people there, just fucking go! I’ll send the sisters out to kill anybody who hears us!” Reaper told him. 

Giving a long sigh, “Reaper,” Stingray moaned. “You know land, I know water. Let me do this my way, please? Just be glad the Republic has taken out all the coastal monitoring sites here.” 

Coming up off the cabin steps, “I’ll kill anyone who hears us!” Pain announced. 

“Stingray is right, Reaper,” Ubiytsa said. “It would take time we don’t have for sisters to scour coast.” 

“You need to shut the hell up!” Pain snapped. “I will crawl along the coast using only my dick and smother any cocksucker that hears us with my balls!” 

Ubiytsa just stared at her in absolute shock. “You have dick?” he mumbled. 

Keeping one hand on the steering wheel, Stingray held the other up. “Ubiytsa, just don’t,” Stingray said. “Just leave it alone. I can’t handle Pain’s reasoning right now.”

Coming out of the cabin, Misery grabbed Pain’s arm and pulled her. “Come back in here and sit down until we reach land,” Misery told her. To Pain’s annoyance, Misery was one of the Sin Eaters who hadn’t really been bothered by the crossing. The fact Misery was her sister just made it worse. 

“You need to back the fuck up! You were reading a book and taking naps, bitch! My tits bounced off my chest and they’re now on my back!” Pain let her know. 

Even Reaper had to grin at that. “Pain, sit in my seat,” Reaper said, moving behind Stingray. 

“Oh, she gets to stay up here while me, Ivy, and Wrench have to stay down in that damn footlocker?!” Misery barked. 

“Misery, go read your book,” Reaper told her, staring off the front of the boat at the land ahead. Pain flipped her middle finger up at Misery as she turned to leave, and Misery returned it. 

When they were three miles from land, Reaper saw a green light flash. “There’s Galloglass’ laser,” he said, but Stingray had already changed course. Glancing down at the speed gauge, Reaper groaned, “Oh, come on! Ten knots?!” 

Not saying anything, Stingray just stared ahead, steering the boat to where he saw the light. They were a mile out and saw they were approaching an inlet, a very wide inlet, with towering cliffs on either side. “Fuck, how far back does that shit go?” Pain grumbled. “Can’t we just pull over there to the beach? I’ll fucking walk to where Galloglass is.”

Really liking the sound of that and considering it, Reaper gave a startle when Stingray spoke. “It would take me longer to pull to the beach and drop you off than it would for me to just head to Galloglass.” 

The only reason Reaper didn’t order Stingray to just fucking drop them off was he could see the dark shapes of rocks along the beach. Half a mile into the inlet, he was able to make out one of the yachts and two powerboats that Galloglass and Pipes had towed across. That’s what their rides home were. Just from how high the yacht was sitting in the water, Reaper could tell it’d been unloaded. “Why haven’t they sunk it?” Pain asked. 

“I told Galloglass not to, if he didn’t have to,” Stingray said. “There’s still fuel in the tank, and it should be enough to top off all the boats.” 

Slapping the back of Stingray’s head, “Why didn’t you tell me about that? That’s a good idea,” Reaper told him. 

“I tried, but you were yelling about us putting too much shit on the yachts. I went and asked Havoc instead, and he agreed. That’s when I found that brochure on the yacht in the house,” Stingray answered. 

Not even a crowd on the beach made Reaper uneasy, he just wanted off the boat. Then, he noticed several farm tractors and trailers were on the beach as well. 

Stingray cut back on the throttle, and Reaper swore he was only doing it to torment him longer by keeping him on the water. “Pain, get our shit,” he told her, and Pain shot out of the chair, diving down into the cabin. Turning around, Reaper opened the cage and Zeus didn’t need to be told to get out.

Throwing gear out of the hold, Pain came up to see Reaper already had his rucksack on and rifle slung, and he picked up his duffle bag. “Reaper, the water’s twenty feet deep. We only have a few hundred yards to go,” Stingray said.

“Like I give a fuck,” Reaper replied, and walked off the back deck. The water was very cold, but he never noticed. He had expected to plunge to the bottom and just bounce to shore. But to his surprise, his watertight rucksack and duffel bag were keeping him afloat. Draping his arms over the duffel bag, he started scissor-kicking, heading to shore. 

Zeus just leapt over the portside and dove into the water. When he surfaced, he was almost leaving a wake as he headed for shore. Taking a cue from Zeus, Pain leapt over the portside. Like Reaper, she bobbled right back up and started for shore. 

Noticing movement, Reaper turned to see Zeus passing him. “You could help me,” Reaper said, and heard splashes behind him. Glancing back, he saw figures jumping from the other nine boats before bobbing to the surface and heading for shore. Then he noticed Pain had nearly caught up to him. 

Turning around and kicking harder, he saw a group running down the beach toward them. Zeus was out of the water and ignored the group. Even if Zeus had attacked, Reaper was going to shore. 

When his feet hit the ground, Reaper stood up and the group stood at the water’s edge with several moving toward him. Lifting his arms, “Move out of the fucking way!” he shouted, and the group parted. 

Walking through the group and up onto the beach, Reaper dropped the duffel bag and fell to his knees, then flopped down face first. Grinding his face back and forth burying it in the sand, he breathed in the smell of ‘earth, soil, dirt’, anything you wanted to call it, but it wasn’t water. 

At a loss watching Reaper hug the dirt, Galloglass shook his head. “I telt ‘im yon boats wur afa sma’ an I crossin’micht be afat difficult even fur us, an we wir born we gills,” he told Pipes. ‘I tried to tell him those boats weren’t that big and the crossing might be a bit difficult even for us, and we grew up on the water.’

“Aye, but he deen it,” Pipes said. 

“Get the fuck out of my way!” Pain screamed, and shoved the two away before flinging herself down, face first in the sand. 

“Am nae in I mood fur the irate sisters,” Pipes mumbled. “I’d rather face tanks.” ‘I’m not in the mood for irate sisters.’

“We a Sgian-dubh,” (Single-edged knife worn with kilt.) Galloglass added, then chuckled to see Zeus moving along the bushes and visiting every one. Other Sin Eaters were emerging from the water and falling into the sand, and Galloglass made a quick count noticing it was nearly half of the group. “Looks afa lyk some o’ the Sin Eaters arenae made fir a sea.” ‘Looks like half the Sin Eaters aren’t made for the sea.’

Pushing up from the sand, Reaper wiped the sand from his eyes and looked up at the steep cliff in front of him. “I hate the fucking ocean,” he declared. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Welcome To This Side Of The Pond

Taking his rucksack off, Reaper let it drop with a thud as he got up on his feet. Glancing to his right, he watched Pain get up on her knees. “I’m burning motherfuckers alive for having to do that fucking boat ride!” Pain informed everyone. 

“I’ll find you some lighter fluid,” Reaper told her, and turned to see Galloglass and Pipes in front of the rather large crowd. Then he saw all the men in the crowd were wearing kilts like Galloglass and Pipes, even the same color of plaid. There were a few women in the crowd, but their kilts didn’t look the same, and only four were wearing them. The other women were wearing pants. 

“Fuck that, I’m using birthday cake candles! Everyone will know Pain’s pissed off!” Pain shouted. 

Not liking the sound of that, “Pain, you’ll stay where I can see you,” Reaper informed her, reaching under his mask and scraping the sand out of his beard. 

“Mate, I’ve herd ome shite, t burnin people alive wit tiny candles I about ta most diabolical I’ve heard,” Pipes whispered. ‘Mate, I’ve heard some shit, but burning people alive with tiny candles is about the most diabolical I’ve heard.’

“Aye, some fowk are in fur an affa day,” Galloglass agreed. ‘Yes, there are some folks in for a bad day.’

Looking past the group as his mind translated, Reaper saw the boats were just now starting their turn toward the beach a few hundred yards into the cove. “And he wanted me to wait,” Reaper scoffed, then stepped over to Galloglass and Pipes. “Any problems?” 

“Na, ahing is unloadit an’ scatter among a’ I crofts,” ‘No, everything is unloaded and scattered about the farms.’ Galloglass told him and then glanced back, pointing at a man with red hair and a beard that came to the middle of his chest. “Ess is Brodie Carneal. He is the ane ‘it pit I group igither.” ‘This is Brodie Carneal, he’s the one that put the group here together.’ 

Knowing this was a close relative of the two, “Glad there are folks here who don’t like living under the boot. What’s the police and military presence around here?” Reaper asked, extending his hand to Brodie.

“Thaur ur only dizzen polis, in sivin soiers,” Brodie answered, shaking Reaper’s hand. Reaper knew Brodie was speaking English and tried to translate, but finally gave up and turned to Galloglass. 

Realizing what Reaper was staring at him for, “Oh, only a dozen ‘r so cops and seven soldiers,” Galloglass said. 

“That’s it?” Reaper coughed. 

“Aye, nae mony fowk up here. Noo on i mainlana, nummers start getting impressive,” Galloglass told him. ‘Yes, not many folks up here. Now on the mainland, the numbers start getting impressive.’

“Aw the polis families in Scotlin an in Inglun ur in Liverpool or Londin,” ‘All the police families in Scotland and England are in Liverpool or London.’ Pipes said. “Ey movit aw o’ ‘em inti massif hoosin’ schemesti keep um safe sae parlimint sais, bit abody kens ats I wy ti mik um dee fit err telt.” ‘They moved all of them into huge housing projects to keep them safe parliament declared, but everyone be knows it was for compliance.’ Everyone in the group nodded as Pipes continued. “Ey did I same for aw I soiers families as weel, but they wur stuck oan I bases.” ‘They did the same to all soldiers’ families as well, but they be on bases.’

An older man with long gray hair and a beard stepped up to Reaper with a huge grin. “Reaper, wur afa gled ye came an I fa ct yi deen it oan yon sma’ boats shows yi hiy baws we wurna expectin’,” ‘Reaper, we’re glad you came and the fact you rode over in those boats shows determination we weren’t expecting.’ the old man said, grabbing Reaper’s hand and shaking it. 

Returning the shake, Reaper realized Galloglass and Pipes had Scottish accents but were Americanized, while he broke down the thick accent and the words clicked. Before Pipes spoke to translate, “I fucking hate the ocean,” Reaper told the old man. “We’re going to talk about moving this island closer to America until this is over. I don’t give a shit who we have to kill, but we’re moving it closer. After we put the world right, you can move it back.” 

The group busted out laughing and the old man let Reaper’s hand go, slapping his own thigh. Even though it was very childish and impossible, Reaper was serious. 

Wiping tears from his eyes, “Tis here is Lachlan Gilday,” Galloglass said, pointing to the old man. “Him an sum of his daughters done i scouting we needit.”

Looking up at Reaper, “That’s hoo we ur gonnae move ye aroond. I drive a lorry and tois ay mah daughters drife coaches,” Lachlan said, chuckling. 

Only catching ‘move’ in the accent, Reaper just looked over at Galloglass. “He drives a semi-truck and two of ‘is daughters drive buses,” Galloglass interpreted.

Feeling a bump on his leg, Reaper looked down to see Zeus leaning against his leg. “Yeah, that sucked ass, boy,” he mumbled, reaching down and patting Zeus. “What about the boats?” Reaper asked, but really didn’t care if they just sank the damn things. He would take over an airport and steal a plane. There were three pilots in the group, and he was more than willing to try. 

“Ats fit the tractors and fur,” ‘That’s what the tractors are for,’ Galloglass said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “Thurs a sma’ wid jist up I glen. We kin stash ‘em airsae thit Wrench an’ his crew kin go owe rem, thus a few here fa kin help as weel.” ‘There’s a stand of trees just up the draw. We can stash them there so Wrench and his crew can go over them. There is a few here who can help Wrench out.’

Giving a depressed sigh that the boats would be safe, Reaper just shook his head and then noticed the drone parked on the beach, but the wings were off. “Why’s the drone on the beach?” he asked. 

“We wur jist awout ti move it fen Oracle sent wird you wur nearly here. Wasn’t expectin ya for another twa ‘oors,” ‘We were about to move it when Oracle sent word you were nearly here. Wasn’t expecting you for another two hours.’ Pipes told him. 

“Get that thing under cover now. Boats on satellite aren’t much of a concern, but a drone will send up flags,” Reaper said, turning around and grabbing his gear. He was soaking wet, covered in sand, and cold, but didn’t give a shit because he was on land. 

Walking through the group to where the boats had pulled up to the beach, “Where are we setting up today?” he asked, as the others followed. 

“At the auld yins byre,” ‘At Brodie’s barn.’ Galloglass told him. “It’s only a mile in a hauf awa.” ‘It’s only a mile inland.’

When they reached the unloading area, Reaper saw more people in kilts with a few women refueling the powerboats. On the beach, he saw several kids ranging from ten to fourteen driving and guiding the tractors. Two tractors pulling trailers were backing into the water and Reaper gave an impressed nod. The trailers had posts running down each side with thick canvas straps to cradle the boats. “That’s thinking out of the box,” he admitted. 

Seeing where Reaper was looking, “Mony here work fae boats an ken how ti manage ‘em,” ‘Many here work from boats and know how to manage them.’ Galloglass told him. 

Glancing back and seeing the rest of the group was further back with only Galloglass close, “How many of them know who you and Pipes are?” Reaper asked in a low voice. 

“Six ken fa we are. Mair wid ken if we said wur aul’ names, bit wi huynae teen aff oor masks,” ‘Six know who we are. More of them would know if we said our old names, but we didn’t take our masks off.’ Galloglass added quickly.

Shaking his head, “Never thought you would,” Reaper told him. “You need to tell the ones who know, to keep it close and tell no one. If the authorities even guessed someone on this isle knew the identity of a Sin Eater, they’d torture everyone to get the information and never blink an eye.” 

“Aye, told ‘em viry graphically,” Galloglass said. “Lachlan I ma faither in la’. We cam back iviry year,” ‘Lachlan was my wife’s father. We came back every year.’ he added in a very low voice. “He is fair chuffed wur getting payback fur ‘em takin hur an ikids.” ‘He’s proud I’m paying them back for taking her and the kids.’

Reaper scoffed, and that startled Galloglass. He jerked his head to Reaper, thinking Reaper was mocking the loss. “We haven’t even started on payback, Galloglass. All we’ve done is gotten their attention, to show them we’re going to demonstrate what payback is,” Reaper told him. “When we’re done, the entire globe and generations from now, everyone will still know, never piss off the Sin Eaters.”

Thinking about all they had done and Reaper basically calling it foreplay, Galloglass was looking forward to the future. “Lachlan kent whi I wis I meeite he opent I door, be hizna askt aboot-,” ‘Lachlan knew who I was the minute he opened his door. He hasn’t asked about-‘ Galloglass paused, then continued. “He beggit ti join us, bit a telt him it wina a guid idea beause we needed folks here pushin’ the war oan ess side o’ the pond. He served the army as did quite a few of the ithers here.” ‘He begged to join, but I told him it wasn’t a good idea because we needed folks here pushing the war on this side of the pond. He served the army as did quite a few of the others here.’

“That’s helpful,” Reaper said, seeing a figure storming toward them. “I’m not in the mood for the sisters today,” he mumbled, and gave a thankful sigh when Misery stormed right past him, clearly pissed. Making sure she wasn’t going to kill the Scots, he turned and saw Misery go through the group until she reached Pain. 

Pushing Pain in the chest making her stumble back, “You’re embarrassing the shit out of me!” Misery snapped. “Jumping out of the boat like a pussy?!”

“I wasn’t the only one!” Pain shot back. 

Waving her hands around, “I don’t care about them! We’re Pain and Misery!” Misery said, stomping her foot hard in the sand. “We aren’t Pussy-Ass Pain and Misery! Now stop being a pussy!”

“Bitch!” Pain shouted and lashed out, kicking Misery in the gut. Bouncing back on her toes, Misery launched forward, punching Pain in the face.  

Whether she knew or not, Misery had just called everyone who’d jumped out of the boats ‘pussies'. Galloglass cut his eyes somewhat nervously to Reaper. 

“Galloglass,” Reaper said, and Galloglass cringed. “These women here, what they’re wearing isn’t a kilt, is it?” Reaper asked. 

“Nae, its jist a tartan skirt,” ‘No, it’s just a tartan skirt.’ Galloglass admitted timidly. 

“Tell one of these women to give me a tartan skirt,” Reaper said, lifting his chin. “Because if wanting to be on dry land is being a pussy, I’ll spit a baby Sin Eater out of my pussy right here in the sand.”

Giving a nervous laugh, Galloglass noted from Reaper’s expression he was serious, and that made Galloglass relax some. Hearing blows landing, he turned to see the sisters fighting like two MMA champions with a belt on the line. 

“Glad my sisters didn’t act like that,” Stingray said, walking up with some of the others, and Reaper turned to see Titan was getting off his boat by himself. Everyone else on his boat had jumped off, tired of the water. 

“Stingray, you have a new assignment,” Reaper said, and Stingray cringed, not wanting to get between the sisters. “You will change boat assignments and spread out those of us who hate the evil saline environment. You will not change my boat crew because neither Pain nor I can have another aboard that hates the water.”

“Aye, Aye,” Stingray said, and Reaper spun with fire in his eyes. 

“You keep that sailor shit up and I swear to everything, you’ll fucking swim back,” Reaper growled, and Stingray just nodded. “Ubiytsa, go separate the sisters.” 

“Why me?!” Ubiytsa cried out. 

“Pussies!” Ivy shouted, pushing through the group and heading for the sisters who seemed intent on removing each other’s head.

Expecting Ivy to use an authoritarian motherly approach, Reaper’s mouth fell open when Ivy got a running start and dove, taking both sisters out with a leaping tackle. “Normally, a parent would say ‘stop’ or ‘we’re going home to start this trip over’, but fuck that,” Reaper said as the three-way fight continued. “They can fight until they all die from exhaustion before I want to cross that ocean again.”

“Keep on, and I’m pulling out one of my bags! Now stop!” Ivy screamed, and the sisters jumped to their feet with their arms at their sides. Getting up and brushing her hair from her face, “Now, get your shit,” Ivy told them elegantly. 

“What was that about?” Titan asked, walking up. 

Reaper didn’t even have to turn around to see the excitement on Titan, he could hear it in his voice. “Do you have to act so exultant?” Reaper asked. 

“Reaper, we just crossed the ocean in powerboats!” Titan cheered. “We invaded another country in powerboats! How cool is that?! We’re bringing the war here to show everyone, the Sin Eaters go where they want.” 

Turning around and looking at Titan with a very cold stare. “Titan, you will stop being jubilant for that torture ride, or I’ll stuff you in one of the cabins on the return trip. I don’t care if I have to fold you in half and wrap you in duct tape,” Reaper warned, and Titan dropped his gaze to the sand, trying to act anything but ecstatic. 

“Titan, since you’re so thrilled about this crossing, get Pipes to show you where we’re holding up today. You’ll escort every Sin Eater who’s wet to this barn, and instruct them to get dry and then sleep. If they don’t sleep, get Ivy to give them something,” Reaper ordered, and Titan took off not caring if there was more, someone could tell him later. He just wanted to get away from Reaper. 

Clearing his throat, “Reaper, you’re wet and I know for a fact, you didn’t sleep for more than two hours,” Stingray said. “Death and I can handle this, go get some rest.” 

“I’m in charge, so I’ll stay,” Reaper said, and Ivy stopped in front of him. 

“If you stay, you’ll get dry clothes on and sit. But I really wish you would go because Pain is tired, pissed off, and wanting blood. I really don’t want her to start slaughtering anyone she sees. These are friends here,” Ivy told him. “I unnerve the sisters, you terrify them. She won’t unleash on anything with you close.” 

Seeing Death coming across the beach nearly skipping, Reaper gave a sneer. “Ivy, go tell Titan to just gather up those who are wet. He’ll stay here with Death and get this taken care of. Stingray, you’re over my group. I’ll go with those who hate the liquid horror of the planet,” Reaper told everyone. 

Watching Reaper walk away, “Think he’s gonna be okay?” Galloglass asked. 

“He just needs sleep,” Ivy said. “He hasn’t really slept in five days. We never stopped to rest coming up from North Carolina, and he kept telling everyone he would sleep on the boat ride.”

“I tell him many times go to sleep,” Ubiytsa said, then shrugged. “After each time I tell him, he hit me in back of head.”  

“Where’s Reaper going?” Death asked, stopping at the group. 

“Death, just my advice. Until Reaper gets some sleep, act like you hate water, boats, and anything on this side of the pond. Second thought, just hate everything and don’t act enthusiastic,” Stingray offered, and walked off. 
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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Escalation Is Good

Laying in a pile of hay and struggling to open his eyes, Reaper heard soft talking and lifted his head to find Zeus beside him. “Shit,” he mumbled, feeling soreness from every cell in his body. Realizing something, Reaper jerked his head to see it was dark outside. Thinking he’d only dozed for a few hours, he lifted his arm with a grunt. It was just after midnight, but then he saw the date. 

“Damn, twenty hours,” he said, then slowly stretched out in the hay. The soreness intensified from the beating he’d received on the ride over. “My ego wrote a check my body’s struggling to cover,” he admitted to himself. 

When he moved to get up, he was somewhat pleased that even Zeus was moving like he was sore when he’d gotten up slow. Checking the gear strapped to his body, he looked around the barn to see most of the Sin Eaters still asleep. Out in the center he saw Titan, Death, Ivy, Galloglass, and Pipes talking. On the floor in front of them were three models.  

Taking the first step, Reaper stopped and turned around, digging in his rucksack he’d used for a pillow. Finding a bottle, he tossed some pills down his throat. “If I hadn’t been training to be a Sin Eater, there’s no way I could attack unless I waited a week to recoup,” he said, shoving the bottle back in his rucksack.  

Turning back around to head over to the group, Reaper nearly stepped on Pain burrowed into the hay. About to step over her he stopped, noticing Misery burrowed in the hay near Pain. Neither was more than six feet from where he’d slept. “At least they slept close to each other,” he sighed thankfully. 

He’d never seen them actually fight each other, and didn’t really want to see it again. They argued a lot, but nothing like what they’d done on the beach. Searching before he moved, so he wouldn’t step on another Sin Eater, Reaper picked his way through the bodies. 

“Hey, Reaper,” Titan said when he walked up. “Feel better?”

“Hell no,” Reaper answered, looking at the three miniature models on the floor. Along the wall, pictures were hanging up. “Where’s the fourth target?” 

“They couldn’t get close for the recon we need,” Titan answered. “I’ve gone over what they got from the outside, and it’s a job for Phantom and his Opera.” 

“Fuck it. We’ll leave that one,” Reaper said, pushing his rifle to his back and studying the models. “How certain is Brodie that they can get us to the targets? I’d rather just hump it. I’ve never been here, but from what I’ve gathered from TV, I don’t think there are that many back roads here.” 

“O’ Reaper, ya ti surprised aboot ‘at,” ‘Reaper, you would be surprised about that.’ Galloglass laughed. “’ere mit more ‘an the interstates here.” ‘There’s a bit more than the interstates here.’

Looking up at the group, “How are the Sin Eaters? Do we need more time to let them recoup? I’ll be good to go in a few hours,” he told them. 

“Reaper,” Death said, pulling out his notepad. “Oracle sent a message seven hours ago. She told the refueler to pull closer to Greenland because of a small storm in the area. She wants us to push back departure twenty-four hours. Computer models say the storm will move out by then.”

Fighting the urge to come up with a plan to get an airplane, “What’s the word from Havoc?” Reaper asked. 

“They hit the air base and then sent out sniper teams. After two days of sniper attacks, all patrols in the Northeast are staying on the road and near cities. They’re now back at Hades, rearming and dropping off supplies. Scheduled to pull out tomorrow for the next attacks.”

“Where are the models for the secondary targets?” Reaper asked, and a Sin Eater walked over and shoved a coffee cup in his hand. 

“Outside,” Death said, trying not to grin when Reaper gave a sigh before lifting the mug to his face. “They have good recon on those.” 

Glancing over at Galloglass, “The crew here going to be able to kick this off, or do we need to change plans?” Reaper asked. 

Shaking his head, “Na, they can do it. They a bit peeved they aren’t in ta main attacks,” Galloglass told him. 

“They need to prepare and train before they make that jump,” Reaper said, stepping closer to one of the models. 

“Aye, told ‘em the sam thin’ an they understod, bit still feel cheatit,” ‘Yes, told them the same thing and they understood, but still feel cheated.’ Galloglass said. 

Pointing at one of the models, “Ivy, you’re sure you have to go in? Can’t you just tell Phantom what to do?” Reaper asked. 

“You, of all Sin Eaters, are asking if someone can do my job?” Ivy scoffed. “Too much and they die swiftly, or too little they don’t die, period. Neither would deliver the effect we need. I have to go because I can make the calculations faster, and I really don’t want Phantom or any of the Opera responsible for what I prepared. Breathing it in is worse than ingestion, and getting it on exposed skin is nearly as bad. The margin of correct dosage is measured in ounces, Reaper, not pounds. This is a true Goldilocks formula; it has to be just right.” 

Just the way Ivy had said it ran shivers up Reaper’s spine. When he’d asked Ivy months ago to come up with something dramatic, not even he was prepared for what she’d offered. “Then you go,” Reaper said, and really hoped she didn’t ask for him to go with her. 

Feeling someone coming more than hearing, Reaper turned to see both sisters walking over stiffly. “And Q is certain about the drone?” he asked. That was the one thing he’d added just a few weeks ago. They had it, so why not use it? But it was a new element, and the Sin Eaters had never deployed it. 

“Yes,” Death answered, “And, um, Reaper? Don’t get mad, but I had a few questions about the drone attack, so I talked them over with Oracle. It’s not that I don’t trust Q, but he’s a little zealous about that drone. Oracle replied, the way Q had it set up, the only way to stop it would be to shoot it down. Once the drone is detected, they’ll be able to track it down fast, but Oracle agreed that Q should have twenty minutes before they can get to the control station.” 

Shaking his head, “Don’t apologize. I didn’t even know what questions to ask her to find that out,” Reaper said. “I’m going to ask again; do I need to push back the kickoff time to let the others recoup from the crossing?”

“Reaper,” Stingray said, making everyone turn. “They can move well enough to start this. It’ll take us a day, once at the sites, just to set up that night. The team leaders at each site can make that call after watching the Sin Eaters in action. I would rather be set up and take a night or two off than take time off and then set up.”  

“Well, we’ve been pushed back a day already, so that can’t hurt. Besides, I need to take Cyclops to a few spots,” Reaper said. 

“A’ight,” Galloglass cheered. “Ya wint ta do it?”

Nodding, “We have some time now, so we can get in a few sights,” Reaper chuckled. “Are we still good to leave tomorrow night?”

“Easy,” Galloglass answered. 

“Start getting the troops up, so we can rehearse,” Reaper told them. “With only three main targets now and three secondary, we can divide up those who were going to hit number four. Titan, take me to the models outside.”

The others moved off and started waking Sin Eaters around the barn while Titan led Reaper outside. “Damn,” Reaper said, looking at the models. Two were bridges made of sticks glued together and painted, but they were built just like the pictures, complete with the buildings at either end. “Who in the hell built those? Pain and Misery were asleep, and they’re not even this good.” 

Chuckling as Reaper walked around the ten-foot-long, intricately-built miniature bridges, “Brodie’s kids,” Titan answered. “Yes, they look just like the pictures, complete with the pedestrian walkways and street lights.” 

Getting on his hands and knees to look under the bridge, “Stingray say either would be a problem?” Reaper asked. Since they only had satellite photos to work with before coming over, the bridges worried Reaper. But the photos from ground level, and even under the bridge, that’d been taken by the Scots gave them the real structure to work from. 

“He said he wouldn’t have to use everything Nitro and Pyro sent over, but I told him to anyway. Nitro came with us. He gets pissed if we don’t use the explosives he and Pyro rig up.”

“Thinking like a captain. Keep the fuckers who play with explosives happy,” Reaper said, crawling along the bridges. 

“Reaper,” Titan said in a subdued voice, making Reaper look up at him. “I’m sorry I felt joy for coming here.” 

Noticing Titan seemed to be feeling really guilty about it, “Hey, I’m sorry the Sin Eater in charge is a pussy about the boat ride over, but he is and here we are,” Reaper said, but the guilt didn’t leave Titan’s expression. Getting up and stepping closer, “What?” Reaper asked.

“I-,” Titan started, but stopped and turned away before starting again, “I’m just thrilled we’re taking the battle to other lands. We’re hitting them here where they think they’re safe.”

“Yeah,” Reaper sang out like Titan was a simpleton. “Why in the fuck do you think I even wanted to do this? I knew the ride over would be bad, just not that fucking bad. I swear, that boat bounced so hard at times, folding me over, I sucked my own dick.” When Titan didn’t even chuckle, Reaper got a little worried.  

It was several minutes before Titan spoke. “Reaper, I’m glad you allowed me to come and join you as a Sin Eater. I’m going to tell you something, but please, don’t throw me out.” Titan said with a breaking voice. “I haven’t slept one night without seeing those crosshairs chasing my little girls. I know I’m the only Sin Eater who hasn’t lost someone close, but-,” Titan stopped, trying to find the words. Seeing how difficult this was for Titan, Reaper just waited for him to continue.  

“Reaper, I have to tell you, I feel guilty and relieved those crosshairs never found my girls,” Titan admitted with tears in his eyes. “But they found-,” Titan stopped because it was forbidden. 

Realizing what Titan was trying to say, Reaper reached up, putting his hand on Titan’s shoulder. “Titan, we’re Sin Eaters, but still human. You didn’t pull the trigger, and it’s okay to be thankful those crosshairs moved on. Do you want me to tell you just why I let you come?”

Feeling the guilt he felt abate because it was Gavin and not one of his daughters that’d gotten shot, Titan turned and looked down at Reaper and nodded. “Titan, I let you come because if I hadn’t let one member of your family come, I would’ve had the entire group of giants searching for me behind enemy lines. I and another, figured if one went, the others would be appeased and stay behind.” 

Knowing the other was Michelle, Titan thought about that and he had to agree. The only reason the rest of his family hadn’t come to help was because he was here. He could almost hear his dad, Dallas, “One of us is carrying the fight to the bastards.”  

He pushed the names from the past life from his mind and again, said a prayer that he would be reborn to see them again. You could speak the names of others in your past life, but only in context. Even then, it was frowned upon because the old self was gone, and they didn’t need to see what they had become. 

Feeling the tension in Titan leaving, “Titan, we’re Sin Eaters. We consume the sins so those who are righteous, and don’t want to live in servitude, can have a chance at the life they were meant to have. They fight, but we consume sins so they won’t have to,” Reaper told him, dropping his hand.

Letting out a long sigh, “I’m sorry, but it’s been bugging me and getting here, bringing the war across the ocean to their land, it just filled me with joy. Win, lose, or draw, we brought the battle here to consume sins,” Titan said. 

“Titan, I’m only going to tell you, but I’m sorry I acted like a little bitch. But I’m telling you now, when we cross back over-,” Reaper paused, looking off. “I’m going to act like a whiny bitch again. Sixty plus hours in a roller-coaster-bumper-car on the ocean is something I really don’t like and don’t ever want to do again. But, I’m going to do it as many times as I have to. I’ll always ask those I want to go because that ride sucks ass.”

“I’ll always come,” Titan vowed, staring at the side of Reaper’s face. It still amazed him that Reaper had this planned when they’d crossed the Mississippi River, putting the masks on that first time. 

Finally looking off to the south with Reaper, “Not many trees here. Hope they can move to fight,” Titan said.

Scoffing, “Please, these are Scots,” Reaper said. “They’ve fought here for a long time, and don’t need much more than tall grass and some rocks to hide. I’m just glad I was able to find someone who was from here, because if I hadn’t, we would’ve had to do this blind, and that would’ve really sucked ass. We would’ve had to come over several times just to set up angels before finally crossing for an attack.” 

Not realizing that, but again impressed that Reaper had already planned for it, “Yeah, that would’ve sucked,” Titan admitted. “How many more times do you think we’ll have to come back?”

“Here?” Reaper asked, and Titan nodded. “We won’t have to come back here, but we might have to hit France next year. I’m hoping this’ll send the message I want; we kill when and where we want, at the time we choose. This’ll eat up manpower the UN can’t afford and cause panic among the masses. Once the average person realizes the elite want them treated like cattle to serve their needs, this will end.” 

“You think we’ll have to go to Asia?” Titan asked timidly. If crossing the Atlantic sucked that bad, he didn’t even want to think about crossing the gigantic Pacific. 

Giving a worried sigh, “Oh god, I hope not,” Reaper panted. “If we have to, I’m stealing nukes because I want death tolls in the millions. Escalation of violence in your attacks is what you aim for, but to cross the Pacific, I’ll write a new chapter on escalation.” 

Both looked over the dark landscape as the light wind pushed the grass to and fro. “Everyone’s up,” Misery said, coming up behind them. “Refilled your mug,” Misery said, holding out the coffee mug.

Taking the mug as Misery came up on his side with Pain, “Sisters,” Reaper said. “I don’t want you two fighting like that again. You make the others nervous.”

Both gave an embarrassed groan. “Yeah, sorry about that,” Misery said. 

“Me too,” Pain sighed, taking a sip of her own coffee. “When I’m reborn and have Dad again, I’m telling him I live in awe, since he spent his life on that fucking blue shit covering this planet.” 

Not able to argue that, and thinking he would pay his respects as well, Reaper took a sip. Lowering his mug and still looking over the rolling hills to the south, “If you two need to fight, tell me, and we can slip off,” Reaper offered. 

“Fuck that,” Misery scoffed, and Pain nodded vehemently. “You hit too fucking hard. We spar with you, remember?”

He turned to the sisters, “I want you two to physically inspect everyone’s vest, and make sure they’ve rearmed the ‘Fuck you’ charge,” Reaper told them. The ‘Fuck you’ charge was the explosive the Sin Eater used if wounded or cornered, so they couldn’t be taken alive. 

“Really? Nitro’s here,” Pain pointed out. “You know how he hates it if someone else does anything with explosives. He acts like he’s married to explosives, all explosives.” 

“I don’t give a shit,” Reaper sang out. “I’m sure he’s looked at them. But I know you two will make sure, so a Sin Eater isn’t captured. Nitro’s good, but the vest is commonplace to him now, and he gets bored very easily. I don’t want to have to mount an attack on a prison because we find out a Sin Eater has been taken.”

Both nodded in understanding. “We’ll get it done,” Misery promised.  

Draining his mug, “Nitro says anything, tell him to come see me and we can talk privately,” Reaper told them. 

“Oh, that’s just mean,” Pain gasped. “We tell Nitro that, he may walk off and just activate his vest. When you yelled at him in North Carolina, he wet his pants.” 

Cocking his head to the right, “Why? I just told him a few booby traps, but he was getting carried away,” Reaper said. 

“We know why you did it, and I agreed,” Pain said. “You don’t leave a booby trap on a flagpole connected to a thermobaric bomb. He would’ve leveled the entire camp, and that wouldn’t have accomplished anything for us.”

When Pain finished, Reaper kept looking at her, waiting on her to continue and when she didn’t, “Why the fuck is he scared of me?” Reaper blurted out. 

Turning to Misery and then back to Reaper, “Um, because you’re Reaper?” Pain clarified. 

After waiting a few seconds for Pain to continue, “You’re telling me, he’s scared of my name?” Reaper asked. 

“No,” Misery said. “Reaper, most Sin Eaters consume the sins with a forced pleasure. You don’t. You just consume the sin, no joy, no emotion, no anything, and just move on to consume another.” Just from his expression, Misery knew he didn’t understand. “Reaper, you love this shit. You love watching the slow painful destruction of your enemy, and will expand the scope of who the enemy is with the ease others change socks,” she told him in a low voice. “We, and I mean most here, love the retribution we’re getting, and know we’re making a difference but you, you kill, maim, torture, never batting an eye. When a Sin Eater seems to be doing something to help themselves or others to cope with the killing, you stop them. You want each person to feel the sins we’re consuming.” 

Listening, but still not following, “Who have I stopped?” he asked. 

“Phantom, several times,” Pain said. “He dances around when Misery and I work, so others don’t get sick.”

When Reaper heard Pain say ‘work’ he understood. “Oh, but everyone needs to see, this isn’t an occupation. This is the life that was chosen for us, and each of us accepted. Consuming a sin is a privilege and burden. Acting like it’s not will make putting the shield down to be reborn very hard.”

He could tell the sisters didn’t understand, but he also knew in time they would. There were some Sin Eaters, Reaper knew, that when this ended, they would eat a bullet or just flip the ‘Fuck you’ vest and see what happened next. Trying to play it off or put on a false face was dangerous to the mind, Reaper believed, but everyone had to deal with it in their own way. He believed when you’re a Sin Eater, you’re a separate person, like the past life you left before putting the mask on. He sometimes would meet Nelson in his thoughts, but Nelson was gone now. If he’d tried to keep a piece of Nelson tucked away inside, Reaper believed he would’ve gone insane before this was over. “I’m going to take a look around. Check the vests, please,” he told them. 

Watching Reaper walk off, Misery studied his gait and was reminded of lions stalking their prey on TV. Reaper was just taking a stroll around the area and his body, without thinking, was moving like a predator. “Titan, I don’t want to know what happened but, was he like that before a Sin Eater?”

Listening to each side, Titan understood why the others feared Reaper and why he didn’t. He’d been there the day Nelson passed and Reaper was born. When the mask went on, Reaper was going to do anything to hurt the UN and feds without remorse. Reaper wasn’t killing to fill a void like many of the others, he knew there wasn’t enough to kill to do that. Reaper was killing because that’s who he’d become, a Sin Eater. 

“No, Misery. Believe it or not, he was very funny. A bit high-strung at times,” Titan replied, because only the four Horsemen, Odin, Thor, and himself even knew Reaper’s past name. “We all need to take a cue from him and realize we’re Sin Eaters. Not people taking on the task of Sin Eaters. All of us are Sin Eaters now with no remorse, so the righteous can continue,” Titan told them, and he began to understand what Reaper had been talking about.  

Feeling overwhelmed, Pain tapped Misery’s arm. “Let’s go,” she said, but Misery turned to Titan. 

“Vest open,” Misery said, and Titan smirked, undoing the Velcro on his tactical vest. She checked the explosives and then the switch before giving a nod. “Thank you,” she said, and walked off with Pain in tow. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Oracle The Mystery

An hour north of London, Phantom looked over at the cop tied to the chair. “You’re sweating. Stop,” Phantom told the cop. It’d been three days since they’d come down from Scotland, and Phantom had to agree with Reaper, he’d never known there were backroads and dirt paths in England. He’d never seen them on any of the TV shows he’d watched in his past life. 

But have them England did, and the Scots moved them down during the night. Two big tour buses, a semi-truck, and four box trucks were used to haul them down, with one team stopping in Liverpool and the others continuing on. The tour buses held people and kids from the Isle of Skye, and Sin Eaters with equipment in the cargo area underneath. 

After the sea crossing, not one person complained of riding in the luggage area. 

The semi was carrying the drone and the other trucks were carrying weapons and gear, with the other Sin Eaters spaced among the rides. Phantom and his team were let off an hour north of London with their gear, and the rest of the Sin Eaters continued on. 

Unlike in the states, they were using cellphones to maintain contact. The public got to keep their phones and use them. They were being monitored by the government, but it was for public safety, of course. The teams weren’t calling each other, they were texting only, and it was only simple childish messages. In the gear, they had radios to keep in touch, but those would be picked up very easily here. 

There was an army base a half mile from the apartment Phantom and his team were set up in. The apartment was empty and had been trashed. One would think it was vandals, but the police tape across the front door said otherwise. It was Oracle who’d told them to set up here. Seemed the previous owners were people who’d believed in free speech. 

They’d used free speech to speak out about sending troops to America, and were promptly locked up and their kids put in the foster system. 

Phantom had never conversed with Oracle like the captains and a few like Siren. Only those who needed to, conversed with her by messages. He, like many Sin Eaters, had an image of what Oracle looked like. Everyone knew Reaper knew her, and some of the Horsemen. Nobody knew that all the Horsemen and Titan knew her. No one knew Odin and Thor knew them in the past life.  

When he thought of Oracle, Phantom pictured a short woman who was grossly overweight. The fact that some Sin Eaters talked about what they thought Oracle looked like, still made Phantom chuckle. That is what he pictured, and what he told others. Many would ask why she was overweight, and Phantom would say nobody who knew that much could leave a computer for very long, so she had to be nearly as round as she was tall. 

Others thought Oracle was actually two people, Siamese twins joined at the shoulder to be exact. They would say that was the only way Oracle could get that much information. When asked, Ivy had answered, a young woman about five-seven with black hair and black nerd glasses, and everyone laughed.

It was the fact that sitting on the other side of the planet, Oracle had known this apartment was empty. She hadn’t told Phantom, but he’d seen the printout she had sent in Reaper’s hand. Before leaving, Reaper had given him the printout, and Phantom wasn’t surprised to see other homes and apartments that were vacant, due to the previous owners having views the current establishment didn’t like. Looking at the list, Phantom knew why Reaper had given it to him.  

Unlike the other teams, there was only Ivy, himself, and two other Sin Eaters here, and they’d been ‘here in this home’ since being dropped off. Well, not Phantom. Knowing they weren’t starting the first night, he’d eased out to scout the camp. He didn’t really need to, but Phantom liked to look at the area he was in with his own eyes, and not just satellite photos and maps. 

After he’d returned to the house before morning, Reaper had texted him. ‘What part of ‘stay in’ did you not understand?’ Knowing for a fact Reaper wasn’t near the area, Phantom thought Ivy or the others had tattled, but all swore they hadn’t. 

After wondering all day how, Phantom nearly levitated from the couch when his phone vibrated. Looking at it, he saw Reaper had texted to say he was coming in after the sun went down. No sooner than it was dark, forms moved along the shadows to the front door and walked in. “Attack has been pushed back another day,” Reaper had said, holding the door open while the sisters hauled in an unconscious man that was bound and gagged, with Cyclops coming in next and Zeus trotting in last. “Oracle says the seas are too rough.” 

“How did you know?” Phantom had asked and Reaper grabbed his arm, pulling him to the window. The house sat on the outskirts of a small village and at the end of the road was a stoplight. “Oracle has that camera and saw you.” 

That’d only confirmed in Phantom’s mind, Oracle never left her computer and had to weigh like five hundred pounds.  

The sisters had put the man in a chair and pulled out duct tape to secure him, and that’s when Phantom had seen it was a cop. “They ain’t goin’ to miss a cop here? I mean, we would back home,” Phantom said as the sisters woke the cop up. “He’s got to stay here? I don’t want him.”

“Oh, we’re letting this one go,” Reaper grinned, and Phantom tried not to laugh after seeing urine splash down from the seat and onto the floor. “When you set up the relay, use the phone numbers on the sheet I gave you.”

“I saw them,” he said. “Now I have to smell that,” Phantom sighed, and Reaper had moved over to the table and sat down. At the end of the table, Cyclops aimed a video camera at the cop.

“Evening, officer. Do you know who I am?” Reaper asked, and with wide eyes the cop bobbed his head. “If you listen and do as you’re told, you will be released unharmed. If you don’t, I’m giving you to the sisters and I’ll find another cop. Understood?”

Trying to speak around the gag, the officer nodded. “You are going to witness an attack we’re doing. What you will witness, is what I’m going to do to your families in the housing projects when I return. As of now, I’m not counting them as my enemy, but on my next attack, if they are still there, they will be my enemy. What you will see could’ve been done to them, but I’m allowing them to show me they aren’t sins that need to be consumed,” Reaper explained, leaning back in the chair. 

“You’ll tell other officers, if they aren’t fighting to protect citizens from the tyrannical government, you and your families become my enemies, and this is what you can expect. Do you understand so far?”

Nodding, the officer glanced around moving only his eyes. “Good,” Reaper said. “You see that camera at the end of the table? It’s recording your response because if you don’t warn other cops and give them our message, I’m going to broadcast it after I kill their families. They will know you didn’t warn them, and will come after you and your family. You will tell those that interview you, I brought you here to confirm it was the Sin Eaters. But I warn you, if you tell them the real reason, they’ll kill you and your family, no matter what you say. You’ve hauled in enough innocent people since this insanity has started, and those people just disappeared.” 

Phantom was shocked when the cop nodded. “You have a job, so do it. Don’t give the Sin Eaters here problems because they would rather just kill everyone here in England. I’m not going to lie, it would be much simpler, but I would rather go after the people above you,” Reaper told the cop, leaning forward and patting his cheek. “Killing all of you cannon fodder just tires me out, but does give me exercise.” Trying to look into Reaper’s eyes, the cop couldn’t take his eyes off the mask.  

After giving them updates on the other teams and telling Phantom he could scout that night, Reaper and his team had left. 

That’d been two days ago, and the cop was still in the chair. He was naked now because Phantom had cut his clothes off. Because the cop had passed out, Phantom had to wait until he’d woken up and then explained if the cop shit in the chair, he was going to eat it. He had to tap his foot, and then they would take him to the bathroom. 

“When should we go?” Ivy asked, looking out the window as the sun dipped below the horizon. 

“We ain’t, until Reaper texts and says we’re kicking off,” Phantom told her. 

Nodding, “Yes, that’s an important part,” Ivy admitted. 

It was ten minutes later when his phone buzzed, and Phantom looked down at the screen and read, ‘Kick off time’. “Well, you ready?” he said, getting up. 

Looking out the window in shock, “It just went down, we can’t sneak into a base this early,” Ivy told him. 

“Yes, we could, but we aren’t. We’re just going out to get you used to the sounds of the night,” Phantom said, then turned to the cop. “One of us is staying. We won’t be gone long. If you have to shit, do it in the chair. You can go when we get back and have more water, understood?”

When the cop nodded, Phantom turned to Shank, the Sin Eater who was staying. “If you hear gunfire and explosions, make for the rally point. If we aren’t there, move to the evac site. Got it?” Phantom told her, and Shank nodded. “He acts an ass, slit his throat,” he added, looking at the cop who promptly fainted.

When Ivy grabbed her backpack, Phantom took it from her. “I’ll carry it. I want you relaxed and following my lead. Move where I do and how I do,” he told her, putting the pack on. Not about to argue, Ivy just nodded and Phantom moved to the back of the house. Easing out the back door with Ivy and the other Sin Eater, Wraith, from the Opera, Phantom led them to the base. 

Right behind Phantom, Ivy was flabbergasted at how effortlessly he glided through the night. She had seen him in training and like all Sin Eaters, she’d studied under him. This was the first time Ivy had ever worked so closely with Phantom on an attack, and she could tell a huge difference from the way Phantom moved out in the wild compared to back at Hades.

By the time they reached the base, Ivy had come to the conclusion she would never be able to move like Phantom. Grabbing her shoulder, Phantom pushed her down before he lowered his body slowly. “We wait,” he breathed, and they went prone. 

Laying between Phantom and Wraith, Ivy concentrated on remaining still. More than once she’d wanted to reach over and check for a pulse on Phantom because he never moved. It was after 2200 when Phantom did finally move, and it scared Ivy. But Phantom only reached over to grab her wrist, giving it a squeeze. 

“Keep your left hand on me,” he breathed. “Move when I do, and stop when I do. Don’t look directly at anyone. Follow them with your peripheral vision.” 

Recalling all the lessons trying to cross the valley back at Hades, Ivy clearly remembered Phantom telling everyone that. People can feel when someone is looking at them directly. In the beginning Ivy had laughed at the thought, but soon saw with her own eyes, it was true.  

Crawling with Phantom to the fence, Ivy wasn’t surprised to find a few links already cut from Phantom’s earlier visit. Trying her hardest, Ivy couldn’t move soundlessly like Phantom. She couldn’t hear him moving the grass, but she could hear the grass when she moved. 

After going through the fence, Phantom led them through the base belly-crawling. Expecting any moment that lights would shine at them and soldiers would run out with guns, Ivy followed Phantom. Crawling between two buildings, Phantom stopped and then slowly crawled sideways until he had them next to the building. 

Afraid to move even her eyes to see why, Ivy just concentrated on her breathing. When two men stepped out at the end of the building and walked toward them, it took everything Ivy had not to pull her AR off her back, but Phantom never moved. With her hand resting by his leg, she never even felt Phantom tense up as the two men came toward them, still talking. 

After they’d passed, Ivy wanted back in her greenhouses. She didn’t know how Phantom knew those soldiers would step out, but he had. It was mystical to her. 

When Phantom started crawling again, she gave a jerk because it startled her. He slowly turned back to glance at her and Ivy felt shame. Phantom just winked at her and continued on. 

Ivy gave up on keeping track of time, but felt relieved when they reached the target, a water tower that rose up fifty feet into the air. From satellite photos Oracle had given them, the size and even manufacturer she never registered when Phantom led them through another small gap already cut through the chain-link fence that surrounded the base of the tower.  

When they were under the ladder, Phantom got to his knees and leaned to her. “You’re certain you have to go?” he breathed into her ear. Too terrified to even attempt to speak, Ivy just slowly nodded her head. “Okay, follow me up and remember, move slow like a sloth,” he told her. 

Motioning for Wraith to cover them, Phantom started the climb. Grabbing the ladder, Ivy was mesmerized to watch Phantom seem to pour like a liquid ‘up’ the ladder. Trying her hardest, Ivy copied him. 

Moving slowly, Ivy soon found out, it was very tiring and her arms were starting to burn halfway up, but she continued moving like Phantom was. Reaching the walkway around the tank, Ivy was expecting the sun to come up any minute. Lifting a tired arm, she saw it’d only taken them two hours. Granted, it was only four hundred and sixty yards and then up a fifty-foot tower, but to Ivy, it’d seemed to take years. 

Grabbing her arm, Phantom led Ivy to another ladder that ran to the top of the tank. Very tired of ladders and sneaking around, Ivy followed him up. When they were on the top, Phantom opened a hatch and pulled out a monocular. Sneaking up close to anyone, Phantom didn’t let people use them.

He turned the monocular on and then looked down into the hatch. “Looks nearly full,” he told her in a soft voice, but with as quiet as they had been, to Ivy it sounded like he’d shouted. She glanced from the top of the tower to the base below. 

“Let me see and take off the backpack,” she told him.

Giving her the monocular, Phantom eased the pack off while Ivy looked into the hatch. Shaking her head, she reached over to an outer pocket and pulled something out, then went back to the hatch. When she started unwinding something, Phantom realized it was a measuring tape. 

When Ivy stopped unrolling the tape Phantom peeked in but without the monocular, he couldn’t see shit inside. “Nine inches from full,” Ivy mumbled, rolling the tape up and putting it back in the outer pocket of the backpack. 

Phantom watched Ivy’s lips moving but she wasn’t talking, and he realized she was doing math in her head. “She wasn’t kidding about precise,” he mumbled to himself. 

“Eighteen thousand, six hundred gallons,” she said out loud, but he knew it wasn’t directed at him. Undoing the top of the backpack, Ivy pulled out a respirator and handed it to Phantom. “Phantom, if I fall in, you are to pull your pistol and shoot me in the head. I’ll be contaminated and there isn’t any reversal. You will keep this on until I tell you to take it off, understood?” she told him.

Hearing the certainty in her voice relaying just how dangerous the shit in the backpack he’d carried in was, Phantom was ready to just leave the backpack on top of the tower. Taking the respirator, he put it on. After working in WW’s lab and in Ivy’s, Sin Eaters knew how to put on protective gear. 

Ivy pulled off her tactical gloves and then pulled on rubber gloves that went to her shoulder. “Phantom, get to the other side,” she told him, then put on a respirator herself. Needing no encouragement, Phantom eased back.

First, Ivy pulled out a stuffed waterproof bag that emptied the main compartment. Undoing the tie from the top, she pulled out a Mylar bag that had two zip seals, then pulled out another. Having carried the pack in, Phantom knew it’d weighed close to fifty pounds. 

When Ivy opened the first seal, Phantom fought the urge to just climb down and then come back to get her when she was done. Very carefully, Ivy undid the second seal, then gently eased the bag on its side. A thick white powder poured into the hatch and Phantom noticed, Ivy wasn’t shaking the bag to empty it. She was letting gravity empty the powder, and wasn’t in any hurry. 

Nearing the bottom, Ivy carefully lifted the bag to hold it over the hatch, letting the last of the powder fall in. When no more powder came out, she still didn’t shake the bag. Ivy just ran her hands along the outside squeezing the bag, but felt it was empty. Resealing it, she placed it back in the waterproof bag. 

Unzipping the next Mylar bag, Ivy pulled four smaller bags from it. Looking at the four bags, Phantom grinned at the genius. The four smaller bags held what the large one had. Ivy had divided it up into manageable increments, to measure out what she needed without a scale or cups. Gently dumping each of the first three in, Ivy put the empty bags away and then started on the last. 

Starting and stopping, feeling where the powder was each time she stopped, Ivy continued until the last bag only had a small amount left. Sealing the bag, she put it back in the waterproof bag and retied it. Stuffing it all into the pack, she took off her mask and nodded at Phantom. Still nervous, but since Ivy had hers off, Phantom took his mask off and he moved back over. “Want me to close it?” he asked. 

“Go ahead and then start down. We’ll need to turn off the sensor and valve so the tank can’t fill. It would dilute the tank and this would turn into a waste of time,” she told him. 

The only thing about this escapade he hadn’t liked was that fucking powder, the sneaking in was a rush Phantom never tired of. Taking the backpack from Ivy, Phantom put it on while silently praying there wasn’t any of that powder on it. 

Ivy thought the trip down the ladder took less time than going up, but she only moved as fast as Phantom did. Ivy stayed with Wraith while Phantom turned off the pump that fed the tower, then he turned off the large switch that fed power to the sensor. 

More relaxed leaving, Ivy actually looked around. She noticed a few soldiers walking around, but thought they all looked rather young. Reaching where they’d entered, Phantom led them out the fence. A hundred yards out, he got up into a crouch. Crossing a road to an apartment complex, he led them to the stairs and then up to the third floor landing. 

It was only then Ivy noticed Phantom had his pistol out with the suppressor attached. Not sure if she should pull hers out, Ivy just kept her hand on it and followed Phantom. He stopped at the fifth door and stuck his pistol under his arm. Using lock picks, he had the door open quickly to let them in before himself. 

Ivy looked at the empty apartment and then heard soft noise behind her. Turning around, she saw Wraith taking off his pack while Phantom peeked out the bay window. Not able to resist, Ivy moved up with him and was rather shocked when she could see fairly well into the base. She watched Wraith put a camera at the top of the window with a suction cup, so the camera looked out the window, then closed the curtain. 

Going over to the telephone, he unplugged the cord and plugged it up to a laptop. Opening up the laptop, he plugged in the camera and waited for the computer to come on. After it was up, he typed away until the screen showed what the camera saw out the window.  

When Wraith was finished he stood up, and Phantom led them out, relocking the door. Reaching the safe house, Ivy felt drained while Phantom and Wraith set another computer on the table in front of the cop. After plugging in the phone line, the screen came on to show the view of the camera overlooking the base.  

All were standing behind the cop when the screen blinked and showed camera views from cameras inside the base. At the bottom of the screen a text came up, ’Sin Eaters, that was awesome’.

“Um, who the hell is that?” Ivy asked. 

“Duh, Oracle,” Phantom sang out. “I’m telling you, she never leaves that desk. She probably can’t even get her own food and it has to be brought in.” 

“No, they’re Siamese twins,” Shank corrected. “No one person could do what she does. That’s why they’re called Oracle. They can’t be away from each other, so Reaper considers them a single person.” 

“No, Oracle was a top secret agent,” Wraith countered. “She’s been genetically enhanced, and that’s why she broke away from the feds. She wants to return to normal. She can’t be with us because the feds have her bio information. So, she just plugs into a computer using her mind to surf the web.”

Shaking her head, “You guys have put way too much thought into this,” Ivy told them.

“No, let me explain,” Phantom said sitting down, and Ivy had to listen to each explain in great detail why they were right. 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Well We Got To See Stonehenge

In London at another empty house, Reaper sat on a couch with the sisters. The rest of the team was lounging about, waiting for the sun to rise. After yesterday, the sisters weren’t letting Reaper out of their reach. The house they were in was on a busy residential street. Around the front yard was a four-foot-tall brick fence.

Yesterday, just after noon, Reaper had been peeking out the window when he’d suddenly took off shouting, “Cyclops, film the front yard!” He’d run out the back door with the entire team and Zeus following. Everyone had stopped when they saw him rounding the corner of the house, heading to the front yard.

Realizing they couldn’t follow because they didn’t know what Reaper was doing, everyone piled back inside. “Everyone can’t look out the window, so don’t,” Misery snapped as she and Pain peeked out the small gap in the curtain. At the other window, Cyclops was using his video camera to look out and gave a gasp.

Misery saw Reaper crawling along the base of the fence and wondered what he was doing, and why he was doing it. There were people walking along the sidewalk. The sidewalk wasn’t packed, but every few seconds, a person was walking past.  Just after she heard Cyclops gasp, Misery felt her blood turn to ice. Two cops were walking along the sidewalk talking. 

Pulling the M4 to her shoulder, Misery glanced down at Reaper and swore he was laughing silently. Unlike the other people, the cops were taking their time walking. When they slowed more like they were going to stop, Misery heard Pain flip her safety off. 

At the base of the fence, Reaper crawled along, keeping even with the cops, but was looking at the house, and then Misery realized, he was looking at the camera. This was more of Reaper’s PR shit. The fact that if either cop had just leaned over the fence, they’ve would see the most wanted man in the world, had pissed Misery off. “And he says we aren’t Sin Eaters,” she mumbled. 

When the cops finally took off on their stroll and cleared the other side of the fence, Misery glanced around and saw a gap in the people on the sidewalk. When nobody was where they could see her, Misery opened the curtain, holding up her stun gun and then pointed at Reaper. Just as fast as the curtain parted, it closed. Not wanting to feel that stun gun, Reaper crawled to the back of the house. 

Walking in, he saw the sisters fuming. “Don’t. A hundred bucks says after I air that, both of those cops will end up dead,” he told them.

“What would you have done if they’d looked over the fence?” Pain asked, still holding the stun gun.

“How many people have looked over that fence? None,” Reaper told them. “But if they had, I would’ve shot them in the face, and we would’ve vacated out the back into the sewer to move to a new location. Nobody would’ve seen a Sin Eater pull the trigger.” 

“Just to warn you, try something like that again, you can tell me what my stun gun feels like. Next time, tell us beforehand. We aren’t going back to the others telling them we let Reaper get killed,” Misery popped off. 

“Really didn’t have the time to lay it out,” Reaper told them. 

So after that, the only time a sister wasn’t within reach was when Reaper took a dump. It wasn’t because of privacy because there were no male or female Sin Eaters. Reaper hadn’t stopped eating the cheese packets since they’d left Scotland. The cheese shits were in full power. 

“You two need to relax,” he said, staring at the laptop on the coffee table.  

“Will you text Phantom and ask if they completed the task?” Pain asked again. 

Reaching into his thigh pocket, Reaper pulled out a jalapeno cheese packet, making both sisters moan, and even Zeus moved to the other side of the coffee table. “No. If they hadn’t, we would’ve been contacted. We just have to wait until Oracle patches us in.”

At 0500, the screen blinked on the laptop and they saw more than one camera view of the base. “If Oracle can do that, why in the hell did we need to put a camera up?” Misery asked. 

“She wasn’t sure she could do it without raising alarm bells,” Reaper answered. 

The others came over and saw soldiers doing exercises in formations in many of the different camera views. “I miss Netflix,” Cyclops said behind them. 

“Oh, if Ivy is just half right, this’ll get interesting,” Reaper said. 

Before six, the formations started breaking up and heading into different buildings around the base. At 0600, the chow hall opened and soldiers started filing in. “What’s the reaction time?” Pain asked. 

“Onset starts thirty minutes after ingestion, and full effect within ninety,” Reaper answered, getting comfortable. 

“I swear, if someone tells Ivy I asked, I’m going to hurt you,” Misery sighed. “Is this a mushroom-based evil? I’m almost to the point of becoming a pure carnivore with what she’s pointed out about plants. I just don’t want to tempt it.” 

Chuckling and not disagreeing with her, “No, this concoction she cooked up all came from flowers,” Reaper answered. 

Giving a shiver that shook the couch, “You know in my past life, I liked flowers,” Pain admitted. “Now, I’d think if someone gave me flowers, they were trying to kill me. All the ones I thought were harmful aren’t, and the ones that are beautiful are deadly.”

Turning to Reaper and seeing his eyes were closed, “Are you going to tattle to Ivy if I ask what flowers?” Misery asked. 

Scoffing, “Hell no,” Reaper replied. “The main one is Angel Trumpet. There are two more and a berry that comes from another flower. I can’t recall the names normal people call them, but if I saw them I would know them. Don’t tell Ivy, but I don’t even try to commit the Latin names to memory. I just take the fucking hits with the stick.” 

Giving a thankful sigh, “Oh, I’m so glad to hear that. I thought only Pain and I were doing that,” Misery confessed. “We remember the flowers and the plants, but unless the mushroom is disgusting-looking, they look the same to us.”

“The only time Ivy hurts with the stick is when she keeps hitting the same spot repeatedly,” Pain admitted. “She needs to spread the discipline across the back evenly.” 

Forty minutes later on one of the screens, they saw a soldier standing in front of one of the buildings swatting at the air, but there wasn’t anything there. Others around him stopped when the soldier’s swats started getting more frantic. “Nature can be a bitch,” Misery blurted out. 

“Yep, there are written reports of men drinking tea from Angel Trumpet, grabbing sharp implements, and cutting off their own cock and balls. According to Ivy, there isn’t one recorded event of a person having pleasing hallucinations,” Reaper told them, and everyone gave shivers. 

“Why in the fuck would anyone even attempt it?!” Pain cried out, and they saw other soldiers reacting to things that weren’t there. 

“Don’t know,” Reaper shrugged. “Ivy said dumbasses try, thinking they’ll be the first to get a good one.”

“Botanists shouldn’t know that much about plants,” Pain said. “I don’t care if she had a doctorate in botany.”

Very happy Pain could see that, “Remember, in the past life she worked for pharmaceutical companies. She’s also an organic chemist,” Reaper offered to see if Pain could put the pieces together. Ivy had told him when she’d joined and Reaper had Oracle confirm it. Ivy had done research for darker areas of the government. 

As her mind filled in the blanks, Pain didn’t add in the government, but she understood Ivy was paid to look at evil shit in nature to see what use it could have. “Surprised they let her live,” Pain said softly, barely loud enough to hear, but Reaper did. 

“Why would they?” Reaper asked, wanting them to think like the enemy they faced. 

On his left, Misery answered. “What did they have to fear? She was a woman who studied plants. They figured without backing, she wasn’t a threat.”

“Very good, sisters,” Reaper told them while the base slowly turned into a madhouse. On one screen, they saw a soldier grab his chest and collapse. “Yeah, twenty percent will have fatal results,” Reaper sighed. 

The screen blinked and cut off, making everyone jump. When it came back on, it only showed the camera mounted in the window of the apartment overlooking the base. It was easy to tell the base was having problems. At the bottom of the screen, text started typing. 

‘Call just went out. Had to break the hack from the system before they started monitoring from headquarters’.

“Oracle is awesome,” Pain chuckled, and Reaper’s phone vibrated on the coffee table.

He picked it up to read a message from Phantom. ‘Damn!!!!! Party started, moving to dance floor’.

Leaning over and reading the message, “Yes, we definitely want Ivy safe,” Misery said, turning back to the screen. 

Ambulances started arriving, along with more troops two hours later, but the base occupants had gone insane by then. They had watched soldiers tear others apart, mutilate themselves, and one even set himself on fire. “Yep, if someone ever gives me flowers, I’m shooting ‘em,” Pain said. 

“Why? Would you eat the flowers?” Ubiytsa asked, standing behind the couch and looking over them at the screen. 

“No,” Pain rolled her eyes. “Flowers like that are worse than death.”

“Not if you don’t eat them,” Ubiytsa told her. “A person can give you gun or knife for gift. They represent death, yet you do not say you shoot the giver then.” 

Turning to Reaper, “You know, Russians have no sense of humor. No wonder they let the KGB and GRU cow them down like bitches,” Pain stated. 

Looking down at Pain, “What does humor have to do with you shooting giver of flowers?” Ubiytsa asked.  

“Jesus!” Pain cried out, jumping up. “Nothing holds humor for you! I was kidding about shooting someone that gave me flowers. I said it because some very pretty flowers are deadly! I was joking because I didn’t know that until becoming a Sin Eater! I was being a smartass! Do you understand, smartass?”

Looking off and cocking his head, thinking about what Pain had shouted, Ubiytsa applied the American rationale. “Oh,” he said, understanding. “You have to think too much for American humor,” he concluded. 

“Reaper,” Pain said, looking down at him, but Reaper just kept watching the screen. “The elite of the world want communism, that’s what they’re trying to build. The elite at the top while the rest live for scraps. Because this is the outlook of what they want the world to be,” she said waving at Ubiytsa, “we boil them all alive.” 

“You are being an ass that is smart,” Ubiytsa declared proudly. Snorting, Misery fell over on the couch, trying not to laugh. 

Not looking at Ubiytsa, but closing her eyes, “Ubiytsa, you are an American. You should really understand this stuff,” Pain told him. 

“I know English since I was boy,” Ubiytsa stated. 

Dropping down on the couch, “Knowing the words and not the inflection aren’t the same,” Pain sighed. Ubiytsa cut loose in Russian. “I know what that means, and it’s not funny in any language,” Pain told him.

Lifting his chin, “It is very funny,” Ubiytsa huffed. 

“’Dancing from the stove’ has nothing to do about not starting a story from the beginning!” Pain cried out. “Like ‘keep your tail up with a gun’. How is that encouraging someone not to give up? And ‘hanging noodles on your ears’? What the fuck does that have to do with lying to someone? That’s filling someone with shit!”  

Giving a shiver, “That is very sick. I would rather have noodles on my ears,” Ubiytsa admitted. 

“You speak English, use contractions! You can, ‘CAN’T’ you?” Pain asked, throwing up her hands. “That’s the beauty of English, you can simplify it.” 

Giving up on English, Ubiytsa broke out in Russian. Having no idea what Ubiytsa was saying, Reaper just knew it wasn’t nice. “I want permission to kick his ass,” Pain asked Reaper. 

“Denied,” Reaper sighed, never taking his eyes off the pandemonium on the laptop screen. He had memories of this from the past, of little voices crying from the backseat, ‘He’s touching me!’, ‘she won’t stop looking at me!’, ‘he’s on my side!’.

Barking again in Russian, Ubiytsa ended with a grunt and Pain looked back at him. “I want to see you try that, bitch, with my foot so far up your ass, I’ll be able to paint my toes in your mouth,” Pain told him. “I’ll eat the lobsters after I pull my foot from your ass.” 

Unable to ignore them, “What?” Reaper asked.

“It’s a Russian threat,” Pain shrugged, turning back to the laptop. “’I’ll show you where the lobsters spend the winter’. To be honest, that one’s easy to understand, but ours are so much better.”

Watching the soldiers and paramedics that arrived at the base fighting with the soldiers who were now in full psychosis, Pain spoke out in Russian. 

“That is stupid,” Ubiytsa snapped. “Stomping mud in my ass and walk it dry.”

“Only to a Russian. I clearly said, I would stomp a mud hole in your ass and walk it dry,” Pain sang out, and the others in the room nodded in agreement with her. 

Try as he might, Ubiytsa tried to make the connection, but couldn’t. Moving closer to Cyclops, “Explain walking dry,” he whispered to Cyclops. 

Not wanting to get between the two, Cyclops was hesitant, but slowly nodded and moved over to the table. When he sat down, Ubiytsa grabbed a chair and sat across from him. In a low voice, Cyclops explained and Ubiytsa asked more questions. 

By late afternoon the base was packed, and more ambulances, troops, and cops continued to pour in, trying to subdue the psychotic soldiers. They’d already seen the responders pull out clubs to beat some of the soldiers to the ground. It wasn’t done out of spitefulness, it was done as protection. Still at the table, Cyclops continued the lessons with Ubiytsa. 

It was 1500 when they saw some of the responders in Hazmat suits, and by 1700, it was easy to tell the soldiers from the base from the responders. Only personnel from the base didn’t have on Hazmat suits.

Having stopped laughing long ago, Misery glanced over at the table to see Cyclops had pulled out a notebook, writing down expressions and explaining them to Ubiytsa. “Reaper, maybe someone else should explain language to Ubiytsa,” she said. Cyclops was a good Sin Eater, but it wasn’t hard to tell, in his past life he had been a nerd. There was no question in any Sin Eater’s mind that Cyclops wasn’t tough. He’d gotten bit by a shark and had never cried out. 

Misery had asked Cyclops why he didn’t even cry out. All Cyclops did was thrash out at the shark. Cyclops told her Reaper had ordered no noise, then Cyclops told her repeatedly that he’d apologized to Reaper for splashing.

There was no doubt in her mind, if the shark had latched onto her hip, Misery would’ve screamed. She concluded that should be a normal response if an animal with sharp teeth was trying to take a chunk of meat from your body.  

Finally taking his eyes from the screen, Reaper got up to stretch. “Why? Cyclops is very intelligent,” Reaper told her. 

Not going to deny that either, “Yes, but he’s-,” Misery stopped, not knowing how she wanted to describe it. 

“Ubiytsa asked him,” Reaper told her, patting his leg for Zeus to follow. “To be honest, Cyclops was a good choice.” 

Seeing Reaper was taking Zeus outside, Misery jumped up to follow. She didn’t have her stun gun in her hand, but was ready to pull it from her left forearm. As Zeus did his business, “In his past life, Cyclops was picked on, so he knows what the hurtful ones mean,” Reaper told her as Pain joined them.

“That isn’t hard to figure out, Reaper,” Misery said while Zeus left calling cards in the backyard. “He’s like some of the ones I protected in school.”

Giving a curt grunt, “Ha! yeah, and you know the shit some of those guys put up with because a ‘girl’ took up for them?” Pain said.

Watching Zeus coming back to the house, “I’m not the one who broke a boy’s arm and got suspended from school for a week. Just because the boy was holding another boy down and wiping boogers on him,” Misery stated.  

Turning to Misery, “Oh, are you trying to take the high road, dear Misery? I can tell some shit about you,” Pain informed her. 

Reaper chuckled at the sisters, letting Zeus in and closing the door. It wasn’t hard to see the sisters always liked to stand up for others. Digging into their background, Oracle found the two military brats had been in nine different school systems before graduating. “Go make sure the others are ready. Only a few have slept, so now’s the time,” he told them.

“We aren’t leaving for five hours,” Pain said, following Reaper back to the couch. 

“Just enough time for naps,” Reaper pointed out, sitting back down. Making sure Reaper was staying on the couch, the sisters moved off to check on the others, then sat back down. “So, do you two think this trip has been worthwhile?”

“Lived here before,” Misery shrugged. “It was nice to see some old shit, but I want to go back home.”

“We got to see Stonehenge and other sights,” Reaper smirked.

“We’d already seen it,” Pain told him. “All I will say, I liked flying over on a fucking plane.” 

The smirk wiped off Reaper’s face. “Yeah, travel by sea sucks.” 

***
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With diagrams of sewers and drainage systems, Reaper led the team under and around London until they hit Kensington. The most affluent neighborhood in London for sure, but there were several billionaires and multi-millionaires he was after here. Being an affluent area, there was a greater police presence and more security cameras. Just the fact, in London alone, the government operated half a million CCTV cameras caused Reaper problems. 

The system had facial recognition, and the government could track any citizen, for any reason. Many didn’t see it as a problem, saying they weren’t a criminal. Criminal was a loose term for government. In America before the collapse, a study revealed the average person broke six Federal laws a day, everything from not buckling your seatbelt before putting your car into drive, to not walking fast enough past a government building. They were laws that could take your freedom, just going about life. With seventy thousand laws, on average, added every year, the list only grew. To Reaper, the cameras were just fishing gear. Anyone could go back and find a law you’d broken. 

That’d been in America. He didn’t want to know or even want to guess how many laws the average Brit broke in a day. All the while, the unblinking eye caught their movements, storing it away. 

But thanks to Oracle and the Scots, he led the team out of a culvert and into the shadows. It wasn’t easy, but they moved through yards and along the quiet streets until they reached the first home. 

The home had lights along the front, and they avoided the motion lights to reach the backyard. Stopping and nodding at the door, Venom moved past Reaper, pulling out lock picks and went to work. When the bolt threw, she didn’t open the door. Putting the lock picks away, Venom pulled out a wand and held it to the top of the door, flipping a switch on the wand. Only then, did she open the door to let the others pass her. 

After everyone was inside, Venom stepped inside while keeping the wand near a sensor at the top of the door. Closing the door, she turned off the wand and moved over to a key pad and punched in numbers. The ease with which Venom worked, it wasn’t difficult to see she’d done this in the past life as a cat burglar. 

With his pistol out, Reaper pointed at the floor and Zeus sat down. Aiming where he looked, Reaper moved into the hall while the other Sin Eaters split off into teams, moving about the house. In a den, they saw a man in a chair typing away on a laptop. Leveling his pistol, Reaper gave a slight nod. 

Staying out of his line of fire, Pain moved to the side of the room. With her stun gun in her right hand and a knife in her left hand, she crept up on the man, but never locked her eyes on him. When she was three feet away, the man looked up and saw Reaper across the room. Before the man opened his mouth, Pain lunged forward and put the stun gun on his head before pressing the button. 

The snap of electricity sounded and when she let go of the button, the man flung out of the chair. Hitting the floor, the laptop clattered, then the man’s body gave a ‘thump’ when he hit the floor. 

“Ste-,” a woman started to call out in another room, but stopped. Hearing the crackle of a stun gun, Reaper eased in sweeping the room. Keeping his pistol aimed at one of two doors that led into the room, Misery moved to his side while aiming at the other. 

With a practiced efficiency, Pain had the comatose man bound and gagged in less than a minute. When Pain rejoined them, Reaper continued on, and a Sin Eater eased from the room he’d been aiming at. Lowering his pistol, Reaper headed to the other room. 

Staying to the side, Reaper entered the room and saw a maid cleaning off a table. Again, keeping the target covered, Reaper let Pain ease in. Noticing the maid was stacking glasses on a platter, Pain moved faster than she normally would. 

Grabbing the maid and pulling her away from the table, Pain unleashed the stun gun. The maid stiffened until she released the button. As the juice left the maid’s body, she vaulted forward, but didn’t hit the table. Now that the maid was down, Reaper aimed at another door in the back corner.

Hearing movement from the room, Reaper slinked past Pain while she bound the maid up. Easing around the doorway, he saw it was a utility room. Another maid was folding clothes and a butler was ironing a suit. Not in the mood, Reaper lined up on the woman and pressed the trigger. 

Blood sprayed out when the bullet burst out of her head, covering the butler. Before he even looked up, a bullet punched into the top of his head, blowing out his spine. His body dropped down on the ironing board and then slowly slid off to the floor. 

The door in the utility room led outside, so Reaper turned around. Seeing Reaper turn, Misery led them out of the room and into a foyer. The three stacked up and aimed up the stairs, then slowly started up. Halfway up, another team had reached the bottom and followed them up.  

At the top of the stairs, Reaper groaned on the inside to see a very long hallway. Misery eased to the right side, aiming down the hallway. With Misery covering, Reaper eased to the first door on the right. The room was a large, very elegant office, and he saw a man sleeping on a leather couch he knew cost more than a car. 

Recognizing the face, Reaper gave a nod and Pain eased up. The man never woke before the electricity flooded his body and his body levitated off the couch when Pain released the button. As Pain bound the man up, Reaper cleared the rest of the room. Behind the desk he stopped, seeing a little boy sound asleep under the desk and curled up with a blanket. 

Setting the pistol on the desk, Reaper pulled his stun gun off his forearm. 

Hearing a thump against wood, Pain turned around and saw Reaper clipping his stun gun back in the holder on his forearm. Seeing Reaper pull his knife out while his pistol was on the desk, Pain sheathed her knife and yanked her gun out to keep cover, spinning back to the door. 

A minute later, Reaper was moving past her and holding his gun in his right hand, wiping his knife off on his pants with his left before sheathing it. Coming out into the hallway, Reaper saw the other team moving into the room across the hall and Misery had moved further up the hall. 

The next room was empty, and they continued on to where the hallway ended in a T. Reaper eased out aiming right, and Misery eased out aiming left. They held cover as another team came up, and Pain pointed them to the left. 

Feeling a tap on his shoulder, Reaper headed down the right hall and saw two closed doors on the right. Stopping at the first, he waited as Pain let Misery stack up behind him. When she tapped Reaper’s shoulder, Misery tensed up when he slowly turned the knob, but pushed the door open quickly. 

A woman was sitting up in bed watching a TV on the wall and turned when the door opened. ‘Pfft’ sounded as Reaper pressed the trigger just as the woman turned. A hole appeared in her forehead and the wall behind her turned red with gore. 

Sweeping the room and a master bath, they didn’t find anyone else and headed out to the hallway as a team of Sin Eaters, with Cyclops following with his camera at the end, eased past the door to the next and last on this hallway. 

Holding in the hallway, Reaper heard several coughs from pistols from the last room, but didn’t turn. In the other hall to the left, he saw the teams still entering rooms. When the team behind him rejoined them, Reaper moved to the T and waited.  

Coming out of the last room in the hallway on the left, Ubiytsa gave a wave and everyone stood from the crouch they’d been holding and lowered their weapons. Turning over his shoulder, “Cyclops, go with the sisters. You have ten minutes before we leave,” Reaper told them, holstering his pistol. 

“They have a safe downstairs. Want me to crack it?” Venom asked. 

About to say no, Reaper nodded. “If you can get it open before we leave.” 

“Please,” Venom scoffed. “I practiced on a 1903 Victor when I was a kid. A LeFebure isn’t even a challenge.” Having no idea what Venom had meant, Reaper loved her confidence. Pulling out a Sin Eater card, he headed downstairs. Getting a small knife from the kitchen, he tacked the card on the wall beside the front door.

Fourteen minutes later and carrying two suitcases, the Sin Eaters moved back outside into the night. 
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Thirty miles north of downtown, in another house that was vacant of occupants because the government had wanted them in a camp, Q looked at his watch again. “You have six more minutes until 0200,” Death said beside him. 

Dropping his arm, Q looked at the three laptops and joystick in front of him. “Can-,” he started.

“No, you’ve checked it twice. If it works, leave it alone,” Death told him. 

Thinking this five minutes was taking forever, Q tried not to glance at his watch and when Death spoke, he gave a startle. “Crank it up and start,” Death said.

Giving a relieved giggle, Q typed on the center laptop and the screens came on. Two miles away in a large parking lot, the drone came to life. Death could imagine somewhere a computer went off from the radio bursts around London. The broadcaster was on a high rise near downtown, and would give them more than the range they needed. It had been set up by the Scots, which’d been the hardest part because of all the CCTV cameras. But pull it off, the Scots had.

Glancing from his own laptops over to Q, Death watched Q grab the joystick and other controller. On the center screen, he could see the drone picture rolling down the lot and out onto a street. Fully loaded, it needed the entire thousand yards to get airborne.  

Leveling out just above the rooftops, Q steered the drone toward a highway. Death could see a few vehicles moving at the late hour, and was sure they could see the low flying drone, but just didn’t care. A few minutes later, Q pulled back to bring the drone up, and off in the distance, he saw a huge lit area and saw the huge cooling towers of the power plant. 

Tapping a button, Q locked a Hellfire on a tower and pressed the trigger. With the missile away, he sighted on the next tower before launching another missile as the first exploded. 

Outside the lights went off, and Q launched missiles into the last two towers. As Q pulled away, Death saw a huge flash when something big exploded. A few seconds later, the windows in the house rattled and a rumble rolled over them. 

When Q guided the drone around London and the outskirts, the Scots moved out when the power had gone off, planting charges in substation yards. Turning on the timers, they left the area to head back north. Another thirty Scots, spread out over London, started shooting cameras out in key locations. With the power out they wouldn’t be noticed, and all their rifles had suppressors.

Hearing a beep, “They’re trying to jam the signal,” Death said, turning to his laptops.

“They can try,” Q giggled, easing the drone back down to rooftop level.

Explosions sounded off around London and Liverpool from charges placed by teams of Sin Eaters. A bridge over the Thames River lurched when charges went off along the underside. At the exact same time in Liverpool, charges started going off on the docks and fuel tank farms. 

Nearing London proper, Q pulled back on the stick to lift the drone up, and Death glanced over and saw the Parliament building on the center screen. “This is a shame,” he mumbled, and Q launched missiles. 

Three missiles slammed into the side and Death saw fires for a brief second, then they were quickly put out by an automated fire system. 

As Q turned for the docks, the charges left by the Scots in the substations started going off, shaking the ground and now everyone in London knew they were under attack. Seeing a four lane bridge ahead, Q tapped another button to lock the five-hundred-pound bomb on one end. Letting the bomb go, he peeled off. 

Hearing his computer beeping again, Death turned to his laptop. “They know we’re using phone lines to the controller.” 

“That’s why we looked for houses with multiple lines,” Q said, launching a missile into a tank farm.

“I know, but I have to tell you,” Death sighed, ready to leave. 

Over the dark city, they saw light ahead at another power plant, and Q pulled up to gain altitude. Locking a missile, he sent it off and then locked another. “I’m getting warnings of something trying to lock me up,” Q said. 

“Well, you’re blowing up their shit. Yeah, they’re going to try and lock you up,” Death pointed out as Q launched and then dove back closer to the ground, losing the radar warning. He had to wait until he was closer to shoot more missiles. 

“One left,” he said, and turned back toward the docks and tank farms. His computer beeped and he saw a streak shoot past his monitor. “Damn, they shot a missile at me flying this low.” 

“Q, people get mad when we blow up their shit, hurry up,” Death said, and looked at the others in the team. “Is everything ready to go?”

Axe pointed at Q. “Man, we’ve been ready since he started blowing up their shit from the air.”

Launching his last missile at another huge oil tank, Q watched it explode and pulled back on the stick, gaining altitude. He saw tracers fly past his screen and used the aiming camera to trace them down. He saw a sandbagged area with several machine guns shooting up in the sky at him. 

“Banzai, bitches!” Q sang out, diving the drone at the gun emplacement. Seeing the drone diving right at them, soldiers started scrambling out as the drone smashed into them. 

Jumping up, “Time to go,” Q said, flipping switches on his laptops. 

Flipping switches at his own station, Death followed the team out the back. Before closing the door, he flipped a switch by the back door and closed it quickly. “Just glad Reaper didn’t hit Big Ben,” Death said, breaking into a jog. “Seen that thing in too many movies.”  

Reaching a van, they piled in the back. In the driver’s seat, Brodie turned around. “Ay hink ‘ey ken we dinna lyk it fan ‘ay ur treatin’ I commoners like shite,” he said with a grin. 

Over the last few days, Death had noticed the Scots were using words he understood and likewise, he was using their speech, but when they were excited, he just gave up. Glancing at Galloglass in the passenger seat, “What?” Death asked. 

“He thinks they know now we don’t like da way they‘re treatin’ ta common folks like shit,” Galloglass said, looking back at the blackness over London. He could see fires lighting up the sky and flashing blue lights. As they headed west to the coast, it was an hour before they saw houses with lights on. 

Feeling his phone vibrate, Galloglass lifted it up and saw a text from Pipes. “Liverpool group are on the boats waiting fur us in the Irish Sea,” he told Death. 

“How well do you know these Irish we’re meeting?” Death asked. 

“You could say pretty well,” Galloglass laughed. “Ane is Brodie’s brither ‘n la’.” ‘One is Brodie’s brother-in-law.’

It was nearly dawn when they reached the coast and saw the powerboats. “Oh, I’m not ready for Reaper and the boats,” Death sighed, getting out. 

“Brodie!” Reaper called when he stepped from the van. “In the truck we drove, you’ll find some suitcases. Use them how you need.” 

Holding out his hand, “Thank ya, Reaper, and be safe,” Brodie said as Reaper shook his hand. Reaper stopped at the shore and turned around, looking back. 

“Sin consumed,” he said with a sigh, then waded into the water to climb up in the boat. 

Brodie waited until the Sin Eaters were loaded up and the six boats headed north to join the others. Jogging to the truck, Brodie gave a grunt to pick up the bags.

“My sakes!” he cried out at the heavy bags. Opening one, he saw it was packed with gold and silver coins. “They give us weapons, food, supplies, and now money to fight to free ourselves. Bein’ a freedom fighter pays well,” he said, and moved the cases to the van and headed north.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Meeting People In Strange Places

Sitting in the captain’s chair, Pearson tapped the pad on the right arm, changing screens on the bulkhead. “Contacts still moving?” he called out. 

“Aye, Captain. Eleven contacts sixteen thousand yards, bearing two four eight at fifty-one knots,” the sonar operator answered. 

“And you’re telling me they’re powerboats? Out here in the middle of the Atlantic?” Pearson asked again. 

“Yes, Captain, and computer confirms it,” the operator replied. 

“How far from the secondary contact?” Pearson asked, tapping the pad on the left arm to change the small ten-inch screens on the arms of his chair.

“Nearly in range, sir,” the XO said just behind him in his own chair. 

On the top screen on the left arm, Pearson looked at the diagram the computer displayed of the powerboat. Tapping another button, specs on the boat rolled across the screen. “Two point eight miles a gallon at fifty knots,” he coughed. “That’s very impressive for anything but a powerboat, the Navy needs to buy some.” Continuing down, he saw the range was only six hundred miles, and that was the best of conditions. 

Lifting his gaze to the bulkhead to one of the smaller screens, he saw the ocean and weather conditions around them. They had picked up the sound of the boats four hours ago, and plotted their course and found a boat just sitting in the ocean. The fact he’d picked up the boats alone should’ve been impossible, but he was learning fast. The Kraken could do things that were only dreamed of. 

“We are in range, sir,” the XO told him. 

“All stop, and bring us to periscope depth,” Pearson called out, and the call repeated on the bridge. 

Tapping the right pad, Pearson watched the main monitor on the bulkhead change feeds. Water with sunlight filtering through showed on the screen. When the periscope broke the surface, Pearson gave a soft whistle. “Nice yacht,” he mumbled, looking at the hundred-and-fifty-foot yacht. 

Using a trackball, Pearson zoomed in on the name. “What do we have on that?” he asked. 

“Never heard of him, but it’s a billionaire who lives in Massachusetts,” the XO reported.  

Zooming out, Pearson saw movement on the flying bridge and zoomed in again. Every person looking at the screen let out a gasp. “I can honestly say, I never expected to see a Sin Eater in the middle of the ocean,” Pearson said.

“Orders, sir?” XO asked as another Sin Eater came up on the flying bridge. 

“Let’s see who they’re meeting out here. Normally, there’s plenty to do, but there can’t be more than twenty boats in deep water from here to Africa,” Pearson said, watching the Sin Eater scan east with binoculars. 

“XO,” Pearson called. “When were the attacks in London and Liverpool?” 

“Three days ago,” the XO reported. 

Making calculations, “At fifty knots they should’ve gotten here, if they’re waiting on a team,” Pearson said, then threw up his hands. “Never mind those little boats shouldn’t even be out this far in deep water.” 

“Captain, why would Sin Eaters use those small powerboats if they have access to yachts that size?” the XO asked. 

Shaking his head, “I can’t even guess,” Pearson admitted. “Notify the SEAL team to gear up.” 

“We’re going after them?!” the XO cried out. 

Hearing the disapproval in the XO’s voice, “Easy, Keith. You know me better than that,” Pearson chuckled. “No, some in the Republic may not agree with the Sin Eaters on how to do things, but the Republic owes a huge debt of gratitude to the Sin Eaters.” 

“Aye, aye, sir,” the XO replied, tapping a screen on his chair. 

“I want the SEALs geared up, in case this is a returning team and they kidnapped the Prime Minister or someone important,” he said as a joke, but wouldn’t put it past the Sin Eaters. “I’ll see if we can trade something for an HVT,” Pearson said, and many on the bridge chuckled. 

On the screen, the Sin Eater put down the binoculars and grabbed a radio mic, speaking into it. “Do we have that?” Pearson asked.

“Yes, sir, marine frequency,” the XO reported, tapping a button. 

“- took your time getting here. I swear, I saw a mermaid,” the Sin Eater on the yacht said into the radio. 

“Jackhammer, do not start. Coming in from two four eight,” a voice that was clearly Russian answered. 

“The Sin Eaters have Ruskies?!” the XO blurted out.

“Copy, have you on radar,” Jackhammer replied, and Pearson spun his chair until he faced the XO. 

“Yes, sir. They just strobed short range marine radar,” the XO reported. 

Spinning forward again, “For a group that fights on the dirt, these boys seem to know how to operate on water,” Pearson said. Remembering something, he tapped buttons on the right arm to use one of the small screens, going through menus. “Let’s try it,” he said, tapping a button twice.

The bridge was filled with the sound of two voices. “I’m telling you, if I have to ride with the sisters, I’m fucking swimming,” a voice said.

Then, the voice they knew as Jackhammer from the radio filled the bridge. “Chaos, I’ll ride with them for you.” 

“Oh, thank you,” Chaos said. 

“They won’t hurt you,” Jackhammer chuckled. 

“Five people were burnt alive, that was the sisters, and from the way she was acting when they filled up before heading over, I can tell you for certain, that was Pain. When she gets pissed, people not on her team catch hell!” Chaos cried out. 

On the screen, they saw Jackhammer nod. “That’s why I don’t mind riding or staying close to the sisters. I want them to always know, I’m on their team.” 

“Holy shit, the sisters are coming,” the XO mumbled. They were the only ones anyone knew by name, other than Reaper. 

“Shit!” the XO cried out, and Pearson spun his chair around. “We’re the first to ever see Sin Eaters and them not know it!” the XO cried out in triumph at the realization. 

“Really, Keith?” Pearson chuckled. “How long have you been my intel officer and XO? And you just figured that out?”

Looking at Pearson with wide eyes, “It took the Kraken to sneak up on Sin Eaters, sir!” Keith cried out. “The most advanced thing we’ve ever built!”

Giving a slight nod, “Okay, I haven’t made that jump, but I’m sure we could’ve snuck up on them in the Jimmy,” Pearson said.

Shaking his head, “No. First, we wouldn’t have picked up the boats from that far, and we wouldn’t have picked up a stationary contact from a hundred and fifty miles. Even if we had, we wouldn’t have gotten here fast enough, unless they plan on spending the night here,” Keith explained. 

Kicking off the floor to spin his chair back around, “Keith, I’m already impressed by their actions, you don’t need to help them,” Pearson chuckled. The crew mumbled to each other, agreeing with the XO as the Sin Eaters stopped talking. 

Lieutenant Gomez came on the bridge, “We are re-,” his voice froze, seeing two Sin Eaters on the screen. “What the hell are they doing out here in the middle of the fucking ocean!”

“We’ve been asking each other the same thing, LT,” Pearson laughed. 

Cringing, “Sir, are you wanting us to detain them?” Gomez asked hesitantly. 

“Hell no!” Pearson bellowed, and tried to jump from his chair, but the four point harness held him fast. Hitting the release, Pearson flew out of the chair and turned to the others. “If I ever hear someone even suggest it, I’ll throw your ass off my boat! Those sons of bitches took out an armored corp! That’s over a thousand tanks, along with support and personnel, that I had to let go!”

Those on the bridge saw Pearson was nearly foaming at the mouth. “I was ordered to let the armor pass so we could take out navel assets! That shit was heading to where our families and friends are, and we had to just let it pass! I tried to tell the brass we could take out the ships later, but they assured me the ground pounders and jet jockeys could handle it! I still believe the Army and Air Force would’ve waited until the shit was coming right at their ass before doing shit!” 

All the sailors nodded in agreement as Pearson calmed down. “Who took it out?” Pearson asked. “A small team fighting the feds called the Sin Eaters,” he said, but everyone already knew because they’d seen the videos Reaper had put out. “The day I’m ordered to seize a Sin Eater is the day I leave the service. Whoever takes my place can get the order, but I’m going to tell them, I’m warning the Sin Eaters.” 

“Hell yeah!” several of the sailors shouted.  

“So what are your orders for the team?” Gomez asked. 

“If they’ve captured a HVT, I want to offer a trade,” Pearson said, turning back to the screen. “How far out are the boats?” 

“Six minutes, sir,” Keith answered. 

“What are we trading?” Gomez asked. 

“Not the boat,” Pearson laughed. “But if they have the PM or someone important, I’ll trade them food, ammo, whatever they want, short of a nuke,” he said, looking at Gomez. “I just think Reaper is crazy enough to use one, and we really don’t need to have mushroom clouds springing up around the globe.” 

“So, we’re making contact?” Gomez asked. 

“Depends. We have reports of them taking HVTs to kill off later, so the price may be high if the sisters want the target,” Pearson answered. 

Standing and just watching the Sin Eaters like they had spotted the Easter Bunny, the crew relished the moment when the powerboats neared and slowed down. 

Stepping back to his chair, Pearson zoomed out on the camera. The long sleek powerboats pulled along the sides of the yacht before tying off. Others pulled to the back of the yacht, tying off. Voices filled the bridge and one female voice bellowed, “Get the fuck out of my way, Stingray, so I can at least walk on the yacht!”

“Pain, we’re still in the middle of the ocean,” Stingray said, and the room gave a gasp to hear the name of one of the sisters. 

“You’re about to be in the fucking ocean!” Pain screamed. 

“Pain, relax,” another female voice said. 

“Kiss my ass, Misery! Pucker the fuck up and kiss my brown rose!” Pain shouted.

“Seems Pain doesn’t like the ocean, sir,” Gomez said as the crew murmured that both sisters were right in front of them. 

“I’m getting an idea how they gave those boats long legs,” Pearson said in awe. “If I’m right, I would’ve just used a row boat.” 

“Fuck me!” the XO cried out, hitting the release to his harness. Jumping from his chair and running toward the captain’s chair, Pearson turned to see Keith drop into his chair. Not really caring, he noted the shock on Keith’s face as he moved the track ball for the zoom. 

Turning around, they all saw a figure with a black mask filled with needle teeth. The entire bridge fell silent, knowing instantly who was on the screen. “Reaper crossed an ocean to bring the war to their soil,” Pearson said in awe. He turned and saw a seaman with a camera taking a picture of the screen. “Son, you really need to destroy that because people would kill for that picture and how you came by it.” 

Giving a sigh, the sailor hit delete and put the camera away. “I swear, I’m going to drain the ocean,” Reaper mumbled on the screen. 

“I hope he doesn’t. The Navy really needs the water,” Gomez said, and another Sin Eater came over to Reaper.  

“Chaos says the boats will be topped off in an hour, but the yacht doesn’t have enough fuel to come back,” the Sin Eater said. 

“I was going to sink the fucker anyway, Stingray. When and if we go back, we’ll find another one,” Reaper said. 

Running to his chair, “Move, Keith,” Pearson said, yanking him out. Dropping into his chair, Pearson grabbed an earpiece and put it on. “Give me the frequency they were on, and drop our broadcast power down to very short range!” he called out. 

“Ready, sir,” a seaman called out. 

“To the boatful of Sin Eaters in the middle of the ocean. This is Captain Pearson of the Kraken with the United Republic States Navy, do you copy?” Pearson called out, and saw a Sin Eater going ape shit on the flying bridge. 

“There’s a goddamn captain calling for the boatful of Sin Eaters!” Jackhammer screamed. 

Sin Eaters dove everywhere pulling up guns, and one even lifted up a Javelin. On the back deck, they watched Reaper and Stingray calmly walk through the Sin Eaters aiming out to sea. “Guys, I hate to tell you this, but we don’t have shit on this boat that can hurt a nuclear submarine,” they heard Reaper say and then glance back at Stingray. “You ever hear of the Kraken?”  

Shaking his head and following Reaper up the stairs to the flying bridge, Stingray walked past Death aiming a Javelin out to sea. “Death, you’re a commander. You’re embarrassing Reaper, put it down. He’s right, there ain’t shit we can do to them.” 

“What if they try to take us in? That’s the only reason they would call us,” Death said, lowering the Javelin and turning it off. 

Shrugging, “Then they can pick up the body parts. We’ll never be taken alive,” Stingray said. 

“Here,” Jackhammer said, handing the microphone to Reaper. 

Staring at the silent radio, “Jackhammer, if you’re joking, I’m going to have Ivy give you something that’ll make your balls swell up till they touch your knees,” Reaper threatened. 

“Oh,” Pearson gasped. They could hear the Sin Eaters from the microphone in the periscope. Pressing the button, Pearson repeated the message. That was normally how it was done at sea, unless you were in the Kraken. You could hear them, but they had to get on a radio to talk to you. 

“Captain Pearson, to what do we owe this honor?” Reaper asked. 

“Just in the area and wanted to tell you, we think you’re doing a fine job there, Reaper,” Pearson said, and watched Reaper snatch up the binoculars. Spinning slowly, he scanned the water. Letting the button go, Pearson looked around. “What the fuck spooked him?” 

“Um, sir,” Gomez coughed. “You used his name, but Reaper never gave it. He knows you can see him.”

Having no fear that they would even see the periscope, Pearson pressed the transmit button. “I assure you, we mean you no harm. I wanted to thank you for taking out that armor I and several other captains had to let past us.” 

On the screen, they saw Reaper drop the binoculars and lean over the back to start shouting. “God damn it, everyone put your fucking weapons away! It’s one of the crazy sub captains that attacked the convoy!” Pearson sat up straighter in his chair after hearing Reaper. 

“The Republic only sent like half a dozen subs to fight nearly a hundred UN subs and two hundred surface ships! You will not piss the fucker off with me on this boat!”

The smile dropped off Pearson’s face when he realized Reaper had that much detail. President Fern had never given out numbers or types of crafts the Republic had sent. “Reaper seems to know a lot,” Keith mumbled. 

After the Sin Eaters put away their weapons, Reaper lifted the microphone. “What has you in the area, Captain?” 

“Keeping the UN navy on this side of the Atlantic, but if they come out, we’ll put them at the bottom on this side,” Pearson replied. “I take it, you are returning from visiting London and Liverpool?”

“You would be correct,” Reaper laughed. 

“Not to say I’m not impressed, but what took you so long to get here? I’m sure you left after the attack, correct?”

“Yeah, had to stop in Belfast to drop off some supplies,” Reaper answered. 

“You found allies that fast?”

“Yeah, but we have more up in the UK,” Reaper laughed.

Getting an idea, “Did you capture any HVTs? I’m sure you couldn’t have brought over much gear for your allies. I ask because we could trade. Give us the HVT and we could haul over some supplies.” 

They watched Reaper shake his head. “Captain, first of all, we carried over three hundred tons. Second, any HVT we get is given to the sisters so it can be broadcast out. Why would you want an HVT, anyway?”

Swallowing nervously, “I would trade them to the British garrison in Bermuda. There are some Navy families there in a camp,” Pearson explained, then quickly added. “Not mine. I was lucky enough that my family was at home, but there are thousands of naval dependents in Bermuda.”

Lowering the microphone, Reaper looked at Stingray. “Shit. I wish we would’ve grabbed someone,” Reaper said. “What do you think?”

“That there’s an insane captain in a nuclear submarine near us,” Stingray told him. 

In his chair, Pearson’s mouth fell open when a Sasquatch wearing tactical gear and a Sin Eater mask walked up on the flying bridge. “What, Titan?” Reaper asked. 

“Just came up here so I could hear the radio better.” 

“Titan,” Pearson scoffed. “That’s an appropriate name.” 

“Captain,” Reaper said. “I’m sorry, but we don’t have any HVTs.”

“Reaper, would you mind if I come over? I would ask you here, but I’m sure you don’t want to, and I couldn’t really let you,” Pearson said, and the entire crew jumped up, not liking the fact the captain wanted to go over there. “Shut the fuck up!” Pearson screamed at the crew. 

“Captain, if you show no hostile action to us, we’ll do the same. You have my word,” Reaper said like he really had a choice, but was playing nice.  

“See you shortly,” Pearson said. “Leave the periscope up, but retract it when we surface. I want to hear what they have to say, and I only want the forward section to surface.”

On the yacht, the Sin Eaters saw an elongated oval tube emerge from the water just two hundred yards away. “What the fuck is that?!” Reaper cried out, and turned to Stingray. “What is it?!”

“You’re asking me?! I don’t know! That’s make-believe shit out there!” Stingray cried out, trying to figure out what he was looking at. There was no conning tower, and it was more oval than round, just from what he could see. The fact he knew there was more hiding under the water worried him. 

The crew of Kraken all grinned watching the reactions. “XO, mimic the skin to water!” Pearson called out. 

“What the fuck!” Reaper screamed, and everyone on the yacht jumped back. “Did anyone else just see whatever that is turn into a mound of water?! A mound of water?! That’s impossible!”

“If I say no, will you make it go away?” Titan asked. They all watched a section pop up like a roof and extend up. “The water just opened up.” 

No sooner than Titan had spoken, the object appeared again where the mound of water was. Leaning to Stingray, “If the Republic can pull something like this together in two years on the budget they have, I want Fern elected for life,” Reaper said. 

“I’ve never even heard of any programs that hinted at this,” Stingray said, and figures emerged from the open top. Putting a roll on the side, they let it go. “Okay, they just unrolled steps.”

“The damn thing may turn into water again!” Reaper cried out. “Titan, tell everyone to be nice because I don’t want to make them mad. I don’t even want to know what that thing could do to us.” 

Watching the action over at the Kraken, the Sin Eaters saw several zodiacs inflated and ten men filed out in tactical gear, with an officer in a tan uniform wearing a sidearm. “SEAL team,” Stingray said. 

“They could be pod people coming out of that,” Reaper suggested. 

“Should we go down and meet them?” Stingray asked. 

“I’m staying up here to look at whatever that is. They can come up here.” 

It wasn’t long until the zodiacs headed over, pulling up at the back of the yacht with the powerboats. Three of the powerboats were backed up to a swimming deck of the yacht. Gomez climbed out and was going to help Pearson, but he just jumped over. They looked up at the deck and saw most of the Sin Eaters were still staring at the Kraken. “Hold on, LT,” Pearson said, and headed to one of the powerboats. 

A Sin Eater had a hose running down into the cabin. “Just want to see how these made it out this far,” Pearson said. 

“Lots of work,” Chaos answered, motioning the captain on board. 

Sticking his head in the cabin, Pearson couldn’t help but see the huge tank that nearly filled the cabin. Then he saw the hammock seats on each side. Everything else was stripped bare. Climbing back out, Pearson nodded at Chaos and he moved back to the swim deck with Gomez. 

“LT, if they were in my military, I would give them every medal in the inventory, just for riding in those,” Pearson said. 

“I don’t even want to look,” Gomez said, then motioned for the other SEALs to head up the ladder to the deck. Pearson was glad to see none of the SEALs were holding their weapons threateningly. It had nothing to do with fear of the Sin Eaters, it was respect Pearson wanted to show, like the Sin Eaters were showing them, from one group of warriors to another.

Reaching the main deck, Pearson nodded at the few Sin Eaters who were looking at him. The others were staring out at the Kraken. He came to a stop, seeing two female Sin Eaters at the stairs going to the flying deck. Both were looking at him, “Yes, Captain?” Misery said, looking at him.

He wasn’t looking at their masks, he looked into each one’s eyes. “Pain, Misery, the honor is mine,” he said, tilting his head. 

“Then blow up something, so I don’t have to get back in that fucking boat!” Pain shouted.

“Ignore her, Captain,” Reaper called from above. “Pain, you rode up top with me nearly the entire way, so drop it!” 

Turning to Misery, “We’re going to find some feds when we reach land,” Pain told her. 

“Pain, we’re heading back,” Misery sighed. 

“Yeah, on the fucking water!”

“I would offer you a ride, but sorry, I can’t,” Pearson said, forcing a grin. 

“You think I would get on anything that sinks itself on purpose?!” Pain cried out. “I don’t care that it looks like a spaceship, it goes under the water, so fuck that!” 

Not knowing what else to say and feeling awkward, Pearson headed up the ladder with Gomez following.  Reaching the top, Pearson was glad to see Reaper turn away from the Kraken to greet him. “Reaper,” Pearson said, holding out his hand. 

“Captain,” Reaper nodded, shaking his hand and turned to see the sisters come up. 

“I trust we can keep this meeting a secret,” Pearson offered. “President Fern would court-martial me for meeting with you and exposing the Kraken.”  

Knowing Pearson could never admit to meeting them, “Pearson, we’ve already met Fern,” Reaper laughed, and watched Pearson’s eyes get wide. “No, we aren’t in league, but I needed to talk to Fern, and Sin Eaters go where they want.”

Jerking his thumb over his shoulder and pointing at the Kraken, “Except there. I don’t think we could get on that,” Reaper admitted. “But something tells me, as wanted as I am by the feds, if they knew about whatever that really is, I would be the second most wanted.” 

“You are very correct, sir,” Pearson said, understanding why Reaper had mentioned meeting Fern. He was letting Pearson know, neither could say anything, and this would stay between them. 

“Is there anything the Sin Eaters can do for you?”

Very taken back by the offer, “Ah, yes. Get me some HVTs to trade,” Pearson answered. 

“Can’t do that,” Reaper said, and Pearson gave a sigh. “If I did, it would be hard for you to explain how prisoners taken by the Sin Eaters wound up in your custody.”

“Oh,” Pearson said. 

“I can get those dependents released. You think the Republic can get rides there to haul them away?”

Jerking in shock, “I’ll fucking steal the boats if I have to,” Pearson said.

“How many are we talking about? I’ll get confirmation, but I need rough numbers to start on a plan.” 

“Nearly four thousand,” Pearson said, and noticed Reaper’s eyebrows rise. “Some there were off base when we got the dependents from Norfolk when this started. The others are from bases overseas and on the East coast.” 

Remembering the Republic Navy using the threat of nuclear exchange when they’d ferried the dependents at Norfolk to the battle groups at sea, Reaper nodded at Pearson. “If I do this, you need to make damn sure you can get them off the island. The feds would love for me to make a demand and the Republic not be able to carry it out. I’m not asking Fern because, as I’m sure you can understand, we don’t really communicate more than we have to. He’s a tool I’m using to end this bullshit war.” 

“Reaper, I will deliver you and some Sin Eaters to Bermuda, if you can do this,” Pearson vowed. 

“I wouldn’t get on that damn thing you call the Kraken, even if you had Federal President Gifford on board,” Reaper said, then amended. “Okay, I would get on if he was on board, but would have to stay aboard for a year to clean up the mess.” 

“Then I’ll refuel you, so you don’t have to use a yacht,” Pearson said, and Reaper furrowed his brow. 

“You heard us?” Reaper asked. 

Replaying what he’d said, Pearson cringed on the inside. “Yes, I heard you say you were sinking this yacht,” Pearson admitted. 

Glancing back at the Kraken, “They have one that can go on land or fly? If you do, I want one,” Reaper said. 

“Sorry, it’s one of a kind,” Pearson chuckled. “So, you need me to refuel you?”

“No,” Reaper chuckled. “After what we just did, I’m going to tell Bermuda the Sin Eaters are coming to kill residents of the island until the dependents are turned over to the Republic, and if any are hurt, I’ll take as long as necessary to kill them all.”

“Lieutenant, give him your sat com,” Pearson ordered.  

Letting his submachine gun hang at his side, Gomez took off a small backpack. Instead of handing it to Reaper, he pushed the pack into Stingray’s chest. Turning to Gomez, Pearson saw him staring at Stingray with a small smile. Now starting to feel a building panic that he wasn’t the only one who knew some of the Sin Eaters, Pearson racked his brain to cover for this. 

“Stingray, very fitting,” Gomez said with a smile. “The codes are plugged in and yes, I still use my license plate as my password.” 

“I told you that was stupid, sir,” Stingray chuckled, taking the pack. 

“I’m glad to know you’re good, and with someone dealing damage,” Gomez said while Pearson considered just jumping over the side. Everyone knew the Sin Eaters protected their identity. “I know you only met them a few times, but, Mom, Pop, sisters, and brothers are dead. They were rounded up by the Chinese when they reached L.A. Mom really liked you for training her boy.”

Slinging the pack on his shoulder, “They were good people, Gomez, I’m sorry,” Stingray told him. 

Reaching down and pulling his K-bar knife out, “Will you take this to get some payback for me? I’m being kept on a short leash, but I promised Mom and Pop, I would serve my time honoring the family name,” Gomez said.  

Pulling his K-bar knife, Stingray handed it over. “Take mine. It has a death toll in the triple digits,” Stingray smirked. “I’ll get you some payback, sir,” Stingray vowed, swapping knives. 

“Stingray,” Pearson said, and waited until Stingray was looking at him. “Lieutenant Gomez has done more for the Republic’s cause than even the Sin Eaters here. He and his team are responsible for the Kraken being in the Republic’s Navy. If the feds would’ve kept it in their inventory, this war would be over. The UN would’ve flooded us with bodies. We couldn’t have sunk all those transports, and not even the Sin Eaters could’ve killed all the troops we sent to the bottom. I know he wants to fight in pitched battles, but I need him.”

Turning back to Gomez, “Always knew you had what it took, sir. I’m proud of you,” Stingray told him. 

Gomez beamed with pride, but was also very sad because Stingray never mentioned his own family. Just seeing him in the Sin Eater mask, Gomez knew they were dead. “Master Chief Stingray,” Gomez said, nearly giving Pearson and Reaper a heart attack, thinking he was going to say Stingray’s old name, “If it won’t break my oath, you may call on me.” 

Holding out his hand, “I’m not a commander, but I’ll do what I can if you call for help,” Stingray said, shaking Gomez’s hand.

“Lieutenant,” Reaper said, and Gomez looked over. “For your own safety, you need to forget, even if ordered, that you might have known Stingray in the past.” 

“The master chief I used to know who looked similar to Stingray is long gone, Reaper. But I would sooner rot in a cage before even mentioning his name,” Gomez vowed. 

“Gomez,” Pearson said. “This is a direct order. You will tell no other officer, regardless of rank, and not even President Fern if asked what happened here today. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Gomez grinned. 

“That goes for anyone who thinks they know a Sin Eater,” Reaper said, and Pearson felt his pulse skyrocket. His eyes darted to the sisters standing behind Stingray for a brief second. “Who you think you saw isn’t here, and never was,” Reaper told him. 

“I understand, but,” Pearson paused.

“Go ahead, but keep your voice low and you’d better have that spaceship’s ability to listen turned off,” Reaper told him. 

Nodding, “Yes, I didn’t want the crew to hear their captain asking the Sin Eaters for help getting the dependents,” Pearson said. “I know, unless I screw up big time, they’ll keep me in a boat until this is over, but after the war, if my crew knew what I’m willing to do, they could be prosecuted for not reporting me. I don’t care if I’m sent to prison, but I don’t want my crew punished.” 

Suddenly, Reaper slapped his leg, “Captain Tobias Pearson!” Reaper cried out. “You were on the Jimmy Carter!”

Stunned to say the least, “Um, formerly,” Pearson mumbled in shock. 

“You have the most kills in the Republic Navy!” Reaper said, then appeared confused. “When the hell did you get assigned to the underwater spaceship?”

“It was recent,” Pearson said. “Just how in the hell did you even know that?”

“Sin Eaters have lots of help, but I couldn’t help but read about you. So, this Kraken is better than a Seawolf?” 

Suddenly, Pearson was very scared of the Sin Eaters’ capabilities. “It’s like comparing a unicycle to the Space Shuttle,” Pearson offered.  

Turning to Stingray, “You know how to use what Gomez gave you?” Reaper asked.

Scoffing like he was offended, “Yeah,” Stingray replied. “It’s very similar to ours. Ours is a bit more advanced, truth be told.” 

“It’s state-of-the-art,” Gomez said. 

“Compared to what we use, it’s not,” Stingray said. 

“So, if they send a message, it’ll hold until we turn the thing on?” Reaper asked. 

Nodding, “Yes, and what we send will hold until who we send it to links up with the satellite,” Stingray answered. 

“Pearson, you wanted to say something earlier. Sorry, just excited to meet you,” Reaper grinned. “You’ve killed more people than we have, but we’re going to try and catch up.” 

“What?” Pain snapped. 

Glancing over at her, “Over forty troop transports,” Reaper grinned. “That’s over a million bodies.” 

“But that’s cheating. He got them when they were on ships and couldn’t run,” Pain moaned.

“I think it’s smart,” Reaper scoffed. 

“Thank you,” Pearson said, but was nervous. “I just wanted to say, I saw someone’s father recently. He’s doing well.”  

“Pearson, who you think you know isn’t here, I’m sorry. Even if they were, if you mentioned it, our world would suck. But thank you for passing along the thought,” Reaper told him, and Pearson nodded. “Give us a week to send out more videos of the attacks while you work on transportation. When you think the Republic can pull it off, let us know and I’ll make the demand.”

“How will you let me know when to go get them?” 

“Oh, I won’t. The governor of Bermuda will notify the Republic to come and get them. I would advise to have some shit in the area. I’m sure Gifford will try and send some planes to sink the transports,” Reaper advised. “That’s just how he is.”

“We can take care of that,” Pearson said.  

“Not to say this hasn’t been educational, but we need to get moving. We’ve gotten reports there are six Coast Guard Cutters and one littoral ship on our route, and I want to use the cover of darkness to slip past them,” Reaper said. 

“We can take care of them,” Pearson chuckled. “Where are you headed?”

“Um, Connecticut,” Reaper said hesitantly. “That can keep up with us, right? I really don’t want to slow down. Riding in those things sucks ass, and we have thirty hours and change left.” 

Pearson and Gomez busted out laughing. “Reaper, we’ll be there long before you,” Pearson chuckled, wiping tears from his eyes. “Just head in and don’t worry about ships, but we can’t do anything about air.” 

“We can take down aircraft, but there won’t be much up. Yesterday, an air battle started over Missouri, and Republic jets have punched in on runs all the way to Pennsylvania, hitting targets. When those jet jockeys are roaming about, nothing really likes flying,” Reaper told them. 

The laugh died in Pearson’s throat. “I haven’t gotten that. Is the Republic prepping to cross the Mississippi?”

“They’d better not be right now, unless the feds have pulled back,” Reaper snapped, and Pearson nodded. “I think the Republic is just trying to make life miserable for the feds, and stop the feds from interfering with harvest time.” 

Holding out his hand, “Reaper, it has been a pleasure,” Pearson said, and Reaper shook his hand again. After Pearson shook Stingray’s hand, he stepped over to the sisters. “Pain, Misery, I’m proud of you,” he said, holding out his hand.

They both shook it and Pearson saw that at one time, they were Gina and Cheryl, the little girls who were in his wedding, but they were now gone. Now, all that stood before him were Sin Eaters named Pain and Misery. “Thank you, Captain,” Misery said, tilting her head. Pain just nodded, shaking his hand. 

“Still can’t believe you took powerboats,” Pearson said. 

“We started out on the return trip with twelve, but four hundred miles back, one started losing power. We sank it and shifted crews around. Coming over with ten was much easier, since we’re packing more bodies in for the return,” Reaper told him.  

“Call out if you need us,” Pearson said, heading down the stairs. 

“Master chief,” Gomez said, patting Stingray on the shoulder. “Give those UN cocksuckers hell.” 

“You do the same, sir,” Stingray chuckled. 

When Pearson returned to the Kraken, the crew wanted to know what happened. They had watched, but the captain had forbidden them from listening. “When the topside is clear, make our depth one five zero feet with a heading of two four zero,” Pearson called out, handing his pistol to Gomez to secure. 

“Heading to the East coast?” the XO asked. 

“Yeah, a little bird said there were some cutters and a littoral class roaming about.” 

Getting very excited, “We haven’t sunk a littoral class!” the XO cheered. 

The Sin Eaters piled back into the powerboats with the five Sin Eaters from the yacht while the Kraken slipped below the surface. When all the boats had pulled away, charges went off in the yacht. When it started sinking, Reaper settled back in his seat, tightening the seatbelt. “Take us home, Stingray,” Reaper said.

Pushing the throttle forward, Stingray steered them home to bring all the Sin Eaters back together. “We’re going to win this war,” Reaper smiled, and wove his hand through the cage to pat Zeus. “But we still have a lot of sins to consume.”  

The End

End of Book Five
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